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ABSTRACT

Early Christian narrative demonstrates the inextricability of body and text. Christian
theology and doctrine of the early church was written on and through bodies — the body of
Christ, of Mary, of the tortured, mutilated bodies of the martyrs, on the emaciated bodies of
ascetics and the continent bodies of virgins. Within these narratives, women’s bodies

feature heavily.

Body narratives are rife throughout the literature of the early church, and these linguistic
representations of bodies; their actions, perceptions, emotions, and thoughts are also
embedded in authorial corporal understanding, reflecting their writers’ world view and
cultural and theological understanding. What is selected by the author, how stories are
retold, and how this is communicated to the reader are mediated through the body and
through the author’s understanding of the body that is depicted. Somatic representations
in ancient literature therefore provide an important avenue through which to explore not
only early Christian understanding of corporeality, gender and sexuality, but also social,

cultural and theological meanings that are inscribed on the bodies to whom we have access.

This thesis seeks to explore the narrative articulation of the female body, focusing on the

textual commemoration of corporeal suffering of female ascetics in late antique Christian



hagiography. It considers the rhetorical, theological, didactic and social uses of the suffering
female body, by reconsidering these sources as corporeal performances interwoven within
other existing discourses and interrogates them through the lens of gender and sexuality,
illness and disability, and the history of emotions. In so doing, this thesis will shed new light
not only on the accounts of the hagiographic Lives examined in this study, but also male and
female corporeality, early Christian understandings of gender and sexuality, and

eschatological thought.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

In the dystopian novel The Handmaid'’s Tale, Margaret Atwood presents a world living after
an environmental disaster in which the land has been rendered toxic and fertility rates have
dropped dangerously. The United States has become a totalitarian and theocratic state
named the Republic of Gilead in which fertile women are enslaved in sexual servitude, a
“national resource,” controlled and subjugated for the “benefit” of the world in which they

now exist.!

Through a series of flashbacks, we learn that Right-wing fundamentalists staged a military
coup and quickly subjugated the female population by revoking women’s right to work,
have a bank account or own property. The female population was then forcibly assigned to
categories of womanhood based on their fertility and perceived virtue. Fertile women are
forced to become handmaids and sent to the Red Centre where they are subjected to
psychological and physical torture designed to indoctrinate them into Gilead’s totalitarian
regime. The central character and narrator, Offred, a Handmaid in the Republic must wear a
uniform designed to conceal her body and to take the name of the man who controls her,

she is of Fred, no longer an individual in her own right.

! Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid'’s Tale (London: Vintage, 2017), 75.



My name isn’t Offred, | have another name, which nobody uses now because it’s
forbidden. |tell myself it doesn’t matter, your name is like your telephone number,
useful only to others; but what | tell myself is wrong, it does matter (Atwood, The
Handmaid’s Tale, 94).

By assuming these names, the handmaids’ identities are eroded, they are situated in a state

of belonging, possessed by the commander to whom they are assigned.

As part of the handmaids’ indoctrination, the Aunts who run the Red Centre attempt to
reconfigure and reconstruct perceptions of the female body through the manipulation and
distortion of a variety of discourses. Women are positioned as the cause of atrocities that
were perpetuated on their bodies in the pre-Gilead world, blamed for rape and abuse that
they, or women more generally endured.
It's Janine, telling about how she was gang-raped at fourteen and had an abortion...
But whose fault was it? Aunt Helena says... Her fault, her fault, her fault, we chant in
unison. Who led them on?... She did, She did. She did. Why did God allow such a
terrible thing to happen? Teach her a lesson. Teach her a lesson. Teach her a lesson
(Atwood, The Handmaid'’s Tale, 90).
What else should we have expected, asks Aunt Lydia with “The spectacles women used to
make of themselves. Qiling themselves like roast meat on a spit, and bare backs and
shoulders, on the street, in public and legs, not even stockings on them, no wonder these
things used to happen.”? Aunt Lydia justifies Gilead’s treatment of women by claiming that
there is more than one kind of freedom — in the old world, women had “freedom to,” now
they have been given “freedom from.”3 Offred sees some sense to this, recalling that
Women were not protected then.
| remember the rules, rules that were never spelled out but that every woman knew:
don't open your door to a stranger, even if he says he is the police... Don't stop on

the road to help a motorist pretending to be in trouble. Keep the locks on and keep
going. If anyone whistles, don’t turn to look (Atwood, The Handmaid'’s Tale, 34).

2 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 65.
3 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 34.



Ironically, Aunt Lydia’s justifies the subjugation of women because they now have freedom
from these behaviours, whilst simultaneously advocating for the continued and enforced

sanctioned rape of the Handmaids.

The forced induction of handmaids was prompted in part by the effects of atomic war which
caused mass sterility in the former United States.* However, despite the fertility crisis
affecting everyone, it is women whose bodies are interrogated. “There is no such thing as a
sterile man anymore, not officially. There are only women who are fruitful and women who
are barren, that’s the law (Atwood, The Handmaid'’s Tale, 70-71). To counter the fertility
crisis, those women who are proven fertile are deemed crucial to the survival of humanity
and valued only for their reproductive capabilities. Offred explains that the handmaids can
be beaten into submission, through the use of extreme physical violence. It does not matter
if their bodies become disfigured in the process, any punishment can be inflicted on her so
long as it does not affect her child-bearing capabilities. “We are containers it’s only the
insides of our bodies that are important. The outside can become hard and wrinkled, for all
they care, like the shell of a nut” (Atwood, The Handmaid'’s Tale, 107). After Moira, one of
the handmaids, attempted to escape from the Red Centre, she was brutally punished with
“steel cables, frayed at the ends” on the soles of her feet, so that her feet were so swollen
she could not wear shoes nor walk for a week. “Her feet did not look like feet at all. They
looked like drowned feet, swollen, boneless, except for the colour. They looked like lungs”
(Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 102). Offred explains that “They didn’t care what they did

to your feet and hands, even if it was permanent. Remember, said Aunt Lydia. For our

4 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 317



purposes your feet and your hands are not essential” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 102)
The handmaids are merely incubators, “We are for breeding purposes: we aren’t
concubines, geisha girls, courtesans...We are two-legged wombs, that’s all: sacred vessels,
ambulatory chalices” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 146). Their bodies are no longer their
own, but instead, through brutal violence, rape and indoctrination, the Republic aims to
turn the handmaids into docile, obedient vessels, valued only for, and defined by their

fertility.

It is on Offred, and the other handmaids’ bodies on which the new regime writes and forms
its identity. Their wombs are the locus of meaning for the new society, and they are the
sacrificial offering. Offred recognises this, and this affects how she perceives her own body.
“l avoid looking down at my body, not so much because it's shameful or immodest but
because | don’t want to see it. | don’t want to look at something that determines me so
completely” (Atwood, The Handmaid'’s Tale, 72-73). Sitting, naked in the bath, Offred
considers how her own understanding of her body has changed since the formation of
Gilead. Once a means of obtaining pleasure, of doing what she willed, and which was
wrapped up in her understanding of selfhood, it is now a “national resource” she is reduced
to a womb, a container for sperm and an incubator for her oppressor’s child.
| used to think of my body as an instrument, of pleasure, or a means of
transportation, or an implement for the accomplishment of my will . . . Now the flesh
arranges itself differently. I'm a cloud, congealed around a central object, the shape
of a pear, which is hard and more real than | am and glows red within its translucent
wrapping (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 83-84).
Offred’s body therefore reflects Gilead’s societal norms and constraints as well as being the

means on which those norms and constraints are constructed. Her own corporeal

understanding is reconstructed by the acts it is allowed to perform, through fear,



punishment and indoctrination. Offred recognises that to survive she must participate (at
least superficially) in this creation, “l wait. | compose myself. Myself is a thing | must now
compose, as one composes a speech. What | must present is a made thing, not something

born” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 76).

Offred’s reflections demonstrate that our bodies are simultaneously a medium through
which we experience the world, and at the same time a medium through which the world
can be enacted. In The Handmaid’s Tale, Offred exemplifies this in the changing perceptions
of her own body. Her corporal understanding is complex, she holds tight to her pre-Gilead
conception of her body, whilst the regime dehumanises her, subjecting her to
indoctrination, sexual, physical and mental abuse. Offred’s body reflects multiple ideas,
concepts and layers of meaning.> Her body is thus “simultaneously a physical and symbolic
artefact...both naturally and culturally produced.”® Throughout the HMT, Atwood employs
Offred’s body as a corporeal frame of reference. Offred understands her body, to use
Michel Foucault’s term, as an “inscribed surface of events,” it is the medium on which

Gileadean values and morality are written as well as being a site which tells her own story.”

The HMT demonstrates profoundly how the meanings that we give to bodies that we see,

read about or encounter are shaped by language, culture, religion and ideology. The

5> On the way the body is used in The Handmaid’s Tale see Daniel Barkass-Williamson, “How is the Body Used
to Characterise the Dystopian Female Identity in the Patriarchal Societies of Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid'’s Tale and Angela Carter’s The Passion of New Eve?” Innervate 9 (2016-17): 161-166; Julia Kuznetski,
“Disempowerment and Bodily Agency in Margaret Atwood’s The Testaments and the Handmaid's Tale TV
Series,” The European Legacy 26 (2021), 287-302.

® Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret M. Lock, "The Mindful Body: A Prolegomenon to Future Work in
Medical Anthropology," Medical Anthropology Quarterly, New Series 1 (1987), 7.

7 Michel, Foucault, "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History," in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays
and Interviews, ed. Donald Bouchard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 148.



character of Offred displays the discursive process of the creation of alternative
understandings of the body, of what it means to have the body of a woman and the social
function of that body. Atwood’s depiction of Offred in this narrative reflects and draws
upon contemporary corporeal understanding which posits that although we experience our
bodies, the meanings that we give to them are cultural, shaped by language and ideologies.
| have begun this thesis with the HMT as | see many analogies in Atwood’s use of the female
body as a tableau through which theology and doctrine is inscribed with the use of the

female body in early Christian hagiographic literature.

Early Christian narrative demonstrates the inextricability of bodies and text. Christian
theology and doctrine of the early church was written on and through bodies — the body of
Christ, of Mary, of Lazarus, of those nameless people healed by Jesus, of the tortured,
mutilated bodies of the martyrs, on the emaciated bodies of ascetics and the continent
bodies of virgins. Within these narratives, women’s bodies feature heavily. Body narratives
are rife throughout the literature of the early church, and these linguistic representations of
bodies; their actions, perceptions, emotions, and thoughts are also embedded in authorial
corporal understanding, reflecting their writers’ world view and cultural and theological
understanding. In fact, “body narratives, including the social norms that define the body
and its functions, are likewise textual or ideological constructions, ‘virtual phantasms’ of
actual corporeality.”® What is selected by the author, how stories are retold, and how this is
communicated to the reader are mediated through the body and through the author’s

understanding of the body that is depicted. Somatic representations in ancient literature

8 Kylee-Anne Hingston, Articulating Bodies: The Narrative Form of Disability and lliness in Victorian Fiction
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2019), 3.



therefore provide an interesting and important avenue through which to explore not only
early Christian understanding of corporeality, gender and sexuality, but also social, cultural
and theological meanings that are inscribed on the bodies to whom we have access.
Analysis of these corporeal representations must therefore form a vital part of the study of

early Christianity.

In this thesis, | seek to explore the narrative articulation of the female body, focusing on the
textual commemoration of corporeal suffering of female ascetics in late antique Christian
hagiography. This thesis is not driven by historiographic motivation; but instead | consider
the rhetorical, theological, didactic and social uses of the suffering female body. What is
written on and through these bodies? How are these bodies put to work? Why and how
were these representations meaningful and purposeful, and what can they tell us about
early Christian meaning-making. My sources all depict instances of female suffering and |
therefore consider the gendered nature of that suffering, by contextualizing these
representations by considering the assumptions, theories and understandings which
participated in the formation of categories such as gender, and sexuality, health, and illness
in the late antique world. In so doing, | then seek to determine what this can tell us about
early Christian understanding of the body, gender and sexuality as well as of disease,
disability and health. Further, | consider what part these depictions play in, or contribute to,

the formation of social groups, and the construction of identity and power and authority.

The Body
The centrality of the body has been a major focus of feminist theories, particularly since the

late 1980s and 1990s, and is now a core part of work undertaken not only by feminist



scholars, but also in the fields of gender studies, disability studies and post-colonial studies

amongst other fields.? Feminist scholarship has brought about significant changes in how

the body is represented and theorised. Elizabeth Grosz, like Foucault, argues that the body

is “socially inscribed” and can no longer be regarded as a pre-cultural given.'? It can “be

seen as the primary object of social production and inscription and can thus be located

within a network of socio historical relations.”*! In her 1994 monograph, Volatile Bodies,

she goes on to say that bodies

Cannot be adequately understood as a historical, pre-cultural, or natural objects in
any simple way; they are not only inscribed, marked, engraved by social pressures
external to them but are the products, the direct effect, of the very social
constitution of nature itself. It is not simply that the body is represented in a variety
of ways according to historical, social, and cultural exigencies while it remains
basically the same; these factors actively produce the body as a body of a
determinate type.!?

Grosz employs the concept of inscription on the body, using it both literally and

metaphorically to claim that

The body has figured as a writing surface on which messages, a text, are inscribed.
This metaphorics of body writing posits the body, and particularly its epidermic
surface, muscular-skeletal frame, ligaments, joints, blood vessels, and internal
organs as corporeal surfaces, the blank page on which engraving, graffiti, tattooing,
or inscription can take place. This metaphor of the textualized body asserts that the
body is a page of material surface, possibly even a book of interfolded leaves... ready
to receive, bear, and transmit meanings, messages, or signs, much like a system of
writing... The messages or texts produced by this body writing construct bodies as

9 See for example works such as Sara Ahmed, Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality

(London:

Routledge, 2000); Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (New York, NY:

Routledge, 1993); A. Fausto-Sterling Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality. (New

York, NY

: Basic Books): 2000; Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington, IN:

Indiana University Press, 1994).

10 Conversely, Judith Butler critiques Foucault and others’ concept of the body as socially constructed as they
suggest that to claim that the body is socially constructed” holds an implicit understanding that there is a body
which can be distinct from or external to the process of construction (Judith Butler, “Foucault and the Paradox
of Bodily Inscriptions,” The Journal of Philosophy 86 (1989):601-607 (601). They note that some writers, in
particular Simone de Beauvoir’s conception of the body suggest that “the body” is a “passive medium on
which cultural meanings are inscribed.” (Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity (London: Routledge, 2014), 12).

11 Elizabeth Grosz, “Notes towards a Corporeal Femininism,” Australian Feminist Studies 2 (1986) 1-16 (1).

12 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,

1994), x.



networks of meaning and social significance, producing them as meaningful and
functional “subjects” within social and ensembles.*3

Just as the fictional ideology of Gilead is depicted as being written on the bodies of women,
so too modern scholars have demonstrated that the body was a site through which early

Christian theology was crafted.

Scholars have increasingly recognised that the textualized female body was harnessed by
male authors as a tool to explore the potentialities and intricacies of Christian identity.**
Indeed it is just this “literary,” rhetorically constructed woman which Elizabeth Clark finds
problematic with regards to the historical study of holy women.*® She notes however that
“Interesting work may continue to examine how “woman,” how gender is constructed in
early Christian texts, but will also move beyond purely linguistic concerns to explore the
social forces at work in these constructions.”® Indeed, the female body formed a
constitutive aspect of the ideology, theology and social practice which shaped and defined
Christian antiquity. As Meghan Henning acknowledges therefore,

The emphasis on gender as a way of interpreting a body that emerged after the

linguistic turn, enables us to talk about the operative cultural assumptions of the

body in antiquity despite the elusive nature of that body... No longer preoccupied

with recovering “real women,” early Christian historians are free to focus instead

upon the way in which women and gender are socially constructed in ancient texts.!’

13 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, 117.

14 Following the work of such scholars as Elizabeth Clark, many interested in women’s history have
acknowledged that we have very little direct access to female perspectives in the ancient world, indeed, the
female voice is often elusive (Elizabeth A. Clark, "The Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist Historian after the
"Linguistic Turn"." Church History 67, no. 1 (1998): 1-31. See also Patricia Cox Miller, Women in Early
Christianity: Translations from Greek Texts. (Washington: Catholic University Press, 2005).)

15 Elizabeth A. Clark, “Holy Women, Holy Words: Early Christian Women, Social History, and the ‘Linguistic
Turn,”” Journal of Early Christian Studies 6 (1998): 413-430 (415).

16 Clark, “Holy Women, Holy Words,” 430.

17 Meghan R. Henning, Hell Hath No Fury: Gender, Disability, and the Invention of Damned Bodies in Early
Christian Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021), 16. There is not the space here to give a full a
comprehensive list of scholarship which has sought to examine women and gender in ancient texts, instead |
provide a brief list of some key studies: Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious
Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987); Caroline Walker



This thesis therefore seeks to explore literary representations of female corporeality in early
Christian and late antique discourses and is particularly interested in depictions of female
suffering in hagiographic literature. | consider the rhetorical, theological, and social uses of
the suffering female body by reconsidering these sources as corporeal performances
interwoven within other existing discourses and interrogate them through the lens of

gender and sexuality, illness and disability, and the history of emotions.

The Ascetic Body

In 1968, the French historian Evelyne Patagean highlighted the variety and social diversity of
those people encountered by saints, in monasteries or towns depicted in hagiographic texts,
in fact “C’est la société entiére qui a affaire a eux.”'® The intertwining of the saints’ life with
those of his or her community meant that hagiography, Patagean suggested, could provide a
wealth of information on social history, in particular on matters and themes such as health,
disability, illness, gender, class which are often obscured or omitted from other forms of

literature.’® Patagean’s article began a shift in scholarship which saw the publication of

Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion (New
York: Zone Books, 1992); Elizabeth A. Clark, “Women, Gender, and the Study of Christian History” Church
History 70 (2001): 395-426; L Stephanie Cobb, Dying to Be Men: Gender and Language in Early Christian Martyr
Texts, New York: Columbia University Press, 2008; Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized
Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1996); Rebecca
Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women: Gender, Nature, and Authority From Celsus to Galen.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000; Helen King, Hippocrates’ Woman: Reading the Female Body in Ancient
Greece (London: Routledge, 1998); Alicia Myers, Blessed Among Women?: Mothers and Motherhood in the
New Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017); Anna Rebecca Solevag, “Hysterical Women?
Gender and Disability in Early Christian Narrative,” in Disability in Antiquity, ed. Christian Laes (London:
Routledge, 2017)

18 Evelyne Patagean, “A Byzance: Ancienne Hagiographie et Histoire Sociale,” Annales 23 (1968): 106-126
(109).

19 Elizabeth Clark demonstrates for example that we can learn about senatorial wealth and property, the time
it took to travel from Constantinople and Jerusalem, the organisation of women’s monasteries, or the reading
patterns of elite female ascetics (Clark, “Holy Women, Holy Words”).
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Peter Brown’s seminal “The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,” in 1971.%°
Drawing on models of cultural anthropology, particularly from the work of Mary Douglas,
Brown offered a glimpse both of the holy man himself as part of late antique society, but
also pointed to the actions, interactions, function and role of the holy man as offering a
window into late antique society itself. Claudia Rapp describes the influence of Brown’s
article on scholarship as giving “us the living holy man in contrast to the cult of dead saints,”

emphasising that the genre of hagiography itself can be given clarity through Brown’s

work.2!

Brown’s subsequent The Body and Society (1988) represented a tour de force in considering
the body as a site through which to explore the early Christian world.?? In the preface
Brown explains that his aim is to study sexual renunciation, and in his own words,
To make clear the notions of the human person and of society implied in such
renunciations, and to following detail the reflection and controversy which these
notions generated, among Christian writers, on such topics as the nature of
sexuality, the relation of men and women, and the structure and meaning of
society.?3
The Body and Society demonstrated formidably that the body was a fruitful avenue through
which to explore not only perspectives on corporal understanding and sexuality, but also the

transformations and changes that early Christianity brought about, and the polymorphic

nature of early Christianity.

20 peter Brown, “The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,” Journal of Roman Studies 61 (1971):
80-101.

21 Claudia Rapp, “The Origins of Hagiography and the Literature of Early Monasticism: Purpose and Genre
Between Tradition and Innovation,” in Unclassical Traditions: Volume I: Alternatives to the Classical Past in
Late Antiquity, eds. Christopher Kelly, Richard Flower and Michael Stuart Williams Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 123.

22 Brown emphasises that this became a book about early Christianity rather than late antiquity in general.
(Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1988), xv

23 Brown, The Body and Society, xiii.
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What followed was a period that Brown himself was later to describe as coinciding with a
“dam-burst” of scholarly attention and interest to the study of religious studies of late

III

antiquity, particularly he notes, the “existential” aspects of the period, including asceticism,
the body, sexuality and gender.?* In his History of the Body, Willemiin Ruberg describes this
corporeal, somatic or bodily turn as a shift from writing history of “disembodied peoples’
thoughts and ideas” which assumed a view of the body as an unaltering, consistent
biological entity to a view of the body which underlined its cultural and historical
variability.?> Subsequent studies on illness, disease, health, gender, sexuality and disability

have further demonstrated the usefulness of the body as a lens through which to examine

history and theology.

The Suffering Body

Of key importance to this study is the work of Judith Perkins who, building on Foucault’s
work on the self, identified in the early Roman Empire, a discursive focus which led to the
construction of the notion of the “self” as sufferer.?® Through analysis of a range of sources
from the late first century CE onwards, she identified a cultural proclivity towards
representations of the body as vulnerable to suffering and pain that had been absent from
literary representation in the ancient world. Perkins claims that these scripts of suffering
and bodily pain became assimilated into Christian literary representation in Christian

narrative to create new categories of subjects, previously omitted from narrative

24 peter Brown, “So Debate the World of Late Antiquity Revisited,” Symbolae Osloenses 72 (2008): 5-30 (27).
25 Willemiin Ruberg, History of the Body (London: Red Globe Press, 2020), 1-2.

26 Judith Perkins, The Suffering Self: Pain and Narrative Representation in the Early Christian Era (London:
Routledge, 1995).
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representation such as the poor, the old and the sick.?’” These scripts generated a human
community focused on suffering and made up of sufferers which was identity forming and
community building. She notes that “The discourse of the martyr Acts, representing pain as
empowering and death a victory, helped to construct a new understanding of human
existence, a new ‘mental set’ toward the world that would have far-reaching
consequences.”?® This supposition maintains that the overall prominence and conformity to
the notion of the Christian as sufferer eventually became the material of Christian collective

memory and was fundamental to the growth and triumph of Christianity itself.

The suffering body is therefore of great importance, and yet the study of late antique
discourses of suffering bodies have focused almost solely on martyrological texts, neglecting
ascetic literature which also celebrates and validates the corporeal suffering of its
protagonists. Further, when the ascetic suffering body is considered in modern scholarship,
it is rarely considered in terms of gender. At its broadest perspective, when exploring these
representations of female suffering, | will examine what depictions of suffering are doing in
a text. Why are they there, for what purpose, and what effect does their inclusion have both
within the text itself and for its intended audience? More specifically, | wish to consider
whether there was a gendered aspect to these depictions. In a time where writing was
hyper fixated on the female body, | ask what these depictions of the suffering female body
can tell us. | work on the premise that the bodies we find in ancient texts are constructed as
“networks of meaning,” transmitting assumptions, ideas and theology. | seek to examine

and explore the narrative articulation of the textualized suffering body by identifying

27 perkins, The Suffering Self, 8.
28 perkins, The Suffering Self, 123.
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depictions of female corporeal suffering, and reconsidering these sources through the lens
of illness, the history of emotions, race, or gender and sexuality which historically were seen
as the purview of other disparate disciplines which will open up new and exciting avenues of

exploration.

It is important to mention briefly here that the “suffering female body” is perhaps a
misnomer which is worth highlighting here. Literary depictions of pain and of its absence,
have been directly engaged in shaping social, cultural and theological meaning and the
creation of both individual and communal identity. As Stephanie Cobb observes in her study
of the representations of early Christian martyrs, even when being burnt alive,
dismembered or tortured, “the Christian body is decidedly not in pain.”?° So too, the
ascetics examined in these texts. They are placed in situations which we as the reader
might unconsciously assume depict a “suffering” body, their bodies are scarred, rotting and
worme-infested, yet their absence of pain is frequently part of their narrative representation.
The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines the intransitive verb “to suffer” as “to endure
death, pain or distress,” and “to be subject to disability or handicap.”*° | use the term
“suffering” therefore to refer to somatic events which depict the body being physically

broken or changed in some way or in which pain is felt.

The Female Body
Before considering the details of this study, we must briefly consider the idea of “female”

suffering. Simone de Beauvoir famously asserted that

2% Cobb, Dying to Be Men,10.
30 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed., s.v. “suffer.”
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One is not born, but rather becomes, woman. No biological, psychical or economic
destiny defines the figure that the human female takes on in society; it is civilisation
as a whole that elaborates this intermediary product between the male and the
eunuch that is called feminine.3!
Addressing Beauvoir’s claim, Judith Butler too recognises this construction of gender more
broadly as a continuous process,
If there is something right in Beauvoir’s claim that one is not born, but rather
becomes a woman, it follows that woman itself is a term in process, a becoming, a
constructing that cannot rightfully be said originate or to end. As an ongoing
discursive practice, it is open to intervention and resignification.”3?
Gender and the performance of gender are complex. Gender is bound up in other
discourses including sexuality, race, class etc and therefore varies geographically, culturally
and over time. The creation of this gendered identity, our performance of gender is part of
a complex web with no starting or end point. Even Offred’s gendered identity and

performance, although created by a new regime is based, albeit antagonistically, on

condemnation of previous gendered roles and performances.

Thesis Overview
Scholars such as Oyerénké OyewUumi caution those studying historical aspects of gender,
reminding us that if gender is socially constructed, we should not automatically assume that
gender remains the same across time and space, or indeed that it was always a meaningful
category,
If gender is a social construction, then we must examine the various
cultural/architectural sites where it was constructed, and we must acknowledge that
variously located actors (aggregates, groups, interested parties) were part of the

construction. We must further acknowledge that if gender is a social construction,
then there was a specific time (in different cultural/architectural sites) when it was

31 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Shelia Malovany-Chevallier (London:
Vintage Books, 2010), 146.
32 Butler, Gender Trouble, 43
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“constructed” and therefore a time before which it was not. Thus, gender, being a
social construction, is also a historical and cultural phenomenon.33

Elsa Barkley Brown also highlights the complexity of gender, critiquing white feminists for
assuming that despite things like sexuality, race, ethnicity or class, all women have the same
gender. She adds, “We have still to recognize that being a woman is, in fact, not extractable
from the context in which one is a woman...We have still to recognize that all women do
not have the same gender.”3* | begin therefore in chapter 1 by interrogating how female
bodies were conceived of, and reflected upon, in the literature of the ancient world. By
briefly considering ancient myth and medical literature | aim to reconstruct multiple
ideologies of gender; the assumptions, theories and understandings of which all participated
in the formation of the categories of gender in the Greco-Roman world.3> Ascetic discourse
builds upon ancient concepts of the body and so it is of particular importance to develop a
comprehensive understanding of the way in which women’s bodies were both thought of

and used.3® This chapter then continues to examine how women’s bodies were employed

33 Oyerénké Oyewumi, “Visualizing the Body: Western Theories and African Subjects,” in African Gender
Studies: A Reader, ed. Oyéronké Oyewumi (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 11.

34 Elsa Barkley Brown, ““What Has Happened Here’: The Politics of Difference in Women's History and Feminist
Politics” Feminist Studies 18 (1992): 295-312 (300).

35 Rebecca Flemming states that “Medicine is a site of social negotiation, where men and women may meet
and interact, both with each other and among themselves...the making of medicine is thus inevitably and
multiply bound up with the making of gender.” (Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 25).

36 See for example David Brakke, “The Problematization of Nocturnal Emissions in Early Christian Syria, Egypt,
and Gaul,” JECS 3 (1995): 436-441; Brown, The Body and Society; Virginia Burrus, “Word and Flesh: The Bodies
and Sexuality of Ascetic Women in Christian Antiquity,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 10 (1994): 27-51;
Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336 (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1995), 59-114; Elizabeth Castelli, “Mortifying the Body, Curing the Soul: Beyond Ascetic
Dualism in The Life of Syncletica.” Differences (1992): 134- 153; Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride; Patricia Cox
Miller, “Desert Asceticism and ‘The Body from Nowhere,” JECS 2 (1994): 137-153; Patricia Cox Miller, The
Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late Ancient Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2009); Andrew Crislip, Thorns in the Flesh: Illiness and Sanctity in Late Ancient Christianity (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013); John M. Dillon, “Rejecting the Body, Refining the Body: Some Remarks
on the Development of Platonist Asceticism,” in Asceticism, eds. Vincent L. Wimbush and Richard Valantasis
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 80-87; Hannah Hunt, Clothed in the Body: Asceticism, the Body and the
Spiritual in the Late Antique Era (London: Routledge, 2016); Hannah Hunt, “Religion and the Body,” in A
Companion to Religion in Late Antiquity, eds. Josef Lossl, Nicholas J. Baker-Brian (Newark: Wiley & Sons, 2018),
475-492; Margaret R. Miles, Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and Religious Meaning in the Christian West
(Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2006); Aline Rousselle, Porneia: On Desire and the Body in Antiquity

16



rhetorically and theologically in the literature of the early church. Taking examples of the
literary representation of female suffering in early Christian narrative from two
perspectives, depictions of women who suffered and died, and women who suffered and

lived.

Having surveyed the wider discursive field, | then delve deeply into four hagiographic
sources from the fourth and fifth centuries CE., taking an episode in which the protagonist
of each story is depicted as enduring an episode of corporeal suffering. Chapter 2 looks at a
fifth-century account of an austere ascetic anchorite, Syncletica who lived in the desert near
Alexandria. This chapter explore the problematic female body through the graphically
realistic, but intensely horrific, depiction of Syncletica’s long, drawn-out illness that
gradually caused her body to waste away. Literature of the late antique period frequently
emphasised a link between women’s bodies and sordidness and shame. Even having
adopted virginity, and undertaken extreme ascetic practice, women were still hampered by
the very fact of their own female body. Things work differently in the anonymous fifth-
century hagiographic Life and Activity of the Holy and Blessed Syncletica. In this chapter, |
argue rather than relying on external markers of masculinisation like other literature of the
early church, Syncletica transcended her gender through a rhetoric of disgust and corporal

suffering. She was no longer a site of sexual desire, but rather an object of disgust.

(Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2013); Samuel Rubenson, “’As Already Translated to the Kingdom While Still
in the Body’: The Transformation of the Ascetic in Early Egyptian Monasticism,” in Metamorphoses, eds. Turid
Karlsen Sim and Jorunn @kland (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009), 271-289; Theresa M. Shaw, The Burden of the
Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998); Maureen A. Tilley, “The
Ascetic Body and the (Un)Making of the World of the Martyr,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 59
(1991): 467-479; Robert H. von Thaden Jr., “Glorify God in Your Body: The Redemptive Role of the Body in
Early Christian Ascetic Literature (Cistercian Studies Quarterly 38, 2003): 191-209.
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Paradoxically in this monstrous image, she became a means for her community to combat
the “problematic” nature of the feminine body and triumph over the power of their own
sexual desire. Through this, Syncletica’s body took on a communal function, employed to
provoke and instigate desired behaviours, and was used to explore theological conceptions

of the female body.

Chapter 3 examines Gregory of Nyssa’s account of the death of his sister Macrina. In the
Life of Macrina, Macrina’s corporeality is central to the text, and her death, and post-
mortem body take centre-stage. Traditionally, scholars have identified the motif of
“becoming male” or of the masculinisation of women in early Christian narrative. In this
chapter, | use Gregory’s rendering of Macrina’s death and post-mortem revelation of a scar
on her breast to demonstrate that the motif of “becoming male” is perhaps too simplistic to
describe what is going on in this text. | argue that Macrina is both masculinised and
concurrently femininsed. | demonstrate that in situating Macrina throughout the text
within ancient categories of noble death, martial wounds and heroic endurance, Gregory
demonstrated that she bore all the significant attributes of virtus, bravery and, in short,
masculinity. However, during her life we can see a clear emphasis on femininity, and
maternal suffering which appears to subvert Gregory’s own narrative of Macrina’s
masculinity and supposedly masculine virtues. However, by contextualising the post-
mortem divulging of Macrina’s breast using Greco-Roman literature, myth and visual
images, | argue that the exposure of her breast worked on two levels, simultaneously
masculinising as well as feminising her. | conclude that here lies the crux of Gregory’s
depiction of Macrina — it is not one of simple masculinization, but of gender ambiguity, a

transcendence of gender by becoming both masculine and feminine.
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The hagiographic Life of Melania the Younger, written by the ascetic Melania’s companion
Gerontius in the late fifth century, is the focus of chapter 4. This narrative has been referred
to in numerous studies concerning the role of women, the early Christian elite, and female
monasticism in the early church, yet her somatic experience of iliness has often gone
unobserved.?” Further, in the earliest extant versions of the Life, one Latin and one Greek,
the accounts of her illness differ in significant ways. By drawing on ancient physiognomic
understanding of somatic difference, and concepts of race, alongside Greco-Roman medical
theories, | demonstrate how differing interpretive traditions used notions of illness and race
in conjunction with ideas of sexuality and gender, and power and identity with very
different results. In one as a means of demonstrating and promoting “orthodoxy” whilst in
the other, ascetic corporeal notions take precedence and we find a focus on sexuality,
concepts of sexual desire and gender. In this chapter, | consider how the inner body, its
functionality, inner parts and somatic processes were employed in ascetic literature to
negotiate, define and articulate ideas about both the living human body as well as the
future eschatological body. It deals with the desexualisation of a female saint as a living

model of chastity and as a foreshadowing of the eschatological angelic body. This chapter

37 For a selection see Peter Brown, Through the Eye of a Needle: Wealth, the Fall of Rome, and the Making of
Christianity in the West, 350-550 AD (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 291-300; Catherine M. Chin,
“Apostles and Aristocrats,” in Melania: Early Christianity through the Life of One Family, eds. Catherine M. Chin
and Caroline T. Schroeder (Oakland, Cal.: University of California Press, 2017), 19-33; Elizabeth A. Clark,
Melania the Younger: From Rome to Jerusalem (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021),39-60; 77-97; Lynda
L. Coon, Sacred Fictions: Holy Women and Hagiography in Late Antiquity (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 95-119; Christine Luckritz Marquis, “Namesake and Inheritance,” in Melania: Early
Christianity through the Life of One Family, eds. Catherine M. Chin and Caroline T. Schroeder (Oakland, Cal.:
University of California Press, 2017), 34-49; Caroline T. Schroeder, “Exemplary Women,” in Melania: Early
Christianity through the Life of One Family, eds. Catherine M. Chin and Caroline T. Schroeder (Oakland, Cal.:
University of California Press, 2017), 50-66; Anne Yarbrough, “Christianization in the Fourth Century,” Church
History 45 (1976): 149-165
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sheds new light not only on interpretative traditions of one of the earliest accounts of a
female saint, but also on the intersection of race, illness, sexuality, healing, and authority
interwoven within these accounts. In a time when the living human body, and future
eschatological body were in a constant state of negotiation, definition, and articulation, this
chapter demonstrates how key theological debates such as the nature of the resurrected

body were played out through the suffering female body.

In Chapter 5, | explore the suffering female body from a very different perspective, through
the life of a male saint. Previous chapters have demonstrated that narrative
representations of female saints “becoming male” are ubiquitous in the literature of the
early church and late antique period. However, rather than “becoming male”, in the Syrian
ascetic Simeon’s suffering body, we find a desexualisation and de-gendering of the male,
employing a gender fluidity which typically characterises accounts of female saints. In
Theodoret of Cyrrhus’ account, Simeon the Stylite (c.390-459 CE), an ascetic renowned for
situating himself on a pillar for 37 years. Simeon’s self-inflicted corporal mortification
resulted in a “grievous wound.” By situating this depiction within Greco-Roman and early
Christian literature, | demonstrate that this “grievous wound” is deliberately suggestive of
self-castration. This castration effectuates a de-gendering and desexualisation of Simeon in
line with early Christian eschatology, soteriology and understanding of gender. In exploring
this, | focus on another episode in which Simeon suffers a gruesome affliction of his feet. By
contextualising Simeon’s affliction using Greco-Roman medical theories, ancient Jewish
literature, and early Christian eschatological arguments, | show that the destruction of
Simeon’s feet demonstrates a euphemistic employment of the “feet” which employed a

culturally understood use of a somatic part to represent the destruction of his genitals, his
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sexuality and his gender. | argue therefore that Simeon’s “grievous wound” and in Jacob of
Serug’s later Homily on Simeon the Stylite, actual self-amputation, of Simeon’s foot should
be read in the same vein as the accounts of female saints whose corporeality employed to

demonstrate their de-gendering and desexualisation.

Focusing on the embodied representations of the suffering female body in late antique
literary representations not only sheds new light on the specific texts, but also on the
discourse of corporeal suffering and fosters conversations on the body as a location of
religious expression. It will examine and reassess interpretive traditions of the accounts of
early female saints as well as the intersection of gender, race, illness, sanctity, sexuality,

soteriology and eschatological thought interwoven within these accounts.

21



CHAPTER Il: THE SUFFERING FEMALE BODY

Our bodies are the “most familiar object people encounter” indeed, everything we do and
everything we are is mediated through our bodies.3® Although we experience our bodies,
the meanings that we give to them are cultural, shaped by language and ideologies. The
body is thus “simultaneously a physical and symbolic artefact...both naturally and culturally
produced”.3® How then can we read the ancient body? Jennifer Glancy notes that “We are
outside the cultural codes and we lack the bodies.”*° We cannot assume that there is
necessarily a historically constant, common ‘reality’ of the human body, indeed, as Helen

|II

King points out, “biological” definitions that we consider to be “normal” could actually

mislead scholars when working on ancient corporeal understanding.**

38 ). C. Chrisler and I. Johnston-Robledo, eds., Woman’s Embodied Self: Feminist Perspectives on Identity and
Image. (Washington: American Psychological Association, 2018), 4.

3% Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret M. Lock, "The Mindful Body: A Prolegomenon to Future Work in
Medical Anthropology," Medical Anthropology Quarterly, New Series, 1 (1987), 7.

40 Jennifer Glancy. Corporeal Knowledge: Early Christian Bodies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 14.
41 she highlights the work anthropologists have done to draw our attention to this fact arguing that it is
“insufficiently rigorous” to assume as biological facts certain things we think we know about the human, and
particularly the female body. For example, she notes that in the twenty first century, we believe it is normal,
indeed a biological fact for a post-pubescent woman to menstruate every month, it is a ‘biological given’,
natural, spontaneous and part of being a woman. However, she cites a number of anthropological studies
from both contemporary non-Western and past societies which might lead us to the conclusion that this may
not be the case in all societies. This she argues, could then alter our understanding of historical texts that we
are investigating (Helen King, Hippocrates” Woman: Reading the Female Body in Ancient Greece (London:
Routledge, 2014),4-5). Michael Worton gives a relevant example, describing the notion of the primacy of the
individual, he contends that this is not a universally accepted notion, but is essentially a modern, Western
notion. He reminds us that there are many societies in which the individual is seen rather as a social being
whose motives as well as actions are determined collectively by the community and through cultural tradition.
Failure to situate these understandings of the body can lead to misunderstandings, he argues that this can
particularly be the case for issues of gender which is constructed differently according to local conditions and
traditions of sexuality which are frequently implicated in the social structures of control, management and
even oppression. (Michael Worton, “Introduction,” in National Healths: Gender, Sexuality and Health in a
Cross-Cultural Context, eds. Michael Worton and Nana Wilson-Tagoe (London: UCL Press, 2004), 1.
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| begin, in this first chapter therefore to consider how the body was represented in
ancient literature, focusing on ancient myth and medical literature.*? | will consider
evidence which illustrates Greco-Roman notions about the nature and construction of the
female body and how this manifested itself in the literature of the time, considering what
this can tell us about how women’s bodies were conceived and understood.** On a
cautionary note, these sources, like most of the extant sources we possess for the ancient
world, were written by elite men for other elite men— they therefore describe elite-male
viewpoints: simply, they tell us what elite males thought about women’s bodies.*
However, by examining the way in which female bodies are reflected in ancient myth and
medical literature, it is possible to reconstruct ideologies of gender; the assumptions,
theories and understandings of which all participate in the formation of the categories of
men and women in the Roman Empire and therefore this literature can provide a window
into wider cultural understandings, the construction of categories of gender in the ancient

world and allows us to begin to read the ancient female body.*®

42 Rebecca Flemming argues that medical texts had a wide readership, certainly “not ignored by wider society,
or restricted in their readership to a handful of professionals....The concepts and understandings articulated
within them circulated widely among the educated elite, who were active participants in medical discourse in a
range of ways.” Rebecca Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women: Gender, Nature and Authority
from Celsus to Galen. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 78.

4 “Medicine is a site of social negotiation, where men and women may meet and interact, both with each
other and among themselves...the making of medicine is thus inevitably and multiply bound up with the
making of gender.” Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 25.

4 Following the work of such scholars as Elizabeth Clark, many interested in women’s history have
acknowledged that we have very little direct access to female perspectives in the ancient world, indeed, the
female voice is often elusive (Elizabeth A. Clark, "The Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist Historian after the
"Linguistic Turn"." Church History 67 (1998): 1-31). On women writers in antiquity see Laurie J. Churchill, Phyllis
R. Brown, and Jane E. Jeffrey, eds., Women Writing Latin: From Roman Antiquity to Early Modern Europe (New
York: Routledge, 2002); Ellen Greene, ed., Women Poets in Ancient Greece and Rome (Norman, Oklahoma:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2005); I.M. Plant, ed., Women Writers of Ancient Greece and Rome: An
Anthology (London: Equinox Publishing, 2004).

45 My examples are not exhaustive and given the nature of this project cannot cover all diversity of thought,
geographic differences or delve into aspects of social status. For more in depth studies see Peter Brown, The
Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1988); Gillian Cloke, This Female Man of God: Women and Spiritual Power in the Patristic Age, AD 350-
450 (London: Routledge, 1995); L. Stephanie Cobb, Dying to Be Men: Gender and Language in Early Christian
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Ancient Myth

Narrative theorists have identified stories as a primary way that societies construct
realities, and as complex mechanisms which help people make sense of the world around
them. Stories from the ancient world can therefore provide a window through which we
catch glimpses of how ancient writers perceived the world around them and made sense of
what they saw. According to Sarah Pomeroy, an investigation of classical mythology, “how
myths arose and of their connection to external and psychological realities is an essential
prelude to the study of the history of women, for the myths of the past molded the
attitudes of successive, more sophisticated generations and preserved the continuity of the
social order.”*® | begin this study therefore with a brief look at ancient mythology in order
to begin to see how women and their bodies were perceived in the ancient world. Broadly,
what we find in these ancient mythological stories is a negativity, even a hostility at times
towards women. The pervasive nature of this representation would suggest that the
inherent misogyny present in these stories would not have been perpetuated and indeed
effective if it did not reflect an understanding of gendered relationships and understanding

of women already present in the wider society.*” Due to restraints of space, | limit the study

Martyr Texts (New York, Columbia University Press, 2008); Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride; Lesley Dean-
Jones, Women’s Bodlies in Classical Greek Science (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); Flemming, Medicine and the
Making of Roman Women; Glancy, Corporal Knowledge; King, Hippocrates’ Woman; Meghan R. Henning,
Disability, and the Invention of Damned Bodies in Early Christian Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2021).

46 Sarah B. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity (New York: Schocken
Books, 1995), 1.

47 On the study of women in the classical world see Ronnie Ancona and Georgia Tsouvala, eds., New Directions
in the Study of Women in the Greco-Roman World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021). Jane Cabhill
concludes that “The stories that we call Greek myth are men’s stories. There is no doubt about this. Their
substance is the stuff of men’s lives and fantasies — victory in war, glorious death on the battlefield, heroic
enterprise, the slaying of monsters, the fathering of sons (Jane, Cahill, Her Kind: Stories of Women from Greek
Mythology (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1995), 7.)
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of ancient myth here to a single figure, that of Pandora, the first woman, as this was a

popular, well-known myth.*8

The ancient Greek poet, Hesiod, writing in the seventh or eighth century BCE
narrates the creation of women in two narratives, Theogony and Works and Days.*° In
Hesiod’s accounts, man exists first and Pandora, the first woman, is created not from or for
man, but formed from earth and given as a “gift” to man as punishment by the gods. In the
story, Zeus is deceived by Prometheus, and in retaliation, Zeus enacts a plan to bring sorrow
to mankind, declaring that he will give mankind a gift that will be a “great grief” for all men
to come.>® Zeus commands Hephaestus to mix water with earth, to “make a beautiful,
lovely form of a maiden similar in her face to the immortal goddesses” (Hesiod, Op. 59-64
[Most, LCL]). She is taught needlework and weaving and is adorned with spring flowers and
silvery clothing by the goddess Athena.>> However, despite her outward beauty, this is all a
deception, she is given a deceitful nature and shameful mind. Outwardly she appears
harmless, she is charming and beautiful, but she is a “beautiful evil” (Hesiod, Theog. 585
[Most, LCL]). Zeus sends Pandora to Prometheus’ brother Epimetheus as a gift.>> But then,

“The woman removed the great lid from the storage jar with her hands and scattered all its

48 Looking to the myth of Pandora may appear unusual due to the chronological distance between the sources
I will examine in this study. However, as scholars such as Helen King have recognised, Greek medicine (which
will be considered in subsequent sections of this chapter) should be analysed within its wider cultural context.
Further, the Hippocratic notion that womens’ bodies were considerably different to those of men and
therefore required a separate branch of medicine, a debate that continued into the first century CE., according
to King, “may be seen as the logical consequence of Hesiod’s programmatic account of the descendants of
Pandora, the first woman, as a separate ‘race.” (King, Hippocrates’ Woman, 23).

4 Hesiod, Theog. 561-612 and Hesiod, Op. 47-105. Pomeroy suggests that Hesiod’s view of humankind was
probably consistent with that of the larger population more broadly and so Theogony became the benchmark
text on evolution of divine beings and the creation of humankind. (Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and
Slaves, 1-2).

0 Hes., Op. 47-68 and Hes., Theog. 561-584.

51 Hes., Op. 59-68, Hes., Theog. 573-580.

52 Hes., Op. 90-93.
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contents abroad—she wrought baneful evils for human beings,” (Hesiod, Op. 93-95 [Most,
LCL]) unleashing further evils, miseries and sickness on mankind so that the earth and the
seas themselves were full of evils. Hesiod explains that previously mankind had lived apart
from evil, there was no deadly disease, nor did man have to toil endlessly, it is Pandora who
has unleashed these evils on mankind. Although Pandora is the first woman, Hesiod
emphasises that all women are descended from her and describes women as “The deadly
race and tribe of women, a great woe for mortals, dwelling with men” (Hes., Theog. 590-593

[Most, LCL]).

Pandora, and therefore all women, is physically different to man, beautiful and
charming, and necessary for reproduction, but at the same time, a trap and an illusion that
must be kept a close watch on and controlled by man lest she bring ruin to society. Pandora
was the first woman and therefore a prototype which justified and reinforced female
inferiority and highlighted a need for women to be carefully watched and controlled, a
warning to men about the danger inherent in women and their bodies.>® In Helen King’s
analysis of this story, the trick played on Epimetheus, the “jar” which is opened refers to
Pandora herself, more specifically, her womb.>* King argues that by opening her womb, her
“bitch-mind” is exposed and she can be seen as greedy for all things that Greek society

claims belong to her husband, including her womb and sexuality.>®> This ancient myth also

53 The female characters in Greek myth are defined in terms of men, they are wives, mothers, sexual objects or
virgins. Cahill claims that “most of them are bad or unusual women, there is Medea who kills her children,
there is Clytemnestra who, though married to the richest king in Greece, commits both adultery and murder,
there is Thetis who puts her babies on the fire; there is Jocasta who marries her own son. Side by side with the
vicious killers are the mad women and the hapless suicides.” (Cahill, Her Kind, 7.)

For a more detailed discussion of women’s bodies in the works of Hesiod, see King, Hippocrates' Woman, 23-
27; Alicia Myers, Blessed Among Women?: Mothers and Motherhood in the New Testament. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2017), 24-26.

54 King, Hippocrates' Woman, 24-25.

55 King, Hippocrates' Woman, 24.
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stresses the fundamental differences between the sexes, they are physically different,

created in different ways and segregated in their very nature.

Greco-Roman Medical Writing

Greco-Roman medical writing depicts similar ideas reflected in discussions of
anatomy and physiology. Hundreds of centuries after Hesiod wrote the story of Pandora,
medical writers continued to argue about the fundamental differences between male and
female bodies. Writing in the second century CE, Soranus of Ephesus refers to
contemporary debates concerning whether women had “conditions particularly their own”
that warranted specific medical treatments.>® This debate centred on the somatic nature of
male and female bodies. Was the female body so profoundly different to that of the male
body that women needed a separate branch of medicine, and separate treatments? These
debates suggest that there were diverging views on sexual differentiation, and therefore
this is an important place to start to understand how ancient medical writers understood
the female body. Medical discourse in the Roman period was heavily influenced by the
work of physicians and philosophers from the Classical Greek and Hellenistic eras. Roman
physicians considered themselves part of a tradition that extended back to Hippocrates and
their work constantly refers back to, adapts and reshapes the traditions and assumptions
that these earlier writers had proposed. In this section despite covering a great

chronological distance, it makes sense therefore to consider the works of physicians from

56 Soranus, Gynaecology 111.1-5 (Temkin).
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the Greco-Roman tradition to map out some key features of their understandings of

women’s bodies.>’

The Hippocratic corpus, is a collection of treatises, monographs, case histories, and
aphorisms written between the fifth and fourth-century BCE, collected together around the
second or third century BCE in Alexandria.”® A significant amount of the corpus relates to
issues concerning women in part because of their perceived understanding of the different
nature of male and female bodies.>® For the Hippocratic authors, women were
physiologically different to men on fundamental aspects such as their absorption of
moisture and the nature of their flesh. Further, when they became ill, women’s
reproductive systems were frequently cited as the cause of illness and therefore they
needed different treatments to men and their own specialised branch of medicine. This was
important for the Hippocratic writers, in fact, women were at serious risk of harm should
they be treated in the same way as men.

Furthermore, physicians too may err in not inquiring carefully about a disease’s

cause, and in treating them like diseases in men: indeed, | have seen many women

perish in such cases. Rather you must question a patient immediately and in detail

about the cause; for there is a great difference in the treatment of women’s diseases
and those of men.” (Hippoc., De morbis mulierum 1.62 [Potter])

57 Soranus himself argued that women experience some conditions namely conception, parturition and
lactation that needed separate consideration, otherwise they suffered from the same diseases as men and
therefore did not need their own branch of medicine. For his overview on these debates see Soranus,
Gynaecology I11.1-5 (Temkin).

58 Hippocrates was a fifth-century physician linked to the island of Cos. Through analysis of style and
anatomical knowledge in the texts, scholars generally acknowledge that the corpus was written by multiple
authors in different geographical locations over a wide time scale. Much of the corpus can be dated to the
second half of the fifth century BC and the first half of the fourth and it is impossible to know which, if any of
the texts was written by Hippocrates himself. Despite these differences there are some general patterns of
thought which can be seen throughout the corpus, and which prove an invaluable source for understanding
Greek views of women’s bodies. For an in-depth study of the work of the Hippocratics see King, Hippocrates'
Woman and Vivian Nutton, Ancient Medicine (London: Routledge, 2013).

59 Obstetric and gynaecological treatise form a significant part of the Hippocratic corpus and deal with topics
which include conception, intercourse, menstruation and childbirth.
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Lesley Dean-Jones argues that as the Classical Greeks did not undertake human dissection, it
is reasonable to assume that they would focus on external observations which confirmed
their cultural understandings of women’s bodies.®® Dean-Jones describes menstruation as
the “linchpin” of both Hippocratic and Aristotelian theories on how women differed from
men, she contends therefore that in Classical Greece, women’s bodies were “defined
significantly in terms of their blood-hydraulics.”®* Menstruation, which was an externally
visible difference between male and female bodies was of primary importance in making

sense of female physiology.

For the Hippocratics, the human body was essentially a “fluid entity”, with women’s
bodies being wet and spongy compared to men’s harder and drier bodies.®? They believed
that any excess of food was turned into blood, and there could therefore be a surplus of
blood.®® Men worked hard and used up their surplus, women however, due to their less
active lifestyle and loose, spongy, porous flesh, were unable to use up this surplus and
therefore expelled it as menstrual blood. The Hippocratic text Diseases of Women explains
that

A woman is more porous and softer than a man; this being so, a woman’s body

draws what is being exhaled from her cavity more quickly and in a greater amount
than does a man’s... A man, having solider flesh than a woman, will never overfill

60 Lesley Dean-Jones, “Menstrual Bleeding according to the Hippocratics and Aristotle” Transactions of the
American Philological Association 119 (1989): 177-191.; Lesley Ann Dean-Jones, Women’s Bodies in Classical
Greek Science (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 54-55.

61 Dean-Jones, Women’s Bodies, 225. Alicia Myers argues that the uterus is the key for defining women in the
ancient world. Itis the “collection point” for excess blood, and responsible, in the Hippocratic texts, for all
“diseases of women” due to its propensity to move from its usual position. It was the key differentiating
anatomical feature, the means women gave birth and therefore achieved full womanhood, and therefore, was
of central importance for Greco-Roman medical writers’ constructions of female physiology. (Myers, Blessed
Among Women, 31, 24.

62See Hippoc., Nat. Puer..; Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 95; Dean-Jones, Women’s
Bodies, 55-60.

%3 Flemming notes that “Blood was universally conceived of as the main intermediate stage in the
transformation of food to flesh” Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 98.
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with so much blood that, unless some of it is discharged each month, he feels pain,
and besides he takes in only as much (sc. blood) as is necessary for the nourishment
of his body, and his body—lacking softness as it does—is never overstretched or
heated by fullness as a woman'’s is. A great amount of this is also due in a man to his
exerting himself physically more than a woman. (Hippoc., De morbis mulierum 1.1
[Potter])

The female body as depicted in this passage is already problematic due to an excess of

blood which needed to be expelled as menstrual blood. The Hippocratics believed that

imbalance of fluid in the body demonstrated itself externally as illness, therefore menstrual

blood, if not expelled in the correct amount, consistency and frequency could become

problematic and could lead to illness and even death.

For the Greek philosopher Aristotle (b.384 BCE), not only fluid, but also heat defined
women’s inferior bodies.®* Aristotle, agreed with the notion of women having an excess of
blood, but for him, menstruation was an external manifestation of a woman’s lack of heat.
For men, the residue of blood underwent a process of heating called concoction, turning it
into semen. Women, were unable to perform this final concoction due to their colder
nature, her seminal residue therefore remained blood-like and needed to be expelled.5°
The female was seen as passive in nature and therefore, unable to concoct blood into
semen like men, their only contribution therefore to the generation of children was the

contribution of matter.

64 The existence of a broad spectrum of Aristotle’s writings, his thought and ideologies enables us to explicitly
observe a teleological nature to his work in which his theories about the world and society impacted on his
understanding of biology and allowed him to explain the functions of living creatures and their bodies. For
example, in the Politics in which he states “Also, as between the sexes, the male is by nature superior and the
female inferior, the male ruler and the female subject. And the same must also necessarily apply in the case of
mankind generally.” (Arist., Pol. 1.1254b13-14.)

65 Arist., Gen. an. 726b32-727a10; 738a35-37.
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Due to a lack of heat in the female body, women were also unable to complete the
process of externalising their reproductive organs.®® Women were therefore considered to
be

An infertile male; the female, in fact, is female on account of inability of a sort, it lacks

the power to concoct semen out of the final state of the nourishment (this is either

blood, or its counterpart in bloodless animals) because of the coldness of its nature.

Thus, just as lack of concoction produces in the bowels diarrhoea, so in the blood-

vessels it produces discharges of blood of various sorts, and especially the menstrual

discharge (which has to be classed as a discharge of blood, though it is a natural
discharge...). (Arist., Gen. an. 1.728a19-28 [A. L. Peck]).
Women, for Aristotle, were simply “deformed men,” unable to reach masculine
perfection.®” As Helen King notes, instead of male and female bodies, there was only “the”

body, the normal human form was male, and women were inferior beings whose lack of

heat always put them at a disadvantage.®®

Practising medicine in Rome in the later second century CE, the physician Galen also
understood the human body in terms of fluids, in particular the humours. In Galen’s fluid
conscious understanding of the body, menstruation was a way that nature compensated for
women’s soft, weak bodies. He wrote

Does she [nature] not evacuate all women every month by pouring forth the surfeit

of the blood? For it is necessary, | think that the female genus, who stays at home,
neither leading a life of hard work nor coming into contact with direct sunlight

66 Arist., Gen. an., 2.737a28-30.

67 Arist., Gen. an., 1.728a19-28; 2.737a28-304.775a14-16.

%8 Arist., Gen. an., 726b32-727a10. Robert Mayhew argues against the common charge that Aristotle’s views
on women were ideologically based, instead arguing that they are rather based around science, philosophy
and empirical observation. He notes that the notion of women as mutilated males could be understood as
being ideologically framed, but instead looks to a more nuanced understanding of the statement. Mayhew
contends that through observations of eunuchs and castrated animals, Aristotle observed that women were
similar to castrated males, “females are like mutilated males” and for Aristotle, this analogy accounted for the
observable differences of men and women. Mayhew therefore concludes that there is no evidence that
Aristotle’s view of women as mutilated comes from a pre-existing explicit or implicit ideological view of
women (Robert Mayhew, The Female in Aristotle's Biology: Reason or Rationalization (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2004) 66.)
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should have a natural remedy — the evacuation of the excess” (Galen, Ven. Sect. Er. 5
[Flemming].

Galen believed women to have the same genitals as men except theirs are inside the body
and not outside it.®°® He attributed the cause of this “mutation” and imperfection to
women’s lack of heat,
Now just as mankind is the most perfect of all animals, so within mankind the man is
more perfect than the woman, and the reason for the perfection is his excess of
heat, for heat is Nature’s primary instrument. Hence in those animals that have less
of it, her workmanship is necessarily more imperfect, and so it is no wonder that the
female is less perfect than the male, by as much as she is colder than he. (Galen, On
the Usefulness of Parts of the Body, 14 [May]).
There was a good reason however for this imperfection, after all, “it is necessary for there to
be a female too,” her inverted reproductive organs were optimally constructed to receive
and retain male semen and to be able to nourish a foetus.”” Women were imperfect
versions of men, whose genitalia had failed to emerge externally due to her colder body and

for Galen, the only way to make sense of this was to attribute this imperfection to

reproduction and childbearing.”*

In these examples, having a womb and menstruating was key for understanding
women’s bodies, both while they were well and when they were not. Their excess of blood,

in Aristotle’s opinion brought no significant benefit to women and was only useful for

% Galen, On the Usefulness of Parts of the Body, 14.5-6 [trans. May]: “Think first, please, of the man’s [external
genitalia] turned in and extending inward between the rectum and the bladder. If this should happen, the
scrotum would necessarily take the place of the uterus with the testes lying outside, next to it on either
side....Think too, please, of.....the uterus turned outward and projecting. Would not the testes [ovaries] then
necessarily be inside it? Would it not contain them like a scrotum?”

70 Galen, Usefulness 14.6.

71 “For women are similar to men to the extent that they too are rational animals, that is, capable of acquiring
knowledge; but to the extent that the genus of men is stronger and superior in every activity and learning, and
women are weaker and inferior, in this they are unlike; and again, women are opposite [to men] in so far as
they are female and, on account of this, adapted for childbearing...so it is correct to say that in one respect
women are similar to men, in another they are opposite.” (Galen. On the Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato,
9.3.25-26 [trans. Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 358]).
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reproduction, whilst the Hippocratics concluded that menstruation and pregnancy were
necessary for female health and any delay in first menses or regularity of bleeding could be
harmful. Soranus acknowledged that menstruation, pregnancy and lactation could have a
negative effect on women’s bodies as they could rob the body of much needed nourishment
but argued that women will (ie. should) continue to marry and have children as that is useful
for society, even if harmful to their health.”?> Indeed, both the Hippocratic writers and Galen
also argued that pregnancy or at least regular sex, was an essential part of maintaining
female health, ensuring that the uterus was kept moist and in place.”® For this reason, it
was determined that young girls probably around twelve to fourteen should be married and
have intercourse as soon as possible. Menstruation was significant for a medical
understanding of female bodies, as it was for society as a whole, with the onset of
menarche signifying a girl’s move into the role that she was to play in society, that of a
woman, a child-bearer. Menstruation therefore was an external marker of womanhood,
medically it marked the difference between male and female bodies, and socially it signified

a girl was ready to play her full part in society.

This brief overview of ancient medical thinking about the female body, like the story
of Pandora emphasises if not always a negative attitude towards women, a misogynistic
attitude in which the male body is the ideal. Inherent in these observations is the

understanding that the male body was the perfect body. Perfection was male, and meant

2 Soranus Gyn. 1.27-35 (Temkin). Soranus presents various arguments concerning whether permanent
virginity is healthy. He concludes that in his opinion, for both men and women, permanent virginity is the
healthier option, however, intercourse, and the continuity and succession of living beings seems to be the
general principle of nature (Soranus, Gyn. 1.32 [Temkin]). He says “Indeed, both menstruation and pregnancy
are useful for the propagation of men, but certainly not healthful for the childbearer” (Soranus, Gyn. 1.42
[Temkin]).

73 For discussions on the ancient concept of the wandering womb, see Flemming, Medicine and the Making of
Roman Women, 117; Anna Rebecca Solevag, “Hysterical Women? Gender and Disability in Early Christian
Narrative.” in Disability in Antiquity. Christian Laes ed. (London: Routledge, 2017), 322.
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having external reproductive organs, anything else was viewed as incomplete or deformed,
male was the standard and anything else was substandard.” It is possible to note through
the myth of Pandora’s creation, and the medical literature discussed here, the interweaving
of societal, cultural, medical understandings of male and female bodies.”> What is clear, is a
recurring theme of female subordination. The female body was thought to be precarious, at
risk of serious illness due to an excess of blood, it was cold, soft, moist and porous whilst
men’s bodies were characterised as hot, hard, dry and impervious. Women differed from
men and that difference was always negative, they remained deficient, needing careful,
constant monitoring and control and therefore male superiority was a given and whilst
women were necessary for reproductive reasons, reproduction took priority over a
women’s own health.”® Ancient physicians began their work with this inherent
understanding and any deviation from male normativity only served to reinforce this
concept. This is demonstrated most notably in their understanding of the distinctive
experiences of women’s bodies: of menstruation, pregnancy, parturition and lactation
which rather than being celebrated as unique demonstrations of the power of the female
body were instead relegated to further proof of women’s weakness and inferiority. Defining
women’s bodies as loose, spongy, porous and cold or as unformed, mutations were value

judgements which enabled physicians to create biological constructs which explained the

74 He gives an analogy of a mole to clarify his theory, explaining that some animals have no eyes and therefore
cannot see like shellfish, others like the mole have well-formed eyes, but cannot see and still other animals are
born with eyes and with full sight, and these animals are complete and perfect (with regards to vision).
Structurally, a mole’s eyes are the same as any other animals, but they do not open, “nor do they project, but
are left there imperfect”, so too the reproductive organs of a woman, they are structurally the same as men’s,
but they have not “opened” and she therefore remains imperfect. (Galen, On the Usefulness of the Parts of
the Body 2.629, [Tallmadge May]).

75 Hesiod’s myth concerning the creation of women demonstrates clearly how these beliefs about women’s
bodies were embedded in the wider culture.

76 As Flemming notes, “It may only be Galen who cites Aristotle’s statement that ‘the female is less perfect
than the male’ as his founding premises; but everybody operated with this as a basic presupposition.”
Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 359.
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observable phenomenon of menstruation whilst also colluding with the cultural

understanding of women’s deficiency and subordination.

Having provided an overview of how women’s bodies were perceived in the ancient
world and attempted to glean a broader cultural understanding of the female body, we turn
now to women’s bodies in early Christian literature. | begin with the body of Mary and her
role in the birth of Jesus as it is possible to see how these broader cultural assumptions of
female corporeality coalesce in early Christian writing before moving on to undertake a
wider survey of representations of the suffering female body in early Christian literature. |
am interested in exploring these representations to consider how we can understand the
woman in pain; the suffering female body and specifically, what Christian interpretations
and meanings were attributed to them. In this next part of the introductory overview, | will
provide a brief survey of Christian texts which feature the suffering female body, divided

into two categories; those who suffered and lived and those who suffered and died.

Christian Bodies
Mary

As previously discussed, in the ancient world, a woman’s uterus became the key to
understanding her as a physical being; her purpose for being in the world, the reason she
was different to men, the source of her problems and the means to ensuring her physical
health. The uterus-holding, mutilated male needed explanation and the only explanation

was that the primary function of woman was to give birth. Motherhood became a means of

identifying, controlling and subjecting women and as Alicia Myers notes, “alighs a woman’s
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uterus with her identity.”’” Motherhood determined the “key locus of female value,” whilst
effectively demonstrating women’s adherence to state legislation as well as to the maternal
telos which was identified for them.”® The danger and pain associated with childbirth,
however, was acknowledged. In Euripides’ Medea, Medea states that “Men say that we live
a life free from danger at home while they fight with the spear. How wrong they are! |
would rather stand three times with a shield in battle than give birth once” (Euripides,
Medea 248-251 [Kovacs]). Medical authors too discuss the violence of childbirth contending
that birth occurred when the foetus no longer received an adequate supply of nourishment
from the womb and violently breaks free causing pain to the mother, described in a second
century funerary inscription as “the unstoppable fury of the newborn infant.””® In the
Hebrew Bible, Eve the first woman, is also the first women to give birth. Her motherhood
has however been indelibly marked by the God’s proclamation that “I will greatly increase
your pangs in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children.”®° In the Biblical account,
though, she is also celebrated as “the mother of all living things”, Holly Morse notes that it is

late interpretations of these phrases that come to cast more negative connotations to her

7 Myers, Blessed Among Women, 30.

78 The Roman emperor Augustus (27 B.C.E.-14 C.E.) perceived a decline in moral standards as a result of the
failure of the upper classes to marry and have children. The Lex Papia Poppaea of 18 B.C.E and Lex lulia in 9
C.E introduced a range of incentives to encourage the upper classes to marry and have children through such
measures as increased financial advantages and more rapid promotion through the administrative and political
ranks and penalties for those who failed to comply. The production of children was therefore of benefit
whether morally or financially for the benefit of the state. See Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Family (Baltimore:
John Hopkins University Press, 1992), 79 and Anna Rebecca Solevag, Birthing Salvation: Gender and Class in
Early Christian Childbearing Discourse (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 55-56; Myers, Blessed Among Women, 109.

7° The analogy of a chick hatching out of an egg is used in the Nature of the Child to explain why “a foetus is
born when its nourishment runs out” (Hippocrates, Nat. puer. 19 [Potter]). “[Birth] comes about when the
infant tears some of the internal membranes with its hands and feet by moving and thrashing about. And
when one is torn, the power of the remaining ones is weakened. And when the membranes are torn, the
foetus is freed from its bond and goes out in a rush; for no longer is there any strength once the membranes
fail and have been carried away, nor does the womb have the power to restrain the child.” (Hippocrates, Nat.
puer. 19 [Potter]).

80 Genesis 3:16. See Holly Morse, Encountering Eve's Afterlives: A New Reception Critical Approach to Genesis
2-4 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020) 129-131 for discussion on the meaning of the suffering
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motherhood and to associate her pain in childbearing with the physical pain of

menstruation and labour.8?

Early Christian writers began to draw connections between Mary’s virginity and the
pre-Fall virginity of Eve as well as their connections with childbirth and maternity to form a
typological association. The earliest textual evidence of the Eve-Mary typology is found in
the works of Justin Martyr (writing c. 135 CE.) and Irenaeus of Lyons (d. ¢.202). Paralleling
Eve with Mary, Justin highlighted the virginial status of both, but contrasted Eve’s
disobedience to God with Mary’s obedience, emphasising that “For Eve, who was a virgin
and undefiled, having conceived the word of the serpent, brought forth disobedience and
death” (Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 100 [trans. Roberts and Donaldson, ANF: 1:
249]). However, through Mary’s faithfulness and obedience, she gave birth to the Son of
God who reversed the effects of the Fall and so would deliver humankind from death.??
Irenaeus makes a similar connection, Eve, “having become disobedient, was made the cause
of death, both for herself and to the entire human race.” (Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.22.4
[trans. Roberts and Donaldson, ANF 1: 455].) In contrast, Mary was also a virgin, yet it was
through her obedience that she was made “the cause of salvation both to herself and the
whole human race.” (Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.22.4 [trans. Roberts and Donaldson, ANF
1: 455].) He elaborates further, stating that there is a link therefore from Mary back to Eve,

“the knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosened through the obedience of Mary. For what the

81 Morse, Encountering Eve's Afterlives, 138. For a detailed overview of the reception of this passage see
Morse, Encountering Eve's Afterlives and Jaques van Ruiten, “Eve’s Pain in Childbearing? Interpretations of Gen
3: 16a in Biblical and Early Jewish Texts,” in Eve’s Children: The Biblical Stories Retold and Interpreted in Jewish
and Christian Traditions, ed. Gerard P. Luttikhuizen (Leiden, Brill, 2003), 3-26.

82 Justin Martyr, Dial. 100. See also Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.21-22.
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virgin Eve bound through unbelief, this the Virgin Mary loosened through faith.” (Irenaeus,

Against Heresies 3.22.4 [trans. Roberts and Donaldson, ANF 1: 455].)

This typology also informed and was employed in early discussions around the
understanding of Christ’s body. In the first and second centuries, Christians began to
consider the theological implications in understanding Christ’s body. As a result, the body of
Mary as his mother became the object of scrutinization, and Christians began to ponder
specifically on her pregnant and postpartum body. The question of whether Mary felt pain
during the birth of Jesus began to develop during the second century.®® In the late second-
century apocryphal Protevangelium of James, Mary gives birth so quickly, that she almost
does not have chance to feel any pain.8* The second century Odes of Solomon, a source of
liturgical texts, hymns and poems, also explicitly describes Mary as birthing without pain.
Susan Ashbrook Harvey writes, “Odes of Solomon 19, depending on how it is dated, is not
only one of our earliest references to the virgin birth, but specifically one of the earliest to

highlight the significance of painlessness in Mary’s birth of Jesus (the undoing of Eve’s

83 There are other examples of painless birth in ancient Jewish writings from the first and second centuries.
Notably 2 Baruch and Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities. For an in-depth discussion see Jennifer A. Glancy, Corporal
Knowledge: Early Christian Bodies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 91-93. Glancy contends that Mary’s
painless delivery is frequently attributed to the Eve-Mary typology and should be read in context to Eve’s
sentence to labour pains, yet she challenges this assumption, contending that the authors of these texts are
more concerned with other issues such as her virginity, whether Mary’s hymen remains intact or whether the
delivery was messy rather than whether she suffered labour pains.

84 The Protevangelium is one of the earliest texts to elaborate on the nativity in the canonical gospels. For
further information on dating, reception and manuscripts see J. K. Elliott, The Apocryphal New Testament: A
Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993),
49-57. Elliott states that a key feature of this text concerns Mary’s virginity and that the author wished to
stress the virginal conception, but also that Mary retained her virginity despite the process of birth. Alicia
Myers notes that as pain in childbirth is associated with the sexual sins of Eve, the possibility that Mary could
give birth without pain could also highlight a moral superiority and righteousness (Myers, Blessed Among
Women, 128). On painless birth in Jewish traditions see Myers, Blessed Among Women, 128.
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punishment from Gen. 3:16).”% In contrast, however, the second century Carthaginian

theologian, Tertullian depicts Mary’s body birthing in painful and messy glory.2¢

Tertullian’s De Carne Christi was written in response to opponents who denied the
physicality of Jesus’ body, and who argued that Jesus only appeared to have a real, human
body.?” Tertullian’s prime motive was to demonstrate the humanity of Jesus, that Christ’s
flesh was real and that he possessed an earthly, fleshy body. To achieve this he stresses in
graphic detail the realities of a very real and physical human birth which included the
physical pain of Mary during labour. Tertullian’s concern is not Mary’s body per se, but
rather her suffering body is a vehicle through which Tertullian established Christ’s

humanity.2®

For Tertullian, to demonstrate Christ’s human nature, he must have been born in the
same way as any other human, he states simply in his books Against Marcion, “He was flesh,
He was born” ((Tertullian, Adversus Marcion 3.XI [trans. A. Menzies ANF 3: 330]). Tertullian

states that for his opponent Marcion, the process of birth itself was so repellent that it was

85 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “On Mary’s Voice: Gendered Words in Syriac Marian Tradition,” in The Cultural Turn
in Late Ancient Studies: Gender, Asceticism and Historiography, ed. Dale B. Martin and Patricia Cox Miller
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 82. For dating see M. Lattke, "Dating the "Odes of Solomon,"

Antichthon 27 (1993), 45. For gender and the Odes of Solomon see Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Feminine
Imagery for the Divine: the Holy Spirit, the Odes of Solomon, and Early Syriac Tradition,” St. Vladimir’s
Theological Quarterly 37 (1993) 111-139.

86 Tertullian, Against Marcion 3.11. See also Glancy, Corporal Knowledge, 121-126

87 See David Wright “Tertullian,” in The Early Christian World, ed. Philip F. Esler, (London: Routledge, 2000),
1027-1047. Tertullian introduces the three opponents; Marcion who denied both the nativity of Jesus and the
reality of his flesh, Apelles who denied the nativity of Jesus but accepted the reality of his flesh, and Valentinus
who accepted both the nativity of Jesus and the reality of his flesh, but only in a particular way (Geoffrey D.
Dunn, “Mary’s Virginity ‘in Partu’ and Tertullian’s Anti-Docetism in ‘De Carne Christi’ Reconsidered,” JTS 58
(2007): 467-484).

88 Dunn argues that Tertullian’s prime concern is to affirm the reality of Christ’s human nature, and Mary is
therefore merely a means of establishing that Christ was born of real human flesh at the nativity (Dunn,
“Mary’s Virginity,” 469; 478).
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inconceivable that Christ had been born in this way.®° He repeats a similar argument in On

the Flesh of Christ emphasising the incongruity for his opponents of Jesus being born,

highlighting the messy, disgusting nature of birth.
Come now, beginning from the nativity itself, declaim against the uncleanness of the
generative elements within the womb, the filthy concretion of fluid and blood, of the
growth of the flesh for nine months long out of that very mire...Of course you are
horrified also at the infant, which is shed into life with the embarrassments which
accompany it from the womb. (Tertullian, Carn. Chr. IV [trans. A. Menzies, ANF
3:524]).

He emphasises that others see the foolishness of believing “In a God that has been born,

and that of a virgin, and of a fleshly nature too, who wallowed in all the before-mentioned

humiliations of nature” (Tertullian, Carn. Chr. IV [trans. A. Menzies, ANF 3:524]).

Tertullian defends the birth of Christ, arguing that it is his conception which makes
him unique not his birth. Using ancient medical theories of embryology that suggested that
conception comes about by the male contributing seed and pneuma and the female
contributing the matter (ie. the menstrual blood), Tertullian states that

For it did not disavow the substance of the flesh when it denied His being “born of

blood” but only the matter of the seed, which, as all know, is the warm blood as

convected by ebullitioninto the coagulum of the woman’s blood....We thus
understand that what is denied is the Lord’s birth after sexual intercourse (as is

suggested by the phrase, “the will of man and of the flesh”), not His nativity from a

woman’s womb. (Tertullian, Carn. Chr. XIX [trans. A. Menzies, ANF 3:538]).

For Tertullian, this disgusting process of “coagulation” of menstrual blood to create a foetus

is essential to demonstrate the humanity of Christ. Jennifer Glancy notes that if Christ is in

89 Tertullian writes “Come then, wind up your cavils against the most sacred and reverend works of nature;
inveigh against all that you are; destroy the origin of flesh and life; call the womb a sewer of the illustrious
animal—in other words, the manufactory for the production of man; dilate on the impure and shameful
tortures of parturition, and then on the filthy, troublesome, contemptible issues of the puerperal labour
itself!” (Tertullian, Adversus Marcion 3.XI [trans. A. Menzies ANF 3: 330]).
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any way of human form, then for Tertullian, Jesus’ humanity is dependent on this “curdling”

alongside “his violent separation from the womb.”?°

What interests us in this study is the physical pain of Mary during childbirth. For
Tertullian, Mary’s body does not differ from any other mothers in a sense, not only does she
experience the pain of childbirth, but also of her own body being violently opened through
childbirth. Tertullian embraced the idea of pain, repulsion and filth which Marcion rejected
by the very fact of his denial or a real birth and human flesh, Marcion’s Jesus

Was never delivered from a ten months’ writhing in the womb; was never shed forth

upon the ground, amidst the sudden pains of parturition, with the unclean issue

which flows at such a time through the sewerage of the body...and with that primal
wound which severs the child from her who bears him...nor afterwards did he ever
wallow in his own uncleanness, in his mother’s lap. (Tertullian, Adversus Marcion

4 XXI [trans. A. Menzies ANF 3: 382]).

Indeed, for Tertullian, Jesus’ time in the womb was marked by pain and humiliation. The
violence of the birth is so great that it “opened up” her body, transforming her from virgin
to woman.®® Despite the salvation that Tertullian believed Jesus to bring, Mary’s body must

still give birth in pain and women will continue to bear the curse of Eve.?? For Tertullian it

was important that Mary felt pain. By experiencing the pain and the violence of childbirth,

%0 Glancy, Corporal Knowledge, 118. “Tertullian understands Christ’s humanity to require that Mary’s
puerperal experience was as messy as that of any other mother. He refuses to treat Mary’s childbearing
experience as distinctive from the childbearing experience of any other woman—except, he claims, that
Mary’s body is more deeply marked than other women’s bodies by what he represents as the violence of
childbearing.” Glancy, Corporal Knowledge, 118.

91 De Carne Christi 23. Later Christian theology would assert that at conception and indeed afterwards, Mary
would remain a virgin. Indeed, the Protevangelium of James asserts that a midwife called Salome tests the
claim that Mary was a virgin by inserting her finger into Mary’s postpartum vagina in order to test this notion
(Protevangelium of James 20.) For Tertullian however, the loss of Mary’s virginity through childbirth was
central to his argument about the humanity of Christ. (Dunn, "Mary's Virginity,” 467-84.)

92 “'|n pains and in anxieties dost thou bear (children), woman; and toward thine husband (is) thy inclination,
and he lords it over thee.” And do you not know that you are (each) an Eve? The sentence of God on this sex
of yours lives in this age: the guilt must of necessity live too. You are the devil’s gateway: you are the
unsealer of that (forbidden) tree: you are the first deserter of the divine law: you are she who persuaded him
whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image, man. On account

of your desert—that is, death—even the Son of God had to die.” Tertullian, De Cultu faeminarum 1.1 [A.
Cleveland Coxe ANF 4:14]).
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she suffered, sacrificing her body in direct comparison to the body of her son. Mary’s
suffering and the sacrifice of her body was essential for Jesus’ humanity, just as his suffering
was central for humanity itself. For Tertullian, Eve’s actions led to ruin and destruction, but
Mary’s to salvation.®® By linking her to Eve, Tertullian demonstrates how faith, and the
sacrifice of a maternal body could have a redemptive quality and also how the maternal

body could be used as a rhetorical and theological tool.

Felicitas

Tertullian’s use of the maternal body in the context of his argument with Marcion
according to Judith Perkins, re-values the maternal body. Perkins argues that this is also
evident in the account of an enslaved woman called Felicitas in the Passio Sanctarum
Perpetuea et Felicitatis (hereafter Passio) which “functions to enact the merit of even the
culturally most material and squalid of bodies, the maternal body.”®* The Passio recounts
the imprisonment, trial and execution of a group of Carthaginian martyrs (c202-204 CE).*®
Stephanie Cobb claims that with very few exceptions, the ideologies of early Christian
martyr texts are “unconcerned with pain” and that martyr texts deliberately distanced their
protagonists from pain by modelling impassibility and impassivity in response to the

corporal suffering which is inflicted on them.® We will consider this in greater detail in the

9 Tertullian, De Carne Christi 17.5. See also De Carne 17.3b-4 for Adam / Jesus typology.

9 Judith Perkins, “The Rhetoric of the Maternal Body in the Passion of Perpetua” in Mapping Gender in
Ancient Religious Discourses, eds. Todd Penner and Caroline Vander Stichele (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 317-325.
9 For a discussion on the history of the title of the text see Jan N. Bremmer and Marco Formisano eds.,
Perpetua's Passions: Multidisciplinary Approaches to the Passio Perpetuae et Felicitatis (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 2.

% L. Stephanie Cobb, Divine Deliverance: Pain and Painlessness in Early Christian Martyr Texts (Oakland,
California: University of California Press, 2017), 2.
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subsequent section, but for now | will consider an example in which a future martyr does

experience pain — the pain of childbirth.®’

Felicitas is described as a young, pregnant enslaved girl, one of a number of
catechumens arrested in the early third century CE.® She and her co-prisoners are
concerned that she will be unable to fight in the arena due to her pregnancy and may
therefore suffer her fate later with common criminals.®® In response, they pray for her and
she immediately goes into premature labour: “And immediately after their prayer the birth
pains came upon her. She suffered a great deal in her labour because of the natural
difficulty of an eight month’s delivery.”1% This episode features Felicitas birthing in agony,
exposed on the floor of a prison cell with only the jeers of an unsympathetic guard to keep
her company. After giving birth, her baby is taken from her, and with her breasts still
leaking milk and postpartum lochial blood still dripping from her body, she is martyred. |
wish to consider here why she is depicted as suffering so greatly, only to be martyred in the

finale of the narrative.

Labouring in the eight month was considered particularly painful and dangerous for

both mother and child, and the birth of a female child was also thought to be longer and

97 | have included this example in the section on suffering and living, despite Felicitas dying at the end of the
narrative. This is a deliberate choice as in the section of text that | am considering is one in which Felicitas
suffers but this suffering does not lead to her death in that moment.

98 passio Perpetuae et Felicitatis 1.1 (Heffernan). See Jan N. Bremmer and Marco Formisano, eds., Perpetua’s
Passions: Multidisciplinary Approaches to the Passio Perpetuae et Felicitatis (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2012), 36-37 on the social makeup of the group.

9 pgssio XV.2. It was legally forbidden to execute a pregnant woman and dying alone would have lessened the
impact of her martyrdom.

100 Bremmer notes that this quick response to prayer characterised supernatural responses that were contrary
to expectation and therefore highlights the divine intervention at work here (Bremmer and Formisano,
Perpetua’s Passions, 44).
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more painful.1%* Twice, we are told that Felicitas’ is in her eighth month of pregnancy with a
female baby underscoring the pain, suffering and danger that she faces at this moment.0?
The guard who observes her labour taunts Felicitas, telling her that the pain she endures
now will be nothing compared to what she will feel in the arena when faced with the wild
beasts. Felicitas’ response is her only direct speech in The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas,
stating that “Now | alone suffer what | am suffering, but then there will be another inside
me, who will suffer for me, because | am going to suffer for him” (Passio XV.5-6
[Heffernan]).1®3 As previously mentioned, Cobb notes that in many early Christian martyr
texts, authors go to great lengths to avoid associating the Christian body with pain.'®* What
should we make therefore of this absolute insistence that Felicitas’ body suffered, in fact it

seems essential that the audience understand that she suffered not just normal labour

pains, but instead a much heightened version.

Paul Middleton argues that for the author of this narrative, motherhood and
martyrdom are incompatible and that Felicitas’ pregnancy posed a direct threat to her
ability to become a martyr as pregnant women were not allowed to be executed.'%

Therefore, having dealt with the “problem” of the pregnancy, Felicitas is able to fulfil her

101 The Hippocratic corpus reflects the idea that the eighth month was a critical time in pregnancy and
therefore, that a baby born in the eighth month of pregnancy would not live and that it could also lead to
maternal mortality. See Hippocrates, Peri oktaméndn; Aristotle, Gen. an. 4.4.772b9-11; Bremmer and
Formisano, Perpetua’s Passions, 44; Solevag, Birthing Salvation, 73-74; Dean-Jones, Women’s Bodies, 209-211;
102 pgssio XV.1; XV.5; XV.7. Solevdg contends that Felicitas’ labour echoes the punishment of Eve in childbirth
(Gen 3.16) which may explain why she does not call on Jesus in labour, only in martyrdom. “Yet Felicitas
proceeds from the suffering of childbirth to the suffering of martyrdom — both women thus overcome the devil
as they are successful in their sufferentia carnis, their perseverance of the flesh.” Solevag, Birthing Salvation,
213.

103 According to Bremmer, Felicitas’ response demonstrates that martyrs interpreted their suffering in ways
which made it both tolerable and meaningful. Bremmer and Formisano, Perpetua’s Passions, 46.

104 Cobb, Divine Deliverance, 2.

105 pgssio, XV.2.
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true calling as martyr.2% This is certainly true, but the heightened focus on pain in Felicitas’
birth account suggests a more nuanced interpretation. Felicitas’ suffering body
demonstrates a mimetic quality. Having set the scene, the audience can imagine Felicitas
experiencing the great and intense pains of her labour all alone where she is taunted by the
guard. This scene is reminiscent of Jesus’ crucifixion scene in the Gospel of Matthew in
which he is mocked yet remains silent.?%” Felicitas also does not rise to the mocking of the
guard, but suffers in the example of Christ who “When he was abused, he did not return
abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who
judges justly” (1 Peter 2:23). She simply acknowledges this, saying, “Now | alone suffer what
| am suffering, but then there will be another inside me, who will suffer for me, because |
am going to suffer for him” (Passio XV.5-6 [Heffernan]). In these words, she connects her
own suffering, both in the childbearing scene and the martyrdom to follow with that of

Christ.108

In the final scenes of the narrative in which she is about to face the arena, Felicitas is
described as “advancing from blood to blood, from the midwife to a net-bearing gladiator-
now to be washed after childbirth in a second baptism” (Passio XVIII.3 [Heffernan]). Itis
because she endured the extreme pain of her labour that she was able to go from the
midwife to the gladiator, the pain, and her endurance of that pain acts as a form of

preparation or training for her forthcoming martyrdom. In the birthing account, as Cobb

106 paul Middleton, “’Suffer Little Children’: Child Sacrifice, Martyrdom, and Identity Formation in Judaism and
Christianity,” Journal of Religion and Violence 4 (2016): 337-356 (349-350).

107 Matthew 27:27-31; 27:39-43.

108 See also Philippians 2:7-8. Candida Moss notes by the time the martyr acts were composed, suffering in
imitation of Christ and the identification of personal suffering with the suffering of Christ were active practices
advocated by writers and church leaders (Candida Moss, The Other Christs: Imitating Jesus in Ancient Christian
Ideologies of Martyrdom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010) 19-20).
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notes, the word the guard uses for pain, dolor is replaced with the verb patior which has
more of a sense of endurance.'® There is a sense of reciprocity here, that by enduring the
heightened pain and suffering of childbirth, Christ will be with her when she will face more
extreme suffering to come in the arena.’*? Felicitas is depicted as a model of maternal
endurance, forged through a difficult delivery of a premature female baby, her body has
withstood this first test and will be able to endure future suffering as she will have Christ

with her.111

Felicitas’ pain in childbearing and her leaky body in the arena are reminiscent of
Tertullian’s portrayal of Mary and point in two directions, the first is to highlight her
femininity and second just as the body of Mary was used as a “site” on which to talk about
theology, so too was the body of Felicitas. A key question to consider then is how and why
would the body of an enslaved female be beneficial as a “site” to extrapolate the idea of
suffering? Felicitas is presented in a particularly feminine way by foregrounding her
pregnancy. In Greco-Roman terms, she is the lowest of the low, she is female and enslaved,
both considered to be the epitome of weakness and passivity. The narrative demonstrates
the benefits of suffering for even those whom society deemed the most low and humble,
and that even these bodies can be exalted through the endurance of suffering. Virginia

Burrus contends that Felicitas’ body is “transparent”, used as a site of meaning through

109 Cobb, Divine Deliverance, 74. She therefore translates this passage as “I alone endure [patior] this; but then
another will be in me who will endure [patietur] for me, because | also will be enduring [passura] for him.”
(XV.6). Felicitas therefore rejects “pain as a locus of meaning” because she is anticipating the divine analgesia
that Christ’s presence will bring.

110 This sense of enduring suffering, to gain God’s favour can be found in 1 Peter 2:18-21 in which slaves are
exhorted to passively endure physical suffering, cf 2 Corinthians 11:16-33.

111 As a woman and as a slave, she embodies the suffering body. See discussion on Blandina for further
elaboration on the body of the female slave.
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which the reader sees “through the figure of the tortured, ‘birthing’ slave woman to the
image of the suffering Christ within.”**2 Christ will suffer for Felicitas, but only because she
endured, she suffered passively as a slave and as a woman should. In direct conflict with
passages such as 1 Timothy 2:15, in the economy of salvation in this text, martyrdom
supersedes childbearing. Yet it is precisely because of her pain in childbearing that Jesus
will be with her, for Felicitas, she has indeed achieved salvation through childbearing.
However, it is not childbearing in itself that has a soteriological aspect, but endurance of

pain and suffering which is key.

Peter’s Daughter

Scholars have noted that the appearance of the suffering body in narrative is in
direct contrast to other narratives written around the same time. Examining the Greek
romances written around the first centuries (BCE. / CE.), Judith Perkins describes the
protagonists enduring trials and tribulations, but they emerge unscathed, their bodies
unmarked by their suffering.!*®> She notes that this “is not an anomaly in the representation
of the early centuries A.D. That this was a cultural subject, a so-called ‘subjectivity,” a
particular historical self-understanding.”''* David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder observe this

too in the canonical gospels in which through acts of miracle healing, bodies are restored to

112 virginia Burrus, “Torture and Travail: Producing the Christian Martyr,” in A Feminist Companion to Patristic
Literature, ed Amy-Jill Levine with Maria Mayo Robbins (London: T&T Clark, 2008), 69.

113 For example Chariton’s Chaereas and Callirhoe, Xenophon'’s Ephesian Tale, and Achilles Tatius’ Leucippe and
Clitopho. See Perkins, The Suffering Self, 41-76. See also Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride, 20-44.

114 Judith Perkins, The Suffering Self, 77.
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normative health.''> What then should we make of cases in which suffering is not

resolved?11®

The story of Peter’s daughter is found only in the Coptic version of the apocryphal
Acts of Peter.''” The fragment begins with Peter healing many sick people who had come to
him. One of the crowd asks why Peter heals the people in the crowd, but does not help his
own daughter who is completely paralysed and lying “helpless in the corner” (Acts of Peter
(Cod. Berol.) [Elliott]). Peter answers that it is God alone who knows why her body is sick,
but in order to help the soul of the man who asked the question and to prove God’s power,
he temporarily heals his daughter, instructing her to get up and walk. After the crowd have
seen this miraculous event, Peter then says to her “Return to your place, sit down and be
helpless again, for it is good for me and you” (Acts of Peter (Cod. Berol.) [Elliott]). Peter
explains to the gathered crowd that when his daughter was born, he had a vision that she
would be a “stumbling block to many” and would “harm many souls if her body remains
welll” (Acts of Peter (Cod. Berol.) [Elliott]). The text itself is fragmented, so the whole story
is unclear, but we are told that when she was ten, a man called Ptolemy saw her bathing
and “often sent for her, for he could not wait...” (Acts of Peter (Cod. Berol.) [Elliott]). There

is a lacuna in the text and the story resumes with Peter and his wife finding their daughter

115 Healing in the New Testament is thus an “erasure rather than an acceptance of disability.” Eradication of
disability or impairment is deliberately sought out by those experiencing the disability who are depicted as
“pushing their own cure agenda.” D Mitchell and Sharon Snyder, “Jesus Thrown Everything off Balance:
Disability and Redemption in Biblical Literature,” in This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical Studies,
eds. Hector Avalos, Sarah J Melcher and Jeremy Schipper (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), 178.
For an overview of disability and the bible see Candida R. Moss and Jeremy Schipper, eds., Disabilities Studies
and Biblical Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).

116 Anna Solevag states that the Acts of Peter complicates our understanding of healing narratives in early
Christianity as it includes both “un-healing” and infliction of disability (Anna Rebecca Solevag, Negotiating the
Disabled Body: Representations of Disability in Early Christian Texts (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2018), 75).
117 For dating and textual history see J. K. Eliott, The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal
Christian Literature in an English Translation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 390-399.
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“paralysed from head to foot and dried up” (Acts of Peter (Cod. Berol.) [Elliott]).1'8 Their
response was to praise God as “he had kept his servant free from defilement and violation”
(Acts of Peter (Cod. Berol.) [Elliott]). Ptolemy repented and shed so many tears that he
became blind, but then a voice in the night instructs him on the proper treatment of virgins

and tells him to go to Peter, his eyesight is restored, and he was converted.

This story is disturbing, and whilst we cannot say for sure what happened to Peter’s
daughter, the extant text suggests a kind of victim shaming in which her body is deemed
sexually problematic. It seems she is taken in some way by Ptolemy who then returns her to
her parents in a state of paralysis which is deemed fortuitous as this has saved her from
being sexually violated by her kidnapper. Whilst her kidnapper, Ptolemy, is blinded, this is
only a temporary state, a state that is rectified once he has been told about the proper
treatment of virgins, and his eyesight is restored. Peter’s daughter however remains in a
state of paralysis, even though as Peter demonstrates, he has the ability (through God) to
heal her. God is praised for protecting Peter’s daughter in this manner with the implication
that her body is kept in this state to ensure that she does not become an impediment in the

future to the salvation of others.

Candida Moss and Joel Biden argue that this text demonstrates the “rhetorical

power of these exhortations to celibacy” and should be seen as a moral tale “articulated by

118 | will consider the dried-up nature of her body in more detail in subsequent chapters, but for scholarly
attention to the phrase and the connection to Greco-Roman medicine see Meghan Henning, “Paralysis and
Sexuality in Medical Literature and the Acts of Peter,” JLA 8 (2015): Solevag, Negotiating the Disabled Body, 79-
80.
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a horrifying predicament.”'*® Which is better, to be permanently incapacitated or to have a
body that has been sexually violated?*?® Meghan Henning concurs with the disturbing
nature of this narrative, noting that even in the ancient world the concept of paralysis as
being expedient would be unusual.*?! Using ancient medical perspectives, she considers the
equation of paralysis and sexual inviolability as reflecting a cultural understanding of the
body which essentially sees paralysis invoked as a marker of infertility and sexual
dysfunction which would render Peter’s daughter infertile and therefore unsuitable for
marriage.'?? This reading serves as a background for understanding how Peter’s daughter’s
paralysis could be deemed “expedient” and which would serve the ascetic ideals of the text,
particularly that of chastity. In Henning’s reading, Peter’s daughter is left unhealed to
protect her from sexual violence, marriage and childbearing from both Ptolemy and any

subsequent suitors.

Healings in the New Testament are often seen as prefigurations of what is to come
both for male and female bodies in the eschatological age. Anna Solevag considers the
gendered suffering and unhealing of Peter’s daughter in terms of the resurrection of the

body, arguing that the Acts of Peter therefore actually preserves a place for the unhealed,

119 candida R. Moss and Joel S. Baden, Reconceiving Infertility: Biblical Perspectives of Procreation and Childlessness
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015),195.

120 \We find the debate about whether chastity and virtue are more important than the life of women in other
texts in the ancient world. In the Greek Romances, in the story of Leucippe and Clitophon, Leucippe’s mother
Panteia who suspects that her daughter has been seduced by her cousin Clitophon, declares that she would
rather Leucippe “a wartime atrocity, better raped by a victorious Thracian soldier than this.” In Livy’s story of
Lucretia, Lucretia sacrifices her own body for the sake of her reputation.

121 Meghan Henning, “Paralysis and Sexuality in Medical Literature and the Acts of Peter,” Journal of Late
Antiquity 8 (2015): 306-321.

122 Refering to the Hippocartic corpus and to the works of Galen, Henning contends that there is a popular
strand of ancient medical thinking that attributed paralysis as an underlying problem with the body’s
temperature, an excessive cooling caused by an imbalance of the humours. Excessive cooling was linked to
paralysis, improper blood flow, and for women’s bodies this signalled reproductive dysfunction and infertility.
See also Solevag, Negotiating the Disabled Body, 92-111 and Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 193-196
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she notes that “To be able-bodied is not necessarily better in the salvation economy of this
text.”1?3 Indeed, rather than the healed, normative body, the preservation of virginity is the
most important point for the perfect female body in heaven. In this case, virginity
supersedes bodily perfection. Moss and Baden concur, stating that “No longer is paralysis a
sign of divine judgement: it is a precursor to salvation.”'?* Pointing to the fact that Peter’s
daughter is considered beautiful both before and after her paralysis, they argue
demonstrates that Christians invested a new and subversive significance to the body in

which infertility was more highly prized than corporal “perfection,” beauty and fertility.*?°

In this narrative, the body of Peter’s daughter becomes communal property, from
which any benefit from her disabilities is not for her, but for the wider Christian community.
Her body is held in common and used to convert and to talk about chastity. Peter’s personal
attachment to his daughter has been relinquished for the greater good and is affirmed by
the positive benefits such as the conversion of Ptolemy, the acquisition of funds he donates
for the poor, and the edification of the community. The story of Peter’s daughter marked a
change in telos for the body, rather than the restoration of the normative body we find
instead a narrative in which the suffering body did not need to be healed, it was purposeful

and powerful.

123 solevag, Birthing Salvation, 325. Solevag notes that Perpetua’s brother still has a scar on his face, he has
not retained the perfect body, but instead bears the marks of his suffering Solevag, Birthing Salvation, 325.
Compare this to Jesus appearance before Thomas following the resurrection (John 20:24-29)

124 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 196.

125 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 196.
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Thecla

The story of Thecla, a young woman in Asia Minor in the first or second century CE is
an intriguing mix of romance, adventure, martyrology which would capture the interest of
ascetic writers and theologians in the ancient world and whose protagonist would become a
source of emulation for women well into the Middle Ages. Her story first appears in the
Acts of Paul and Thecla (APTh) and stands in the wider bracket of Apocryphal Acts of the
Apostles.’?6 Despite two attempts on her life, through divine intervention, Thecla does not
die at the hands of others.?” Thecla does however face a number of trials in which she is
depicted as suffering, and which draw on themes already highlighted, those of femininity,

endurance and passivity. 122

The story for Thecla begins when the apostle Paul arrives at Iconium, preaching a
message of chastity. Thecla, the daughter of Theocleia is entranced by Paul’s speech,
remaining at her window for three days to hear him.'?® After hearing Paul speak, Thecla

renounces her marriage to Thamyris to whom she is engaged, to follow Paul. Enraged,

126 Tertullian writing around 200 CE is the earliest known external reference for the text

127 The Acts of Paul and Thecla (APTh) concludes instead that “After testifying these things she went away to
Seleucia and after enlightening many there with the word of God, she lay down to her glorious rest.” (APTh 43
[Elliott]). This fact did not seem to deter her devotees from designating her a martyr. Candida Moss notes
that the term, “retained a certain fluidity and flexibility” in the ancient world and could be “discursively
reshaped” instead she concludes that the title “signified authority as much as death and self-abasement and,
as such, was mechanistically powerful in asserting the legitimacy of one’s position.” Candida R. Moss, Ancient
Christian Martyrdom: Diverse Practices, Theologies and Traditions (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 4.
128 Scholarship on the Apocryphal Acts has focused exponentially on the question of the social worlds of the
texts themselves. The prominence of female characters in the APTh and in the Apocryphal Acts as a whole has
garnered significant interest in the role of women and the theme of chastity within these texts. Scholars have
argued that these texts can be seen as early feminist manifestos written by and for a community of continent
women who opposed the directives that women should be silent and submit to patriarchal authority
compared to others who have argued that women in ancient texts function as rhetorical devices, used either
to support or undermine Greco-Roman institutions of the City, the family or marriage, and therefore question
whether there is an possibility of historical reconstruction. For a detailed survey of historiography see Shelly
Matthews, “Thinking of Thecla: Issues in Feminist Historiography,” JFSR 17 (2001): 39-55.

129 APTh 8. All quotations are taken from J. K. Eliott, The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of
Aprocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 350-388.
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Thamyris conspires to have Paul arrested.’3® Paul is brought before a tribunal and as a
result of Thecla’s refusal to marry Thamyris and her devotion to Paul, her mother cries out
“‘Burn the wicked one; burn her who will not marry in the midst of the theatre, that all the
women who have been taught by this man may be afraid” (APTh 20 [Elliott]). The governor
then proceeds to cast Paul from the city and condemns Thecla to the arena. In the arena,
Thecla is forced to parade naked and then led onto a pyre to be burnt to death. On the
pyre, Thecla makes the shape of the cross, and despite the huge flames which surround her,

she is not harmed and appears to be released.!3!

Later, arriving at Antioch with Paul, Thecla is seen by an influential citizen named
Alexander who repeatedly makes sexual advances towards her. Thecla resolutely resists
him. Humiliated, Alexander ensures that Thecla is condemned to the arena for a second
time, this time, to death by wild beast. Here, we see not only the women of the audience,
but the female animals of the arena affected by her plight. When the wild beasts fail to
illicit the required response, Thecla holds her arms out in prayer and then throws herself
into a large vat of water, saying “In the name of Jesus Christ, on this day | baptize myself”
(APTh 34 [Elliott]). On so doing, the seals in the tank float to the top, dead and a protective
cloud of fire surrounded her so that not only was her nakedness hidden from view, but she
was protected from the beasts. Escaping death for a second time, Thecla goes again to Paul,
who after hearing everything that has happened to her, is amazed, and tells her to “Go and

teach the word of God” (APTh 41 [Elliott]).

130 APTh 13-14.
131 APTh 22.
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Thecla’s story shows a gradual assumption of control over her body through a series
of trials all of which she endures. Autonomy and control over her body, is both implicit and
explicit throughout her story; fasting, lack of sleep, renouncing her wealth, and her vow of
celibacy enable her to endure the suffering that she faces in the arena. 32 Her endurance
and increasing power is divinely noted and sanctioned and despite the great flames that
surrounded her, the beasts that she faces in the arena, or the sexually aggressive patriarchal
authority figure who attempts to molest her, she remained untouched.**3 Through her
endurance of suffering, and her resolute chastity, a woman, who was culturally deemed to
be powerless, becomes powerful. This is explicitly demonstrated in her increasing
masculinization from virginal girl to gender-bending transvestism with the divine authority
to baptise herself and in Paul’s exhortation for her to preach the word of God.*3* This
spectacle of potential suffering becomes a spectacle of power which moves the audience,
even “the governor wept and marvelled at the power that was in her” (APTh 3.22 [Elliott]),

subverting the audience’s expectations, she neither actually suffers, nor dies.

In this narrative, Thecla is depicted as enduring a variety of trials. Susan Garrett’s
“cultural modes of affliction” can help to situate these depictions within early Christian
narrative as well as thinking through the idea of suffering through a series of trials. Writing
about Paul’s “thorn” in 2 Corinthians, Garrett used cognitive anthropology to define a

number of “shared cognitive schemas” which she defines as socially transmitted, mental

132 APTh 8 where Thecla remains at the window, watching Paul for three days and three nights, neither
sleeping, eating or drinking and APTh 18 where Thecla bribes the gatekeep and guards of the prison by giving
them her bracelets and a silver mirror.

133 |n exactly the same way as Perkins suggests we find in the Greek romances.

134 APTh 41. Compare this to 2 Corinthians 11:16-33 in which Paul highlights that it is through his suffering that
he demonstrates his authority as an apostle.
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representations which provide a framework for recalling, reconstructing and describing
experiences.'3> She identifies three dominant “cultural modes of affliction” which provide a
useful background to the rhetorical use of suffering and endurance in early Christian
literature: the Job model, the paideia model and the cross / resurrection model.'3¢ For the
APTh, the cross / resurrection model is of particular interest. In this model, there is a
specific connection between weakness and exaltation and strength: just as Jesus was first
weak and then powerful, so too, Paul’s thorn is a represented as a weakness which he must
endure, and in so doing, he exhibits strength. It is Paul’s endurance of this weakness which
is the proof of God’s grace and divine favour, in the same way as the miracles that he
performs and by emphasising his weakness, he is implicitly imitating Christ.!3” Garrett notes
that by drawing on these rhetorical models, ancient readers would have understood their
implicit assumptions. In the same way, it is possible to see that Thecla’s endurance of
suffering in this text symbolises her transformation from weakness to strength, modelled in

the footsteps of both Paul and Christ himself.

Drawing on the work of Garrett, Susan Calef also reads the APTh in terms of an
ancient “interpretive model” that of “testing” which can be found in Greco-Roman, Jewish
and Christian literature of this time.**® She places Thecla within the context of the Greek
romance and contends that ancient readers would have interpreted Thecla’s experiences as

akin to the suffering experienced by the protagonist of the romances and of the “afflicted

135 Susan Garrett, “Paul’s Thorn and Cultural Models of Affliction,” in The Social World of the First Christians:
Essays in Honor of Wayne A. Meeks, ed. L. Michael White and O. Larry Yarbrough (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1995), 82-99.

136 Garrett, “Paul’s Thorn,” 82-99.

137 On suffering like Christ see Moss, The Other Christs, 20-44.

138 Sysan A. Calef, “Thecla ‘Tried and True’ and the Inversion of Romance,” in A Feminist Companion to the
New Testament Apocrypha, ed. Amy-lill Levine (London: T & T Clark International, 2006), 165.
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righteous of the apostolic world.”*3° Of specific interest in the case of Thecla, is the test or
trial by affliction in which Calef describes a protagonist following the path of God, but who
then has to face some form of trial or tribulation which potentially threatens this path. It is
only through endurance and faith that the protagonist can gain divine recognition and
approval.'® In depicting Thecla as facing these trials, she is positioned implicitly within a
mimetic framework of righteous suffering and endurance which ancient readers would have

been tuned in to.

This emphasis on the importance of endurance can be found in a range of Greco-
Roman literature from the same period. For example, the first century philosopher
Musonius Rufus wrote that women will be strong in the endurance of pain and that a
woman would “not be willing to submit to anything shameful because of fear of death or
unwillingness to suffer hardship, and she would not be intimidated by anyone because he is
of noble birth, powerful or wealthy — no, not even if he were the