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Virgin Martyrs ®

writers of hagiography had developed a strongly didactic and devotional mode
of narrating saints' lives. Lavish passages of prayer and exposition direct the
readers' or listeners' attention away from the sensational events being related,
inviting them instead to contemplate the significance of those events within
salvation history. Hagiographers thereby muted the potential subversivenessof
their material: the martyrs appear lessas radicals than as fragile brides of Christ
whoseexperiences exalt the most cherished values of monastic life--chastity,
flight from the world, and love of God. The earliest Middle English virgin mar-
tyr legends (the legends of the so-called Katherine Group) grew out of this tra-
dition of meditative Latin hagiography. Writing primarily foranchoresses,the
authors of the Katherine Group legends were as concerned as their Latin pre-
decessors with providing material for prayer and contemplation, but theyalso
tailored their narratives to the perceived needs and interests ofa female audi-
ence. With their greater emphasis on the martyrs' gender and in particular on
the saints' brash defiance of male authority, the Katherine Group writers aimed
to provide inspiringmnodelsof heroism for women. At the same time, however,
they wished to regulate the aspirations and conduct of religious women-and
especially of anchoresses-whose relative independence from the Church'ssu-
pervision and whose ambiguous situation on the threshold between secular
and religious life disturbed many early thirteenth-century clergymen.
Though the writers of the Katherine Group legendsexpected their narratives

to circulate among the laity, they do not appear to have composed their narra-
tives with the needs of a lay audience in mind. During the late twelfth and early
thirteenth centuries, however, the clergy grew ever more concerned with lay
religious instruction, while laypeople became more active participants in their
faith. Propelled by the Fourth Lateran Council (1215), hagiographers of the
later thirteenth and fourteenth centuries increasingly addressed themselves to
laypeople. In so doing, they produced legends that differed markedly from the
Latin and vernacular legends I treat in Chapter 1, both in their representation
of the saints and in the responses they invite from their audiences. Instead of
encouraging identification with the virgin martyrs, as earlier hagiographers
had, writers of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries distanced the
saints from the rank-and-file faithful byy emphasizing their miraculous powers,
their virginity, and their contempt for the institutions of marriage, family, and
state. Chapter 2 surveys the widespread representation of virgin martyrs as
powerful and often disorderly women in English art and literature. I argue that
portrayals of the saints as zealous critics of the state became popular because
they served the professional interests of a clerical elite which was anxious to
preserve its authority over an increasingly informed lay public and which pro-
moted the martyrs as emblems of ecclesiastical prerogative. Yet these legends
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