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Selves, Souls, and Bodies:

The Assumption of the Virgin in Anglo-Saxon England

The late tenth- or early eleventh-century text known as Blickling Homily XIII betrays an Old English translator with a fervent belief in the Assumption of the Virgin and less than perfect translation skills.  The resulting text is seriously flawed on many levels.  Nevertheless, this account of the Assumption of the Virgin provides intriguing insight into an issue which has claimed the attention of many modern thinkers: the presence or absence of the idea of ‘selfhood’ in pre-modern societies.
  Despite—indeed, through—its corruptions, confusions, and infelicities, this text’s preoccupation with the Virgin’s miraculous death undercuts the modern assumption that the idea of the self, in all its current, post-modern glory, was an invention unknown to the Anglo-Saxons.  The outlines of the self revealed by this admittedly unique individual may not be familiar to a modern reader, but its baffling nature should not be explained away as an absence.  In fact, the relationship between the Virgin’s self, soul, and body anticipates the conflicted nature of identity analysed by post-modern and feminist theorists.

The story of the Virgin’s Assumption, particularly in Anglo-Saxon England, contains more conflicts than certainties, but the basic plot is as follows.
  Some years after Christ’s crucifixion, an angel visits Mary to announce her impending death; meanwhile, clouds whisk the apostles from their preaching locations around the world so that they can attend Mary during her final days.  After three days of prayers and conversation, Christ himself descends for the moment of Mary’s death, and Mary’s soul is conveyed to paradise.  The apostles attempt to take Mary’s body to a new tomb, but they are assaulted by Jews intent on taking their revenge on Christianity by burning her corpse.
  Spectacular miracles, including mass blindings and the painful adhesion of one Jew to the bier, take place, accompanied by conversion cures and punitive deaths.  After three days in the tomb,
 Mary’s body is retrieved, reunited with its soul, and returned to paradise.
  Clouds transport the apostles to their original locations.

This apparently simple story has a long, fraught, and complicated history even before it arrives in Anglo-Saxon England sometime before the beginning of the 8th century.
  Such variations and conflicts are perhaps to be expected in a manuscript tradition spanning over 500 years and including Syriac, Coptic, Greek, and Latin branches, but the single most important factor contributing to the instability of this episode in Christian history is probably the strong suspicion with which it was viewed, particularly in the West. Ælfric, for example, strongly opposed it.
  This is not to say that the authorities were against the idea of the Virgin being translated bodily into heaven, but they were opposed to this story, which they considered unsubstantiated.  Instead, they advocated what Mary Clayton has described as ‘cautious agnosticism’ with regard to the whereabouts of the Virgin’s body.
  Thus Ælfric says:

Ne wiðcweðe we be þære eadigan Marian þa ecan æriste, þeah, for wærscipe gehealdenum geleafan, us gedafenað þæt we hit wenon swiðor þonne we unrædlice hit geseþan þæt ðe is uncuð buton ælcere fræcednysse.

[We do not deny the eternal resurrection of the blessed Mary, but, for the sake of caution and maintaining belief, it is right that we hope for it rather than that we unadvisedly affirm what is unknown without some wickedness.
]

Interestingly, this issue was not finally resolved until 1950, when Pope Pious XII decreed that the Virgin had, in fact, been assumed body and soul into heaven (or paradise), as the apocrypha had claimed all along.

Despite the warnings of more sober folk, it seems that the Assumption of the Virgin was a well-known and popular story on the Continent and in Anglo-Saxon England.  The warnings themselves testify to this popularity,
 as do the surviving retellings of, or references to, this story in Anglo-Saxon England.  These retellings and references include carvings and illustrations depicting the events of the Assumption,
 at least three Anglo-Latin texts,
 and two Old English homilies—one written in the margins of a copy of the Old English version of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History (Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 41), and one in the collection known as the Blickling Homilies (two copies remain: Princeton University Library, W. H. Scheide Collection 71 and Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 198).
  For the purposes of this article, I shall be concentrating upon the account in the Blickling Homilies.

The Blickling version attracts attention in part because of its manifest failings.  As previous critics have noted, the Old English translator responsible for it was a very poor latinist.
  Like many poor students, he often appears ignorant of inflectional endings and the difference between passive and active voice.
  A brief example of his misdirected labours comes near the end of the story.  The Latin source says:

Apostoli autem in uirtute Christi rapti in nubibus, depositi sunt unusquisque in sorte praedicationis suae.

[Each of the apostles, moreover, having been taken up into the clouds by Christ’s power, was deposited in the allotted place of his own preaching.]

From this, the Old English translator produces:

Ond ða apostolas on heora mægene hofon Marian lichoman up mid wolcnum ond hine ða asetton on neorxnawanges gefean.  On nu syndon gesette ða apostolas in hletæ.

[And the apostles through their power lifted up Mary’s body amidst the clouds and then set her in the joy of paradise.  And now the apostles are set in their allotted (places).]

The problems that arise here seem to derive from the translator not realising that rapti is passive;
 having understood apostoli rapti as ‘the apostles took’, the Old English writer needs an object, and it seems that, as far as he is concerned, there can be only one thing that the apostles might be carrying: Mary’s body.  Thus he supplies ‘Mary’s body’, even though Mary’s body, complete with its soul, has already been given to Michael and raised into the clouds.

My point in going through this passage in detail is not to heap scorn upon the translator’s incompetence.  Rather, I would like to focus on what errors of this type reveal about the translator’s expectations.  He may not understand the subtleties of Latin grammar, but he has a clear idea of what the story is meant to say, and this idea is interesting in the context of Ælfric’s cautions.  Ælfric, like other authorities, professes that it is impossible to know what happened to Mary’s body.  In contrast, this translator is absolutely certain that Mary’s body was translated, and his expectations lead him to focus even more strongly on the physical nature of Mary’s Assumption than his sources suggested or even allowed.
  In general, whenever the translator finds any sign of something being ‘taken’ or ‘assumed’, he transforms it into a reference to the Assumption of Mary’s body.  Thus he describes the act of Assumption again and again, regardless of the chronology of the plot.
  This tendency causes many difficulties in his text, for the source that he follows for the first part of his homily seems to have followed Ælfric’s advice and thus not described the Assumption of Mary’s body, only her soul.
  Our translator not only adds a second source to supplement what clearly seems to him to be a lack;
 he also anticipates the translation of Mary’s body again and again, sometimes in quite bizarre places.

For example, where the Latin source describes the arrival of the apostles at Mary’s house, the translator, missing yet another passive verb, incongruously says:

Ond ða semninga ealle ða apostolas tugon hie upp mid wolcnum. (§10)

[And then suddenly all the apostles drew her up amidst the clouds.]

This ‘Assumption’ takes place before the apostles have even arrived at Mary’s house, three days before her death, and six days before her corporal Assumption.  This is not the last time that the translator ‘jumps the gun’, either.  Where his source describes John’s account of his miraculous trip to the Virgin’s house, the translator surprises us with:

Ond ða sæmninga ða embsealdon ealle ða apostolas ða halgan Marian ond hie gegripan on hire middel. (§13)

[And then suddenly all the apostles surrounded the holy Mary and gripped her by the waist.]

One can only assume that the Virgin would have been surprised, too, to be manhandled in this way on the day before her death.  There is yet one more ‘pre-Assumption Assumption’:

Ond ða apostolas togon hie up and hie gesetton on ðæm fægran neorxnawange. (§15)

[And the apostles drew her up and set her in beautiful paradise.]

This Assumption occurs before Mary invites the apostles into her chamber to see her burial garments, and before Christ finally comes for Mary’s soul.  The actual Assumption of her body, however, is still three days away.

Again, the point is not to mock the translator but rather to indicate that, despite authoritative warnings, despite the logic of chronology, and despite the actual words of his source, this translator is determined to describe the physical Assumption of the Virgin.
  This determination may provide some indication of contemporary beliefs, for, whether or not our translator is aware of the authorities’ warnings, it is clear that he strongly believes in the corporal Assumption of the Virgin.  His insistence may be a specific refutation of the views held by Ælfric; conversely, it may be precisely the kind of ignorant view that prompted Ælfric’s warnings in the first place.
  Regardless, it is clear that the translator considers the physical Assumption to be the most interesting part of the account, more interesting than the travels of the apostles or their conflicts with each other, and more interesting than the destination of Mary’s soul.  

As we shall see, the translator’s focus on Mary’s body raises intriguing questions about the nature of the self.  To consider these questions, however, it is first necessary to address the issue of selfhood more generally, for many scholars would dispute its relevance in this context.  A central tenet of modernism (and, following on from it, post-modernism) is its invention of the idea of the self.  This invention is normally posited as being a glorious discovery of the Renaissance,
 and current ideas of the individual and individualism are seen to have their point of origin in this sudden break with an unenlightened past.
  This is a ‘truth’ taught to undergraduates and accepted by the general public; it is unquestioned for the most part by any except quibbling medievalists.  The challenges made to this assumption have merely moved the time of the discovery—that is, from the Renaissance, to the High Middle Ages, to the twelfth century.
  In contrast, I would suggest that there is no sudden ‘discovery’ but merely different definitions and perceptions of the self which change over time.  The starting point for my argument is the presumption of absence against which these critics build.  The modern conception of the self may sit uneasily on the Virgin Mary as she leaves this transitory life, but it is condescending and erroneous to assume that there can be no idea of selfhood beyond the modern one, however difficult it may now be to identify and understand it.

An example of the prevailing assumption of absence can be found in Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity.  This important study of the subject outlines a number of characteristics of the self which are considered both essential and unique to modernity.  Taylor suggests that the modern self is unique in having a first-person standpoint and in focusing on the experiencing agent rather than the things experienced.
  Strangely enough, however, he derives the origin of this standpoint from ‘Augustinian spirituality’, which, he argues, enjoyed a great flowering in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
  This may be true, but it is difficult to accept that Augustinian spirituality did not affect anyone prior to this point.  Taylor may be taken as typical in his belief that, while we now take for granted the fact that we have an inner self, pre-modern people would find this idea ‘opaque and perplexing’.
  Key aspects of this ‘new’, modern idea of the self are: psychological development, self-consciousness, emphasis on emotion, personality, autonomy, self-exploration, and inwardness (a sense of the boundary or opposition between the inner self and the exterior world).
  

These terms can be accepted as genuinely descriptive of our current ideas of the self.
  It is less certain, however, that they were absent from Anglo-Saxon minds.  Proving the content of non-contemporary minds is, of course, a tricky endeavour.  Yet social scientists seem to accept that literary texts can be a source of information for ideas of the self,
 and some scholars have already argued that Anglo-Saxon texts betray a keen interest in such issues as the relationship between the mind, soul, and self and the conflict between consciousness and emotion.
  Even if Anglo-Saxon depictions of individuals fail to meet all the modern criteria of selfhood, this ‘failure’ indicates not the absence of an idea of the self but rather a different idea of the self.  This assertion may seem self-evident, but, as noted earlier, there is an overwhelming tendency to characterise the ‘Dark Ages’ through precisely this absence.  

The Virgin Mary is one of the examples of a non-self (a stereotype or representative rather than an individual) that is usually presented in contrast to ‘true’ modern selves, but in the account of her Assumption she cannot easily be reduced to the good example or model with which she is normally identified.
  In fact, closer investigation of this text shows that she possesses many of the traits assigned to the modern self.  For example, there is clearly a first-person standpoint, especially at the beginning of the story, before her death, and also, quite surprisingly (and miraculously) immediately after her death.  Her emotions are prominently displayed: Mary rejoices, fears, and weeps.
  We can see signs of inwardness and perhaps even self-exploration in her silent, private prayer before she takes to her bed (§21).  In addition, although we may see little sign of psychological development in her, Mary is nothing if not self-conscious.  She is, in fact, extraordinarily demanding and constantly draws attention to herself.  For example, she announces to her relations:

Geherað me nu ealle ond gelyfað ge ealle on God Fæder ælmihtigne, forðon þys morgenlic dæge ic beo gangende of minum lichoman ond ic gange to minum Gode.  On ic bidde eow ealle þæt ge anmodlice wacian mid me oð ða tid ðe on ðæm dæge bið mines gewinnes ende. (§5)

[Now all (of you) listen to me and believe, all of you, in God the Father Almighty, because tomorrow I will be going out of my body and I go to my God.  And I bid all of you to keep watch bravely with me until the time which will be the end of my labour on that day.]

She is similarly preoccupied with herself in her conversation with John: she reminds him of his obligation to her and charges him with guarding her body against the Jews (§§6-7).  She demands special treatment from Christ as well: although mentioned only in retrospect in this version, it is her demand that she should see the apostles before she dies that results in their miraculous transportation to her house (§16).  Even when she ‘gives up the ghost’, she does not give up her sense of herself and her demands for special attention.  Thus her soul-less body calls out to Christ as he makes her burial arrangements:

Ða clyopode semninga ðære eadigan Marian lichoma beforen him eallum ond wæs cweðende: ‘Wes ðu min gemindig, ðu gewuldroda cyning, forþon ic beo þin hondgeweorc ond wes þu min gemyndig, forðon ic healde ðynra beboda goldhord.’ (§28)

[Then suddenly the body of the blessed Mary called out before them all and said: ‘Glorified king, be mindful of me, because I am the work of your hand, and be mindful of me, because I hold the gold-hoard of your commands.’]

Note that Mary draws attention here not only to what she is but also to what she has done.  Elsewhere she professes humility and unworthiness, but here she demands what she deserves and what she has earned.  The translator is, of course, attempting to follow his source, but it is tempting to assume that he agreed with this self-conscious, demanding Mary, especially since, at the end of the story, he has added a version of the Magnificat that is extraordinarily egocentric (§53).
  Thus Mary does not say that her soul glorifies the Lord; instead, she commands God to magnify her soul.  She similarly asks God to make the people praise her:

‘Min Drihten, gemyccla mine saule…Ond min Drihten’, cwæð Sancte Marie, ‘gedo ðu þæt eall cyn cweðe þæt ic sy seo eadigoste fæmne.  Quia fecit, forðon ðu me dydest mycel…’ (§53) 

[‘My Lord, magnify my soul… And my Lord,’ said Saint Mary, ‘Make all the people say that I am the most blessed woman, because you made me great…’]

The blame for this lofgeornost Mary, a woman as eager for praise as any Anglo-Saxon hero,
 can be laid on the translator’s poor Latin.  Nevertheless, the translator—and the scribes copying this text—would surely have been able to understand the Old English translation.  Even if allowances are made for a frustrated translator’s acceptance of less than perfect sense, it seems reasonable to assume that the voice given to Mary here was perceived and perhaps even approved. 

For this discussion, it is important to note that the resulting image of Mary is not a particularly good model for emulation, and it appears unlikely that many instructors would advocate her direct and demanding approach.  That is, in this text, at least, Mary is not so much a role model for saintly behaviour as a unique individual.  Thus both adherence to his source and his own errors in translation led the Old English translator to create a Mary who seems to share some of the requirements of a modern self: she possesses inwardness, emotions, self-consciousness, and perhaps even a personality, as the cumulative effect of Mary’s garbled statements creates an impression of a demanding, self-centred worrier.  Nevertheless, there are some things that she lacks.  As noted previously,
 it would be difficult to argue that she displays psychological development, and, however insistent she might be, Mary cannot claim autonomy.  In fact, she is extraordinarily passive.  While apostles, angels, and Christ come and go, she sits, waits, and is carried back and forth.  Miracles take place all around her and even for her, but she is not the agent of any of them.  In the end, whatever she claims to have earned, the apostles are given the authority to decide the fate of her body (§50).  In a very real way she is not, in fact, an experiencing agent; rather, she is the thing being experienced.
  What is important is her being seen: she is a sight to behold, a sign of Christ’s divinity (rather than her own), and an object of desire for the men around her, whether that desire is respectful, as the apostles’ is, or affectionate, as Christ’s is (§§28 and 51),
 or violent, as the Jews’ is (§37).

This depiction of Mary does not match up neatly with modern ideas of selfhood, and yet, at the same time, what we find in her is not so much an absence of aspects of selfhood as a different mix, with a different emphasis.  The biggest difference in emphasis derives from the importance attached to the physical self.  This importance should not be underestimated.  The Latin sources are quite firmly focused on the Virgin’s body, but the Old English translator seems to have been fully in agreement with this focus, since he adds extra, spurious references to Mary’s body, in much the same way that he increases his references to the Assumption.  Thus the talking corpse mentioned earlier gives a strong impression of Mary’s ‘self’ still being there despite the departure of her soul.  In addition, as I noted before, Mary draws attention to herself.  Here I would like to emphasise that that self is the body, not the soul.  It is ðære eadigan Marian lichoma ‘the body of the blessed Mary’ (§28) which is the handiwork of Christ and which has been obedient to his commands, and it is the body to which Christ replies with such affection: 

Ond ða cwæð ure Drihten to ðære eadigan Marian lichoman: ‘Ne forlæte ic ðe næfre, min meregrot, ne ic ðe næfre ne forlæte, min eorclanstan, forðon ðe ðu eart soðlice godes templ’.  (§28)

[And then our Lord said to the body of the blessed Mary: ‘I never abandon you, my pearl, nor will I ever abandon you, my precious jewel, because you are truly the temple of God’.]

The impression of a remaining self, a self which is the body, is, of course, provided by the Latin source, yet the Old English translator’s particular ‘skills’ only strengthen that impression, since he misdirects parts of the dialogue.  The result is a more extensive conversation between Christ and Mary’s body at this point, and, later, additional addresses to the body by John (§31), the Jewish priest (§42), and Christ (§51).
  It may be worth noting that, of the latter three, only the first is the result of an actual error.  The other two are merely additional emphasis, perhaps a sign that the translator enthusiastically endorsed the primary place taken by Mary’s body.

How does all this relate to modern ideas of selfhood?  As mentioned earlier, another important characteristic of the modern self is the opposition between an inner self and the exterior world.  This characteristic throws up some rather fundamental problems when juxtaposed with the emphasis placed in this text on Mary’s body as opposed to her soul.  It is very difficult to pin down the location of this self, for example.  Its soul, a usual site for thoughts, consciousness, and the self, departs.
  Yet Mary’s soul actually exhibits even fewer signs of selfhood than her body: it never speaks, never reveals emotion, and is entirely passive as Christ passes it on to Michael to be conveyed to and from paradise.  Despite assertions of its unique purity, it shows no sign of individuality, and its appearance is entirely generic:

Ond næfde heo naht on hire buton þæt an þæt heo hæfde mennisce onlicnysse ond heo hæfde seofon siðum breohtran saule ðonne snaw. (§25)

[And it (the soul) had nothing on it except that it had a human likeness, and she had a soul seven times brighter than snow.]

In contrast, as previously mentioned, Mary’s body is aware of itself, the dangers posed to it by the furious Jews, and others’ responsibilities to it.  In a very real way, Mary’s identity is located in her body; it is not predicated upon inwardness at all.  One could argue that the apparent lack of a boundary between inner self and exterior world proves that Mary is not a true ‘self’ in the modern sense, but feminist criticism’s focus on experience based in the female body suggests that that view may be too limited: identity and selfhood can indeed be based in the body.
  

There are, of course, other bodies who have ‘lived’ an active life after the departure of their souls: it is not an unusual thing for dead saints, even male ones.  For example, the little boy in Chaucer’s Prioress’s Tale, also described as a target of Jewish violence, continues to sing despite his sudden demise.  The living corpse—aside from the resurrected corpse—may even be considered a characteristically Christian miracle.
  Yet, while other saints may share some of her characteristics, Mary is unique.  For my purposes, the most important aspect of her uniqueness derives from the position she takes up in between different categories.  That is, as the account of the Assumption makes clear, Mary straddles and muddies the line between life and death, divine and human, and soul and body.  These are categories which Christianity and the figure of Christ himself also fundamentally complicate, but whereas Christ seems to absorb his humanity into his divinity, conflate his body and his soul, and swallow up death through his life, Mary remains messily between all these categories.  Blickling XIII is a particularly messy and conflicted text, but, chronological absurdities aside, the Old English translator does not invent any new issues about the Virgin.  He merely fails to resolve conflicts that he found.

First of all, and very briefly, Mary’s experience blurs the boundaries between life and death.  Not only does her body not decay, but it continues to have conversations after death.  In fact, she is no more passive after death than she was before.

Second, Mary is a liminal figure standing between the divine and the human.  This position is an important tenet of faith, since it justifies her role as intercessor: Mary is both blameless like God and human like us.  She thus needs no forgiveness for herself and yet has a reason to ask for it for other human beings.  This sounds simple, but in practice it is not always easy to describe such a figure without contradictions.  The Old English translator is clearly not up to this task.  For example, there are very serious problems with his description of the departure of Mary’s soul:

Ond hie ne gemetton nane swa hwite saule swa ðære eadigan Marian wæs, forðon heo lufode ma ðeostru for hire synnum ond heo wæs a ðeh gehealden fram hire synnum.  Ond hie gesawon ealle þæt seo eadige Marie hæfde swa hwite saule swa snaw.  (§26)

[And they did not meet any soul as white as that of the blessed Mary was, because she loved darkness more for her sins, and she was nevertheless defended from her sins.  And they all saw that the blessed Mary had a soul as white as snow.]

Mary Clayton has attempted to unravel what went wrong in this passage and suggests that the absurdities derive from the translator’s faulty grasp of the Latin source; the source at this point does not refer to Mary at all.
  It would probably be fruitless to interpret such a passage too closely, as the translator may merely have thrown up his hands in despair at this point and left something that he could not understand; nevertheless, while the translator seems certain that Mary’s soul was spotless (he states this fact twice), he is not confident enough merely to omit the damning phrase about her love of darkness.  He also asserts Mary’s very human fear of death, an incongruous trait in someone whose fate is secure.  The text itself acknowledges the incongruity:

Þa þæt folc ongan tweogan on hire heortan ond hio cwædon: ‘To hwan ondrædeð ðeos halige Maria hire deað ond mid hire syndon Godes apostolas and oðre ða ðe hie bereð to hire æriste?’  Ða cwædon ða apostolas to ðæm folce: ‘Heo bið swiðor gestrangod be us tweonum ðurh Drihtnes gehat ond ne tweoge ðis folc be hire untrumnesse ne be hire geleafan.’ (§13)

[Then the people began to doubt in their hearts, and they said, ‘Why does this holy Mary dread her death, if God’s apostles are with her, and others who will carry her to her resurrection?’  Then the apostles said to the people, ‘She is rather strengthened amongst us through the Lord’s command, and this people should not doubt about her weakness or about her belief.’]

In this case, much of the incongruity is another creative twist of the beleaguered translator,
 but other versions of the story also struggle with the contrast between a serene, unworried, divine Mary and one terrified by the prospect of facing the devil, like any other sinner.  Again, my point is not to make fun of the translator, but to show that these were points of potential difficulty.

Finally, as I have already discussed in some detail, Mary’s ‘self’ violates the boundaries between body and soul.  In other texts, whatever the importance of the mind, heart, or blood for the ‘life principle’, and wherever thought might be located,
 the ‘self’ departs when the soul does, yet, as we have seen, this is emphatically not the case for Mary.
  Whereas other Old English texts assume that the power of speech and thought are possessions of the soul,
 here the reverse seems to be true: the body fears, talks, and is spoken to, but the soul is voiceless and never addressed.  In fact, Mary’s story completely inverts the terms present in what could be seen as parallel experiences: the reports by those blessed (or, in some cases, cursed) with visions of the otherworld.

In this type of miraculous story, a person, normally near death, has an ‘out of body experience’.  The soul leaves the body behind; in its travels it observes the pains of hell and the joys of heaven; and it often is a prize over which angels and devils contend.  Returning to the body allows the visionary to share his experience, enlighten those around him, and reform his life.  Anglo-Saxon examples of this type of story include Bede’s accounts of the Vision of Drihthelm and the Vision of a Damned Man
 and Boniface’s account of the Vision of the Monk of Wenlock.
  

The experience of the Virgin Mary in her Assumption should be viewed in the context of these other visions.  Earlier versions of the Assumption did, in fact, contain a short excursion to the Otherworld: Mary and the apostles viewed heaven and hell together before going their separate ways, she to paradise and they back to earth.
  These postscripts on Mary’s post-death adventures were cut, it seems, to shorten and focus texts designed for reading on the feast-day of the Assumption (usually 15 August).
  The account of the Assumption in Blickling XIII contains few traces of the cut apocalypse, but the experience of the Virgin still shares a remarkably similar structure with these ‘out of body experiences’.  The main difference is that Mary has a ‘without soul experience’ rather than an ‘out of body experience’.  Because of this reversal, all the usual events of the spiritual journey are translated back to earth, and all the main events are inverted or transformed.  Thus, where other accounts take place in a spiritual realm, in this account all the action takes place on earth, firmly and emphatically in the physical world.  Where other accounts focus on what the visionary sees, in this account we are given no clue regarding what Mary sees; instead, much emphasis is placed on her being seen.  Where other accounts have the soul travel away for adventures, leaving its body behind and unheeded, here Mary’s body has all the adventures, while its soul disappears unheeded into the clouds.  Where other accounts have demons and angels fighting over the soul, here there is absolutely no concern for the soul at all, while Jews fight with apostles and angels over the body.

This inversion of the ‘out of body experience’ is, in many ways, no more than a confirmation of what was already evident: that the ‘heroine’, the ‘self’ under scrutiny in this story, is Mary’s body.  That much is clear.  How to describe or account for that self is less easy, however, especially in dialogue with modern ideas of selfhood.  Is Mary a self?  Is her soul part of her self?  Is her body the whole of her self?  It is perhaps impossible to answer these questions with any certainty.  Yet our inability to pin down answers to these questions is not, I believe, an indication of absence but rather an argument for a different basis for selfhood.  For example, one of the expectations that may need to be jettisoned in order to come to terms with Mary’s selfhood is that of wholeness.  Modern literary theory assures us that ‘wholes’ are constructed by exteriorising the ‘other’.
  In this case, however, Mary’s unique identity seems to be constructed by exteriorising everything that is ‘self’, and that self is neither threatened nor completed by the coming and going of its soul.  This notion of a ‘self’ not constrained by ideas of wholeness could be rejected as primitive or pre-modern, but it also sounds remarkably like the ‘fractured, fragmented, decentred and brittle’ self described by post-modern theorists.
  

� For a recent overview of contemporary theories of selfhood, see Anthony Elliott, Concepts of the Self (Cambridge: Polity, 2001); for claims of the absence of selfhood in earlier times, see discussion and references below.


� This summary is distilled from the various versions of the story outlined in Mary Clayton, The Apocryphal Gospels of Mary in Anglo-Saxon England, Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon England 26 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 24-100; see particularly pp. 69-99 for the Latin sources of the Old English homily.


� Although Christian doctrine denied this belief (cf. I Cor.15:35-53), it was feared that destruction of the body could prevent resurrection.  See, for example, Paul Binski, Medieval Death: Ritual and Representation (London: British Museum, 1996), p. 11.


� The timing may relate to older beliefs about the fate of the soul after death: burial was often three days after death, because it was believed that the soul lingered near the body for three days (Binski, Medieval Death, p. 10).


� Paradise is a place distinct from heaven, but the distinction is not observed in all the sources; see Clayton, Apocryphal Gospels, pp. 93-4.  For discussion of the understanding of paradise more generally in Anglo-Saxon literature, see Ananya Jahanara Kabir, Paradise, Death, and Doomsday in Anglo-Saxon Literature, Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon England 32 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).
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