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Summary of Thesis:

This thesis is a study of the oneiric imagery in Chaucer’s works. Unlike other studies it
concentrates on ‘dream’ as conveying the wider significance of a transitional state of
consciousness other than ordinary awareness. It aims particularly to investigate the
significance of Middle English ‘drem’. By showing that further to the physiological
‘dream’, ‘drem’ encompassed a number of transitional ecstatic states of consciousness,
the thesis intends to explore and re-assess the boundaries within which ‘drem’ was
employed. It also investigates to what extent the intertext of mystics’ writing could
influence Chaucer’s works, given that symbolic oneiric images common in mystics’
writings are embedded in Chaucer’s narrative.

It argues that Chaucer’s oneiric imagery conveys the significance of the poet’s nearly-
ecstatic transitional state in which the poet creates the world of poetry. The oneiric

ecstatic framework impacts on the structure of his works: dream visions and later works
are characterised by a ladder-like ascending structure parallel to the mystical ascending
journey of the soul to God. Oneiric imagery epitomising mystical writing underpins
Chaucer’s works, conserves similar significance, and signposts crucial episodes within the
dreamer’s progress into the thick of the narration.

The thesis is structured in two parts. After outlining the dream classifications from
Macrobius onwards, the first part explores how the employment of ‘drem’ overarches
transitional states of consciousness, including visions and ecstatic revelations. It then
investigates the stages towards contemplation, and foregrounds crucial symbolic images
signalling the ascent to ecstatic contemplative states, as witnessed by Middle English
mystics. The second part focuses on Chaucer’s works and emphasises the presence both
of the oneiric mystical ascending ladder-like structure, and of fundamental mystical
symbols appearing at crucial stages within the literary works. It concentrates on
Chaucer’s dream visions, subsequently it investigates how Troilus’s plight parallels the
mystics’ progress towards contemplation, and finally suggests how Chaucer’s oneiric
poetic, germinating with the dream visions, blossoms in his later works.
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General Introduction

Ye knowe ek that in forme of speche is chaunge

Withinne a thousand yeer, and wordes tho

That hadden pris, now wonder nyce and straunge

Us thinketh hem, and yet thei spake hem so,

And spedde as wel in love as men now do;

Ek for to wynnen love in sondry ages,

In sondry londes, sondry ben usages. (TC, 11, 1L. 22-28)*

Poets are aware that words — the implements for their literary creations — modify
their significance in the course of time. This is valid for the term ‘dream’ in medieval
dream wvisions. In modern English the term ‘dream’ has no synonyms. In Middle
English ‘drem’ was accompanied by numerous terms including vision, oracle, phantom,
revelation, sweven and the verbs dremen, sweven and meten, evidence that one word would
not define exhaustively a phenomenon as multifaceted as medieval oneiric activity.
When the oneiric events of medieval dream visions are discussed, they have been
mostly considered according to the modern significance of physiological ‘dreams’
occurning during sleep, or as a metaphor for poetry. Although this meaning is
recorded in Middle English, it is still worth asking what significance Middle English
‘drem’ conveyed at the time. C. S. Lewis maintained that when terms are defined, it is
because ‘we are in some measure departing from their real current sense’. However,
he also cautioned against the ‘dangerous sense’ of a word that is applied to a term of
the past, where by ‘dangerous sense’ is meant the preconceived undiscussed modern
significance.” This study aims to contribute to the differentiation between the

possible ‘dangerous sense’ and the significance ‘drem’ could have conveyed at the

time.

t All quotations from Chaucer are from The Riverside Chaucer, L. D. Benson ed., Oxford, Oxford
University Press, third ed., 1988
2 C. S. Lewis, Studies in Words, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1967, pp. 12 ff. and p. 18.
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From Antiquity to the Middle Ages it was believed that during sleep the soul was free
from the ties with the physical body. Dreams occurred when the soul detached itself
from these ties, not in the final moment of transition from life to death, but rather
when in sleep or in ecstasy. For this reason dreams could lead to higher knowledge.
The soul, free from the body as well as from reason, might lead to the prophetic
Juror. The Middle Ages accepted the inheritance of classical Antiquity and developed
theories, the purpose of which was to systematise dreams and label them in order to
discern true from meaningless dreams. However, more than that, dreams were
believed to have a profound meaning that had to be extracted and interpreted from
the sometimes obscure images. Dreams were included in classifications identifying
the ways through which true knowledge could be achieved. These classifications
ranged from knowledge acquired through the senses to ecstatic revelatory
phenomena by which mystics and saints attained spiritual truths. For some medieval
philosophers, ecstasy, an oneiric category in itself, was the highest stage on the ladder

towards knowledge, as it was yielded by God.

In medieval texts there are frequent occurrences of a character passing from the
ordinary state of being to another, be it anger, fury, ‘stupor’, astonishment, or
fainting. A sernes of expressions also describe a change in consciousness: in a frenzy,
in a trance, in a study, ravished, inebriated, stupefied, out of one’s wits. A lover may
be in a state of anger, of astonishment, or at times even lose consciousness and faint;
but then on seeing his beloved he can suddenly rejoice. These transitions are sudden
and temporary, from which the character can easily ‘come back’ to the ordinary state.
As a result of centuries of rationalisation, other states of being are now differentiated

on the basis of scientifically objective criteria. Anger, wrath or fury fall into the

X



sphere of moods; madness has taken an avenue of its own; fainting and losing
consciousness tend not to be juxtaposed with dreams. Why, then, gather these

transitional states together?

Lors comanceras a plorer

Et diras: “Dex! Qu’ai ge songié?

Quest or ce? Ou estoie gié?” (Roman de la Rose, 1. 2436-8)°
Where had he been? the central character in the Romance of the Rose asks himself and
the readers. The Romance of the Rose, the model for the poets of dream visions,
commences with a dream. This study aims to investigate Chaucer’s ‘drems’ as a
transitional state of consciousness, belonging to the same category as ecstatic
contemplation. From the reading of medieval literary texts, it becomes evident that
these states were considered as if belonging to another state of consciousness, very
close to the supernatural. ‘Drem’ includes a number of transitional states often
mentioned in visionary literature. Medieval ‘drem’ 1s a general term; not only the
progenitor of modermn ‘dream’, it includes a number of states of consciousness
different from ordinary awareness. Mystics compare their experiences to the closest
phenomena common people can identify with: dreams. Their ecstasies are ‘like
dreams’. And in their dream-like states they see wvisions, and attain ecstatic

contemplation of the divine.

Dreams and oneiric ecstatic phenomena are transitional, and the mystics’ writings are
texts rich in resources from hnguistic, figurative, and theoretical perspectives. They
enable the reader to investigate the ascending process towards contemplation as it s

witnessed in first person. Further, the use of vernacular enables one to parallel the

3 [Then you will start crying and say: ‘God! What have I dreamt? What is this? Where was I?’]
Translations throughout the thesis are mine, unless otherwise stated.



mystical experience as expressed by the Middle English mystics and the oneiric
literary experience. Chaucer always introduces his dream visions with an explicit
dream. His dreams, which are turned into poetry, are claimed to be wonderful, so
marvellous that they are inaccessible to interpretations even of the most brilliant
dream interpreters of the past. The oneiric outset of Chaucer’s dream visions leads
to the common root of dreams, to poetic and religious inspiration that in many
cultures are closely linked. The fictional hero can travel and have access to the other
world while still alive. However, he is not alone. The mystics and the poets can

access this too.

Acknowledging the relevance of the ‘drem’ leads to the identification of an implicit
tgpos shared by medieval poets who adopt the ‘drem’ frame to locate the poet’s
function within the debate on poetry and theology: an assertion of the sacred role of
the poet as the person within society who is close to the mystery of the ecstatic
contemplation of the divine. This concept is common to the ancient traditions
wherein the poet, the priest, and the seer were functions embodied by one member
of society. By the medieval period these functions had become specialised and were
allocated to differentiated contexts: the clergy, artists, and the mystics as
seers/prophets. The function and consequently the content of poetry have also
changed in the course of centuries: poetry has become an art based on aesthetic laws
with the aim to entertain and to teach, whereas contemplation pertains to
theologians, mystics and prophets. Nonetheless the power of creative abstraction and
of figurative flight is left to the poets who can apply it in the intimate space of their

bedchambers where they can see their ‘drems’.

xi



In this wider context, this study aims to explore the models that could have inspired
Chaucer’s oneiric poetry, how ‘drem’ can be defined, and what sigmficance it
conveys. The method followed here is illustrated by the structure of the thesis itself.
‘Drem’ has been investigated in fields other than poetry, including philosophy and
mysticism. Stepping beyond the literary field enables one to contextualise the use of
‘drem’ more widely and to attain a more complete understanding of its significance.
Moreover the overview concerning the mystical event has provided the opportunity
to look — albeit briefly — at other cultures. An anthropological perspective is fruitful
and has permitted the identification of crucial elements present diachronically and
cross-culturally in the discourse of the oneiric phenomena and contemplation. As a
consequence the significance of ‘drem’ has become richer. It refers to a temporary
state of more acute awareness during which the ‘dreamer’ can attain some
knowledge. When the poets-dreamers transit into this temporary, more acute state of
consciousness, they attain knowledge, inspiration. The oneiric imagery has been
acknowledged as a metaphor for the poet’s composition by criticism. Further on
from that, it signposts the poet’s wider awareness attainable only by seers and

mystics, and by the hero who travels into the netherworld and returns.

In order to avoid confusion in meaning, a distinction has been posited between
‘drem’ and ‘dream’, although this is not a subdivision existing in the medieval use. It
has appeared a convenient strategy to convey the larger significance that Middle
English ‘drem’ had, compared to Modern English ‘dream’. Modern English ‘dream’
has been employed when referring to the physiological phenomenon, whereas the
Middle English ‘drem’ has been maintained when referring to the literary event of the

poet’s dream visions. Similarly the Middle English or the Latin forms have been
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employed to differentiate the modern meaning from the medieval one (for instance

_ymaginacioun, cogitatio, stody, in the place of ‘imagination’, ‘thinking’, and ‘study’).

The thesis is structured in two parts: the first illustrates the cultural context in which
literary dream visions were composed. Although a specialised analysis of a
phenomenon has the advantage of magnifying its component aspects, it 1s
enlightening to focus also on the larger cultural discourse wherein dream visions
were integral. The first part outlines the oneirocritical tradition from Classical
Antiquity and relates the main dream classifications that in the course of time have
been assimilated within Christianity. Devoted to the dreams in philosophical
discourse, it explores the connection between true knowledge and ecstatic states
yielded by the divinity. The Church was aware of the possible threats stemming from
direct communication with the divinity. Nonetheless contemplatio and ecstasy were not
downgraded in the classifications of states. The chapter on Mysticism originates from
the previous, in that mystics are the ones who personally experience cwnzemplatio, and
relate the visions bestowed in their transitional states. The choice of analysing the
English mystics enables the investigation of the degrees of the mystical experience as
expressed in Middle English, as this context would influence the fourteenth-century
poets. As Chaucer initiated English poetry in Middle English, Rolle was the mystic

who disseminated his teaching in Middle English.

As literary criticism on Chaucer’s dream wvisions has focussed on dream as a
physiological phenomenon, it has overlooked the revelatory aspect of dream within
ecstatic, visionary phenomena. When criticism also takes into consideration writings
by philosophers and theologians, only dreams are analysed, leaving aside similar

oneiric phenomena, such as #so, as if these do not pertain to the same area of

Xiii



investigation. This thesis looks at the oneiric phenomenon within both dream
classifications (as traditional and authoritative as those established by Macrobius and
Gregory the Great for instance) and at ‘drem’ as one of the transitional states of

consciousness leading to revelatory ecstasy and closely associated to true knowledge.

The research argues that in Chaucer’s works the Middle English ‘drem’ conveys a
significance more extensive than in modern usage. Beyond ‘dream’, ‘drem’
encapsulates concepts related to ecstatic, revelatory phenomena that the Middle Ages
inherit from pre-Chrstian philosophy and the patnistic tradition. In order to illustrate
this ampler significance, provinces beyond literature within the cultural context, in
which ‘drem’ 1s employed, need to be explored. That is the reason why the present
study commences by explonng the oneiric discourse within theology, philosophy,

and mysticism, before moving on to examine Chaucer’s works.

After reviewing the most authoritative dream classifications from Antiquity to the
Middle Ages, the first part identifies the relevant transitional phenomena together
with the related terms that express them, in particular those phenomena and terms
defining transitional states of consciousness, as well as those images symbolising such
states. Philosophers and theologians witness how relevant the oneiric phenomenon is
and how it is integral to the attainment of true knowledge. Furthermore, the thesis
argues that in addition to the physiological phenomenon that was interpreted
according to medieval dream classifications, ‘drem’ was employed as a figurative
image. Drem’ — and ‘drem’ within sleep — is employed to indicate an ecstatic state.
This is illustrated in the final part of the first chapter which aims to re-discover this
other significance of medieval dream that has been overlooked by literary criticism

addressing dream visions. The symbolic employment of somnium by mystical
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theologians demonstrates that there is more to dreams than the physiological
experience to be interpreted by applying the oneirocnitical tradition that the Middle
Ages inherit and assimilate. ‘Drem’ is employed as a symbol for revelatory ecstasy,

which broaches the following investigation of the Middle English mystics.

The mystical experience is analysed as it is narrated by the Middle English mystics. In
so doing the transitional phenomenon 1s identified following the sequential stages as
recognized by the mystics. This preliminary part of the research provides ‘drem’ with
an extended scope looking onto other fields of debate within oneiric and ecstatical
discourses. In so doing it enables one to identify possible connections and influences
within the wider cultural context that could impact on the literature of the time and
in particular on Chaucer’s poetic creation. In this wider cultural context, the term
‘drem’ — it 1s argued — acquires the status of a technical term referring to a
transitional state of consciousness that can be experienced during waking and that
can refer to an ecstatic, revelatory state common both to mystics and poets.
However, while the first part aims to introduce the oneiric phenomena and the
related terms that constituted common knowledge within the cultural context in the
fourteenth century, it does not intend to provide direct sources, to find analogues,
nor finally to suggest that Chaucer’s employment of these terms and figurative
imagery represents a deliberate borrowing from the specific texts identified and
analysed: rather that both the mystics and Chaucer operate within a shared

understanding of ‘drem’.

By analysing Chaucer’s works, the second part of the present research argues that
Chaucer’s ‘drem’ can be interpreted as a transitional state leading to a heightened

state of consciousness culminating with poetic creation. It illustrates how symbolic
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images crucial in the mystical writings also appear in Chaucer’s works, and how
pivotal their function is within both genres. This part of the research reveals how the
‘drem’ employed figuratively is appropriated by medieval poets. It i1s argued that
despite the abundance of descriptive details pointing to the specific physicality of the
dreamer and of his bedchamber, Chaucer’s ‘drem’ acquires a figurative symbolic
significance and points to a higher state of consciousness attained by the poet. This is
confirmed by Chaucer’s deployment of figurative symbolic imagery with which
mystical writings are imbued. This part of the research underscores how such
figurative images appear at crucial moments of transition in Chaucer’s works and in
the Middle English writings, and argues that they mark fundamental moments both
within the dreamer’s personal development and within the narrative structure as a

whole.

In the second part, after the oneiric literary tradition and the influences from the
French and Italian poets are briefly outlined, the focus moves on to Chaucer’s dream
visions, in chapter three. These are not explored as ‘dreams’ with the aim of finding
an interpretation according to medieval dream classifications. The analysis of
Chaucer’s works proceeds on two levels: firstly considering the ‘drem’ topos as
signposting the transitional state of the poet into the creative state; secondly
exploring the similarities between the mystics’ progress towards contemplation, and
the dreamer’s progress within the ‘drem’. The study explores how Chaucer inherits
the figurative oneiric imagery and appropriates it. The analysis brings to the fore
those aspects that mark the passage towards the depth — or the ascent — of the
knowledge attained through poetry. Though Chaucer is not a mystic, his works
reveal an underlying structure paralleling the mystical progress towards ecstasy and

higher knowledge. Far from aiming to demonstrate that Chaucer was a mystic, the
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analysis enables the underlying narrative structure to emerge that — whether or not
directly (and this is not under discussion here, as it would require a separate analysis

of texts) — impacted on Chaucer’s work.

The fourth chapter explores how mystical discourse impacts also on works
considered secular such as TC, where the ascending structure comparable to the
mystical ladder towards the apex of narration is still present. The analysis of TC
occupies a large space, whereas other works with an explicit ‘drem’ including LGW
and NPT are represented less, as TC has tumed out to reveal a structure parallel to
the mystical progress, including the ascending path towards ecstasy and the
descending return to this world. The final chapter illustrates that significantly

Chaucer also keeps the oneiric frame in works where there is no explicit ‘drem’.

The analysis of Chaucer’s works proceeds along two strands. The Vﬁrst is linguistical
and illustrates how ‘drem’ points to a transitional state of the poet in the act of
creating poetry. Although dream visions have been examined by criticism, it argues
that because the term ‘drem’ has been considered as ‘dream’, the oneiric ecstatical
aspect of the transitional creative phenomenon has been unexplored. The second
strand underpinning the second part of the research considers the impact from the
literary point of view of interpreting ‘drem’ as a transitional ecstatic moment. From
this perspective, the literary ‘drem’ is considered in the development of the structure
of the dream visions and of later works including TC and the CT where the oneiric

framework is not explicit.

This perspective considers the ‘drem’ from the outset in BD where the poet sets the

foundations of the multilevelled significance of the narrator’s ‘dremy’, his sleep, and
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his bedchamber. Within this perspective the argument illustrates how TC — its
narrative structure and its embedded philosophical significance — and Troilus’s plight
within it are construed paralleling the mystics’ progress. In LGW and CT the poet
commences directly in ‘drem’, and signposts it through elements epitomising dream
visions. CT conserves the implicit narrative pattern of the LGW. The present study
also sheds light on narrative structures that are present in the BD and that are
mirrored and multiplied in CT. BD presents the Man in Black’s tale, the main focus
of the poem, as embedded in a multiframe structure, thus it anticipates the multi-
layered narrative of CT. The Narrator narrates a dream in which the Black Knight in
his turn tells his story. Similarly the pilgnm-narrator-dreamer introduces us to a
pilgrimage in which multiple characters tell a story. A more detailed analysis of LGIW
and the NPT might have followed, but unfortunately the limit of space has prevented
this. It has, however, been possible to investigate at large the ladder-like structure

underpinning TC.

A further study could involve an analysis of the poetic transitional states expressed in
medieval poetry mentioned earlier. Together with ‘drem’, terms such as
astonishment, ‘stody’, and lethargy are very likely to constitute a network of states of
consciousness that form a ‘grammar’ of transitional ecstatic poetic states that deserve
attention. The possible further question, then, would deal with the reason why these
states are bestowed such dignity in medieval poetry. This would lead one to ask
questions concerning the birth of literature as aesthetic entertainment, as we conceive
it today, comparing and contrasting it with the realm of oral tradition where the poet
was concurrently seer, healer, and priest, when the provinces of lyric creation,
mythology, medicine were united and acknowledged the sense of the divine within

the Cosmos.
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Chapter 1 — Medieval Dream Classifications

Introduction

Dreams, oneiric phenomena, and other states of consciousness have always
fascinated humankind, who have expressed an interest at times divinatory, at others
medical, scientifical or religious, with the main aim to acquire further knowledge.
Visions seen — or voices heard — in these states, experienced beyond ordinary
physical human limits, usually hint at a higher reality, residing above ordinary
awareness. The existence of a supra-natural level, an extra-ordinary one, is thus
established. Dreams have been analysed and classified in hierarchical structures. By
means of examples offered in the Scriptures, they rise to a level of authority, as they
constitute one of the degrees of knowledge recognised by a number of medieval
philosophers and theologians. The hierarchy usually ranges from meaningless dreams
to signifying dreams worthy of interpretation, to wisions and oracles, up to
revelations, prophecy and ecstasy — the latter types being steps towards what
medieval theologians consider true knowledge. During the Middle Ages dream
interpretation becomes part of scientific, philosophical and theological debate. There
is a common ground on which scientists, theologians, and philosophers agree on the

classification of dreams.!

In this wider perspective dreams are contextualised as sharing a common ground
with transitional oneiric phenomena that may otherwise be considered far apart,
namely revelations, prophecies and ecstasy. As will be seen, they do share common

elements: images seen in dreams, in visions and in ecstatic experiences are similar.

1 W. C. Curry, Chaucer and the Medieval Sciences, London, Allen & Unwin, 1960 [1926], pp. 217-8.



Chapter 1

Further, these phenomena occur in a different state of consciousness, which is not
neatly definable as sleep or wakefulness. Dreams always occur in sleep, whereas
ecstasy can also occur in waking, and revelation and prophecy in both. Ancients
already identified phenomena occurring in waking, like Calcidius’s spectaculum, or the
higher degrees of visions listed by Albert the Great. Moreover, these phenomena can
occur 1n states neither completely belonging to sleep nor to waking: firstly the
slumber in between the two; secondly illness, including epilepsy and phrenesy. This
last case 1s not considered exclusively by physicians or scientists. Augustine illustrates
cases of visions seen during infirmities as well as expeniences that fall under the label
of journeys into the other world.? It appears that dreams and related transitional
phenomena can represent experiences occurring in a state of consciousness other

than ordinary consciousness.

This overview of dream classifications has two main aims: to analyse dream
classifications that the Middle Ages inherited from classical antiquity, and to examine
those elaborated in medieval time. The second is to contextualise dreams as
belonging to a state of consciousness other than the ordinary one, rather than
considering them as phenomena occurring only during sleep. In order to do this it is
essential to widen the scope of the analysis by exploring theologians’ and
philosophers’ views upon dreams; and concurrently to consider that in the Middle
Ages the dream discourse interweaves with the gnoseologic debate. Dream
interpretation, dream-lore, has always been intertwined with oneiromancy, divination

by dreams. This attitude does not cease during the Middle Ages despite prohibition

2 M. Dulaey, Le réve dans la vie et la pensée de Saint Augustin, Paris, Etudes Augustiniennes, 1973, p. 205.
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and attacks from the Church, which started as early as the first centuries of the new

3
era.

Many of the great medieval figures syétematise knowledge 1n fields that today would
be inconceivable. It was not uncommon for philosophers and theologians to concern
themselves with astrology, mathematics and alchemy contemporarily. To consider
the three kinds of dream identified by Curry, somnium naturale, animale, coeleste, as part
of the human expenence as a whole will be revealing, rather than regarding them as
three unrelated spheres of human life. Specialisation is a relatively modern concept
that does not correspond to the medieval harmonious correspondence between
microcosm and macrocosm. The different dreams, somnium naturale, animale, coeleste, in
which medieval physicians, astrologers and theologians classify the oneiric
phenomenon, could be regarded as the rungs of the ladder — to use a mystical image
— leading towards the mystical experience, the lower rungs representing the false
dreams conveying no significance, whereas the highest lead to ecstasy. In dreams the
human soul is potentially able to perform operations extra-ordinary to the human
senses: interpreting oneiric  signs, foreseeing future events, receiving and
understanding divine messages; and in ecstasy ascending to heights where it is
possible to be in the presence of the divinity — although it is not possible to see God
directly. From this perspective it is possible to consider dreams in the wider context
of oneiric phenomena forming the cultural atmosphere that medieval philosophers,

mystics, scientists as well as poets and writers breathe.

3 See J. Le Goff, ‘Les réves dans la culture et la psychologie collective de 'Occident médiéval’, in Pour
un autre Moyen Age; temps, travail et culture en Occident. 18 essais, Pans, Gallimard, 1977, p. 304; on the
influence of the devil on dreams see Dulaey, pp. 129 ff.

4 Curry, p. 207.
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This chapter i1s organised in four main parts. The first two follow the time distinction
Le Goff has identified between the early centuries of the new era and a second
period beginning with the revolution of the twelfth century.’ The first covers
classifications elaborated until the seventh century of the new era, which are
inherited in the coming centuries, including those of Augustine and Gregory the
Great. The second is devoted to the revolution of the twelfth century. Amongst the
many, Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas and Pascalis Romanus have been chosen to
illustrate the influence of Aristotle’s works on medieval philosophers. The third part
explores the thought of the mystical theologians of St Victor. Works by Hugh and
Richard of St Victor shed light on the way dreams intertwine with other states of
consciousness, namely exvessus mentis and ecstasy. Finally a brief overview of the so-

called ‘tertiary literature’,® namely the dreambooks, ends the overview.

1. Dream Classifications until the Seventh Century

Macrobius

Medieval scholars accepted and developed the classical inheritance of dream-lore.
The first main distinction was between ‘divine’ dreams and those which were not so.
Homer speaks of the two doors from which dreams come. Through the door made
of horn meaningful dreams pass — those which will come true — through the one
made of ivory false dreams are thought to pass.” This distinction between dreams

that are meaningful and those that are not has contributed to the preservation of the

5 Le Goff, ‘Les réves’, p. 301.

¢ S. R. Fischer, The Complete Medieval Dreambook. A Multilingual, Abhabetical Somnia Danieks Collation,
Bern und Frankfurt am Main, Peter Lang, 1982, p. 6.

7 Odyssey, XIX, 562-67. The theory of the two gates of dreams — the one made of ivory and the one
made of homn — is also present in Virgil’s Eneid, VI, L. 893-898. Macrobius, Commento al sogno d
Scipione, trans. M. Ner, Milano, Bompiani, 2007, p. 585. Quotations from Macrobius are from this
edition.
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dream-lore.® Macrobius’ classification founded the basis for the medieval theory of
dreams. In his commentary, Macrobius (395-423 C.E.) inherits the tradition of
classical dream-lore, according to which dreams were a form of divine emanation

through which it was possible to foretell the future.

After distinguishing meaningful from meaningless dreams, Macrobius describes five
kinds of dreams. For these terms Macrobius employs the Greek terminology and the
corresponding Latin: O veipoG, corresponds to Latin sommium, Opapo to  tisio;
YONUATIOUNOG tO oraculunt; evomwov to insomninm, and paviaopo to vsum.” The last two
kinds of dreams are not worth interpreting as they do not lead to divination."
Insomnium 1s valid only while the dream lasts, being caused by an anxiety felt during
the state of waking. The lover dreams of the beloved, the knight of the enemy in
battle; the body is agitated by the abundance or by the lack of food or of wine; finally
one can dream of the acquisition or of the loss of external, matenal fortunes. VVisum
takes place in those moments between waking and deep sleep, when one is just
about to surrender to soporific vapours.” It is when the person who is sleeping
believes s/he is still awake but is already in the presence of ‘figures’, fantastic images

that do not belong to nature. EnidAteG, nightmare, belongs to this category.”

8 E. R Dodds, quoting Bjérck in I Gred ¢ lirrazionale, Fitenze, La Nuova Italia, 1983, p. 127 n. 2.

9 Macrobius, Book I, 3.2, p. 246.

10 Macrobius, Book I, 3.3, p. 246.

11 The Latin text has ‘prima somni nebula’. For possible links to the Cloud of the mystics, see ch. 2.

12 It is important to underine that for Macrobius snakteG, ‘epialtes’, nightmare, is a subgenre of the
visum, and that he does not provide a Latin correspondent for this term, as ‘nightmare’ appears in
vernacular in the Middle Ages, see Le Goff, Les réves dans la culture et la psychologie collective de
POccident médiéval’, p. 302 n.16. In recent criticism Latin nsommium is rendered with the English
‘nightmare’. This translation might lead wrongly to assimilate the category of imsommium with the
subgenre ‘epialtes’. Here ‘insomnium’ is rendered as ‘vain dream’. For instances of translations into
‘nightmare’, see A. C. Spearing, Medieval Dream Poetry, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1976,
p- 9; A. Peden, “Macrobius and Mediaeval Dream Literature’, Medium Aevum, 54 (1985), 59-73, p. 60;
A. Minnis, ‘Medieval Imagination and Memory’, in The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, the Middle
Ages, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2005, vol. ii, pp. 239-274, p. 244; unlike these instances
C. S. Lewis distinguishes the two, see The Discarded Image: an Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance
Literature, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1964, p. 64.
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The next three kinds of dreams offer means of divination. Oraculum occurs when
during the sleep a relative or a person of authority such as a priest or the divinity
itself appears and declares openly, ‘denuntiat’, what will or will not take place, what
the dreamer has to do or to avoid. The dream is defined visio when one ‘sees’ exactly
what will happen later in reality. Finally somnium is the dream that needs interpreting
as its meaning is veiled with mysterious images. This is the most common oneiric
experience as, Macrobius maintains, everyone has experienced it."” The somnium is

subdivided into five categories: proprium, alienus, commune, publicum, generale

Once Macrobius has exhausted this classification, he continues with the analysis of
the Somnium Scipionis, stating that this dream includes the three kinds of meamingful
dreams and the five sub-categories of the somnium.”* In his dasgiﬁcaﬁon, Macrobius
does not include the main distinction identified in the Greek dream-lore: ovap,
dream which takes place in the night, and bmap, vision that occurs during waking,
There are differences between Macrobius and Artemidorus. The Greek author
subdivides 6'\)8LQO§, somnium, into oraculum and wsio.® Further, the dream can be
‘theorematic’, when the message is direct and straightforward, or it can be

‘allegorical’ when symbols require interpretation.”” In Macrobius the theorematic

13 On differences between Macrobius’ and Artemidorus’ classification see Macrobius, trans. Ner, p.
584 n. 40.

14 Macrobius, Book I, 3. 10, p. 250. From the strictly individual dream to the universal one, these five
subcategories seem to cover all the possible circumstances that may occur during the dream. The
dream is proprium when one dreams of doing something; it is a4enum if one dreams that someone else
does something; it is commune when one is together with some other person; if one dreams that
something happens in the town or in a public place it is pubbcunr, and finally if the orbit of the sun or
of the moon or the stars or the sky present something new, then it is a somnium generale, see Macrobius,
Book I, 3, 11, p. 250. In Artemidorus’s classification the dream can be subdivided into the following
five categories: personal, impersonal, common, public, and universal, see Artemidorus, I/ £bro dei sogni,
trans. D. Del Como, Milano, Adelphi, 1982, p. 8.

15 Macrobius, Book I, 3, 12, p. 250.

16 Artemidorus, p. 8.

17 Artemidorus, p. 6.
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dream corresponds to the oraculum (as it speaks ‘aperte’) and to the uisio; whereas

somnium corresponds to Artemidorus’ allegorical dream, O veipoG.™

Augustine’s Classification of Visions

So many pages have been written on Augustine’s tripartite classification of visions
that it seems an arduous task to add something new. However, it is worth
highlighting some ideas that will re-emerge in later centuries. In Augustine’s time two
dream classifications were popular, the first one of neoplatonic tradition, represented
by Macrobius and Calcidius, and the second one by Tertullian, belonging to the
Christian tradition.”” Before moving on to Augustine’s view on dreams and visions, it

is appropriate to outline briefly the classifications by Tertullian and Calcidius.

Tertullian

Dreams originate from divine will or from spirits — either good or evil. In De anima
Tertullian (c. 160 — c. 230 C.E.) identifies three kinds of dream: those coming from
demons, which can be true and favourable, or ‘vain and deceitful’, if caused by ewvil
spirits.” The second category is constituted by dreams sent by God, which are
‘honest, holy, prophetic, revelatory, edificatory, and inviting’” The third kind

originates in the soul itself.” Moreover Tertullian identifies a fourth category, which

18 “[QJuod eodem modo’, in exactly the same way, Macrobius, p. 584 n. 40.

19 Dulaey, p. 89.

20 [V]ana et frustratoria et turbida et ludibriosa et immunda’ [vain and deceitful, obscure, wanton, and
impure], Tertullian, De anima, ed. J. H. Waszink, Amsterdam, Meulenhoff, 1947, 47, 1, p. 65.

21 [Hjonesta sancta prophetica revelatoria aedificatoria vocatoria’, De anima, 47, 2, p. 65.

2 ‘Tertia species erunt somnia quae sibimet ipsa anima videtur inducere ex intentione
circumstantiarum’ [The third class consists of dreams which seem to be created by the soul itself from
intense attention to circumstances], De anima, 47, 3, p. 65.
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is defined as ecstatic states.> Here the close relationship between the oneiric and the

ecstatic states is made explicit.

As regards the relation between sleep and other states, Tertullian clarifies that dream
is composed of sleep and ecstasy.” Sleep gives rest to the body, whereas the soul
continues its activity. In Tertullian, ecstasy” resembles a ‘withdrawing of senses
perception and an image of insanity’.** As Waszink points out, ‘this peculiar form of
ecstasy 1s not a real insanity, but only an image of it; it has the task to take the mind

out of itself, not to shatter it’.”

Calcidius
In his commentary on Plato’s Timaeus, Calcidius (c. 321 C.E.) offers a classification of

oneiric phenomena, whose interpretation has been widely discussed,” constituted by

2 ‘Ea autem, quae neque a deo neque a daemonio neque ab anima uidebuntur accidere, et praeter
opinionem et praeter interpretationem et praeter enarrationem facultatis, ipsi proprie ecstasi et rationi
eius separabuntur’ [Those dreams which cannot be attributed to God, or the Devil, or the soul itself,
since they are beyond expectation, or any ordinary explanation, or even of being intelligibly related,
will have to be placed in a special category as arising from ecstasy and its attendant circumstances], De
anima, 47, 4, p. 66, trans. Quain, quoted in Kruger, Dreaming in the Middle Ages, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1992, p. 44 and p. 184, n. 31. Whether or not this is a further category to be added to
the previous three, is still being discussed. On interpretation of Tertullian’s passage see Kruger, p. 44
and p. 184, n. 31.

24 Sic et in primotrdio somnus cum ecstasi dedicatus: et misit deus ecstasin in Adam et dormiit. [...]
somnum ecstasi miscens’ [Thus in the beginning sleep is commenced with ecstasy: and God sent
ecstasy on Adam and he slept. [...] sleep is blended with ecstasy], De anima, 45, 3, p. 62.

% Hanc vim ecstasin dicimus, excessum sensus et amentiae instar” [We call this force ecstasy, the
overcoming of the senses and a form of being out of one’s senses], De anima, 45, 3, p. 62.

2 De anima, p. 480 n. 45.

27 De anima, Waszink, p. 480 n. 45. For a discussion about the Montanist view, according to which
‘prophets were mentally destroyed’, see 7bdd., p. 481. Kruger speaks of ‘revelatory dream’ being
discussed in chapter 46 of De anima. In this chapter Tertullian uses the verb, ‘revelantur’, 46, 9, p. 64,
and the adjective ‘revelatoria’, 47, 2, p. 65. However, in other chapters ‘revelatio’ appears as a noun
(ch. 9), while illustrating the case of a nun whose gift (‘charismata’) is to converse with angels and even
with the Lord. She sees and hears ‘sacramenta’ (communications) when she is ‘in spiritu’ during the
mass. Tertullian uses ‘in revelatione paradisi’ when talking about Perpetua’s vision on the day of her
death (ch. 55). Therefore Tertullian appears to consider revelation as a religious phenomenon.

2 For the discussion on Calcidius’ classification see A. H. M. Kessels, ‘Ancient Systems of Dream
Classification’, Mnemosyne, 22 (1969) 389-424, pp. 401-11, who relates the different interpretations
which aimed to parallel Calcidius’s and Macrobius’s typologies of dreams. Kruger appears to identify
two sets of ‘summaries’ in Calcidius’s chapter 256: a three-tiered, and a five-tiered, Dreaming, pp. 30-31.
However, other critics distinguish one five tiered classification, see Kessels, and Le Goff, Le
Christianisme et le réve’, in T. Gregory ed., I sogni nel medio Evo, seminario internasgonale, Roma, 2-4 ottobre
1983, Roma, Edizioni dell'Ateneo, 1985, pp. 171-215, pp. 184-5.
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five types of dreams: somnium, uisum, admonitio, spectaculum, and revelatio.” Reelatio is the
highest phenomenon that can be experienced, as future things are displayed.

Spectaculum includes exclusively phenomena that occur in the waking,

Augustine and the States of Consciousness

Before moving on to Augustine’s view on dreams, it is relevant to explore the states
of consciousness he identifies. In addition to the contrast of life versus death, dream,

ecstasy, and infirmity are considered.

Life and Death

Augustine defines life as being determined by the presence of the soul in the body.
However, within life the soul can be in the body but “free from the bodily senses’,”
which may occur in ‘waking, in sleep and in ecstasy’,” and in the state of infirmity.*
Augustine states that the living and the dead inhabit separate worlds,” that the dead
ignore what occurs on the earth to the living, and that the living do not have any

knowledge of the world beyond.* Prophets represent the only exception, as they can

2 ‘Somnium quidem, quod ex reliquis commotionum animae diximus oboriri. uisum uero, quod ex
diuina uirtute legatur. admonitionem, cum angelicae bonitatis consiliis regimur atque admonemur.
spectaculum, ut cum uigilantibus offert se uidendam caelestis potestas clare iubens aliquid aut
prohibens forma et uoce mirabili. reuelationem, quotiens ignorantibus sortem futuram imminentis
exitus secreta panduntur’ [Somnium that we have said it arises from what is left of the motion of the
soul. Visum which is sent by the divine power. Admonitio when we are ruled and admonished by the
advice of the angelic goodness. Spectaculum when a heavenly power offers itself, to those who are
awake, to be seen ordering or prohibiting something in a marvellous voice and form. The rwelatio
every time that secret matters of imminent issues are revealed to those who ignore the future fate],
http://www.chmtlindiana.edu/tml/3rd-5th/CHALTIM_TEXT html [accessed 16% November
2008]. Kessels notices that spectaculum corresponds to the Greek 9 ewgia, which is employed in 2
Maccabees 15, 11-16 to define a vision in a dream, p. 405, n. 2.

% <[A] sensibus corporis alienata’, De genesi ad fhtteram, Book 12, 5.14 <http://www.sant-
agostino.it/latino/genesi_lettera/index2.htm> [accessed 16® November 2008]

31 “[Vl]igilantes sive dormientis sive in ecstasi’, De gen., Book 12, 5.14.

32 ‘[Alegrotantibus’, De gen., Book 12, 13.27.

3 De oura 1518 <http://www.sant-agostino.it/latino/cura_morti/index.htm> [accessed 19%
November 2008]

34 De cura, 13.16.
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be instructed by the divine providence while they are still in this world. St Paul had

the extraordinary experience of being ‘ravished into heaven’ while still alive.*

Dreams and Ecstasy

Images seen in dreams and in visions have the same relevance. Although dreams are
part of life, they are beyond the control and awareness of the bodily senses, a state
where the soul is free from the burden of the body. Thus human beings can undergo
marvellous experiences, such as ecstasy. Augustine differentiates between
meaningless and meaningful dreams. Within the latter he distinguishes three kinds of
dreams: those that are similar to future events; those that are announced as they will
occur and finally those that need interpretation, their meaning being obscure.*
Augustine’s first type corresponds to Macrobius’s #sie and to Calaidius’s rerelatio; the
second type is paralleled with Macrobius’s eraculum and to Calaidius’s admonitio; the
third one to Macrobius’s somnizm and to Calcidius’s zisum.> Augustine’s distinction
recalls the pagan dream typology and does not emphasise the devil’s influence on

. . 38
dreams’ onigin.

Augustine acknowledges that dreams and ecstasy share a number of fundamental
elements. More than once Augustine parallels ecstasy and dreams.” Visio spinituale is
compared to dreams and, just like dreams, it can be false, true, clear, or obscure

predictions.” Also the wonderful nature of visions is foregrounded and is paralleled

35 “In paradisum raptus est’, De cura 15.18.

% qAJliquando futuris omnino similia, vel aperte dicta, aliquando obscuris significationibus et quasi
figuratis locutionibus praenuntiata’ [(the true dreams) are at times in all similar to the future. Either
they are clearly expressed, or sometimes they are previsions expressed through obscure meanings and
through a figurative manner], De gen., Book 12, 18.39. See also Dulaey, p. 91.

57 Dulaey, pp. 91-92.

3 Le Goff, ‘Le Christianisme’, p. 201.

3 See De Gen., Book 12,12.25; 12, 18.39-40.

0 Ego visa ista omnia visis comparo somniantium. Sicut enim aliquando et haec falsa, aliquando
autem vera sunt, aliquando perturbata, aliquando tranquilla; ipsa autem vera, aliquando futuris omnino
similia, vel aperte dicta, aliquando obscuris significationibus et quasi figuratis locutionibus

10



Chapter 1

to dreams.” People, he states, show less interest in dreams as they occur everyday
and to everyone, as opposed to ecstasy; that is why dreams are considered less

wonderful.*

Augustine is sure that the nature of images in both phenomena — dream
and ecstasy — is. not corporeal.”® He maintains that a spiritual nature exists in which
the images of the real objects are formed. The spiritual nature operates through a
number of forces amongst which are dreams, both meaningless and significative, and
sleep. It expresses itself also through physical senses, durng ‘thinking’,
‘cogitamus’,*> during an illness or becausé of pain.* Finally the natura spirituake acts

when the soul is possessed by a spirit and is ravished from the bodily senses so that it

is totally absorbed in the spiritual vision of images of real things.”

Infirmity
The spirit can see images in waking, sleep, and ecstasy,” and during infirmity.*

Certainly 1mages of objects, ‘corporales imagines’, seen by the spirit in wakefulness,

praenuntiata: sic etiam illa omnia’ [I consider all these visions are similar to the images of those who
dream. Dreams are sometimes false and sometimes true, sometimes unsettled, sometimes tranquil; the
true dreams are at times in all similar to the future. Either they are clearly expressed, or sometimes
they are previsions expressed through obscure meanings and through a figurative manner: the same
can be said of all those], De Gen., Book 12, 18.39.

41 If Augustine is asked where the images seen in ecstasy come from, he answers by asking in his turn
what the origin of the images appearing in dreams could be, De gen., Book 12, 18.40.

42 M]inus mira’, De gen., Book 12, 18.40.

43 De gen., Book 12, 18.40.

4 De gen., Book 12, 23.49.

45 De gen., Book 12, 23.49. ‘Cogitatio’ merits some attention, as this concept will be found in medieval
mystics conveying a meaning related to meditation and contemplation. In this case Augustine refers to
‘cogitatio’ as follows: when we think of objects non present but already known; when we have the
intention of performing an act and we think about it in every detail in our thought; durng the
development of an action, De gen., Book 12, 23.49. Dulaey remarks that ‘cogitare’ is considered as a
technical term by Augustine, pp. 80-81.

% De gen., Book 12, 23.49. Pain is a relevant aspect in mystics” experience as it triggers bodily reactions
such as formation of substances similar to drugs which might be able to provoke visions, see J. Kroll
and B. Bachrach The Mystic Mind: the Psychology of Medieval Mystics and Ascetics, New York, Routledge,
2005. This aspect is further discussed in the following chapter.

47 De gen., Book 12, 23.49.

8 De gen., Book 12, 5.14.

49 De gen., Book 12, 13.27.
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sleep, and illness are not always signs of other realities, ‘aliarum rerum’.* However, it
would be extraordinary, ‘mirum’, if images seen in ecstasy were meaningless.”
Instances of extraordinary events during infirmity are related within the context of
predictions.” The ill person can be possessed by an evil spirit or else can even be told

how to be treated.®

Images seen in dreams are paralleled to those seen by ill people defined as phrenetics
and ‘furentes’>Also in cases when the ill person loses consciousness — without being
defined as phrenetic — the phenomenon is compared to dreams. In this case the
experience is located in a place somewhere in the beyond from which Curma, the ill
person, returned when he regained consciousness.” The relation between infirmity

and visions within mysticism 1s explored further in the following chapter.

50 De gen., Book 12, 13.27.

51 TlHlud tamen dubium esse non debet, corporales imagines, quae spiritu cernuntur, non semper signa
esse aliarum rerum, sive in vigilantibus, sive in dormientibus, sive in aegrotantibus: mirum est autem, si
aliquando ecstasis fieri potest, ut non illae corporalium rerum similitudines aliquid significent’ [One
thing must not be doubted: the images of objects seen by the spirt, of those who are awake, who are
asleep, and who are ill are not always sign of other realities: however, it would be a wonder if ecstasy
occurred and those images similar to object did not have a significance], De gen., Book 12, 13.27. The
idea that the nature of the images seen in dreams, visions, ecstasy and in illness are similar can be
found also in pseudo-Augustine’s De spiritu et anima. “Multa videt anima, et eadem natura est omnium
visionum, sive in vigilantibus, sive in dormientibus, sive in aegrotantibus’ [The soul sees many things
and of the same nature of all visions, in the waking, during sleep, or in illness], XXIV, PL 40, col. 797.
A few lines later ‘aegrotantibus’, ill people, is replaced by ‘phreneticorum’, “frenetics’. Here again
images seen by frenetics, images seen in dreams and in ecstasy are juxtaposed, PL 40, XXIV, col. 798.
In the following chapter, the author identifies five kinds of dream: ‘oraculum, visio, somnium,
insomnium, et phantasma’, and acknowledges the influences of the humours on dreams, De spiritu et
anima, XXV, PL. 40, col. 798.

52 De gen., Book 12, 17.35-38.

33 The first case concerns a person who at first is said to be possessed by an evil spirit; later instead it
is stated that he was in a state of fever, ‘febriens’, and perhaps even ‘in phrenesi’, De gen., Book 12,
17.35. He only was relieved by the presence of the priest, whose arrival he had foreseen exactly. The
last instance reported is of a boy ‘mente sanissima’, with a healthy mind, who suffered with terrible
pains in his genitalia, De gen, Book 12, 17.37. During his attacks, he shouted in pain, lost
consciousness, and, although his eyes were open, he was not able to see around him and lost all
physical sensations. When he returned to his senses, ‘evigilans’, he was able to recount the visions he
had had. One Easter Sunday the boy had a vision, during which two people told him how he should
be treated and finally healed. On following this suggestion, he did not suffer any further.

54 <Similia sunt autem somniis nonnulla etiam visa vigilantium, qui turbatos habent sensus, sicut
phrenetici, vel quocumque furentes modo’ [Those visions can be compared to dreams that some
people have in wakefulness but whose senses are troubled, as occurs to phrenetics or to those who are
somehow furious], De cura 12.14.

55 The centurion Curma was able to experience the world beyond and to report what he saw. He fell
ill, lost consciousness and lay down for several days as if dead. Meanwhile ‘he saw many images as in
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The three visions

Augustine identifies visio corporale, visio spirituale and visio intellectuale. Visio corporale,
experienced through the bodily senses, involves the sense of sight, and occurs in
waking when the soul is not alienated from the bodily senses.” In the visio spinituale
absent objects are represented in the imagination, both by recalling them to the
memory and by forming the image of unknown things.” Whereas in the wrporak
material objects are seen, in the spirituale images of objects are perceived. The images
of material objects can be impressed on the spirit because of a mental effort of
concentration,” or because of a violent attack of illness, as it is the case of the
phrenetics during fever, or finally because of a union with a spint, whether good or
evil.” In contrast ecstasy occurs when the attention of the mind, ‘animi intentio’, is
completely alienated from the bodily senses. This takes place when visionaries, albeit
with their eyes open, cannot see or hear what surrounds them; the concentration of

the soul, ‘animi contuitus’, being focused on the images of the objects seen in the

dream, that after a few days when he woke up he could narrate he had seen’, ‘[v]idebat tamen multa
velut in somnis, quae tandem aliquando post dies plurimos quasi evigilans, visa narravit’, De cura 12.15.
Curma comes back to his senses from ‘that place’ — ‘illic unde redierat’ — where ‘he had seen images as
in his dreams”: ‘[i]n illis ergo visis, tamquam somniis suis’. Two more aspects of Curma’s dream are
noteworthy: he is sent back to the earth because he is the wrong Curma who was to die, and secondly
he is a blacksmith. The motif of the wrong person called to the other world recurs in other ancient
narrations, see Dulaey, p. 208. In classical mythology the blacksmith is usually associated with hell, as
is Vulcan for instance, and in traditional cultures the blacksmith is respected at the same level as a
shaman, see M. Eliade, Lo scamanesimo ¢ ke tecniche arcaiche dell'estasi, Roma, Mediterranee, 2005, pp. 499
ff., see also Dulaey, p. 208. Another instance of a dreamer-blacksmith who travels to hell is present in
the Middle Ages, see below p. 47 n. 231.

56 De gen., Book 12, 12.25.

57 De gen., Book 12, 12.25.

38 ‘[Clogitationis intentione’, De gen., Book 12, 12.25.

5 ‘Cum autem vel nimia cogitationis intentione, vel aliqua vi morbi, ut phreneticis per febrem accidere
solet, vel commixtione cuiusquam alterius spiritus seu mali seu boni, ita corporalium rerum in spiritu
exprimuntur imagines’ [But when either because of a mental effort of concentration, or of a strong
illness — as occurs to phrenetics during fever — or because of the union of some spirit either good or
evil, the images of the material objects are impressed in the spirit], De gen., Book 12, 12.25.
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spirit in the spiritual vision or on the immaterial objects with no representation in the

intellectual vision.®

The causes of the spiritual vision are threefold. They can originate either in the body
(as it occurs to those who dream or who are ill), or in the soul (when it is perturbed
by feelings or passions including fear, wrath or love), or finally in the spirit, when the
soul 1s ravished, both in healthy and ill people. If the cause is a bad spirit, then people
become obsessed, ‘arreptitios’, or else false prophets. If on the contrary the spirit s
good people utter mysterious words or, if the words are comprehensible, they are
prophets who see and foretell future events as they have seen in the vision.” Prphetia
is one of the gifts God bestows to particular people. Prophets are exclusive in their

ability to penetrate the other world by means of divine will.*

There are special cases of spintual visions, ‘the soul being out of the senses, when it
is more alienated than it is usual in sleep but less than in death’® Through God’s
inspiration the soul sees future events. The seers are aware that those events belong
to the future, because their minds obtain God’s help or because a figure in the vision
explains the meaning of the same vision, as occurred to John in the Apocalypse. This
extraordinary occurrence is defined as ‘revelatio’.** The last two classes — prophecy and
revelation — are significant further steps towards the ascent to God,” and they are

retained by medieval philosophers.

0 De gen., Book 12, 12.25.

6! De gen., Book 12, 19.41. “Arreptitios’ stems from the verb ‘arripere’, or ‘adripere’ formed from ‘ad’
and ‘rapere’, Forcellini, Lexicon Totius Latinitatis, vol 1, ‘arrepticius’ <http://www.veritatis-
societas.org/219_Forcellini/1688-1768, Forcellini_Aeg, Lexicon_Totius_Latinitatis_Vol_1_A-
C_%28Furlanetto_Ed%29, LT.pdf> [accessed 19* January 2011].

82 De cura, 15.18.

63 “[I]ta ut omnino a sensibus corporis avertatur amplius quam in somno solet, sed minus quam in
morte’, De gen., Book 12, 26.53.

6 De gen., Book 12, 26.53.

65 De gen., Book 12, 8.19.
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In sisio intellectuale the soul is not deceived,” as it is free from both bodily senses and
from images. The soul finds itself in the region of intellectuai realities where truth
appears without corporeal images and no cloud of false opinions obfuscates it.” In
this sphere, the only and perfect virtue consists of loving what one sees.” Here the
human soul is finally able to contemplate God’s glory through a direct vision, as the

human soul can perceive it by means of the divine grace.”

Augustine establishes an inner hierarchy within the three visions,” according to
which the visio intellectuale is superior to the others. However, he also underlines the
importance of each vision and their close interrelation. Although the spiritual vision
is superior to the corporeal vision, there cannot be a spiritual vision without a
corporeal one, during which the images of objects are formed in the spirt. The
spiritual vision needs the intellectual vision, in that its content needs to be judged,

whereas the intellectual vision does not need the spiritual one.

The philosopher displays the researcher’s attitude: he is stupefied — ‘stupeo’ — by how
quick and how easy it is for the images to be found in the soul. As to the orgin of
those images, he confesses that he ignores it.”" He then moves on to reflect upon the
different meanings conveyed by the term ‘paradise’, and parallels the three visions
and the three heavens. Regarding the number of heavens and the grades of the
spinitual and intellectual visions, Augustine admits that he can only know and

illustrate those three types. Some maintain, he says, that there are many grades

6 De gen., Book 12, 23.52.

67 De gen., Book 12, 26.54.

68 {A]mare quod videas’, De gen., Book 12, 26.54.
% De gen., Book 12, 26.54.

70 De gen., Book 12, 11.22; 24.51.

" De gen., Book 12, 18.40.
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depending on the revelations and on how luminous — fllustrium’ — they are.
Establishing grading of each vision and the relative inner hierarchy, he confesses, he
does not know.” This is a task that medieval philosophers and theologians will have
the challenge of addressing. The main oneiric phenomena identified by Augustine
will be revisited, and dreams — either caused by good or evil spinits — visions,
revelations, and prophecy are acknowledged in the twelfth century. They are present
in classifications both of philosophers of Aristotelian influence, including Albert the
" Great and Aquinas, and of mystical theologians of Augustinian tradition such as

Bonaventure.

Gregory the Great

After Augustine, the other great authoritative figure who permeates the cultural life
of Middle Ages is Gregory the Great (540-604). He classifies the onéiric
phenomenon and deals with its ongin, which he finds both in human expenence and
in the Bible.” He identifies six causes of dreams: emptiness or fullness of the
stomach, illusions, ‘cogitatio’, ‘thinking’, together with illusions, revelations, at times

‘cogitatio’, ‘thinking’, with revelations.” Whereas Gregory finds example for the last

2 ‘Ego visorum vel visionum praeter ista tria genera, aut corpore, aut spiritu, aut mente, usque adhuc
vel nosse vel docere non possum. Sed quot et quantae singulorum generum sint differentiae, ut in
unoquoque aliud alio gradatim superferatur, ignorare me fateor’ [So far I can only know or teach these
three kinds of objects seen in dreams or visions: those in body, in spirit, and in mind. However, what
is the number and the differences of each kind, and in what degrees they are superior to each other, I
confess I ignore it], De gen., Book 12, 29.57. ’

7 Le Goff maintains that before Gregory an oneiric doctrine is not present, ‘Le Christianisme’, p. 193.

7 ‘Aliquando namque somnia ventris plenitudine vel inanitate, aliquando vero illusione, aliquando
cogitatione simul et illusione, aliquando revelatione, aliquando autem cogitatione simul et revelatione
generantur’ [For sometimes dreams are engendered of fulness or emptiness of the belly, sometimes of
illusion, sometimes of illusion and thought combined, sometimes of revelation, while sometimes they
are engendered of imaginatio], Morals on the Book of Job, 24.42, the Library of Fathers of the Holy
Catholic Church, Oxford, John Henry Parker; and London F. and ]. Rivington 1844, p. 448. The
meaning of the verb ‘cogito’ is worth recalling: ‘mens plura in unum cogijt, unde eligere possit. Itaque
cogitare est plura mente cogere seu colligere ad aliquid inveniendur’ [The mind gathers many things in
one, hence ‘cogitare’, to think, is to gather or to link with the mind in order to find something],
Forcellini, ‘cogito’ <http://www.veritatis-societas.org/219_Forcellini/1688-1768, Forcellini_Aeg,
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four categories in the Bible, he does not explore the first two categories, for ‘we all

know [them)] for personal experience’.”

In Gregory’s classification, two elements are particularly relevant; the first being the
wide role given to physicality. ‘Plenitude” and ‘inanitate’ do not constitute a single
category but two separate ones, as opposed to Macrobius, for instance. Probably
Gregory refers to the effects of fasting on the human body and mind, and it is seen
more as a preparation for dreams, or to the mystical experience (see following
chapter). It recalls the ancient practice of incubation where fasting was one stage of

the preparation.”

‘lllusio’
Tlusio’ constitutes a category on its own. It is the type of dream from which

77

Gregory wamns, as the ‘concealed guest™’ could lead men astray, ‘errare’. At the same
time it could be construed as a waming to give up divination by quoting from the
Bible: “You will not address augurers, nor dream interpreters’.” After acknowledging
dreams caused by the activity of the stomach, common to all, and after warning

against illusion, that is to say the temptations of the spirits and the danger of

divination through dreams, Gregory introduces the concept of ‘cogitatio’.

‘Cogitatio’

_Lexicon_Totius_Latinitatis_Vol_1_A-C_%28Furlanetto_Ed%29, LT.pdf> [accessed 19t
December 2010].

75 Gregory the Great, Dialogi de vita, Life and Miracles of St Benedict, Book Two of the Dialogues, trans. O. J.
Zimmerman, O.S.B, reprint of ed. pub. St John’s Abbey Press, Minnesota, Westport, Conn,
Greenwood Press, [1980] 1949, IV, ch, 48, p. 261.

-7 Dodds, I Gred e lirraggonak, p. 136. Also Artemidorus acknowledges the influence of food on
dreams. An abundant ingestion of food, he maintains, prevents meaningful dreams, Del Corno trans.,
p- 16.

77 The Latin text reads ‘ab occulto hoste’, which in contrast is rendered in the translation as ‘the
Devil, Dialogues, IV, cap. 48, Zimmerman trans., O.S.B., p. 261.
7 ‘Non augurabimini, nec observabitis somnia’, Leviticus, xix, 26.
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The effect of the thoughts was acknowledged by Augustine (see p. 11). Gregory
bestows a twofold meaning to ‘cogitatio” depending on whether it is combined with
the deceptive illusion or with revelatory visions.” Gregory also warns that many
dreams oniginate from cares.” Thought, together with revelation, ‘cogitatione simul
et revelatione’, suggests the gift to interpret the message hidden in the revelation. It is
the prophet Daniel who exemplifies this category.” Deceptive dreams caused by evil
spinits can be rdiscriminated from good ones by saintly men. Evil spirits may
sometimes foretell true things in order to draw one’s soul and then deceive it.* Saints

are able to differentiate the voices and the images through ‘inner sensitivity’.*

‘Revelatio’

Gregory provides two instances drawn from the Bible: Joseph’s dream, and Mary’s
spouse’s dream to flee to Egypt. He also demonstrates that sometimes revelations
can be bestowed in order that death is not dreaded. They are the cases of revelations

yielded to several monks who had been forewamned of their death.* The section

™ ‘Cogitatione simul et illusione’ is explained by an instance taken from Ecclesiastes, I11, 15.

% ‘Multas curas sequuntur somnia’, Dialogues, IV, PL 77, 48, col. 409.

81 ‘Nequaquam Daniel propheta, Nebuchednezzer visionem disserens, a radice cogitationis inchoasset’
[The Prophet Daniel, in interpreting the dream of Nabuchodonosor, would not have started on the
basis of a thought], Dialggues, IV, PL. 77, col. 409, Zimmerman trans., pp. 261-2. Daniel is deemed one
of the highest prophets by Thomas Aquinas and Vincent of Beauvais, who consider that the highest
prophet is the one who not only receives a revelation but rather the one who also has the gift to
interpret other people’s revelations (see p. 37).

8 Dial, P1. 717, col. 412. The role of angelic or demonic forces in accordance to the Christian doctrine
has been highlighted by scholars, see Kruger, pp. 46 ff. See also E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an
Age of Anxciety, Cambridge University Press, 1965, pp. 17, 37 ff.

8 [QJuodam intimo sapore’, Dial, PL. 77, col. 412, trans. Zimmerman, O.S.B., p. 262. The same term
is used by Augustine when explaining how his mother was able to discemn between revelations sent by
God and dreams deriving from her soul, ‘Dicebat enim discernere se nescio quo sapore, quem uerbis
explicare non poterat, quid interesset inter reuelantem te et animam somniantem’ [she said that she
could discern by a certain taste, which she cannot explain in words, the difference between your
revelation and the dream of her soul], Confessionum bbri tredecm, 6, 13 <http://www.sant-
agostino.it/latino/confessioni/index2htm> [accessed 19* November 2008]. See also Dulaey, p. 72.
The term ‘sapore’, taste, stems from the same root as ‘sapere’, to know.

34 In addition to the instances where a few days after the vision the monks fall sick and die, a case of 2
healing dream is reported. The monk John had been suffering from such a severe sickness that
‘brought him to death’s door’, D4/, trans. Zimmerman, O.S.B., p. 260, and the doctors had lost their
hope that he would recover. In a vision the monk saw an old man who told him that he would not die
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devoted to dreams classification precedes the issue of soul, burial and death. In this
Gregory recalls Augustine when he compares dreams and revelations to a deeper

state than sleep, near to death but not yet death.®

Isidore of Seville

Isidore (c. 560 - 636) follows Gregory in identifying the causes of dreams and
employs the same terms. However, he appears to add ‘cogitatio’ as a definite origin
of a type of dream,* and also mentions exzessus mentis occurring during the quietness
of rest.”’ The first categories — ‘saturitate’, ‘inanitione’ (fullness and emptiness of the
stomach), ‘cogitatione’, and ‘lllusione’ — are not meaningful, while the others, mgiatio,

‘thinking’, with illusions, and cgitatio with revelation, occur in a just manner, ‘through

the mystery of the divine revelation’.*®

Arguably Isidore acknowledges the activity of the mind influencing dreams,

‘cogitatio’, and identifies it as a specific cause, as well as fllusio’ and ‘revelatio’.

because of that sickness and ordered him to rise. John soon recovered and devoted his life to serve
God. Le Goff remarks that in Gregory dreams and visions are means that enable the journey to the
beyond, see ‘Le Christianisme’, pp. 212-3.

85 Also in Tertullian’s De anima the discussion on dreams precedes the question of death: chapter 43 is
devoted to sleep, chapters 45-49 regard dreams, and chapter 50 addresses death.

8 ‘Quaedam enim ex saturitate, seu inanitione occurrunt, quae per experientiam nota sunt. Quaedam
vero ex propria cogitatione oriuntur; nam saepe quae in die cogitamus, in noctibus recognoscimus.
Nonnullae autem visiones spirituum immundorum fiunt illusione' [There are different types of
dreams. Some occur from fulness or emptiness (of the stomach), and they are known by experience.
Some come from the thoughts, in effect often what we think about during the day is recognisable
during the night. However, some visions occur because of illusion of the foul spirits], Sententiarum libri
tres, 111, 6, PL 83, col. 669. Although Isidore and Gregory put forward the same biblical instances to
illustrate illusion — ‘multos, inquit, errare fecerunt somnia’ — the way in which the two authors refer to
the spirits vary. What in Gregory is ‘occulto hoste’ in Isidore becomes first ‘spirnituum immundorum’
and later ‘Satanas’, Sent., I11, 6, PL 83, cols. 669-670.

87 ‘Etenim saepe ea in quibus cogitationium nostrarum sensum porrigimus, quodam mentis excessu
revelantur, dum requiescimus’ [Often those upon which we linger the sense of our thoughts are
revealed through ecstasy, whilst we rest], Senz., III, 6, PL. 83, col. 669.

8 ‘Porro quaedam justo fiunt modo, id est, supernae revelationis mysterio [...]. Nonnunquam etiam et
permiste accidunt visiones, id est cogitatione simul et illusione, atque item cogitatione et revelatione’
[Moreover, some occur in a just manner, that is to say through the mystery of superior revelation [...]
But sometimes visions occur blended, that is to say ‘thinking’ together with illusion, and also ‘thinking’
with revelation], Sent., III, cap. 6, PL 83, col. 669.
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‘Cogitatio” may acquire different characteristics: when it is the only cause it oﬁginates
false dreams, whereas together with illusion or with revelation the phenomena
generated pertain to the sphere of vision, for they show future events. ‘Cogitatio’
appears to be graded within the oneiric phenomena: from ‘cogitatio’ on its own —
expressing thoughts and cares ansing during daytime — to ‘cogitatio’ together with
revelation, representing the gift of interpreting future events foreshown through
revelation, which proceeds by divine will. That ‘cogitatio’ together with revelation
belongs to another sphere of human experience is expressed by Isidore’s remark
which relates this category to ‘mentis excessw’.” One could argue that ‘cogitatio’
conveys a twofold significance: first as the ordinary activity of the mind during
daytime, secondly it could refer to a first lower degree of meditation, as employed by

the Victorines (see p. 43).

2. The Twelfth Century

Two periods in the development of medieval dream-lore can be identified: from the
end of the fourth to the end of the seventh century of our era; and the second is
marked by the transformations of the twelfth century.® Medieval scholars inherit
knowledge of classical Antiquity — Pythagorism, Stoicism, through Cicero — by means
of Macrobius’s work. In the first period clerics tend to keep people far from dream
interpretation, as it was believed that demons could influence dreams and even be
one of their possible causes,” as has been seen in Gregory the Great. Dreams are still
among the events about which one should be circumspect. As a consequence a new
figure results as the legitimate intermediary between visions coming from God and

earthly events: the saint. Through the saint, and the associated sanctuaries, the High

8 Sent., 111, cap. 6, PL 83, col. 669, see note n. 87 above.
% Le Goff, ‘Les réves’, p. 301.
91 Le Goff, ‘Les réves’, p. 304.

20



Chapter 1

Middle Ages reclaims the old practice of incubation.” Saints replace the old élites
who in pre-Christian accounts used to receive meaningful dreams: the king (Pharao,
Nebuchednezzer) and the hero (Scipio, Eneas). Whether their dreams come from
God, as in the case of St Martin, or from Satan — St Anthony — they provide the trials
on the path towards sanctity.” What takes place in the dream-lore province is part of
the larger revolution in cultural life. It is the period when ideas are not limited to
monks in abbeys, but rather commence to circulate into Schools and Universities,”
and the rediscovery of Aristotle’s works — through the translations from Greek and
Arabic — influences philosophy and theology of the twelfth century.® The
knowledge of his works comes to the western world via the acquaintance with the
Arabic world — which at its turn had been influenced by the Hellenistic science,

neoplatonic elements and the Islamic religion.*

From the twelfth century, the neutral somnium acquires more relevance, whilst the
devil’s influence recedes.” Dreams are studied in their connection to human
psychology and physiology. The shift from oneiromancy towards medicine — and
oneirology — is completed by Albert the Great (1206-1280) and by Arnaldus de
Villanova (1240-1313).” The dream does not belong exclusively to the sphere of the
sacred and it becomes more democratic. According to Hildegard of Bingen (1098-

1179), for example, the dream, as well as the nightmare, i1s a common human

92 Le Goff, ‘Les réves’, p. 305.

% Le Goff, Les réves’, p. 305. On saints replacing pagan heroes, see also M. Fattori, ‘Sogni e
temperamenti’, in I sogni nel Medio Evo, Gregory ed., pp. 87-109, p. 108.

9 G. Dumeige, Richard de Saint-Victor et l'idée chrétienne de 'amour, Panis, Presses Universitaires de France,
1952, pp. 1 ff; on the schools see F. Copleston, .4 History of Philosophy, London, Search Press, 1971
[1950] 8 vols., vol. 2, chs. 16,17, and on the universities see ibid., pp. 212 ff.

% Copleston, History of Philosophy, pp. 205 ff.

% T. Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astri’ in I sogni nel medio Evo, ed. T. Gregory, Roma, Edizioni dell'Ateneo,
1985, pp. 111-148, p. 118.

7 Le Goff, ‘Les réves’, p. 305.

% Le Goff, ‘Les réves’, p. 305.
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phenomenon.” The dream is one of the literary forms by which the culture of
classical Antiquity is reclaimed and so are classical figures induding the Sybil — as

foreteller of Christianity — Socrates, Plato and Virgil, as its forunners.'®

Aristotle’s Influence in the Middle Ages

From the twelfth century Aristotle’s works significantly contribute to the exploration
of dream-lore, and influence western thought, paving the way for analysis of dreams
based on physiology as well as on psychology.” Before moving on towards review
of the twelfth-century philosophers, it is appropriate to illustrate briefly Anstotle’s

thought on dreams.

Aristotle on Dreams and Divination by Dreams

Aristotle deals with sleep and dreams in De sommno et vigilia, De somnio, and De divinatione
in somniis where he analyses respectively sleep, dreams, and divination in dreams. He
states that sleep is a natural state related to waking inasmuch as they are opposite and
they are characterised by the presence or the absence of perception by senses.'”

During sleep, as in states of unconsciousness and fainting, perception decreases.'” By

9 Hildegard of Bingen, Cawusae ¢t curae, ed. P. Kaiser, Lipsiae, Teubner, 1903, p. 305.

10 L e Goff, Les réves’, p. 305.

101 Two phases can be identified in this process. The first starts from around 1130 to 1190, when
Aristotle’s writings are translated from Arabic. About a century later, Robert of Grosseteste (1175-
1253) and William of Moerbeke (1215-1286) — who provides Thomas Aquinas with texts to work on —
translate directly from the original Greek texts, which allow Amstotle’s thought to be disentangled
from any influences of Neoplatonism or of Arabic philosophy, see G. Leff, Medieval Thought: St
Augnstine to Ockham, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1958, pp. 171-5.

122 Waking and sleep belong to the same element in an animal; for they are opposites, and sleep is a
privation of waking’, De sommno et vigika, [453 b24], in Aristotle, Parva Naturaka, ed. D. Ross, Oxford,
Clarendon Press, 1955, p. 253.

103 <Sleep is not any and every incapacity of the organ of sense, but results from the exhalation arising
from food. [...] That is why food tends to produce sleep’, De somno et vigiba, [A56b12; 456b21], in Parva
Naturaba, Ross, p. 261. See Aristotele, I/ sonno ¢ i sogni, ed. L. Repici, Venezia, Marsilio, 2003, p. 99,
[456b20].
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104 Aristotle founds its causes in

relating sleep to perception and food ingestion,
human physiology and agrees with the Hippocratic writers who related sleep to the
movement of the blood and the digestive processes.'” The dream is not defined as a
means of knowledge — as it involves neither the senses nor the intellect: it is a
perception of images appearing in sleep.'® Aristotle concludes by defining a dream as
‘an image that arises from the movement of our sensations when and 1n so far as one
is asleep — that is what a dream is.’” After establishing the physiological origin of
sleep and dreams, Aristotle dismisses divine ongins of dreams, in that it is a paradox
if God be their sender and if people, not the best, would be rewarded with prophetic

dreams.'™ A further confirmation to this is given by the fact that not only common

but also melancholic people are able to foresee through %inear dreams’.'”

104 “Sleep is not any incapacity of perception because unconsciousness, a certain type of asphyxia, and
swooning also produce this incapacity. There have been, however, the case of people taken by such
deep faint, in which there has been also imagining’, De somno et vigika, [456b5) in Parva Naturaka, Ross,
p- 261. See Repici, p. 97 [456b10].

105 Repici, p. 25; P. J. van der Eijk, Medicine and Philosophy in Classical Antiquity: Doctors and Philosophers on
Nature, Soul, Health and Disease, Cambridge University Press, 2005 p. 172. Amstotle recalls that in
distinguished physicians’ opinions, dreams are of high relevance, De divinatione in somniis, [463a5],
Repici, p. 137. Sleep would function as a magnifier of smaller movements. The concept of movement
reinforces the conclusion that dreams are not of divine origin: “These movements produce images,
which lead to foresight even about such matters; and that is why ordinary people and not the wisest
people have this experience. It would have occurred by day and to wise people if God had been the
sender, but as things are it is natural that ordinary people should have foresight; for their minds are
not thoughtful, but empty and open to every influence’, De divinatione in somniis [464a17], Parva
Naturaka, Ross, p. 281. See Repici, p. 143.

196 De divinatione in somniis, [459a11], ‘A dream seems to be a sort of image (i.e. an image seen in sleep —
whether this needs qualification or not), plainly dreaming is an activity of the sensitive faculty, but of it
as being imaginative’, Parva Naturaka, Ross, p. 267. Repici, p. 129; see also Repici, p. 26. The same
concept is reiterated in the conclusion: ‘A dream is an image seen in skep; for the images just
mentioned are not dreams, nor is anything else that appears when our senses are at liberty, nor indeed
every image seen in sleep’, Parva Naturalia, [462a15], Ross, p. 276.

107 De divinatione in somniis, Parva Naturakia, [462a27], Ross, p. 276. See Repici, p. 129.

18 De divinatione in somniis, [462b18]. It is paradoxical both that God shoud be the sender and that it
should be not the best and wisest of men, but ordinary people, that receive such intimations’, Parva
Naturalia, Ross, p. 279.

1% De somnio, [463b12]. “This is shown by the fact that quite ordinary people have vivid dreams about
the future; people whose nature is garrulous, as it were, and emotional see all sort of sights’, Parva
Naturalia, Ross, p. 281. Two linguistic differences should be considered between the original Greek
text and the English version that can be found in the last quotation. What is defined as ‘emotional’ in
English is originally ‘uehayyohxl)’, ‘melancholic’, see Repici, p. 138; Ross, [463b17]; and <ivid dreams’
is in fact ‘al‘leo(')vatgot’, ‘euthuoneiroi’, Ross, [463b16]; Repici, p. 138 n. 5, which can be rendered as ‘to
have linear dreams’, see Repici, pp. 139; 170. These two linguistic discrepancies are not negligible.
Repici chooses to translate the concept of eUfvoveigia more literally as linear dreams’, where linear
indicates the idea of a straight road leading directly from actions of daytime to the images appearing at
night in dreams. See Repici, pp. 70; 170 n. 5. Melancholic people are mentioned a number of times in
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Dreams and States of Consciousness

According to Aristotle, dreams can be ‘causes’, ‘signs’ of future events or
coincidences.'® This concept represents a continunm between the experiences of day
and night time.""! The belief of mutual influence of daytime actions on dreams recalls
Macrobius’s insemnium. In this instance, however, it seems that the influence is
reciprocal: not only from daytime to dreams but also from dream images to daytime
actions. By means of the concept of ‘linear dream’, Anstotle traces another parallel
between sleep and waking, in addition to the one stated at the beginning of his

analysis of sleep in De somno.

While defining the states of sleep and dreams, Anstotle acknowledges other states of
consciousness. He mentions ‘ecstatic people’,”? and those affected by furious
madness,'” as they share the ability to foresee, which is explained by the lack of
firmness of their thoughts, as they are ‘nimble-witted’,'"** and consequently they are
able to perceive external movements. Since they are not able to concentrate on
internal movements, these people are more receptive towards external ones.'

116

Melancholic people share this trait too.” Finally visions perceived during illness and

these works. Further, melancholy will be a recurring topic in medieval texts. The concept of
melancholy derives from the ancient medical theory of humours. Four humours constitute human
complexion: black bile, choler, phlegm and blood. Melancholic people are characterised by abundance
of black bile (melzina chole). On melancholy related to dreames see Fattori, I sogni e i temperamenti’,
pp- 105 ff.

Y0 De divinatione in somniis, [462b27], Repici, p. 135.

111 This thought is rendered in English as follows: “We often witness or do these [actions] in a vivid
dream (the reason being that the way has been prepared for this by beginnings in waking life), so
(conversely) phenomena of sleep must often be origins of our actions by day, because the thought of
these has been prepared for in our nightly visions.” De divinatione in somniis, [463a21], Ross, pp. 279-80,
emphasis added.

12 Eygrarn@v, De divinatione in somniis, [464a24] Ross, p. 281; Repici, p. 142.

13 €upavelg De divinatione in somniss [464b1] Ross, pp. 281-2; Repici, p. 142.

114 De divinatione in somnits, Ross, p. 282.

115 Repici, p. 172 n. 10.

116 De divinatione in somniss, [464a32]; Repici, p. 142.
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states of passion can be deceptive, as occurs to drunk and melancholic people.’”’
Melancholic people are mentioned for their distorted images;''* as people who are
not inclined to sleeping;'® and for their ability to have Jinear dreams’, ‘evbuovelpio’,
and to foresee.”” Their talent is explained because they are able to see what image
comes next and to draw a link between similar images. This is the main quality of a
dream interpreter, who, according to Aristotle, is someone skilful in identifying

resemblances.'®

¥k Xk

Has Aristotle only maintained that dreams derive from physiological causes, and
refused the divine origin of dreams completely? Some ancient authors report
different views expressed in other works by Aristotle, which have not survived to

today.'*

17 De somnio, [460a32; b8], [W]e are easily deceived while we are under the influence of emotion, e.g.
of fear or of love; a small resemblance leads one to see his enemies, another to see his beloved; the
more emotional he is, the smaller the resemblance that will serve.

In the same way anyone under the influencce of anger or any desire is easily deceived, and the
stronger the passion, the more so. This is why to people in fever combinations of lines on the wall
that little resemble animals seem to be animals. These experiences are sometimes intensified along
with their feelings; if they are not very ill they know the appearance is false, but if they are more
seriously ill they even move with reference to the supposed animals’, Ross, p. 271. Drunk people
experience images that ‘sometimes are confused, monstruous, and incoherent, as in the case of people
who are high-strung, fevered, or drunk’, De somniss, [461a14], Ross ed., p. 274. Here it is to be noted
that the Greek text for ‘high-strung’ has ‘ushayyohixolG’, ‘melancholic’, [461a22] Repici, p. 124.

18 De somnio, [461a20], Repici, p. 125.

19 De somno et vigilia [457a27], Repici, p. 141.

120 De divinatione in somniis [463b17; 464a32,33], Repici, pp. 139, 141.

28 De divinatione in sommniis, [464b5-16], Repici, p. 143.

122 It may be the case that he has not always denied the divine origin of dreams. For a wide discussion
about how to interpret Aristotle’s view, whether as a correction of a previous mistake or as evolution
in his thought, see Repici, pp. 180-192 and p. 193 n. 10. In a passage of Ewudemian Ethics while dealing
with the relationship between wisdom and good fortune, Aristotle notices that people who have good
fortune are such because the divine is in them. This is the same reason why melancholic people have
‘linear dreams’. In both types of people the divine principle becomes more powerful, as their reason is
weakened. This would imply that the divine principle would be the origin of linear dreams’. Repici, p.
81. However, such a view is in contrast with what is stated in De divinatione in somniis, where the main
focus is to demonstrate that dreams are not of divine origin. With regard to the development of
Aristotle’s works and thought, see Ross, pp. 3-9.
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Two passages from De divinatione in somniis are worth considening. At the very start
Aristotle admits that ‘the belief in divination based on dreams should not be lightly
rejected nor lightly accepted’.’” The fact that many people believe that dreams have a
meaning would suggest that this belief is based on experience, and it is not
unbelievable that divination in dreams exists."”* The second passage, already quoted,
is the one where Aristotle confutes the divine origin of dreams on the basis that
common people, and not the best ones, could receive divine dreams.'”™ As van der
Ejjk notices, implicitly Arstotle appears to accept divine dreams. What if an oneiric
phenomenon occurred during the day and to a wise person? In the light of this last
reflection, rather thzin holding a rigid position it would probably be advisable to leave

a door ajar for further possible interpretations.'*

Aristotelianism

In the new cultural atmosphere of the twelfth century, dreams are studied within the
discourse of medicine and physiology.'” They are regarded as a means of natural
knowledge expressed through symbols or metaphorical images.'” Causes of dreams
are considered to be physiological and linked to the humours.” Thus dreams do not

only belong to the sphere of communication with the divine under form of

123 De dsvinatione in somniis, [462b12]; Ross, p. 279; Repici, p. 135.

124 De divinatione in somniis, [462b16]. Repici’s translation is: ‘It is not unbelievable that divination by
dreams exists as it has some reasons; thus one could believe the same thing also for other dreams’,
Repici, p. 135. Ross’s commentary is as follows: “The belief in divination based on dreams should not
be lightly rejected nor lightly accepted. Its wide acceptance suggests that it is based on experience, and
its truth in certain cases, probable in itself, suggests that it may have a general application’, Ross, p.
279. The sentence where Aristotle alludes to ‘other dreams’ does not appear in Ross.

12 It would have occurred by day and to wise people if God had been the sender [...]’, De divinatione in
somniis, [464a17] Ross, p. 281; Repici, p. 143.

126 Van der Eijk, p 189. On this point Kruger seems to be categorical when he states that “These
Aristotelian works [...] reintroduced into European discourse the possibility that dreams are never
divine in origin’, p. 84; emphasis added. See below ‘Bonaventure’ p. 49.

127 T. Gregory, ‘I sogni e gl astri’, pp. 112-3. See also A. Peden, ‘Macrobius and Mediaeval Dream
Literature’, p. 60.

12 T Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astrd’, p. 115.

129 See Fattori, “Sogni e temperamenti’, pp. 100 ff.
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revelations coming from God, from angels or demons — from the Augustinian
tradition — they also pertain to the philosophical, astrological and medical field.
However, within this petiod in which this shift towards Aristotelianism appears so
predominant, some philosophers remain faithful to the Augustinian tradition against
Aristotle.™ Dreams, visions, revelations, and ecstasy preserve their function of
communication between human and divine, and as a source of true knowledge, both
according to Thomas and to the Augustinian Bonaventure. Augustine’s views on
visions are revalued as they do not focus on the ongin of dreams but rather on the

soul and the preuma. He then becomes the father of the new Christian oneirology.™

John of Salisbury

John of Salisbury (c. 1120-1180) finds physiological causes of dreams, although he
does not exclude the divine aspect completely from his analysis. He includes his
dream theory within the discourse on natural and divine signa, ‘signa’ which can be
false or true."* His list of the five kinds of dreams, insomnium, aut phantasma, aut

somnium, aut oraculum, aut visio’, recalls Macrobius’s terminology and theory.' The

130 On the philosophers who respond against Arstotelianism, William of Auvergne (c. 1180 - 1249),
Alexander of Hales (1170/80 - 1245), Robert Grosseteste (1175 - 1253), and John de La Rochelle (c.
1200 - 1245), see Copleston, History of Philosophy, chs. 23, 24. See also Abbagnano, Steria della filosofia. 1/
pensiero medievale ¢ rinascimentale: dal misticismo a Bacone, Roma, 2006, 12 Vols., vol. 2, pp. 111 ff.
Copleston remarks that although the above-mentioned philosophers continued the Augustinian
tradition, they had an open-minded attitude towards the new current of thought, p. 218. By means of
his knowledge of Aristotle and the Arabic philosophers William of Auvergne represents a relevant
development in Augustinianism, in that he paves the way to Albert’s and Thomas’s Aristotelianism, p.
228. Copleston also underscores that an important consequence of the translation movement was that
it ‘helped to clarify [...] the relation between philosophy and theology and contributed very largely to
the delimitation of the provinces of the two sciences’, since the system of Aristotle and of the Arabic
thinkers such as Avicenna and Averroes were achieved without revelation but rather through human
reason, p. 208. On the distinction between theology and philosophy see also J. Le Goff, La nasita de!
Purgatorio, Torino, Einaudi, 1996, pp. 271-2.

131 J. Le Goff, Le Christianisme et le réve’, in I sogni ne/ Medio Evo, Gregory ed., pp. 171-215, p. 203.

132 Signa etenim interdum uera, interdum falsa sunt’ [Signs are sometimes true, and sometimes false],
Policraticus, loannis Saresberiensis Episcopi Carnotensis policratici: sive de nugis curiabum et vestigiis
philosophorum, libni VIII, ed. C. I. Webb, vols. 2, Oxonii, e Typographeo Clarendoniano, 1909, vol. 1,
ch. 14, p. 87, ed. Webb, vol. 1,11, 14, p. 87. See also Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astrd’, p. 116.

133 Pokeraticus, Webb, I1, 15, p. 88.
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causes of insomnium and of phantasma are found in physical aspects,’™ and as such they
lack any signiﬁcance, as they are caused by a mental or physical illness."”” The
category of phantasma includes the ephialtes, or nightmare, as in Macrobius. Visio is
characterised by imparting direct knowledge, whereas in ommkm a person worthy of
reverence communicates to the dreamer.” Also the definition of sommnium follows
Macrobius’s inasmuch its meaning — ‘being wrapped in a veil™ — is hidden and
needs interpreting, and it is subdivided into five subcategories from personal to

general.*®

As to dream interpretation John of Salisbury acknowledges the art of interpreting
dreams, the ary coniectoria. However, he 1s cautious when it comes to fore-knowledge
of future events. He reflects on the fact that although sigra are often similar, they may
convey different meanings; that is why the dream interpreter should be circumspect
in understanding different events forewarned by same signa."” He maintains that it is

not possible to read sigra with a degree of certainty — as this only belongs to God —

134 ‘[Ilnsomnia ex ebrietate vel crapula, aut vardis passionis corpors affectuumque tumultibus et
reliquiis cogitationum frequentissime orduntur’ [Insomnia, vain dreams originate from drunkenness or
from food, or from a number of bodily passions, and very often from the turmoil of feelings, and
from what is left of the thoughts], Podcraticus, Webb, I1, 15, 429a, p. 88.

135 ‘Has quidem species ex infirmitate mentis et corporis tradunt phisici prouenire’ [Physicians
maintain that this kind originates from illness of the body or of the mind], Pokcraticus, I1, 15, Webb, p.
89.

1% ‘Cum vero luce immediata seipsam infundit, visio est, ex eo quod plena et uera specie sui oculis
uideatur esse subiecta; [...] Cum uero res per quietem alio nuntiante clarescit, si tamen enuntiantis
honesta cuique persona sit et uenerabilis, in oraculorum speciem cadit. Est enim oraculum, ut ait
quidam, diuina uoluntas ore homini enuntiata’ [When this irradiates in immediate light, that is a vision
because it appears to be presented to one’s eyes under a full and true image; ... When another person
communicates this in the quiet, and if this person is honest and venerable, then it is the case of the
oracle; as someone said, the oracle is the divine will communicated through human voice], Podcraticus.,
Bk II, 15, Webb, pp. 91-2.

137 [QJuasi uelum figurarum oppandit’, Poderaticus, 11, 15, Webb, p. 94.

138 ‘[SJomnium uero cuius appellatio communis est, [...] per quaedam inuolucra rerum gerit imagines,
in quibus coniectorum praecipue disciplina versatur, et nunc suum cuisque est, nunc alienum, modo
commune, interdum publicum aut generale est’ [Dream, as it is called commonly, [...] contains images
of things wrapped in a veil, and it is with this that the interpretation deals; and it is personal, at times it
pertains to another person, at times it is common, public or general], Pofcraticus, 11,15, p. 89.

1% ‘Et quia signa frequenter eadem, in eo uel maxime ars coniectoris apparet, si sub identitate
signorum diuersitatem rerum cauta discretione distinguit’ {And as signs are often the same, the art of
the interpreter appears more evidently, if in the case of identical signs he distinguishes the diversity of
things by means of a cautious discretion), Poderaticus, 11, 16, pp. 94-5.
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and that there is not a univocal regular correspondence between sigra and their
meanings.'® As a consequence John warns against the danger of falling into
superstition, of being credulous and to believe in dream interpretation and in the

1

books of dreams that circulate among curious people.” The examples of Joseph
and Daniel follow in order to clarify the concept that the gift of dream reading was
bestowed to them by God."** “If someone has been endowed of the same skill, they
can join the two biblical figures, and like them may they thank and acknowlecige

GOd,.“S

John of Salisbury refrains from solving the problem between human freedom and
divine plan, which is the conflict which divination theories have to deal with."** His
attitude towards the multiplicity of significance held by dreams and signa can be
contradictory, in that he appears both to value dreams and to warn against them as
deceptive.'”® However, the ambiguity arising from dreams could be explained within
the development of the dream discourse in the course of time. Such development
can be more clearly noticed in literary works.'* In saints’ lives dreams and visions
were always true, whereas starting in the twelfth century a transformation takes place,
in that a dream can be either true or false. What may appear as a contradiction leads
in contrast to overcome the dual opposition of truth versus falsehood. Instances of

literary works such as Le dit de la panthére d’Amour, which offers two contradictory

1490 Policraticus, I1, 17, Webb, p. 97; see also Gregory, pp. 115-6.

181 Pofcraticus, 11, 17, Webb, pp. 97-8.

142 ‘Domino dictante’, Polcraticus, 11, 17, Webb, p. 99.

143 Si quis est qui pari gratiae priuilegio gaudeat, accedat ad Danielem et Ioseph, et similiter eis
Domino gratuletur’, Poferaticus, 11, 17, Webb, p. 99.

144 Gregory, p. 118.

145 According to K. Lynch, John of Salisbury ‘does not resolve the contradictions in his discussion of
dreams’, The High Medseval Dream Vision, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1988, p. 75.

146 The idea of this paragraph is based on C. Marchello-Nizia, ‘La thétorique des songes et /% songe
comme rhétorique dans la littérature frangaise médiévale’, in I sogni ne! Medio Evo, Gregory ed., pp. 245-
259, pp. 250-7.
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dreams and no indication concerning which one is true, can be evidence of a

transformation."”’

Pascalis Romanus

Pascalis Romanus (second half of the twelfth century) does not belong to the
Augustinian tradition and is one of the representatives of the new cultural climate.'
He unites astronomy and dream-lore, as through dreams it is possible to reveal what
is hidden té human knowledge and to grasp the link between macrocosm and
microcosm. Pascalis Romanus provides a specific space to the dream-lore, and
maintains that dream interpreters should co-operate closely with astrologers, as their
purpose is to decipher the mysteries of the world."” Pascalis Romanus gathers the
knowledge concerning the dream-lore popular around 1160 when he is active in
Constantinople.’ Although as a compendium it is not organic, still it contains some

dream theories acknowledged at the time.'™

Explanations and causes belonging to
different spheres of knowledge — thence with different level of authority — find their

place side by side. For instance after mentioning blood as a physical cause of dreams,

Pascalis Romanus moves straight on to ‘visiones’, ‘lllusiones’ and then he mentions

147 “Ce qui, 2 un premier niveau, peut apparaitre comme une contradiction inexplicable indique en fait
que le critére de validité des songes s’est deplacé, qu’il est a chercher ailleurs désormais que dans leur
origine ou dans leur réalisation’ [What at a first level could appear as an unexplainable contradiction
indicates in fact that the criterion of validity of the dreams has moved, that it is to be searched for
somewhere else rather than in their origin or in their coming true], Marchelo-Nizia, p. 256. Marchelo-
Nizia links this stage of the employment of dream to the linguistic development of the conditional
clause in medieval French, which corresponds neither to truth nor to falsehood, but rather to an
‘indécidable’, undecidable stage. Dreams do not necessitate interpretation any longer, and yet they still
maintain their allegorical level, p. 257.

148 Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astr’, p. 112.

19 Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astrd’, p. 112.

150 Pascalis Romanus, Le “Liber thesauri ocoult:” de Pascalis Romanus. Un traite d'interprétation des songes du
Xlle siécle, ed. S. Collin-Roset. An offprint from “Archives d'histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen
age”, Paris, 1964, p. 112.

151 Collin-Roset, p. 140. On different theories related in one work see also Peden, ‘Macrobius and
Mediaeval Dream Literature’, p. 65.
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the devil,” thus conveying the medical scientific theories, as well as religious
doctrine concerning dreams. Furthermore, he blends aspects of the dream-books

that are usually kept separated, as Books II and III constitute a work of such kind.

As regard to dream classification, Pascalis Romanus refers to Gregory the Great and
widely reports Macrobius’s fivefold classification."™ However, Pascalis Romanus
adds some information deriving from the medical field, as is the case of the
‘phantasma’, and the subcategory of ‘ephialtes’, which he connects to an infirmity of
the head, an illness which passes once the head has been purged.” These fantasies
occur especially in the moment between sleep and waking. This infirmity is
associated to phrenesy, ‘frenesium’, when many images appear to the sufferers also in
waking.’* In another moment Pascalis Romanus dwells upon ‘frenesis’, associating it
both to mania and to melancholy.'™ Phenomena at first sight belonging to different
fields are put on the same level: dreams (or images seen during dreams), mania and

157

delitum, temporary madness and melancholy.

As has been stated, Pascalis Romanus’s Liber Thesaurii Occulti also belongs to the
dream-book type. From the beginning the author expresses himself in terms

pertaining to divination, as the employment of vetbs such as “vaticinate’, and “foretell’

158

confirms.™ What 1s worth dwelling upon is how Pascalis Romanus conciliates the

152 Dyabolus’, Bk 1, 3, p. 150.

153 Bk I, 3, p. 151. From Gregory he mentions <visiones, cogitationes et illusiones atque item
cognitione et revelatione’, and keeps Macrobius’s general framework of classification, Bk I, 8, pp. 156-
161. There is a textual note whereby ‘cognitione’ can be ‘cogitatione, p. 151 n. 157. See also Kruger,
pp- 70-73.

154 €[C]apitis infirmitate’, Bk I, 10, p. 158.

15 Bk I, 10, p. 158. Collin-Roset points out that, being a temporary delirium, the ‘phantasma’ is
associated to mania, p. 158 n. z.

156 Bk I, 3, p. 151.

157 Also Aristotle unites dreams, phrenetics and melancholic in his analysis of dreams. It is worth
remembering that the melancholic type is believed to see a great number of images.

158 <[V]aticinare’, “antepredicunt’, Bk I, respectively pp. 142, 144.
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religious authority of the Bible with divination.” In Book I he differentiates the two
spheres: devilish phenomena from divination by dreams. Indeed he states that divine
knowledge, namely dreams, visions and oracles are not to be prohibited, but rather
the devilish phenomena are.’® By not limiting the analysis of dreams to divine
dreams, that is to say revelations sent by divine will, Pascalis Romanus is a
representative of the twelfth century attaching importance to the influence of
scientific and philosophic tradition deriving from the recent translations from Arabic
and Greek and of Aristotle’s works.'® However, considering the initial statement
supporting divination and the frequent parallels with the Bible, Pascalis Romanus 1s

wary not to let his work fall outside the boundaries of the accepted knowledge.'®

In order that dream interpretation is as accurate as possible, the interpreter must
consider a number of variables and theories: universal dream classifications together
with knowledge both of astronomy, and of the dreamer as an individual and their
social rank. The same dream has a different meaning depending on whether the
dreamer is a king, a common person, a priest or a woman, just to mention a few

instances.'® By considering the time and date in which the dream occurs, ‘differentias

159 See Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astri’, p. 112.

160 ‘Non enim phisica et divine cognitiones, sompnia, visiones vel oracula, prohibentur, sed demonice
incantationes, maleficia, sortilegia, insompnia ac vana fantasmata ne facile hiis credas, condempnantur’
[Knowledge of natural and divine kind, dreams, visions or oracles are not prohibited, but devilish
incantations, sorcery, witchcraft, vain dreams and vain phantasms are condemned so that you do not
believe in them easily], Bk. I, 1, p. 145. The people dealing with these phenomena appear to be
specialised in the different techniques: the charmer, ‘incantator’, someone who makes use of blood
and corpses; the ‘magus’ foretells to individuals; the ‘mathematicus’ analyses the data of the birth date
and who interprets natural dreams, as opposed to the ‘incantator’ who specialises in interpreting
fantastical ones, ‘phantasticorum somniorum’, Bk. I, 1, p. 145.

161 See Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astrd’, pp. 112, 115.

162 As Collin-Roset remarks, in the second part of his work Pascalis Romanus interprets Artemidorus
and Achmet in a Christian sense, p. 140.

163 <[H]abitum et dignitatem’, the custom and the rank of the individual must be taken into account,
see L. Thorndike, .4 History of Magic and Experimental Science during the First Thirteen Centuries of our Era,
Vol.2, New York, Columbia University Press, 1923, 2 Vols., Vol. II, p. 299. ‘Nam unum idemque
sompnium aliter significat regi, aliter populari viro, aliter religioso, aliter impio, aliter militi et aliter
homini rustico, aliter diviti, aliter pauperi, aliter in viro, aliter in uxore, aliter in virgine, aliter in
corrupta’ [A same dream has a meaning for the king, another for 2 common man, another for a
religious person, another for an impious, another for a soldier, and another for a peasant, another for
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temporum et horarum’, Pascalis Romanus establishes a connection between earth

and heavens, microcosm and macrocosm.'®*

Pascalis Romanus founds his work on the basis of the search for knowledge, which
necessitates being discovered, as it is hidden, ‘occulti’. Terms like ‘interpretatio’,
‘enigma’ and ‘tegumento’ referring to dreams are often reiterated.® Once the
knowledge is found, it will be highly precious, a treasure indeed. The hidden treasure
is paralleled with hidden knowledge, ‘sapientia abscondita’'® By drawing both
images from the Bible, Pascalis Romanus defines his aim so that his work is

17 But Pascalis Romanus

acceptable, being set under the authority of the Scripture.
moves the concept of interpretation of the signs appearing in dreams even further.
He establishes a clear parallel between dream interpretation and Scripture. In dreams,
as in the Bible, one should look beyond the materality of the qetter’ in order to
observe the spirit, ‘spiritumy’, and the true meaning.'® Moreover Pascalis Romanus
applies to Macrobius’s classificaion the senses of the Scripture, devising a

correspondence between fantasia and fabula, insomnium and proverbium or parabola, visio

and istonia, oraculum and prophecy, and somminm with allegoria.’®

a rich or for a poor man, another for 2 man, another for a2 woman, for a maiden, another for a
corrupted woman)], Bk I1, 1, p. 165.

164 “M]mpossibile est naturas ac vices rerum perfecte cognoscere, nisi a superioribus sedibus a quibus
dependent eliciantur’ [It is impossible to know the nature and the vices of things perfectly, but if they
are deducted from the superior places on which they depend], Bk I, 17, p. 165. See also Gregory, ‘1
sogni e gli astrd’, p. 112.

165 Bk I, 1, pp- 141, 143; ‘et quod sompnio vel visione per enigma monstratur, sagaci ratione discerne’
[What is shown by dream or vision by means of enigmata, you discern by means of the sharp reason],
Bk1I, 7, p. 146.

166 Bk. I, 1, p. 141.

167 Gregory, ‘I sogni e gli astri’, p. 112.

188 In divina scriptura [...] non ymaginem et corpus littere sed spiritum et significatam veritatem
perscrutemur’ [In the divine Scripture we do not observe the image and the letter but rather the spirit
and the signified truth], Bk, I, 1, p. 146. Gregory, p. 115.

169 ‘Est itaque fantasia tamquam fabula, insompnium velud proverbium vel parabola, visio tamquam
hystoria, oraculum ut prophecia, sompnium allegoria’, Bk I, 14, p. 160. Gregory also notices this, ‘I
sogni e gli astr1’, p. 148 n. 104. This process recalls, even though by far and in a different context,
Richard of St Victor’s parallel between oneiric phenomena and degrees of contemplation: vision as
knowledge; dream as alienatio; and prophecy as contemplation. See also Richard’s statement: “Scriptura
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Albert the Great

In his wortk De somno et vigika Albert the Great (1206-1280) acknowledges the
divinatory dream as originated by a cause external and superior to man that Albert
locates in the heavenly spheres.™ In sleep, during rapture from the senses, ‘alienatio
[...] a sensibus’, the influence of the spheres is expressed through imaginatio, fo; then

it is stronger and it is acknowledged by the human soul."”!

Thus dreams are heavenly
forms that are expressed by the oneiric phantasia through symbols and metaphorical
images.””? Depending on the strength of this form, Albert classifies thirteen degrees

" The first seven types include

of oneiric phenomena, from dream to prophecy.
dreams, and are followed by four degrees of visions and by two of prophecy. They
range from the lowest degree — when the heavenly form is not expressed in
imagination or in intellect but it is rather a premonition'™ — through to higher
degrees when imagnatio expresses itself by means of more and more complex
metaphors, ‘simulacra’. Starting from the fifth degree a relevant role is played by the
light of intelligentia, at first still not totally free of phantasmata, then clearer and clearer,
as in the sixth degree, which teaches the future meaning of the vision rightly, ‘qui
docet recte futuram visionis significationem’. The seventh degree, the cause of which
is found in the light of intelligentia, consists of a dream without metaphoric images,

simulacra.” From the eighth degree, Albert does not speak of sommia but rather of

sacra saepe unum dicit, et aliud innuit’, [Often the Scripture says one thing and hints to something
else], De eruditione hominis interioris kbri tres, 1, 1, PL. 196 col. 1231, see p. 60 n. 290.

170 Gregory, p. 123.

11 Quotations of Albert the Great’s De somno ¢t vigiba are from <http://www.arts. uwateroo.ca/
~albertus/> [accessed 11%* November 2010].

172 Albert underlines the physiological aspect of dreams, making a parallel with concupiscence which
provokes erotic images. In so doing, he stresses the physicality of the phenomenon, see Gregory, p.
126.

173 De somno et vigika, 111, 1, 10, pp. 190b-192a. See also Gregory, pp. 127-8. Dreams and prophecy
form a scalar progress: from the knowledge acquired through the senses to the one attained through
the heavenly intelligence. This view was present in Avicenna and Maimonides, see Gregory, p. 121.

174 <[Clor dicit’, De somno et vigiba, 111, 1, 10, 191a.

175 ‘Septimus autem gradus est, qu:mdo adhuc in somno vere et expresse apparent intelligentiae sine
simulacris’ [The seventh degree is when in sleep the intelligences appear in a clear and evident way
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visions in waking, ‘in vigilia’. The final and highest grade is prophecy, distinguished
into two types: the twelfth degree, the prophecy that forewarns about hidden things

176

and future events,'” and the thirteenth degree the highest form of expression of the

human soul.”

Although Albert distinguishes between dream, vision and prophecy — the first being
characterised by occurrence during sleep — it is relevant that dreams are ranked on
the same scale as visions and prophecy, as they all occur during alienatio, even though
at different degrees of it. Moreover they all have prophetic value, since they are
influenced by the heavenly spheres and they express themselves by means of
phantasia. While dreams are charactenised by phantasmata, the content of visions and

prophecy is not direct, but rather it is symbolical."”®

Defining dream-lore as a natural science rather than as a phenomenon based on
divine causes could clash with the theological aspect of the discipline. The natural

perspective where dreams and prophecy — the borders of which are not clearly

without complex metaphors], De somno et vigika, 111, 1, 10, 192a. Scipio’s dream represents an example
of this degree; see also Gregory, p. 128. n. 48.

176 Tlle est primus gradus prophetiae, de qua Philosophi sunt locuti. Et ille est quando videntur
expresse imagines rerum futurarum, sicut eveniunt in vigilia aversis et interius retractis sensibus: talis
enim praenuntiat occulta et futura’ [This is the first degree of prophecy, of which the philosophers
talk. And this occurs when images of future things are seen clearly, as they occur during the waking
when the senses are moved away and withdrawn in further depth. It foretells the future and hidden
things], De somno et vigika, 111, 1, 10, 193a. See also Gregory, p. 128.

177 ‘Decimus tertius gradus complementum est prophetiae, quando bona occulta per coelestium
instinctum sic praeconcipit, quod veram mtelligentiam de his habet etiam absque magna sensuum
aversione: et iste gradus est summa humanae animae’ [The thirteenth degree is the completion of
prophecy, when through heavenly inspiration it preconceives the good hidden things, as it has a true
comprehension of these through utmost withdrawal of the senses: this degree is the apex of the
human soul}, De somno et vigilia, I11, 1, 10, 193a. See also Gregory p. 129, n. 49.

1% Gregory, pp. 129-30. The gap between divination, the prediction of future events, and reality is
explained as the forma coeleste, the heavenly form, does not act directly on the individual but rather
through intermediaries. Therefore signma can be interpreted in a way that is valid generally; the same can
be said of divinatio per sommia. The prediction will be more precise if a higher number of elements are
considered; the higher the number the more precise the prediction, Gregory, p. 131.
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defined — are based, exclude the divine influence. Nonetheless, they keep their

prophetic feature through which it is possible to foreknow the future.”

Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) inherts this clash when exploring prophecy. He
devotes several articles both to divination, amongst which an article to ditinatio per
somnia,'* and to prophecy.'™ Thomas acknowledges the divinatory dreams, as long as
they are not dreams caused by demons, recalls the examples of Joseph and Daniel

from sacred history,'® as during sleep the human soul is more receptive.'®

According to Thomas, dreams can have inward or outward causes, each of which has
two aspects. Inward causes can regard either the soul, in the case of thoughts that
have occupied the dreamer’s mind during waking, or the body, through the influence
of humours. The outward causes have two aspects: the bodily when ‘some images
affected by the disposition of the heavenly bodies appear to the dreamer’,”® and the
spiritual ‘which originateé from God, who sometimes bestows revelations to men in
dreams through Angels’.'® Thomas concludes that divination through dreams is not
unlawful, provided that dreams are originated in true divine revelation, or else it

would fall into superstition.'™

17 Gregory, p. 133.

18 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 11, 11, quaestio 95, art. 6. Quotations from Summa Theologiae are
from: http:/ /www.corpusthomisticum.org/sth3092.html [accessed November 2008]

18 Summa Th., 11, 11, QQ. 171-175.

182 Summa Th., 11, 11, quaestio 95, a. 6, resp.; see also Gregory p. 135.

183 {Alnima, quando abstrahitur a corporalibus, aptior redditur ad percipiendum influxum spiritualium
substantiarum’ [When it withdraws from the body, the soul is more apt to perceive the influence of
the spiritual substances], Summa Th., 11, II, Q. 172,a. 1, ad. 1.

184 <[U]t sic dormienti aliquae phantasiae appareant conformes caelestium dispositioni’, Summa Th., 11,
II, Q. 95, a. 6, resp.

185 ‘Spiritualis autem causa est quandoque quidem a Deo, qui ministerio Angelorum aliqua hominibus
revelat in somniis’, Summa Th., 11, 11, Q. 95, a. 6, resp.

18 <Sic ergo dicendum quod si quis utatur somniis ad praecognoscenda futura secundum quod somnia
procedunt ex revelatione divina; [...] non erit illicita divinatio. Si autem huiusmodi divinatio causetur ex
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Similarly to Albert, Thomas distinguishes between dreams, visions and prophecy:
dreams consist of apparitions received during sleep, whereas visions occur in waking

¥ As to prophecy, Thomas maintains

when the individual is detached from senses.
that prophecy depends exclusively on God, thus excluding other natural causes.”™® He

identifies different degrees of prophecy which can occur either in sleep or in

wakefulness.'®

Vincent of Beauvais

The encyclopaedic De somno et vigilia by Vincent of Beauvais (1190-1264) concludes
the present section on Arstotelianism. Although he is considered a mere compiler,

his wotk 1is relevant, as he had access to a large library, even compared to other

revelatione Daemonum cum quibus pacta habentur expressa, quia ad hoc invocantur; vel tacita, quia
huiusmodi divinatio extenditur ad quod se non potest extendere, erit divinatio illicita et superstitiosa’
[If anyone uses dreams to foretell the future when he knows that they come from a divine revelation,
or, observing its limits, from some natural cause, internal or external, then this is not unlawful
divination. But if the foretelling comes from the disclosure by demons with whom 2 pact has been
made, whether express, by invoking them, or tacit, by seeking knowledge out of human reach, then
this is superstitious and unlawful divination], Summa Th., 1L, II, Q. 95, a. 6, resp., Summa theologiae: 1 atin
text and English Translation, Introductions, Notes, Appendices, and Glossaries, vol. 40, Blackfriars New York,
McGraw-Hill, [1964-81], p. 59.

187 ‘Prophetia differt a somnio et visione, ut somnium dicamus apparitionem quae fit homini in
dormiendo, visionem vero quae fit in vigilando, tamen homine a sensibus abstracto’ [The prophecy is
different from the dream and the vision, as we say that the dream appears in sleep to men, the vision
occurs in waking, at times when the man has withdrawn from his senses|, Quaestiones disputatae de
veritate a quaestione XII ad quaestionen XIII. The quotations from QOuaestiones disputatae are from
<http://www.corpusthomisticum.org/qdv12.html - De veritate, Q. 12 a. 3> [accessed 3 November
2008). See also Gregory, p. 134, n. 64.

18 ‘Prophetica praecognitio potest esse de futuris dupliciter, uno modo, secundum quod sunt in
seipsis; alio modo, secundum quod sunt in suis causis. Praecognoscere autem futura secundum quod
sunt in seipsis, est proprium divini intellectus, cuius aeternitati sunt omnia praesentia [...] Et ideo talis
praecognitio futurorum non potest esse a natura, sed solum ex revelatione divina’ [There can be two
sorts of prophetic knowledge of future events, first knowing the events in themselves, secondly,
knowing them in their causes. But to know future events in themselves is proper to the divine
intelligence whose eternity is ever present to all things [...] And so a knowledge of the future of this
sort cannot proceed from nature but only from divine revelation], Summa theologiae: Latin text and
English translation, introductions, notes, appendices, and glossaries, vol. 45, Blackfriars, New York, McGraw-
HHIL, [1964-81], pp. 29-31, Q. 172, . 1, resp.

189 Aquinas classifies the different degrees of prophecy, Summa Th., IL 11, Q. 174, a. 1, 3. He recalls the
seven types, ‘species’, of prophecy according to Isidore, within which ‘dream’ is the third, Q. 174, a.1,
3, p. 69 and three types of imprinting imaginative forms” dreams, visions, and ecstasy, Q. 174, a. 1, p.
73, Summa theologiae: Latin text and Englsh translation, introductions, notes, appendices, and glossaries, vol. 45.
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encyclopedists of his time.” In his general overview of the phenomena and their
causes, Vincent warns of the possible discrepancies between statements gafhered
from different authorities,"” and does not leave out physical and natural causes of
dreams. He reports the classifications by Macrobius and Gregory the Great, includes
the influence of digestion, of thoughts, the movements of the moon and planets, the
position of the body during sleep, and the season.” In addition to this, as dream
images are signs, they do not show but rather suggest future events by means of
symbols.” The sequence addressing divine dreams represents a turning point in the
course of the work, in that Vincent acknowledges the divergence of opinions
between Aristotle and Gregory.”® Within visions, Vincent identifies a2 number of
phenomena: revelation and prophecy, ecstasy, rapture, and exvessus mentis.””> These
phenomena, that are all included in e/evatio, are expounded in an ascending order.™ A
brief outline of Vincent’s compilation on the highest oneiric phenomena illustrates
that the synthesis between the physiblogy of dreams is stll juxtaposed with

contemplation and exvessus mentss at the end of the thirteenth century.

Revelation and Prophecy

190 Thomdike, Vol. 2, p. 462.

191 See Thorndike, vol. 2, pp. 457, 463. In his De somno et vigilia Vincent proceeds by following the
structure of Aristotle’s treatise on sleep and dreams, by dealing with sleep first and then dreams. For a
discussion on the correspondence between the structure of the two works, see Kruger, pp. 103-115.
However, Vincent completes his overview by illustrating reselatio, prophecy, and excessus mentis.

192 Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum quadruplex, sive Speculum maius: naturale, doctrinale, moralk, historiale,
Speculum Naturale, Douai, Ex Officina Typografica et Sumptibus Balthazaris Belleri in Circino Aureo,
1624, 1, repr. Graz, Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1964, Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 55,
col. 1873.

193 According to Vincent, for instance, to dream fire signifies future anger, ch. 55, col 1873. Dreaming
fire has a different meaning according to medieval dreambooks, where fire corresponds mainly to
‘danger’, see Fischer, p. 70.

194 Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 59, col. 1875. See also Kruger, pp. 103-115.

195 Vincent of Beauvais, Speulum Naturak, Bk. 26. Revelation is dealt with in chs. 56, 61, 87; prophecy
in chs. 81-95; rapture in ch. 100; and excessus mentis in chs. 103-111.

19 It is a characteristic trait of Vincent’s to analyse and introduce each phenomenon in hierarchical
order of importance without neglecting their relative subdivisions.
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Revelation is of two kinds: the first when the divine will is understood directly — and
this 1s a prophecy — the second is a combination of images, and is a dream, as ‘there
are no dreams without images’.’” Revelation occurring through angels shares
elements both of prophecy and of dreams depending on the images seen.” It is
defined as a divine inspiration that announces the future events, where divine
inspiration is knowledge disclosed by God. Prophecy is a kind of vision, but, Vincent

warns, not all visions are prophecies.’

Vincent proceeds to illustrate who the prophet is, the four modes or degrees of the
prophecy and finally how it occurs. He who announces, ‘denunciat’, future things, is
called a prophet, yet he who can interpret what someone else has seen is a higher
kind of prophet than the one who himself has seen.®® Prophecy is constituted by
four degrees. The first is made up by two acts: visio’ and ‘denunciatio’ ™" The second
degree can occur either in sleep or in waking; yet, the degree of prophecy 1s more
wonderful when it occurs in waking. The third degree is based on hearing words, and

the fourth on the vision rather than on hearing.**

To be able to see a #isio imaginaria, the prophet is ravished by a spirit out of his

senses.” The abstraction from the senses can occur in two modes: a natural cause,

197 [S]ine phantasmatibus non est aliquod somnium’, Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 56, col. 1873.

18 Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 56, col. 1874.

199 Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 81, col. 1889.

200 The Pharao was a prophet, but Joseph was a higher prophet, as he could interpret the meaning of
the Pharao’s dream images, the ears of wheat and the cows, Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 81, col.
1889. It is worth remarking that the verb ‘denunciare’ is the same employed by Macrobius when
describing oraculum (see p. 6) and that demunciatio is one of the two acts constituting prophecy as
Vincent relates.

201 Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 89, col. 1897. Each act requires two elements. “Visio’ involves
‘udicium’ and ‘acceptio’ [judgment and acceptance], ‘denunciatio’ necessitates ‘audacia’ and ‘signum’,
audacity and sign, Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 95, col. 1902.

202 In the third degree the clearer the words are heard the more sublime the prophecy is. In the fourth
when the prophet sees an angel speaking, the degree is higher than when he sees a human form and
even higher if God is seen, Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 95, col. 1903.

205 Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 89, col. 1897.
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when the external senses are stupefied, ‘stupescunt’, during infirmity, or because of
the vapours raising to the brain; and an animal cause, when someone is thoroughly
abstracted out of their senses because of an exceptional attention towards intelligible
or imaginative matters.” The prophetic experience never occurs due to infirmity (as

is the case of epilectics or furious people), but rather only through sleep, or vision.””

Ecstasy and Rapture

Ecstasy is the moment when the soul is ravished completely out of the bodily senses
and the prophet is not aware either of the visible things, people or voices around
him. The attention of the soul concentrates on the images seen through the #sio
spinituale or on the intelligible ones seen in the wisio intellectuale® Excessus mentis,
ecstasy, and rapture are illustrated through instances from the Bible which share the
ascent towards a level above the ordinary state, by means of abstraction from one’s
senses: Paul who was ravished, as was John the Evangelist, who was in spirit, and

Peter who was in ‘excessus mentis’.””’

An apparently secondary detail deserves being mentioned here. Vincent recalls a
quotation from Gregory the Great concerning contemplation: he who is ravished
from the visible things in order to understand interior things, closes his eyes.”® The

eyes closed, thus recall ecstasy and ravishment, as well as dream and sleep. The

204 Speculurn Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 89, col. 1897. It will be seen in Part II of the present study that
‘stupor’ is a state of consciousness often referred to by poets commencing a dream vision, be it an
explicit dream or not.
205 ‘Numquam autem fit in Propheta abstractio a sensibus corporalibus per egritudinem, sicut fit
epilepticis vel furiosis, sed solummodo [...], scilicet, per somnum. [...] vel in visione’ [Prophecy never
occurs because of withdrawal of the senses during an illness, as is the case of epilectics and of furious
people, but only through sleep or in vision], Speculurz Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 89, col. 1897.
206 Speculum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 96, col. 1903.
207 Sj)emlum Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 111, col. 1916.

208 [Q]ui ad intelligenda interiora rapitur a rebus visibilibus oculos claudit’ [He Who is ravished from
the visible things towards understanding of the things within himself, closes his eyes], Speculum
Naturale, Bk. 26, ch. 111, col. 1916.
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figurative imagery of the visionary with his eyes closed conveys a literal significance
of physiological sleep and dream. Further at a symbolic exegetical level, it signals the
transitional ecstatic state. This is relevant as the oneiric imagery widely employed in
literary dream visions enables to comprehend implied significance of medieval poetic

dream visions, as is explored in Part II.

3. Mystical Theologians

Hildegard of Bingen

At the turn of the eleventh century sleep and dreams are explored among other
human conditions by Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179) in her Causae et curae.
Hildegard’s contribution is notable, although she does not present a classiﬁcaﬁon
constituted by definite categories. However, in her overview some of the categories

identified so far are clearly recognisable.

As sleep acts upon the soul, increasing ‘wisdom and knowledge in the human to his
life’s delight’,” it is possible to see the future during sleep, ‘corpore dormiente’.*
Oneiric phenomena can be due to the divine element of the human soul and these
are dreams come true as they have been seen, but Hildegard does not specify

whether this is a case of vision or prophecy. Other phenomena are caused by the evil

spirit, together with the activity of the mind.*"

209 Hildegard of Bingen, On Natural Philosophy and Medicine: Selections from Causae et Curae, trans. M.
Berger, Woodbridge, D. S. Brewer, 1999, pp. 65-6; ‘et sapientiam et scientiam in eodem homine dilatat
laetante vita eius’, Causae et curae, ed. Kaiser, p. 81.

210 Causae et curae, Kaiser ed., p. 89.

211 ‘Saepe etiam evenit, quod aut diabolica illusione fatigata aut turbata mente gravata [...] Nam
multotiens cogitationibus et opinionibus atque voluntatibus, quibus homo vigilans occupatur’ [It often
occurs either because of devil’s illusion or because the mind is burdened and troubled. In effect often
man is burdened by thoughts, opinions, and wills, that have occupied him in waking], Kaiser, p. 82.
Some categories can be recognised here: illusion and thoughts from the waking, ‘cogitationes’,
recalling Gregory the Great’s types.
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The tempting and deceiving activity of the devil is the cause of illusions, both in sleep
and in waking. The dream depends on the kind of thoughts brewing in one’s mind
during waking. Indeed if the person has had good thoughts, then it is more likely that
they will receive a true dream by means of divine grace. Thus Hildegard relates daily
life, dreams and moral question.”* Apparently Hildegard refers, though not explicitly,
to Gregory’s category of ‘thinking’ with illusion or with revelation, ‘cogitatione simul
illusione’ or ‘simul revelatione’. In sum, in Hildegard’s view the following categories
can be recognised: a visionary phenomenon — probably a revelatory one — mainly
based on sight; illusions caused by the devil (defined as ‘diabolus’ rather than spirit or
demon); wmgitatio with illusion in case of bad thoughts, and finally mgiatio with
revelation, in case of good thoughts. Furthermore, she lists among the kind of
thoughts and feelings oy and sadness, anger or distress, ambition to dominate or
other such things’*® Unlike Gregory, Hildegard lists dreams starting from the
highest kind, revelation, and deals with the physical aspect later, while considering

214

the influence of the body.

The Victorines’ Way to Contemplation

The Victorines are included in this overview not so much because they systematise
dreams, as because they state that dreams and visions lead to contemplation and

ecstasy. Explorning some of the works by Hugh and Richard of St Victor illustrates

22 ‘Quod si bonae et sanctae sunt, gratia dei illi saepe vera in eis ostendit; si autem vanae sunt,
diabolus hoc videns animam hominis illius multotiens tunc terret et mendacia sua cogitationibus illis
intermiscet’ [If they are good and holy the divine grace is often shown in them, but if they are false the
devil, seeing this, terrifies the man’s soul and blends his falsehood to those thoughts], Kaiser, pp. 82-
83.

213 Berger, p. 66. Berger parallels daily thoughts and wishes to Freud’s “Tagesreste’ and maintains that
Hildegard seems to forerun recent psychoanalytic theories, p. 144. Daily thoughts and memories are
believed to influence dreams also by Macrobius and other classical authors. See also Dulaey, pp. 98 ff.
214 Kaiser, pp. 85-86.
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how dreams and visions interconnect directly with the search for the true knowledge,
and how they develop the concept of ‘cogitatio’, seen previously in Augustine and
Gregory (see p. 17). In order to do this, it is essential to dwell briefly upon the

gnoseologic aspect of the Victorines’ reflection.

Hugh and Richard conciliate reason and faith, in the wake of the tradition of the
Abbey of St Victor combining contemplation with intellectual research.”® According
to Hugh (1096-1141) temporal things can be known through experience, whereas
the knowledge of eternal things is attained either by reason or partly by faith.”¢
Reason on its own cannot explain all that is eternal. That can be revealed directly by
God, so this knowledge is based on faith.”’’ Hugh sets the way of the soul to achieve
contemplation: a long process which necessitates preparation and purification,”® and
which is based upon the three stages of cogiatio, meditatio and contemplatio™ Cogitatio
deals with an object or its image; meditatio interprets the reflection on cogitatic™ and

finally contemplatio is the sight the free soul achieves.

215 Ray C. Petry ed., Late Medieva! Mysticism, The Library of Christian Classics, vol. 13, London, S.C.M.
Press, 1957, p. 79.

216 ‘Modi sunt duo et viae duae, et manifestationes duae, quibus a principio cordi humano latens
proditus est et judicatus occultus Deus; partim scilicet ratione humana, partim revelatione divina’
[There are two manners and two ways, and two manifestations, for which from the beginning God
hiding in human heart is passed down and deemed hidden; partly by human reason partly by divine
revelation], Hugh of St Victor, De sacramentis christianae fidei, 1, 111, iii, PL. 176, col. 217.

217 Abbagnano, p. 21.

218 Petry, p. 82.

219 ‘Cogitatio est cum mens notione rerum transitorie tangitur, cum ipsa res sua imagine animo subito
praesentatur, vel per sensum ingrediens, vel a memoria exurgens. Meditatio est assidua ac sagax
retractatio cogitationis, aliquid obscurum explicare nitens, vel scrutans penetrare occultum.
Contemplatio est perspicax et liber animi intuitus in res perspiciendas usquequaque diffusas’
[Thinking’ is when the mind is touched by the notion of things in a transitory manner, when the thing
itself is presented suddenly as its image to the soul either through entering the senses or emerging
from memory. Meditation is constant and sharp retractation of thinking, something that shines to
explain something obscure or that by scrutinising penetrates that which is hidden. Contemplation is
free and discerning insight of the soul whilst perceiving the things wherever they are diffused], Hugh
of St Victor, De modo dicends et meditandi, P1. 176, col. 879.

20 Previously Hugh defines meditatio as ‘frequens cogitatio cum consilio’ [frequent thinking with
advice], PL 176, col. 878.
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Richard (d. 1173) develops Hugh’s tripartite scheme towards knowledge further.
Benjamin minor shows the way to contemplation and Benjamin major illustrates the types
of contemplation.”® Benjamin major acknowledges the same degrees of the rational
soul set forth by Hugh, cogitatio, meditatio and contemplatio, and further defines each of
them. It shows the soul’s way to contemplation ‘from outward to inward thence
upward and beyond’* Richard also describes the way they move upwards.” Within

contemplation the soul enlarges itself, elevates itself and then it is ravished.”

The three movements (dilatatur, elevatur, rapitur) parallel the soul’s ascent to
contemplation: dilatatio, sublevatio, aﬁe@ﬂo.m Dilatatio 1s the enlargement of the mind
occurring without trespassing the limits of human activity. In sublvatio the mind
elevates beyond the natural limits of human activity by divine will, although it does
not abandon the earthly boundary and does not enter the last degree, as the object of
the vision is above itself and at the same time it still can see the usual things. Finally

alienatio, makes transcending the human limits possible: the mind loses the memory

21 Petry, pp- 82-83. These works signify that human reason united to divine grace generates higher
knowledge, of which Benjamin is the symbol. That is why he is the last born: because contemplation
‘is the last fruit of the spirit’, Petry, p. 83. Mystical life commences with the self knowledge of the soul,
Abbagnano p. 24.

22 Petry, p. 83.

23 The thought always wanders here and there among solitary roads and slowly; meditation proceeds
towards the aim among obstacles; and contemplation circles with extraordinary agility in a free flight,
Benjamin major, 1, 3, PL 196, col. 66. Wishing to stress further the movements of each degree, Richard
continues: ‘Cogitatio serpit, meditatio incedit et ut multum currit. Contemplatio autem omnia
circumvolat, et cum voluerit se in summis librat’ [The thought snakes, meditation walks solemnly and
hastes, but contemplation flies above everything and whilst flying it hovers in the height], Benjamin
major, 1, 3, PL. 196, col. 66. ‘Serpit’ denotes the serpentine movement at ground level; ‘incedit’ and
‘currit’ convey a connotation of proceeding upright — like the human posture; and finally the flight in
the height, ‘circumvolat in summis’, is opposed to the initial ‘serpit’.

24 Denique quoties contemplantis animus dilatatur ad ima; quoties elevatur ad summa, quoties acuitur
ad inscrutabilia, [...] rapitur per innumera’ [Finally the soul of the contemplative expands to depth, it
elevates to the height of what cannot be peered at, [...] it is ravished towards innumerable matters],
Benjamin major, 1, 3, PL. 196, col. 67.

25 Benjamin mayor, 5, 2, PL 196, col. 169. As regards to contemplation Richard also distinguishes six
‘genera’, PL. 196, cols. 70-71. See also Petry, pp. 83-84.
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of the present things and enters a state of transfiguration by means of the divine

will.#*

Dilatatio is attainable through human activity, afenatio is only achievable through
divine grace, whereas sublevatio shares both states.”’ _Alienatio represents the pinnacle
of contemplation when human mind experiences ecstasy, excessus menis.

Correspondénces could be synthesised in the following way:

Object of Functions of Degrees (The contemplative Degrees to
knowledge the soul soul) Contemplation
Sensibles Imaginatio Cogitatio Dilatatur ad ima Dilatatio
Intelligibles Ratio Meditatio Elevatur ad Sublevatio
summa
Intellectibles Intelbgentia Contemplatio Rapitur per Albienatio
mnumera

Richard illustrates the highest moments of contemplation with three dreams from
the Bible. It is crucial to dwell upon these instances in order to understand the three
states of contemplation better, for they display images and metaphors that are
employed also by the Middle English mystics, as will be seen in the following

chapter. Dilatatio is exemplified by Abraham whom God orders to raise his eyes and

26 ‘Mentis dilatatio est quando animi acies latius expanditur et vehementius acuitur, modum tamen
humanae industriae nullatenus supergreditur. Mentis sublevatio est quando intelligentiae vivacitas
divinitus irradiata humanae industriae metas transcendit, nec tamen in mentis alienationem transit, ita
ut et supra se sit quod videat, et tamen ab assuetis penitus non recedat. Mentis alienatio est quando
praesentium memoria menti excidit, et in peregrinum quemdam et humanae industriae invium animi
statum divinae operationis transfiguratione transit’ [The enlarging of the mind is when the gaze of the
soul expands widely and is intensely sharpened, but this in no way goes beyond the limit of human
effort. The raising of the mind is when the activity of the intelligence, divinely illuminated, transcends
the limits of human effort but does not go over into ecstasy, so that what it sees is above its powers,
but the soul does not withdraw from its accustomed ways of knowing. The alienation of the mind (or
ecstasy) is when the memory of things present withdraws from the mind and it moves by a
transfiguration divinely wrought, into a strange state of soul unattainable by human effort], Benjamin
mayor, 5, 2, PL. 196, col. 170. C. Kirchberger trans., Richard of 5t Viictor: Sacred Writings on Contemplation,
London, Faber, 1957, p. 183.

221 Benjamin major, 5, 2, PL. 196, col. 170.

45



Chapter 1

look upwards (Gen. 13). Moyses provides instances for the next two grades: he is
commanded to climb the mountain and to look at the land around (Dexz. 34) —
representing sublevatio, whereas alenatio is epitomised by Moyses led up the mountain
where he accesses, ‘accessit’, God through the cloud (Marh. 17).2* Moyses’s ascent
to the highest state of contemplation displays divine intervention, since ascending to
the mountain signifies the elevation of the human mind to a superior level of
knowledge. Furthermore, when climbing the mountain, Moyses is surrounded by a
cloud of oblivion, ‘per oblivionis nebulam’, and then he can contemplate God.
Finally in excessus mentis his mind forgets human matters, the cloud having the
function of illuminating divine things while concurrently obfuscating the human

sphere of activity.™

The role played by memory is pivotal during the ascent to contemplation and the
achievement of excessus mentis as well as during the analysis of dreams and visions, as

alienatio can also occur in dreams.”™ Memory™' and abenatio intertwine with dreams,

28 Benjamin Major, 5, 2, PL. 196, col. 170.

29 “Una itaque et eadem nubes et lucendo obumbravit, et obumbrando illuminavit, quia et illuminavit
ad divina et obnubilavit ad humana’ [One and the same cloud overshadowed by shining and
enlightened by shadowing, for it illuminated divine things and clouded over human things], Benjamin
Major,, 5, 2, PL. 196, col. 171; Kirchberger, p. 185.

2% ‘Hinc est quod rex Nabuchodonosor somnium vidit, sed excussus a somno visum somnium ad
memoria revocare non potuit’ [This is the case of Nebuchadnezzar who had a vision in a dream, but
rising from sleep he could not recall to mind what he had seen in his dream), Benjamsin Major, 5, 1, PL.
196, col. 169; Kirchberger, p. 182.

21 Remembrance is the linking thread between ordinary and alienated states. Coming back to one’s

own senses after a vision or an ecstatic experience resonates with the poet’s task to narrate what s/he

has seen or what was heard. The narration of the experience is possible by means of remembrance, an

act of memory, see HF; Dante is told to remember what he sees so that he is able to report it once

back. Hence the invocation to superior forces, usually supernatural, be they the Muses or divine

powers, in order to be able to remember so that the poets can accomplish their task and their poetic

work. In passing, memory is still a crucial function in the process of coming back to one’s senses.

Thomas More explained for a person who recovered from such state, he ‘gathered hys remembraunce

to hym and begonne to come agayne to hymselfe’, quoted in C. T. Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness
and Gender in S hakespeare and Early Modern Culture, Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 2004, p. 3. The

fact that memory can link the two states implies that it was thought there was continuity between the

two worlds. Therefore it was feasible to pass from the one of ordinary state of being to another one.

This transition between stages is similar to a step into the world of the beyond, into the world of
dead, where, however, the journey is allowed only to a special individual: the hero. He can be the

literary hero, the creator of poetry, the vafes, or the mystic. Many narrations of visionary experiences

confirm the belief in the continuity of the worlds: during his journey to the beyond whilst ill, where
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as exemplified by Nebuchednezzer’s dream. Nebuchednezzer (Dan. 8) experienced
alienatio in his dream, but he could not retain the images seen in the dream in his
memory. Richard explains that for some people recalling what was seen during the
alienatio is not possible at all, once they come back to their ordinary state, whereas for
others remembering the images is rather easy, as is the Pharao’s case (Gen. 41).
Daniel is able to interpret the king’s dream by means of divine will and of the
memory, in that without it, it would not be possible to interpret the dream and to
foretell future events. Nebuchednezzer could experience the revelation of truth
hidden by a mystical veil, ‘mystico velamine’, whereas Daniel could perceive and

retain the image. ™

Dreams and Contemplation

Arguably, both dreams and the Bible necessitate interpretation.”* Dreams are pivotal
in acquiring a true knowledge and accessing alenatio. Contemplation, dreams and
visions are closely interrelated in Richard’s thought. Somnium and contemplation are

explicitly associated during the exegesis of Nebuchednezzer’s dream and Joseph’s

angels and demons fought for his soul, St Fursy was bumt on his shoulder and jaw, and these marks
were still visible once he returned to his senses. At other times relics can be originated from a vision
as is the case of an abbot’s vision of a2 monk recently dead, who wishes to leave a testimony of his
apparition: he kicks the wooden platform where the monks sing, and a relic is formed. A final
instance rich of revealing elements is the narration of 2 Dominican monk. The mime Zalchart sees the
apparition of a blacksmith recently dead who takes him on his horse to a mountain and shows him
the otherworld where the dead suffer their punishments, and give him communications to the living.
As a sign of authenticity of his vision, Zalchart receives two marks on his neck. Once back they
become infected and he dies, see Le Goff, La nascita del Purgatorio, pp. 127, 349, 364 respectively. This
echoes L¢ Gyre de la Fontaine amoureuse where in wakefulness the dreamer finds the ring his beloved had
given him in the dream. The blacksmith riding a2 horse heading to a mountain represents clear
traditional elements of the shaman’s journey to the beyond, see M. Eliade, Lo sciamanesimo, pp. 495-
504 on horses and blacksmiths, p. 290 on the mountain, see ch. 2. Also Curma, the protagonist of a
dream reported by Augustine, is a blacksmith, see above p. 12, note 55. For other instances of
narrations containing elements that from the vision remain in reality, see A. Joynes ed., Medieval Ghost
Stories: an Anthology of Miracles, Marvels and Prodigies, Woodbridge, Rochester, NY, Boydell Press, 2001,
pp- 37-8, 40-1, 60-1. On memory, see also ch. 2, p. 118.

232 Benjamin. Magor, 5,1, PL. 196, col. 169.

23 De erud., lib 1, 20, PL 196, col. 1264.

24 ‘Nam Scriptura Sacra saepe unum dicit, et aliud innuit’ [Often the Scripture says one thing and
hints at something else], De erwd., 1, 1, PL. 196, col. 1231. See also the masters of the Talmud who
paralleled the interpretation of dreams and of language, note 252 below.
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interpretation. As in dreams the bodily senses are asleep, we can have an insight of
what is seen through excessus mentis.>® The association of dream and contemplation is
reiterated during the interpretation of the king’s second dream (Dan. 4): through
dreams, alienatio of mind can be attained. Further, ‘having a dream signifies to enter
with the mind the mystery of divine contemplation and he who falls asleep and sees a
dream is the one who ascends to the contemplation of sublime things by means of

excessus mentis >

The correspondence between dreams and contemplation is also developed in
Adnotatiunculae in Joelm whithin a tripartite system: vision corresponds to self-
knowledge; dreams to exvessus animi, and prophetia to the contemplation of the
spouse.”” Each is subdivided into three types ranging from physical related
phenomena to the access of future knowledge.”® In commenting upon the technical
terms exvessus mentis, dlienatio mentis, and extasis, Dumeige remarks that Richard

describes exvessus mentis as alienatio mentis. They refer to the overcoming of the senses,

25 ‘Quia per somnium sopitur sensus corporeus, recte per illum mentis excessum intelligimus, et per
somnium, ea quae per mentis excessum videmus’, [The bodily senses are asleep during the dream, by
which we understand rightly ecstasy, and through the dream we understand those things that we see
through excessus mentis}, De erud., 1,19, PL 196, col. 1261. Apparently Richard indicates that by means
of the term ‘dream’ it is meant ‘excessus mentis’.

26 ‘Somnium autem videre, est in divinae contemplationis arcanum mente transire. Dormit itaque et
somnium videt qui per mentis excessum in sublimium contemplationem ascendit’, De erud. 2, 1, PL
196, col. 1300. Richard has just explained that the king being tranquil at home and glad in his palace
means that his conscience is tranquil, his palace symbolising its security, PL 196, col. 1299.

27 _Adnotatiunculae elucidatoriae in Joeles prophetam, PL. 175, col. 357.

28 Of the three types of dreams, the first is false, as it occurs before digestion; as the second takes
place when the soul starts to be purified, it is possible to see some light. Yet, this dream partially
contains some falsity. The third occurs after digestion when the soul is purified, therefore the
brightness of truth, “veritatis splendor’, is achieved, A4dnot. in Joelem, PL. 175, col. 356. Visions are
differentiated in material, spiritual and intellectual, Adnot. in Joekm, PL 175, col. 355; see also In
apocalypsim Joannis Lbri septem, PL. 196, cols. 686-87. There while defining what kind of vision John was
bestowed in the Apocahpse, Richard identifies two kinds of revelation: thegphania, divine apparitions
that sometimes are displayed through signs. The second type occurs through anagogy, the ascending
of the mind towards superior things contemplated in a pure way, In apocabpsim, PL 196, col. 687.
Prophecy is first defined and then three kinds are identified. Prophecy, namely divine inspiration that
foretells, ‘pronuntians’, unknown events, can be admirable, dual, and humble, admirabibs, anceps or
humilis. Humibis concerns what is next and known, ‘proximo et noto’; anceps considers what 1s next but
unknown; admirabilis illustrates what is hidden and not known, Adnot. in Joekem, PL 175, col. 356.
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and to the failure of reason which leaves the place to intelligence. Abkenatio is
essential to attain the rapture, and the soul’s accessing the divine reality during this
mode of contemplation is not due to human will or effort. Exzasis is not frequently
employed by Richard, in contrast somnium, and sgpor are used as equivalents of exvessus
mentis> Tt is evident that dreams need interpretation, as in the Bible. Further, the
oneiric state recalls the contemplative one, and when the term ‘dream’ is employed it

can stand for exvessus mentis.

Bonaventure

Although the process of synthesis of Aristotle’s works and the Christian doctrine
commenced by Albert and completed by Thomas is pivotal, one should not
undervalue the other currents of thought that were active at the time. In particular
Augustinianism was still vital.**' Bonaventure (1221-1274) ought to be recalled as
representing the Augustinian tradition, albeit renewed precisely through the
Aristotelian works.*? In the thirteenth century also Scholastic philosophers are
familiar with the Aristotelian works. Bonaventure is no exception, and accepts those
elements of Aristotle’s thought that can be grafted onto Augustinian’s doctrine.”” He
follows Augustine in distinguishing between faith and reason, thus delimiting the
provinces of theology and philosophy.** As regards dreams, Bonaventure identifies

five causes: ‘the disposition of the body, the anxiety of the mind, diabolic illusions,

29 Dumeige, p- 144, n. 1.

240 Dumeige, p. 144, n. 1.

24 On the wealth of currents of thoughts, see Copleston, pp. 215 ff. Dinzelbacher remarks that a new
religious sensitivity was bom in the twelfth century and was expressed by mysticism, and that if a
‘history of emotions’ was made ‘the turning point... must be located in this century’, “The Beginnings
of Mysticism Experienced in Twelfth-Century England’, in The Medieval Mystical Tradition in England,
Exeter Symposium IV: Papers Read at Dartington Hall, July 1987, ed. M. Glasscoe, Cambridge, Brewer,
1987, pp. 111-131, p. 126.

242 On a discussion on Bonaventure’s inclusion within philosophers, see Copleston, pp. 245 ff.

23 Abbagnano, vol. 2, pp. 133-4. Bonaventure’s was a ‘modern Augustinianism [...] developed
through the centuries and re-thought in relation to Aristotle’, Copleston, p. 245.

244 Copleston, p. 245.
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angelic revelations, and divine visitations’”** Although it appears that Bonaventure
draws upon Gregory’s classification, the anxiety of the mind is not combined with
illusion as in Gregory’s classification. Bonaventure maintains that the last two types
are true signs.”* In his mystical research he is influenced by the Victorines,”” and his
voice resounds more similar to a mystic than to a philosopher. The soul ascends to
God along six degrees. However, the real mystical ascesis can only be achieved
through the seventh degree, when reasoning and all intellectual faculties are
abandoned in order to attain the highest mystical stage, in which “mysticun’ signifies
‘secret’, known only by those who desire achieving it.*** Bonaventure compares
excessus mentis to the state of docta ignorantia achieved when the human soul is ravished

above itself in darkness.**

25 [Qulinque de causis fiunt somnia. Quaedam contingunt ex dispositione corporis, quaedam ex
solbcitudine mentis, quaedam ex illusione diabokica, quaedam ex revelatione angelica, quaedam ex visitatione
divind, Bonaventure, Commentaria in quatuor libros Sententiarum magistri Petri Lombard;, 11, Bk. 2, dist. 7,
part 2, art. 1, question 3 <http://www.franciscan-archive.org/bonaventura/opera/bon02194.html>
[accessed 12% December 2010}]. See also Kruger, p. 190 n. 35. On the meaning of ‘visitatio’ as inspired
dream as opposed to ‘phantasiae’, vain dreams, see Dulaey, p. 111.

246 ‘Somnia vero, quae ab Angekis bonis, aut @ Deo sunt in nobis, signa sunt vera’ [The dreams that are in
us either by the good Angels or by God are true signs] <http://www.franciscan-
archive.org/bonaventura/opera/bon02194.htm!>

247 Abbagnano, p. 148.

248 In hoc autem transitu, si sit perfectus, oportet quod relinquantur omnes intellectuales operationes,
et apex affectus totus transferatur et transformetur in Deum. Hoc autem est mysticum et
secretissimum, quod nemo novit, nisi qui accipit, nec accipit nisi qui desiderat, nec desiderat nisi quem
ignis Spiritus sancti medullitus inflammat’, I#inerarium mentis in Deum, http:/ /www.franciscanos.net/
document/itiner. htm [accessed December 2010] [In this passing over, if it is to be perfect, all
intellectual activities must be left behind and the height of our affection must be totally transferred
and transformed into God. This, however, is mystical and most secret, which no one knows except
him who receives it, no one receives except him who desires it, and no one desires except him who is
inflamed in his very marrow by the fire of the Holy Spirit], Bonaventure, The Sou/’s Journey into God,
trans. E. Cousins, New York, Paulist Press, 1978, p. 113.

249 Abbagnano, p. 150. In passing, it is worth recalling that before Bonaventure and the Victorines the
mystical ascesis differentiated into three degrees, the highest of which is excessus mentis, was put
forward by St Bemard (1090-1153). Consideration represents the first degree, contemplation
constitutes the second, and the highest is ecstasy or excessus mentis, see Abbagnano, p. 5.
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Maimonides

Both Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas refer to the Jewish philosopher
Maimonides (1135-1204). Prophecy is the central reflection in his works,® and he
is representative of Jewish thought, as within Jewish culture dreams are closely
related to prophecy.® In his Guide for the Perplexed Maimonides aims to conciliate the
Bible with philosophy, revelation with reason;®™ his aim within Jewish thought can
be paralleled to what Albert and Thomas did for Christian philosophy.”
Maimonides identifies three degrees of knowledge: imagination, ‘science and
scientific intellect’, and finally the highest degree of the imagmnative imntellect, or
prophecy, which unites the first two and leads to the understanding of the essence of
things. *°

A number of questions that have been seen so far are tackled, including the
conditions required by a prophet in order to receive a prophecy: preparation and
study, purity of mind (ch. 36), and some intuition and courage (ch. 38), the last one
recalling the ‘audacia’ mentioned by Vincent (see p. 39). Dreams and prophecy are
similar experiences because the faculty of imagination is the same during sleep and
during prophecy, their difference being the different level of development: dream is
compared to an unripe fruit, while prophecy is the same fruit that has achieved
ripeness (ch. 36). His comment on prophecy, dreams and visions is centred in the

analysis of the Biblical phrase: In a vision I make myself known to him, in a dream I

20 Thorndike, p. 207; L. Roth, The Guide for the Perplexed: Moses Maimonides, London, Hutchinson’s
University Library, 1948, p. 85. The version consulted is Moses Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed,
trans. M. Friedlinder, Forgotten Books, 1956.

21 Roth, The Guide, p. 12.

22 F. Michelini Tocci, I sogni nella cultura ebraica medievale’, in I sogni ne/ Medio Evo, Gregory ed., pp.
261-290, p. 275. Michelini Tocci also maintains that the rules employed by the Talmud masters to
interpret dreams were the same as the ones applied for the hermeneutic of the Scripture, that is to say
dreams underwent a similar analysis as the language, p. 285.

23 Abbagnano, vol. 2, p. 99.

254 Thomdike, vol. II, p. 207.

25 Roth, p. 66.
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- will speak to him’.** Maimonides states that there are only two modes of revelation,
as mentioned in the Bible, dreams and visions, and that there are no differences in
meaning of the two terms, as they both originate in a root signifying ‘to see’ (ch. 43).
A prophecy occurs in dreams and Maimonides reiterates that a prophet does not
need to specify that his revelation took place in a dream or in a vision, as this is the
only way it can occur (chs. 41, 42). Before illustrating the degrees of prophecy, the
biblical expression ‘in a vision’ 1s explained as signifying ‘prophetic vision’, ‘the hand
of God’ and ‘a vision’ (ch. 41). This is a fearful experience occurring in waking,
recognisable by the following physical signs: the prophet trembles, he has no strength

and then he falls in a ‘deep sleep” (ch. 41).

Prophecy has eleven degrees. The first two are not of the same kind as the ones
referred to in the Biblical phrase In a vision I make myself known to him, in a dream
I will speak to him’ (Num. 12, 6). When the prophet realises that he receives a
prophecy, he does not define it as a dream but rather a prophecy (ch. 45). The first
degree is represented by the presence of the spirit of God, whereas in the second —
epitomised by David and Solomon — the person isrbestowed a certain force that
urges him to speak, ‘to compose hymns’ or ‘to treat science’. With the third degree
one enters the level of prophetic vision, albeit the lowest, whereby the prophet sees
an allegory which is interpreted in the dream itself. In the fourth degree the prophet
hears a voice without seeing the speaker, while in'the fifth a person speaks to him. In
the sixth and in the seventh respectivély an Angel and God speak to the prophet.
The degrees from the eighth to the eleventh represent prophetic dreams and reiterate
the first ones in the same order: the prophet sees something allegorical; hears words;

sees a man; and finally in the eleventh he sees an angel who speaks to him. In the

256 Numbers, 12, 6.
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highest degree of this series, it is improbable that a prophet could see God. This 1s
how Maimonides comments on the biblical phrase: In a vision I make myself known
to him, in a dream I will speak to him’. In only one kind of oneiric phenomenon
God makes himself known, whereas in the other one he simply speaks. Dream is

related to speaking, while vision to the intellect (ch. 45).

4. Tertiary Literature: Dreambooks

The tradition of dreambooks dates back to Artemidorus’ Onmeirocritica™ After
illustrating his dream classification, and specifying the qualities required to be a
dream intepreter, the importance of time, and the presence of good or bad signs,
Artemidorus lists the possible contents of dreams with the relative interpretations.™
The popularity of dreambooks in the Middle Ages is evidenced by the high number
of manuscripts containing such works and the different types available.” The first
kind is the ‘dream chancebook’ or ‘dream alphabet’;* the second is the ‘Tunar
dreambook’ and the last one is the ‘dreambook proper’> ‘Dream chancebooks’
provide interpretation for a dream on a random basis, by associating the dream to a
letter of the alphabet. The lunar dreambook’, was based on the phase of the moon

during which the dream took place. Finally the ‘dreambook proper’ associates the

content of the dream to a fixed meaning. To remain within the boundaries of

257 As regards to the ancient eastern origins of dreambooks, see Fischer, p. 6. See also Franco
Michelini Tocci, ‘I sogni nella cultura ebraica medievale’, p. 284.

2% Another important work on dream interpretation is Achmet’s (820 C.E.) which constitutes the
framework of Pascalis Romanus® Liber Thesaursii Occults, see Collin-Roset, p. 133.

2% Kruger, pp. 7-11.

20 The method consists in associating the dream significance with a letter of the alphabet. The
dreamer opens a book randomly and interprets the dream according to the first letter of the page,
Kruger, p. 10. This method recalls Augustine’s conversion: he hears a child inciting him to read.
Augustine opens the Bible randomly and interprets the passage he finds as a sign to follow, see Conf,
VIII, 12. 29. The method also recalls Francis of Assisi who opened the Bible randomly three times,
and applied the teaching found to his life and order, see I Fioretti di San Francesco ¢ le considerazioni delle
stimmate, Milano, Rizzoli, 1957, p. 10.

21 Fischer, p. 7; H. Phillips, ‘Dreams and Dream Loxe’, in Studies in the Harley Manuscript, ed. S. Fein,
Kalamazoo, Michigan, 2000, p. 243; Kruger, pp. 8-9.
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Christiah orthodoxy sometimes this kind of book is defined as the Somprile Joseph ot

262

Somniale Danielis,”* and prayers are included, as well as the suggestion that the book

to be consulted should be the Bible, in the case of dream alphabet dreambooks.”®

These strategies are not sufficient to make dreambooks and dream interpretation
accepted by the Church and by the law.** The discourse of dreambooks involves and
overlaps with knowledge. The attempt to foreknow the future clashes against the
principle according to which hidden knowledge of the human events and their deep
meaning only belongs to God. Further, random association of dream images and
future events rules out the possibility of any human contribution to decision
making,” thus involving the question of human free will.** John of Salisbury attacks
dreambooks, although he is not completely against a theory on dreams, as has been
seen above (see p. 27).” He argues that neither Joseph nor Daniel would have
written those works, emphasising that both prophets were able to interpret dreams

by means of divine inspiration.>®

John of Salisbury does not represent the only case of ambivalence towards dream
interpretation, when it becomes close to divination by dreams. The Bible offers
opposing views on dreams: dream observation is put beside consulting soothsayers,
wizards, charmers, fortune tellers® as opposed to the prophetic tradition dating back
to Joseph and Daniel. Differentiating dream interpretation from divination by

dreams means defining the boundary between practices that are acceptable from

22 Kruger, pp- 9-10. See also Thorndike, vol. 2, pp. 292 ff.

263 Kruger, p. 9.

24 Kruger, pp. 11 ff.

265 Kruger, p. 9.

26 See Gregory, p. 118.

267 Gregory, p. 116.

268 Thorndike, vol. 2, pp. 162-3; 292.

269 Deuteronomy, 18; 9-12. For other passages on dreams from the Bible, see Kruger, p. 168 n. 2.
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those to be rooted out. This involves stepping into the field of knowledge, which
means establishing and preserving the supremacy, the authority (in the medieval
sense of the term) on the religious field, as well as opposing to and fighting any hint

of unorthodoxy arising both from the pagan tradition and later from heresies.

When it comes to dreambooks it is not a matter of classifying dreams, but rather of
practising divination to foreknow the future. One could assume that it implies the
domain concerning the popular tradition as opposed to philosophical theories, and to
religious doctrine, that are being set forward in the twelfth century, thus opposing
low to high culture. However, dreambooks are addressed to different kinds of

audience — including learned, aristocratic and even clerical.”™

The situation is dissimilar when the philosophical context is considered. On the one
hand Boethius of Dacia’s attitude is unambiguous in distinguishing between science
founded on reason and divination. He has no doubts in leaving outside the field of
science any theory based on the position of the moon, of the sun and any tradition
based on the authority of the ancient ‘magy’, which was based on metaphors.”* On
the other hand Albert the Great maintains that the knowledge of future things
through dreams is a datum of experience and that oneiromancy 1s ‘eruditio naturalis’
which interweaves with other disciplines.”” Therefore Albert accepts the attitude of

interpreting signs and metaphors to acquire knowledge.””

210 Kruger, pp. 14-15.

21 G. Fioravanti, ‘La “scientia somnialis’ di Boezio di Dacia’. .4# della Accadernia delle Scienze di Torino:
II. Classe di scienze morali, storiche e filologiche IOI (1966-67), pp. 329-69, p. 340; see also Gregory,
pp- 143-144.

272 Fioravanti, p. 353.

23 On Albert the Great’s view concerning the interconnection of astronomy, oneiromancy and
‘magical’ sciences, see Gregory, pp. 146 ff.
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As the modern reader might miss the association between dream content and its
interpretation, medieval dreambooks could represent an invaluable resource. The
presence — or the absence — of a dream in the dreambooks implies a certain
frequence of that image and a correspondent relevance of a particular dream at that
time. Medieval dreambooks constitute the ‘world of the oneiric experience of an
epoch’” As Fischer remarks, dreambooks provide a sourcebook of medieval
imagery, psychology as well as a sourcebook for interpreting literary dreams.”®
However, it should be noted that there is not any connection between dreambooks

6

content and reference to theories of dream classification,” nor any connections

between them and dream classifications referred to in literary texts.””

Conclusion

Albeit far from being exhaustive, the present overview offers a number of issues that
deserve underscoring. During the twelfth century dream interpretation becomes part
of medieval scientific, philosophical and theological debate. The gamut of
classifications and the popularity of dreambooks witness how widespread was the

concern about dreams throughout social classes and doctrines.

The diffusion of Christianity constitutes a watershed as well as continuity with
Antiquity. Every pivotal moment in the course of human (western) history is not a
sudden break with the past. Durning the first centuries of the new era, thoughts of

classical antiquity and elements of tradition were preserved and combined with the

74 G. Guidorizzi, ‘L’interpretazione dei sogni nel mondo tardoantico: oralith e scrittura’, in I sogn: ne/
Medio Evo, Gregory ed., p. 169. On the correspondence between dreams and culture, see Dodds, I
Greci ¢ lirrazgonale, pp. 119 ff.

275 Fischer, pp. 8 ff.

76 Kruger, pp- 14-15.

277 Phillips, ‘Dreams and Dream Lore’, p. 246.
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emerging religion.””* As C. S. Lewis remarked, the fact that the thinkers of the first
centuries had to react to the new culture had a reinvigorating effect.”” Artemidorus’s
fivefold classification was handed down via Macrobius’s work to the Middle Ages,
even with only minor changés. Generally speaking, dreams were already distinguished
on the basis of physical causes (usually meaningless dreams, not worth interpreting)
and spiritual ones, as is the case of somnium, visions, oracles, and the combination of
them, as in the Sommnium Scipionis. Visio takes on a religious connotation and provides
two further categories: revelation and prophecy, which in their turn undergo further
subcategorisation, as Vincent of Beauvais reports. Revelation appears to be a typically
Chrstian category acknowledged principally thanks to Augustine’s reflection,
although the kernel of revelatory dreams is found in Tertullian’s and Calcidius’s
classifications. Apparently Macrobius’s oraculum becomes part of the broader category
of #sio. In particular, two of its aspects are retained in the prophetical vision: the idea
of announcing the truth conveyed by the verb ‘denuntiare’, and secondly the
appearance of authoritative figures — including human figures, angels and God.
Angels lead into the world of spirits. This invisible world was not dismissgd by
classical antiquity. Christian writers in the first centuries and later Christian authority
aim to define it and differentiate within it — treacherous as invisible it can be — good
and bad forces.™ Angels, as good spirits, intervene in divinely inspired dreams or
visions.™ Opposed to reselatio, bestowed by means of good spirits, stands #lusia,
caused by ewil spirits, which take on the form of the dewvil. A pure and cleansed soul
is more likely to have good dreams, or in other words, behaving in conformity to the

Christian moral teaching has the effect to keep the evil spirits and the danger of

21 See Dodds, Pagan and Christian,, ch. 1, pp. 30-31. See also Dulaey, pp. 34, 134.

29 Lewis, Discarded Image, p. 48.

20 For a discussion on demons, spirits and angels in antiquity, see Dulaey, pp. 113 ff. See also Lewis,
Discarded Image, pp. 40-42, and Dodds, Pagan and Christian, pp. 17, 37 {f.

21 Dulaey, pp. 116-7.
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devilish temptations at bay. The close link between pure daily life and dreams is set

forth by Hildegard and Richard of St Victor, for instance.”™

The reflection upon good and evil involves the debate on truth versus falsehood and
consequently on knowledge. The religious authority aimed at a twofold task:
educating people so that they would follow their teachings — the exempla oftered by
the saints’ lives were very useful to this purpose;™ secondly defining the boundaries
of good and evil, truth versus falsehood, and above all establishing who was in the
position to differentiate between good and evil spirits, true revelations as opposed to
deceptive llusions’. Dreams are a democratic activity, bestowed on everyone, that
cannot be prohibited, as Synesius (373-414) remarks.”™ While wonderful events,
mirabilia, as revelatory dreams, cannot be stopped from occurring even to humble,
uneducated people, the Church can still act in different directions: prohibiting
divination through dreams together with other practices of divination; appointing the
right to discriminate divine revelations from diabolic ‘illusions’ to the saints, as they

possess a certain sensibility, ‘taste’, ‘sapore’, which is not common to everyone.”

The focus being the realm of uncontrollable spirits, defining the borders between
true or false knowledge must be as exhaustive as possible of every aspect of life.
Divination, and divination by dreams, falls into the forbidden area of human activity.

Since the early Chastian period, divination has been considered to be dominated by

22 Quality of life and dreams were related also in the classical antiquity. See Dulaey, pp. 101; 136-7.

23 Le Goff, ‘Les réves’, pp. 304-5.

24 Dodds, Pagan and Christian, p. 38. See also Hildegard who maintains that dreams are common
human phenomena, see above p. 21.

%5 In the course of time the authoritative power tumed out to be a potent tool which could be
deployed to fight against heresies. Evidence of this authority is the fact that mystics, particularly
women mystics, have to be examined by the competent religious representative in order to be
authorised to continue disseminating the content of their visions, E. A. Petroff, Medieva! Women’s
Visionary Literature, New York, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 20; see also Kruger, p. 15.
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evil spirits and deceptive dreams to be originated by the devil.® Furthermore, the
aim of divination is to foreknow the future, whereas it is viewed that this knowledge
only pertains to God. If some future events are disclosed by means of revelation to
prophets, it is only by divine will Wishing to foreknow the future signifies
trespassing the borders between human limits and divine will. Gregory the Great
warned against divination and wizards (see p. 17); John of Salisbury attacks divination
and dreambooks (see p. 54);7*” Thomas includes questions concerning divination and
superstition in his system categorising natural and supernatural phenomena. One
could wonder, though, how successful these warnings had been, given the popularity

of medieval dreambooks in the following centuries.

For mystics as well as for the Church authority, the highest and true knowledge
derives from revelation and contemplation, the highest degree of which is excessus
mentis or ecstasy. This should not be considered a new phenomenon; as it derives
from the classical Greek world, but it is not exclusive of western civilisation (see
following chapter).® The concept of ecstasy has been transformed so that it
conforms to the principles of the new religion. At the same time as the theological
reflection takes place, the consideration of the knowledge acquired through senses
and experience was not neglected. The works by Albert the Great and Thomas
Aquinas represent the synthesis of the knowledge oniginating from the senses and
reason, with truth yielded through revelation, rapture and prophecy, thus blending

Arstotelianism with the Christian doctrine.

26 Dulaey, pp.129 ff.

27 Thorndike, vol. 2, pp. 162-3; 293.

28 The wide gamut of narrations relating voyages of the soul into the beyond originate from a
substrate of a shamanic tradition, see J. C. Schmitt, ‘Réver au XII siécle’, in I sogni ne/ Medio Evo,
Gregory ed., pp. 291-316, p. 314.
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Two more aspects remain to be foregrounded. The first is the medieval belief that
knowledg¢ can be attained through interpretation. The whole creation, God’s book,
the Holy Scriptures, and oneiric phenomena had to be interpreted in order to be
understood. In addition to being deemed as concrete reality and therefore studied
according to the Jttera, the world is analysed according to the symbolic language.”
Richard points out that in the Bible a literal meaning together with a symbolic one
can be identified.” Symbol is defined as ‘a collection of visible forms in order to
illustrate the invisible ones’.! It is by means of symbols that it is possible to achieve
the knowledge of unknown things. The hidden knowledge is attained through what is
knownv, ‘ignota per cognita noscere’” The influence of the interpretative process
applied to biblical images as well as to oneiric phenomena and to the world as a
divine book is crucial in the process of comprehending the words of the medieval

mystics and poets (see Part IT).

The last aspect concerns the relationship between dreams and exvessus mentis. The
classifications illustrated in this chapter demonstrate the wide gamut of states during
which the oneiric phenomena can occur. While dreams usually occur during sleep,
there are phenomena, including visions, prophecy, and exvessus mentis, ecstasy, which
can be experienced during waking or illnesses. Illness is a state when the physical
body is nearer to death than to sleep, although the soul has not been separated from
the body yet. As Anstotle before him, Augustine notices that visions may happen
also 1in the state of illness, and that dreams and visions ill people (usually defined as

phrenetics) have, are similar. However, exvessus mentis is not only a waking

29 R. Manselli, Tl sogno come premonizione, consiglio e predizione nella tradizione medievale’, in [
sogni nel Medio Evo, Gregory ed., pp. 219-244, p. 226. On the significance of the Symbol see also Le
Goff, La societa dell occidente medievale, Torino, Einaudi, 1983, pp. 354-5.

20 De erud. 1,1, PL 196, col. 1231. See above p. 34 n. 169.

#! qClollectio formarum visbilium ad invisibiium demonstrationem’, Richard of St Victor, I
apocabypsim Joannis, 1,1, PL. 196, col. 687.

22 Richard of St Victor, In apocabypsim Joannis, 1,1, PL 196, col. 688.
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phenomenon, as it can occur during a ‘dream’. The highest degree of abenatio 1s
compared to a ‘dream’, an oneiric state. When referring to adenatio, Richard of St
Victor employs the term ‘somnium’. He interprets Nebuchednezzer’s dream as an
instance of exvessus mentis. As Richard explains, to see a dream signifies to enter
contemplation (see p. 48). Dreams share the same nature as exvessus mentis, thus
belonging to a state of consciousness other than ordinary. When relating their
ecstatic experience in human terms, also the mystics compare it to a dream (see the

following chapter).

Is it possible to apply this exegesis to the medieval dream visions? Why do
dreambooks not contribute to the understanding of medieval dream visions? Can the
literary ‘drem’ — at the outset of medieval dream visions — signify that the poets were
in a different state of consciousness, whereby they could attain poetic inspiration?
And do poets wish to convey the significance that the inspirational state shares some
fundamental features with the ecstatical, mystical state of contemplation? Before
moving on to investigate and answer these questions in Part II, the mystical

experience of the Middle English mystics will be examined.
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Chapter 2 — Mysticism

The previous chapter explored how dreams were integrated within medieval culture,
forming a rung of the ladder towards true knowledge, which was attainable through
transitional states of consciousness including prophetic ecstasy, rpius, excessus ments,
and contemplation. All terms correspond to a state experienced by mystics and

prophets.

It is a recurring pattern in studies concerning mysticism to commence the analysis by
first defining “mystic’ and the ‘mystical experience’, given that the debate is wide and
ongoing. The definitions are as many as there are perspectives, and the debate
involves clarifying also a number of other terms employed in the discussion.
Although to define what mysticism and rthe mystical experience are is beyond the
scope of the present study, it is appropriate to outline brefly what lies in the
background of the discussion on mysticism. The first part of the chapter outlines the
theoretical aspect of the discussion, addressing issues arising from the employment
of technical terms including mysticism, consciousness, and reality. The second part
introduces the more practical experiential aspect of the debate, and also an
anthropological perspective, by considering the mystical ecstasy diachronically and
cross-culturally.! The last part explores the mystics’ ecstasy through analysis of their
texts. As the final focus of the research is the analysis of Chaucer’s dream visions
from a mystical perspective, choice has focussed on works by the Middle English
mystics. This contributes to contextualising the mystical cultural intertext that can

have influenced Chaucer’s writing.

1]. Le Goff remarks that a study from the anthropological perspective on dreams and visions would
be fruitful and revealing, see J. Le Goff, ‘Les réves dans la culture et la psychologie collective del
POccident médiéval’, in Pour un autre Moyen Age: temps, travail et culture en Occident, 18 essais, Paris,
Gallimard, 1977, p. 303.
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1. Mysticism, Mystics, and the Mystical Experience

The concept of mysticism is a relatively recent one, probably as recent as our
century.” The term ‘mysticism’ originates in the 17" century, being first formed in
French as 1a mystique’.’ The term derives from Greek ul o, ‘mysterious, occult’,’
related to the verb pU ew, ‘to close’ (the lips or the eyes); ‘to be silent’, a mystic is ‘a
person vowed to keep silence’. The Mjystical Theolsgy commences by acknowledging
that ‘Pe pryue pinges of deuinytee ben kouerid and hid vnder pe souereyn-shinyng
derknes of wisest silence’,’ in accordance with St Paul’s statement: ‘there are words

which are not allowed to utter’.®

McGinn identifies three fields of study concerning theology and philosophy of
religion: theological, philosophical, and comparativist and psychological approaches

to mysticism.” He underscores that ‘no mystics (at least before the present century)

2 D. Turner, The Darkness of God. Negativity in Christian Mysticism, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1995, p. 260.

3 B. McGinn, The Presence of God: A History of Western Mysticism, 2 vols., 1, The Foundations of Mysticism,
New York, Crossroad, 1991, p. xvi. McGinn points out that it was preceded by the expression
‘mystical theology’ more than a millennium before, p. xiv. The word derives from Pseudo-Denis’s
treatise Theologia Mystica, indicating ‘the secret knowledge of God’, see Knowles, The English Mystical
Tradition, London, Burns & Oates, 1961, p. 2. For an extensive history of the meaning of ‘mystic’ see
- Knowles, The Engésh Mystics, London, Bums & Oates, 1927, pp. 2 ff.; for examples of the wider
meanings attributed to ‘mysticism’ outside the Catholic field, see ibid. pp. 7-8.

4 OED, entry ‘mystic’. P. Chantraine, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grique: histoire des mots, Pans,
Editions Klincksieck, 1968-1980, ‘p.l'l w’, p. 728.

5 Deonise Hid Diuinite, in The Cloud of Unknowing: and Related Treatises on Contemplative Prayer, ed. Phyllis
Hodgson, Exeter, Catholic Records Press, 1982, p. 119. ‘The secret matters of theology are concealed
and hidden under the transcendently shining darkness of wisest silence’, The Mystical Theology of St
Denss, in The Cloud of Unknowing and Other Works, A. C. Spearing trans., London, Penguin, 2001, p. 1.

6 2 Corinthians, 12, 1-4.

7 McGinn, The Presence of God, Appendix, pp. 265 ff.. Among the names McGinn recalls within the
theological approach: Inge (1860-1954), E. Underhill (1875-1941), C. Butler (1858-1934), and D.
Knowles (1896-1974); within the philosophical approach W.T. Stace (1886-1967), and N. Smart
(1927-2001); within the comparativist and psychological approach he includes R. Otto (1896-1937),
and M. Eliade (1907-1986); W. James (1842-1910), J. H. Leuba (1868-1946), S. Freud (1856-1939), C.
G. Jung (1875-1961), E. Neumann (1905-1960). ]. Kroll and B. Bachrach, The Mystic Mind: The
Psychology of Medieval Mystics and Ascetics, Routledge, New York and London, 2005, address the
perspective from psychology and neurophysiology; M. Harris, The Rise of Anthropological Theory. A
History of Theories of Culture, New York, Oxford, Altamira Press, 1968 deals with anthropology and
recalls Tylor (1832-1917) and his Primitive Culture (1871), ]. Frazer’s (1854-1941) The Golden Bough
(1890; 1906-15), B. Malinowski (1884-1942); in France L. Lévi-Bruhl (1857-1939), E. Durkheim
(1858-1917), C. Levi-Strauss (1908-2009), finally the studies by N. K. Chadwick and H. M. Chadwick,
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believed in or practiced ‘mysticism.” They believed in and practiced Christianity (or
Judaism, or Islam, or Hinduism), that is, religions that contained mystical elements as

parts of a wider historical whole’.?

As to the identification of the mystic, some scholars distinguish between the mystics
who live the mystical moment and those who can theorise about it. Gardner points
out two paths: ‘science and experience’, on the basis of the words by Richard of St
Victof ‘Many know who this Benjamin is, some by science, others by experience’’
Knowles employs the terms ‘mystic’ and ‘mystical’ as in the period ‘from the early

> 10

middle ages to the sixteenth century’.” Mystics can be differentiated depending on

The Growth of Literature and N.K. Chadwick, Poetry and Prophecy tie anthropology and literature. The
second half of the twentieth century saw the development of the studies on the altered states of
consciousness, see McGinn, pp. 340-43. In the 60s the debate was centred on experiments aimed at
inducing ecstatic experiences by means of hallucinogens. The debate was started by Huxzley’s (1894-
1963) The Doors of Perception (1954) where he maintained that he had attained the highest point of
contemplation through the use of hallucinogens, see McGinn, p. 338; Kroll and Bachrach, p. 32. R. C.
Zaehner’s (1913-1974) Mysticism Sacred and Profane (1957) is a reaction to Huxley’s view. He emphasises
the difference between nature mysticism and religious mysticism, and between experiences based on
religion and induced by psychedelic drugs, see McGinn, pp. 338-9; Kroll and Bachrach, p. 32. The
debate expands also within the area of philosophy of religion concerning whether or not the mystical
experience is universally the same or it is influenced by culture and language, on the two views see
Kroll and Bachrach, p. 228, n. 99. To return to literature and anthropology, in the late 1960’s some
American schools of poetry show interest in incantatory poetry (Charles Olson) and in the shamanic
tradition of visionary and oneiric experiences (Robert Duncan). The writers of the Beat Generation,
including Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, and Gary Snyder, were inspired by eastern literatures and
religions and by mythology, see J. H. Leavitt, ‘Poetics, Prophetics, Inspiration’, in Poetry and Prophecy:
the Anthropology of Inspiration, University of Michigan Press, 1997, pp. 1-60, p. 22. Given the multiplicity
of perspectives and approaches to the phenomenon, as well as the varety of debates confronting
specific issues within mysticism, this overview is far from from being exhaustive.

8 McGinn, vol. I, p. xvi. :

® Quoted by E. G. Gardner, Dante and the Mystics, London, Dent, 1913, pp. 29, 3. ‘[A]lii per scientiam,
alii per experientiam|, Benjamin minor, 1 , PL. 196, col. 0001. Benjamin represents contemplation;
Richard acknowledges that some people can deal with the mystical experience from a theological,
philosophical perspective, although they have not lived the divine union in their soul. On Richard on
dreams and contemplation see ch. 1, p. 48. Gardner defines the mystic as ‘one who thus conceives of
religion as an experience of eternity; one who holds that the soul, even in this life, can unite herself
with the Divine, and who believes in the possibility and the actuality of certain experences in which
the mind is brought into contact with what it believes to be God, and enjoys fruition of what takes as
the ultimate reality’, Dante and the Mystics, p. 1.

10 D. Knowles, The English Mystical Tradition, p. 2. For an extensive history of the meaning of ‘mystic’,
see Knowles, The English Mystics, pp. 2 ff.; and for instances of the wider meanings attributed to
‘mysticism’ outside the Catholic field, see pp. 7-8. Knowles defines the mystics as ‘those who describe,
almost always from their own experience, a quite extraordinary state of union with God in prayer. In
other words, they are those contemplatives who have reached what is called the Passive Union or
some equivalent experience, or to whom some communication has been made. [...] and their language
is technical’, The English Mystics, 1927, pp. 19-20; Knowles defines the Union as Passive when the
mystic perceives the revelation ‘immediately’ and it seems that ‘they and their will are altogether
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how they became such and on the kind of grace they received.! Knowles
distinguishes three groups of people within the medieval mystics: in addition to the
mystics, he identifies ‘analytic theologians’ and ‘spiritual directors’ E. Underhill
does not agree with the idea of a theoretical mystic, as the mystic is ‘the person who
attains to this union, not the person who talks about it. Not to &zow about, but to Be,
is the mark of the real initiate’.”” As to reality Underhill claims that the mystics
‘distinguish clearly between the ineffable Reality which they perceive and the image
under which they describe it’,'* and she draws a revealing parallel between mystical

15

perception and artistic creativity.” More recent studies draw upon works of

psychologists for their descriptions of mysticism and mystical union,'® or address the

passive’, see The English Mystics, 1927, p. 32. Later Knowles remarks that ‘mystic’ is a synonym for
‘contemplative’, The English Mystical Tradition, 1961, p. 1.

11 Some underwent the mystical experience at a very early stage in childhood, as opposed to others
who became mystics after a long and troubled life devoted to the service. Secondly some mystics are
‘inward-working’, having received the gift of grace ‘well-pleasing to God’, rather than the grace
through which they use the gifts to help other people. The gifts include healing, the gifts of tongues,
prophecy and miracles, Knowles, The English Mystical Tradition, 1961, pp. 10-11.

2 Knowles, The English Mystical Tradition, 1961, p. 32. The ‘analytic theologians’ were concemed with
the definition of the spiritual life and were to be found mainly among the Arstotelian theologians,
whereas the ‘spiritual directors” were engaged in giving instructions regarding the stages of the soul
towards perfection, and devoted mainly to the monastic ascesis, Knowles, The Englsh Mystical Tradition,
1961, p. 33.

13 E. Underhill, Mys#iasm, London, Methuen, 1960, p. 72. Underhill emphasises the active element of
mysticism, dismissing a ‘passive and theoretical’ side, as the mystics have always said ‘not how they
speculated, but how they acted’, pp. 81, 83. If a definition of mysticism by Underhill is to be found, it
could be the following: ‘Mysticism, then, is not an opinion: it is not a philosophy. [...] It is the name
of that organic process which involves the perfect consummation of the Love of God: the
achievement here and now of the immortal heritage of man’, p. 81.

14 Underhill, Mysticism, p. 79.

15 “This intuition of the Real lying at the root of the visible world and sustaining it life, is present in a
modified form in the arts: perhaps it were better to say, must be present if these arts are to justify
themselves as heightened forms of experience’, Underhill, p. 74.

16 See for instance E. R. Dodds, who quotes studies by Stace and Zaehner. They agree in identifying
two types of mystical experience: the extrovertive, which makes use of the senses, and the introvertive,
which instead aims to exclude the use of senses, see Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1965, pp. 79-80.
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area of mysticism from a gender perspective.”” Related to the definition of the true

mystics, is the issue concerning the canon of mystics.”

When addressing the mystical experience the debate involves a number of
expressions which require clarification. The term ‘experience’ has been considered
unsatisfactory. McGinn replaces it with ‘consciousness’,”” which is ‘4 more precise
and fruitful category than “experience”.” However, ‘consciousness’ is a controversial
term in the province of psychology. In effect not very much about consciousness is
known, as ‘the very existence as well as the nature of consciousness itself is fiercely
debated’” Further ‘[t]here is no single definition of consciousness upon which all

workers in related disciplines can agree’. ‘Human consciousness is just about the

17 See for instance G. Jantzen, Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1995. She claims that mysticism is ‘a social construction, and that it has been constructed in
different ways at different times’, p. 12. Gender-focused studies of (medieval) mysticism usually
underline the relationship between knowledge and power, and stress that the cultural authority was
male centred.

18 Whether or not some authoritative figures of the past can be considered mystics is a subject of
debate: St Augustine is not unanimously included among the mystics, see Knowles, The English Mystics,
p- 13, n.1. Others are considered theoreticians, such as Hugh of St Victor, of whom Gardner says he
founded ‘the orthodox science of mysticism’, p. 157. Richard of St Victor is considered a mystic by
experience by Dante, whereas his writings do not convey the impression of experience according to
Gardner, who in contrast deems that St Bernard and St Theresa certainly underwent the mystical
experence and also wrote in a doctrinal way, p. 30.

¥ McGinn criticises the use of the expression ‘mystical experience’, as it is ambiguous, given that
many scholars do not engage in defining it, p. xvil. Furthermore, it appears to convey emphasis on a
number of phenomena that, according to McGinn, are not key moments in the life of the mystics:
these phenomena being “altered states — visions, locutions, raptures, and the like’, p. xvii. He finds the
use of ‘presence’ ‘a more central and more useful category for grasping the unifying note in the
varieties of Christian mysticism’. ‘Presence’ and ‘absence’ are related to cataphatic and apophatic
theological tradition, p. xviii.

20 McGinn, p. xviil. R. K. Forman employs the term ‘event’, as ‘it is not clear that a moment in which
one is conscious without any mental content should be called an ‘experience’, ‘Mystical Experence in
the Cloud-Literature’, in M. Glasscoe ed., The Medieval Mystical Tradition in England: Exeter Symposium IV
Papers Read at Dartington Hall, July 1987, Cambridge, Brewer, 1987, 177-194, p. 194, n. 19. He agrees
with Steven Bernhardt who speaks of ‘pure consciousness event’.

2 Kroll and Bachrach, p. 9.

2 Kroll and Bachrach, p. 9. Kroll and Bachrach remark that so far no single definition has exhausted
all the aspects embraced by the concept of ‘consciousness’. The definition that the two scientists
choose is drawn upon the work by the psychiatrist Frank Fish: a ‘state of awareness of the self and of
the environment’, quoted in Kroll and Bachrach, p. 37. A bref list of definitions can illustrate the
point: “consciousness designates the common and generic feature of our psychic acts’ [...] and
Mercier [...] boldly proclaims [...] that ‘consciousness is not susceptible of definition’ for we can
never go behind it or outside it’, H. Ellis, The World of Dreams, London, Constable, 1926 [1911],p. 2, n.
2. “Consciousness’ is not a straight forward scientific term. On the contrary, it belongs to a network
of associated concepts that has evolved over centuries under the pressure of a host of cultural
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last surviving mystery. A mystery is a phenomenon that people don’t [sic] know how
to think about — yet. [...] With consciousness we are still in a terrible muddle.”
Other terms have been scrutinised within the debate on the language apt to express
mystical experience, including “altered states of consciousness’, ‘ascetism’,** ‘reality’,
and ‘ordinary state of consciousness’, which is controversial. and non-exhaustive,
depending on which discipline applies them.” Other levels of consciousness, defined
as ‘altered states of consciousness’, even though the means used to alter the state of
consciousness are not drugs or hallucinogens, include sleep and dreams. Finally the

altered state achieved through bodily penance or other means is defined ‘trance’”

At this stage it would appear that very little choice of terms has been left to the
literary scholar. Although ineffability 1s undoubtedly an aspect of ecstasy, literary
criticism still necessitates words to convey and share ideas. If confronting the area of

mysticism involves defining every single pivotal term being employed, the task would

influences — scientific, artistic, philosophical, and religious’, A. Zeman, “What in the World is
Consciousness®, in S. Laureys ed., The Boundaries of Consciousness: Neurobiology and Neuropathology,
Amsterdam, Elsevier, 2005, pp. 1-10, p. 2. ‘By ‘consciousness’ I simply mean those subjective states of
sentience or awareness that begin when one awakes in the moming from a dreamless sleep and
continue throughout the day until one goes to sleep at night, or falls into a coma, or dies, or otherwise
becomes, as one would say, ‘unconscious”, ]J. R. Searle, Consdousness and Language, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 7.

2 D. C. Dennett, Consciousness Explained, London, The Penguin Press, 1991, pp. 21-22.

2 Kroll and Bachrach argue that as to ‘ascetism’ there is not a definition that is agreed upon
unanimously, p. 17; whereas ‘altered state of consciousness’ appears to be even more difficult than
defining ‘consciousness’, p. 38. As to ascetism it should be specified whether the form of ascetism that
is being explored encircles sacred as well as profane phenomena, and whether the ecstatic state has
been achieved by means of hallucinogens or by other techniques, whether it has a religious foundation
and meaning, and whether it is of Eastern or Western type, see Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 31-32, p. 204.
% Anthropologists emphasise that what can be defined as ‘ordinary state’ in the Westemn world does
not apply to other cultures, where ‘other cultures’ refers to diachronic and cross-cultural discourse,
Kroll and Bachrach, p. 223 n. 4. The issue of ‘ordinary states’ also relates to the debate on mental
health, which is explored below. The concept of ‘reality’ is involved into the debate, in that for the
mystics the ultimate reality is not in this physical world as it is perceived by the senses. Mystics assume
the existence of another transcendent world, as real as the physical one, that can be accessed through
the spiritual experience, see Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 48-50. For an exhaustive exploration of reality as
indicating a wider concept other than just the tangible world perceived by the bodily senses, see C.
Erickson, The Medieval Vision, Essays in History and Perception, New York, Oxford University Press, 1976,
chs. 1, 2. Finally it has been noticed that the term ‘mysticism’ present a ‘pejorative sense’, and refers to
‘experiences that are deemed to be beyond ready explanation’, C. B. Davies, Mysticism and Space: Space
and Spatiality in the Works of Richard Rolle, The Clond of Unknowing Author, and Juban of Norwich,
Washington, DC, Catholic University of America Press, 2008, p. 2.

2 Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 40 ff.
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lead from one term to another, hence to the risk of immobilism from the very outset.
Fuﬂheﬁnore, the focus would be moved from the mystics’ experience to an area that
could be defined as mystical linguistics. Perhaps theoreticians of mysticism cannot
agree on naming an event of which they do not have the knowledge. Conversely the
true mystics have been successful in expressing it notwithstanding its ineffability.
Only a true mystic could lead one out of the impending impasse created by language,
and by systematisation of knowledge, even of the ineffable. As St Martin affirms: ‘all

mystics speak the same language, for they come from the same country’.”

Although aware of the debate underlying the terminology, the expression ‘mystical
experience’ is employed in the present work, together with ‘consciousness’, .and ‘state
of consciousness’. Further, the Middle English mystics’ experience of their ascent to
the divine, the recurring characteristics, and the several stages through which the soul
attains the highest degree of contemplation, as identiﬁed by the mystics themselves,

are explored in detail below.

Nonetheless before proceeding on to analyse the Middle English mystics’ texts, it 1s
essential to clarify briefly a few terms employed in the present section: religious,
sacred, traditional, and primitive. When analysing the medieval mind, adjectives such
as ‘primitive’ and ‘uncivilised’ are often found as a consequence of similarities drawn
between the medieval and the pre-modern cultures.”® Here these terms will be
avoided as far as possible. The main reason relates to the negative connotation that

these and similar terms convey. ‘Uncivilised’ points to a lack of civilisation and

27 Quoted in Underhill, p. 80.

2 For the juxtaposition of the medieval mind and the traditional societies see J. Le Goff, La avilti
delloccidente medievale, Torino, Einaudi, 1983, pp. 360, 367-8. Further, Le Goff has emphasised the
relevance of anthropological studies on the analysis of medieval dreams and visions, see ‘Les réves’,
pp- 300, 303. On the presence of fo]klozic elements in biblical dreams, see M. Dulaey, Le réve dans la vie
¢t la pensée de Saint Augnstin, Paris, Etudes Augustiniennes, 1973, pp. 34-5, 201 ff.
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implies ignorance — which is not the case. In contrast terms such as ‘religious’ or

‘sacred’, ‘traditional’ and ‘pre-modern’ are preferred.”

How can the terms ‘religious’ and ‘sacred’ be interpreted in the present »context? The
concept of ‘sacred’” was not simply an idea, but rather conceived as a terrible power
long before the theological or philosophical concept of ‘god’ was coined.” The
sacred is something that goes beyond the human experience and, as such, it is hardly
communicable through words.>® With regards to ‘religious’, it will not signify only
‘Christian’. Religious and sacred are used evoking Eliade’s éoncept of the ‘sacred’ —
characterising the traditional pre-modern cultures — as opposed to ‘profane’, or ‘non-
religious’ as the modern society 1s in contrast defined.*? The sacred time and space is
explored, as this enables a better understanding of the mystical experience, across

different cultures, epochs and latitudes, including medieval mystics.

Sacred Space and Time

With regard to Space, the religious mind distinguishes between the space inhabited,
that is to say the World or Cosmos — created by the gods — and Chaos.
Communication with the gods, with the divine, usually identified with heaven, occurs
in a spot located at the centre of the world through the Axis mundi. This 1s

represented by a tree, a ladder — as Jacob’s ladder — a pillar (the latter being a pillar or

2 The term ‘civilisation’ is employed here in a neutral manner, and is referred to any culture. It is not
used as “Western civilisation’ as opposed to the others, and it does not aim to convey a sense of
superiority of one civilisation over another. In this sense it is applied as a synonym of ‘culture’.

% Otto quoted by Eliade, I/ sacro ¢ il profano, Torino, Bollati Boringhieri, 1995, p.13.

31 Eliade, I/ sacro ¢ il profano, p. 14.

32 Eliade, I/ sacro e il profano, pp. 15-16.
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a tree with rungs), or by a mountain.*® Being the place where the Axis mundi is
situated, the centre is the point of interruption in the level of human state and the
point where the true world is located.34 Within the Cosmos, the temple interrupts the
profane space. It usually has an opening at the top in order to allow the
communication with the ‘beyond’, and has the function of a door through which the
gods can descend to the earth and humans can symbolically ascend to heaven.” The
houses of the traditional cultures are provided with a door to heaven for two reasons:
firstly because the religious mind tends to live as close to 1ts concept of reality — the
centre of the world — as possible, secondly because the human world is built as a
reflection of the Cosmos, thus forming a correspondence between microcosm and

macrocosm.>

In these cultures the concept of Time recalls that of Space. From a modern, profane
perspective, time is linear, based on historical past and present, formed by a
beginning and an end, death. As opposed to linear time, sacred time is circular, as it
does not elapse, but rather it can be re-experienced through rites.”” As the temple
embodies a breach in the level of Space, the religious rite within the temple
tepresents the breach of profane passing of time.* The religious festivity is
fundamental in traditional culture, as it enables to re-live a sacred event that occurred
in a mythical past ‘at the beginning’ through rites. A seminal consequence of

considering time as circular is that Life comes from somewhere, not from this world,

33 Eliade, I/ sacro e il profano, p. 29. See also Eliade, Lo sciamanesimo ¢ le tecniche arcaiche dellestasi, Roma,
Mediterranee, 2005, pp. 290 ff. On the World Tree in Northern mythology, see H. R. Ellis Davidson,
Gods and Myths of Northern Eurgpe, London, Penguin 1984, [1964], pp. 26-7.

3¢ Eliade, I/ sacro e il profano, p. 32. See also Eliade, Lo sciamanesimo, pp. 293 ff.

35 Eliade, I/ sacrv e il profano, p. 22.

36 Eliade, I/ sacro e il profano, p. 39.

37 Eliade, 1/ sacro ¢ il profano, pp. 47-8.

38 Eliade, 1/ sacro ¢ il profano, p. 49.

39 Eliade, 1/ sacro ¢ il profano, p. 47.
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and leaves this world heading for somewhere beyond.* The close relation between
saéred Space and sacred Time is revealed by the common étyrnology of the words
“templum’ and “tempus’.* It is relevant to underline that mythical time, recalled (and re-
invoked) through the ceremonies celebrated by the Australian Arunta people (and

many other Australian indigenous people) is called ‘the dream time’.*

Why is considering pre-modern religious societies of such importance in order to
analyse the medieval mystical experiencer The distance separating the mentalities
does not need demonstrating. At the origin of the pre-modern versus modern
difference lies the shift that began with the scientific revolution. The discovery of
physical and chemical laws contributed to the desacralisation of the Cosmos.” The
Middle Ages could be said to be the period in which a sacred perspective on the
World was last held by society, and reality was believed to include experiences
including temporarf lack of consciousness and seeing visions that today are

considered irrational and that have been mostly medicalised.*

Within the cyclical concept of time and of life, death is believed to be a moment of
passage to the beyond. In other words it represents a stage towards rebirth. The cycle

suffering-death-rebirth is recurrent in all initiations and mysteries. Eliade parallels

0 Eliade, 1/ sacro ¢ i/ profano, p. 95.

41 “Templum’ represents the spatial aspect, whereas ‘tempus’ is the time element, W. Muller, Kreis un
Kreuz, Berlin, 1938, p. 39, quoted in Eliade, I/ sacro ¢ i/ profano, p. 51. For the etymology, see below p.
119 n. 318.

42 Eliade, I/ sacro ¢ il profano, p. 57.

* Eliade, I/ sacro ¢ il profano, p. 37. In order to have a wider perception on the religious mind, Eliade
suggests studying the European folklore of rural societies, given that they managed to introduce most
of their ancient pre-christian traditions into their Christianity, p. 104. Though, as Eliade wrote around
the middle of last century, the situations for those rural societies he referred to may have changed
since his period.

* Le Goff remarks that the other world intermediate between earth and heaven, including dreams and
visions, was addressed by theologians, mystics, as well as members of the secular society. Although
theology and philosophy were distinguished by the scholastic philosophers of the twelfth century,
their boundaries were not clear, Le Goff, Lz nasita del Purgatorio, Torino, Einaudi, 1996 [1981], pp.
271-2, 269.

71



Chapter 2

experiences preceding mystical vocations to the illness of initiation of the ‘shamans
to be’. This moment can be regarded as a descent into chaos, which from a profane
perspective resembles folly. Conversely the traditional mind has thus defeated the
idea of death by transforming it into a rite of passage.* This cycle is common also in

the lives of medieval mystics, whose expenience often commence with illness.

Mystical Illness

‘He] marks himself off progressively by some strange behaviour: he seeks
solitude, becomes a dreamer, loves to wander in woods or desert places, has
visions, sings in his sleep. [...] The young man occasionally becomes violent
and easily loses consciousness, takes refuge in the forests. [...] He becomes
absent-minded or dreamy, is seized with a desire for solitude, he has prophetic
visions and, in some cases, attacks that leave him unconscious [...] During this
time [...] his soul is carried away by spirits’.*
This passage, which one could think that has been taken from a medieval treatise
describing the behaviour of a mystic or a melancholic, is in contrast the depiction of
the future shaman. The link between (medieval) mystics and shamanism is clearly
stated by Eliade: ‘the shamans [...] are regarded as the equivalents, among
“primutives”, of the religious élites and the mystics in other and more highly evolved
cultures.”™ Also in societies at the ethnographical stage shamans belong to a
particular class of individuals. A person — who can become a shaman by ‘call’, on
hereditary basis, and through decision by the clan or the individual — must undergo a
specialist type of instruction based on an ecstatic level (through dreams and trances)

and secondly on a traditional level to learn ‘shamanic techniques, names and

functions of the spirits, mythology and genealogy of the clan, secret language.™

% Eliade, I/ sacro ¢ il profano, p. 124.

4 Eliade, Myths, Dreams, and Mpysteries, the Encounter between Contemporary Faiths and Archaic Reality,
London, Collins, 1968, pp. 74-5.

47 Eliade, Myzhs, p. 72.

8 Eliade, Myths, p. 74.
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These tendencies and cases of illness that may appear at very young age are shared by
medieval_ rnystics.49 For the future shaman/mystic, the illness will ‘follow the ritual of
initiation”.* Julian of Norwich must have known this experience of illness and death,
when she requests to God for sickness and death.” Sickness may be deemed as a
common pattern of Middle English and continental female mystics.” However, it
represents the first stage through which mystics and shamans undergo in their

journey towards ecstasy.

The mystics’ experience has often been associated with mental illness.
Anthropologists are aware of the juxtaposition of mystics and mental health.
Although Eliade acknowledges that some of the mystics’ behaviours are close to ‘the
borderline of madness’, he foregrounds that ‘they are of an initiatory pattern and
meaning’> One of the differences between shamans and epilectics is that the former
can access a state of trance at will. Similar though it can be to the mystic’s experience,
the ill person’s behaviour — that is not mystic — lacks the religious contents. The
person who was ill could become a shaman because he was able to overcome illness,
being ill revealing the crucial aspects of the human experience. Hence the illness, as

in a trial of the mitiatory rite, is the means through which the person 1s re-born, and

4 Eliade, Myths, p. 74. Illness is often associated with visions: Hildegard first fell ill as a child,
Elisabeth of Schénau had a vision and was ill, see E. A. Petroff, Medieval Women’s Visionary Literature,
New York, Oxford University Press, 1986, pp. 156-7, 161-2; Drythelm and Wetti had their visions
during an illness, Alberico of Settefrati had a vision when he was ten during an illness lasted nine days

and nine nights, see Le Goff, La nascta del Purgatorio, respectively pp. 127, 131, 207.

50 The rites consist of three stages: first ‘the ascent to heaven by means of a tree or a post’, in the

second s/he sees themselves in a dream before the Tree of the World, in the third s/he experiences

the ritual death in a dream, Eliade, Myshs, pp. 78-9. The Apple tree of the Song of Songs was

interpreted as “a symbol of Christ or the tree of the cross’ where the soul climbs up in order to eat its

fruit, see W. Riehle, The Middk Engksh Mystics, London, Routledge, 1981, p. 108.

51 qD]esireing that sekenesse so herde as to deth’, Shewing, Julian of Norwich, The Shewings of Julian of
Norwich, ed. G. Ronan Crampton, originally published in The Shewings of Julian of Norwich, Kalamazoo,
Michigan, Medieval Institute Publications, 1994. Quotations are from <http://lib.rochester.

edu/camelot/ teams/julianfr.htm> [accessed 215t June 2009] ch. 2, 1I. 54-55.

52 Riehle, pp. 28-9.

5% Eliade, Myzhs, p. 79, emphasis Eliade’s. Some studies on the shamans of the Arctic region produced

diagnoses such as ‘Arctic hysteria’, pp. 75-76.
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their healing coincides with the initiation.** Thus it is not correct to say that shamans
are always mentally ill. N. K. Chadwick remarks that mysticism cannot be
pathologised, as shamans must be healthy. She parallels shamans, mystics, and
members of Monastic orders, on the base of their living in enclosures, in silence, and
practising techniques of mental discipline to achieve contemplation.”® More recently

women mystics have been paralleled to the shamanesses in traditional cultures.™

The studies from medical and scientifical perspectives have not only been confined
to shamans; they have also scrutinised medieval mystics.”” The mystical experience
has been studied through the lenses of psychology and neuropsychology. The
relationship between mysticism, or religious attitude, and illness is also present in the
scientific field: diagnosis and psychiatric explanations of the phenomenon tend to
follow theories prevailing in the period.” At the beginning of the twentieth century
mystics who showed 2 propensity for extreme forms of ascetism were labelled with

hysteria.”® Within psychiatry one could suppose that the labelling of medieval mystics

54 Eliade, Lo sciamanesimo, pp. 45 ff.

55 N. Kershaw Chadwick, Poetry and Prophecy, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1952. She
reports the details of a ceremony in which a shamaness was wearing a costume of about forty pounds
of weight, and remarks how precise the shaman’s movements are during the ecstatic ceremony, pp.
17-18. She empbhasises the clarity of thought and the balance of the writing of St Teresa of Avila, pp.
64-69. She also maintains that to study medieval mysticism ‘with its stress on ecstasy’ would ‘prove
that contemplation, culminating in ecstasy, is not a pathological condition, but 2 normal deployment
of certain healthy faculties, which are scarcely able to function in modem civilised communities, where
the emphasis is on practical activity’, p. 71.

% See N. Hopenwasser, ‘Margery Kempe, St Bridget, and Marguerite d’Oingt: the Visionary Writer as
Shaman’, in S. McEntire ed., Margery Kempe: a Book of Essays, New York, Garland, 1992, pp. 165-187.
Hopenwasser aims to demonstrate that the three women mystics could be deemed as shamans
although they practiced their vocations within the parameters of Western Chrstianity’, so missing
Eliade’s pivotal idea that equals shamans and mystics belonging to different cultures, see p. 72. At the
end of his work Eliade acknowledges how the archaic techmiques of ecstasy have undergone a
transformation due to the influence and innovations of the religious context, see Lo szamanesimo, pp.
536 ff.

57 See Kroll and Bachrach. The two authors examine the mystic experience of a number of medieval
mystics — not only British, among whom Beatrice of Nazareth or Henry Suso — from an
interdisciplinary viewpoint. Mystics’ writings are examined and commented upon with the support of
modern studies and findings.

58 Kroll and Bachrach, p. 189.

% For a brief survey of diagnosis of hysteria and the development and modifications it has undergone,
see Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 191 ff. The term ‘hysteria’ has been replaced by ‘paranoid schizophrenia,
epilepsy, and, again, hysteria, and more recently with manic-depressive illness, anorexia nervosa,

74



Chapter 2

with hysteria — in particular women mystics — has been in disuse. However, at times
some still maintain that the behaviour of medieval women mystics was caused by the
repression of sexual desires.” As to medieval mystics a certain resemblance has been
noticed between the light that Hildegard saw in her visions and the visual
‘hallucinations’ occurring during migraine attacks.” Margery Kempe’s behaviour has
often been scrutinised under the medical lens, and her ‘madness’ has often been

pointed out.” In sum it appears that ‘the late nineteenth-early twentieth-century

obsessionality, and borderline personality disorder’. The discussion is centred now in the wider debate
concerning the relationship of religious attitude and ‘evidence of mental stability or vulnerability’. The
results so far point towards the lack of evidence that people with religious attitude are emotionally
maladjusted, Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 183-5. As to hysteria, Freud’s theory based on psychosexual
phases of development appropriated the label of hysteria and, although it could be addressed also to
males, it was applied to a model of behaviour typically feminine and irrational. Hysteria is now
replaced by Karl Jasper’s definition of ‘hysterical type’, which is not biassed by a sexist assumption, see
p- 193 for Jasper's whole definition. According to the two authors the conflation of hysteria and
(medieval) mysticism has been exaggerated, and they underscore the influence of Victorian values
applied to the mystics, ‘whose viewpoint and values in this world were completely afar from the
- analysts’, pp. 196, 192.
6 Kroll and Bachrach, p. 192.
61 See S. Flanagan, Hildegard of Bingen, 1098-1179. A V'isionary Life, London, Routledge, 1998, pp. 193
ff. Undoubtedly such interpretation scientifically based of (medieval) religious experience contributes
to a wider understanding of the phenomenon. Perhaps it could also be argued that the interpretation
of Hildegard’s experience, compared to ‘hallucinations’, reveals as much about our twenty-first
century vision as it does illuminate our understanding of the mystics, as the following case can
illustrate. A young man is taken as an example of contemporary religiousness for his exarcebated
mystical zeal that would recall very closely the medieval mystics’ behaviour. (By using terms like
‘exacerbated’ ‘zeal’ the discourse is weighed with meaning immediately). ‘Living in a secular age, he is
hospitalised, transferred to a psychiatric ward, given a diagnosis of schizophrenia and treated under
court order with antipsychotic medications’, Kroll and Bachrach, p. 26. According to the authors and
to the medical circles, this is a case of someone who inflicted injuries upon himself because of very
long hours spent in immobile meditation. It reveals how distant the two mentalities — the medieval
mystical and the contemporary — are.
&2 See for instance the article by R. Lawes, “The Madness of Margery Kempe’, in The Medieval Mystical
Tradition: England, Ireland and Wales. Exceter Symposium V1: Papers read at Charney Manor, July 1999, ed. M.
Glasscoe, Cambridge, Brewer, 1999, pp. 147-168. After a review of the various diagnoses attributed to
Kempe, and acknowledging that hysteria is dated, Lawes proceeds to demonstrate her suffering from
‘temporal lobe epilepsy’, and to underscore the symptoms of ‘post-natal disorder, p. 167, 152
respectively. What may strike the reader is that while terms such as ‘histrionic personality disorder’,
and ‘temporal lobe epilepsy’ are precisely defined through the lists of their symptoms, pp. 150, 158,
Middle English expressions ‘owt of hir mende’, p. 156, and ‘alienyd of hir witte’, p. 162 are associated
respectively to terms such as ‘mad’, ‘madness’, ‘psychic disease’, and to ‘post-natal disorder’, without
any attempts to define ‘alienation’ in the medieval mystical sense. One might also wonder whether
‘madness’ conveys the same cultural connotations in the course of the centuries. Finally tears and
sobbing are interpreted as ‘her strong emotionality’, rather than contextualising them as a stage within
the mystical progress common to mystics throughout centuries; on the tradition of tears and
compunction, see S. McEntire, “The Doctrine of Compunction from Bede to Margery Kempe’, in The
Medieval Mystical Tradition in England: Exeter Symposium IV: Papers Read at Dartington Hall, July 1987, ed.
M. Glasscoe, Cambridge, Brewer, 1987, pp. 77-90. Of opposite view to Lawes’ is S. Bhattacharji, God
is an Earthquake. The Spirituality of Margery Kempe, London, Darton, Longman and Todd, 1997, who
affirms that Margery’s contemporaries could distinguish between mystical and psychotic episodes, p.
51. Further she foregrounds that “The fact that she had lived through one clearly psychotic episode
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approach to medieval mysticism and its ecstatic representations [...] continues to
“shape our thinking’.® Finally one could argue whether it is legitimate to apply the
Western cultural categories of health and illness to other cultures, by which is meant

both cultures other than the Western and civilisations belonging to past epochs.*

2. The Techniques to the Beyond

Bodily Penance

In the course of time and in different cultures humankind has attempted to reach a
different level of consciousness. What are the motivations for doing so? Mystics
share the belief that the ultimate reality does not consist in the earthly world from
which they wish to detach, but rather in an unseen world.® Their main aim is to
interrupt the course of trivial thoughts which flow uninterrupted in the human mind.
Poetically Rolle compares the inner state of peace and silent contemplation, when
thoughts cease in the mind, to a ‘haliday’ or a ‘saterdai in hir soule’® The fight

against profane thoughts is a theme that is evident throughout history and in various

would probably disqualify her permanenty as a genuine mystic in modern eyes. With our greater
scientific knowledge of mental states, we tend to assume that where we can distinguish between
healthy and unhealthy states of mind, the religiously obsessed Middle Ages could not. Consequently,
we suspect that Margery was viewed as a mystic precisely because she was unbalanced; that her
mysticism consisted in the symptoms of her mental illness. But, as we have seen, The Book of Margery
Kempe makes a sharp distinction between her post-partum psychosis and the rest of her experiences’,
p- 138, emphasis Bhattacharji’s.

63 Kroll and Bachrach, p. 204.

¢4 Kroll and Bachrach criticise the application of contemporary cultural categories to the fasting of
medieval women as interpreted and applied to modern anorexic women, that is to say a protest against
the male authority. They argue that the body weight and shape is at the centre of the present era,
whereas maintaining that medieval women starved themselves for the same reason as today can be
doubted and interpreted as ethnocentric attitude. However, they do acknowledge that “all cultures [...]
have psychotic forms of behaviors recognized by the indigenous population as illness’, Kroll and
Bachrach, pp. 187, 87 respectively.

 Kroll and Bachrach p. 48; 52. See also Underhill, p. 65.

% R. Rolle, The Mendynge of Lyfe, in English Mystics of the Middle Ages, ed. B. A. Windeatt, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1994, p. 22.
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civilisations.” The stream of consciousness is not a modern finding and it is not only
confronted by literature, but rather by anthropology and psychology, which refers to

it as ‘mental clutter’.®®

Various methods can successfully interrupt the stream of consciousness. Different
cultures allow different methods. Generally speaking three main techniques are
employed: the use of alcohol and drugs; meditation; and ascetic practices.” Western
mysticism excludes the use of alcohol and drugs. Whereas for the medieval mystics
the term meditation consists of a precise rung on the ladder to contemplation, today
it has a broad significance, such as ‘thythmic acoustic stimulation (chanting of a
mantra or a scriptural phrase; drum beating), kinetic stimulation (rocking motion),
forced hypermotility (whirling dervish), hyperventilation and breathing exercises,
visual and sensory deprivation, fixed staring, such as at a crucifix or stained glass
window, and seclusion and restricted mobility’.”” Some of these techniques are
included in medieval mystics’ writing, as are some attitudes that belong to ascetic
practices: praying, and reciting the beads can be compared to chanting of mantras,
for instance. These techniques have been employed to attain a superior sensibility in

several cultures.”

It 1s helpful to look at the consequences of these techniques from a physiological

perspective as they affect the human body in the same way across civilisations, given

67 Cassian already confronted the problem of thought, see Kroll and Bachrach, p 48; and more
recently Simone Weil expressed the same attempt when she stated: “The capacity to drive a thought
away once and for all is the gateway to eternity’, The Gravity and the Grace, Routledge, p. 107, quoted by
Kroll and Bachrach, p. 51.

¢ Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 48 ff.

¢ Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 59 ff.

™ Kroll and Bachrach, p. 61. On the employment of ‘meditatio’ in late-medieval religious writings, see
T. H. Bestul, ‘Chaucer’s Parson’s Tale and the Late-Medieval Tradition of Religious Meditation’,
Speculum, 64 (1989), 600-619, pp. 601 ff.

™ Eliade, Myzhs, p. 85.
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that the physical responses are not influenced by culture.” In Islamism preparation is
necessary in order to undergo the experience of an important dream or vision, be it
in sleep or when awake.” Fasting forms an integral part of the second stage on the
path towards the mystical trance alongside vigils, silence and the control of
thoughts.”* Within American Indian culture, fasting is associated with dreaming. The
seer fasts for several days until he has the ‘dream of the sun’ which will regulate his
future life.” Margery Kempe refers to her fasting, acknowledging that bodily penance

represents the beginning of her journey to contemplation.”

For medieval mysticism, sleep deprivation, fasting and self-injurious behaviour are
referred to as bodily penance, upon which the instructors generaily recommend
moderation.” The Clud-author counsels to be in guard against sickness, as
contemplation requires health and purity in body and soul.” Hilton recommends
discretion, as too high a level of penance might point to lack of humility, although he
acknowledges that fasting disciplines the body.” Rolle recommends novices should

keep their balance and health, and not become weak, or else they would not be able

2 Kroll and Bachrach, p. 27.

7 F. Meier, ‘Quelques aspects de l'inspiration par les demons en Islam’, in Le réve et les sociétés humaines,
G. E. von Grunebaum and R. Caillois eds., Pars, Gallimard, 1967, pp. 418-25, p. 419.

74 ]. H. Leuba, The Psychology of Religious Mysticism, New York, Harcourt, Brace, 1929, p. 171.

7 Leuba, p. 11.

76 The Book of Margery Kempe, L. Staley ed., Kempe M., The Book of Margery Kempe, L. Staley ed., originally
published in The Book of Margery Kempe, Kalamazoo, Michigan, Medieval Institute Publications, 1996, 1.
12-19. Quotations are from <http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/kemp1frm.htm>
[accessed 21 June 2009].

7 Fasting and sleep deprivation was meant to increase the physical suffering of the mystic, Kroll and
Bachrach, pp. 80-81. Today it is known that the consequences of fasting are emotional instability,
irritability, and tendency towards depression as well as a drop of sexual interest, Kroll and Bachrach,
p- 76. Sleep deprivation causes lack of the sense of well-being; irritability and depressed mood, and it
also reduces the threshold of pain sensitivity. For examples of sleep deprivation in medieval mystics,
see Kroll and Bachrach, pp. 75-88.

™ The Cloud of Unknowing, Hodgson, ch. 41, p. 64. Quotations are from The Cloud of Unknowing, P. ].
Gallacher ed., originally published in The Cloud of Unknowing, Kalamazoo, Michigan, Medieval Institute
Publications, 1997 <http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/cloufrm htm> [accessed 21°* June
2009).

7 W. Hilton, The Scale of Perfection, Bk. I, ch. 22, ch. 19, ch. 2 respectively. Quotations are from The
Scale of Perfection, T. H. Bestul ed., originally published in The Scale of Perfection, Kalamazoo, Michigan,
Medieval Institute Publications, 2000 <http://lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/hilfrl.htm> and
<http:/ /lib.rochester. edu/camelot/teams/hilfr2.htm> [accessed 3 June 2009].
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to worship God.® An extreme abstinence from food, drink, and sleep could be
inspired by the devil that wants the inexperienced novices to collapse.” Similarly
Hildegard of Bingen underscores that extreme injuries to the body result in iosing the
person’s balance.* The Cloud-author points out that virtues centred mainly on bodily

penance without love and devotion are imperfect.®

Praying

In order to prevent falling asleep, and to prolong the waking, mystics turn to praying.
Prayers are widely used among mystics, as is staring at a crucifix, and seclusion in the
case of anchorites. It has the double function of avoiding sleep, and fostering
transition to another state. Hilton emphasises how important it is to withdraw all the
thoﬁghts from the earthly world so that desire, free from material thoughts, can
concentrate on spiritual joy. Prayer is then compared to a fire which by its own
nature tends upwards to the air.** Fixing the thoughts on spiritual matters allows the
interruption of the flow of thoughts and the accession to a higher level of

Cconsciousness.

What is Prayer?

<

Prayer ‘s a new, gracious, lestyng will of the soule onyd and

festenyd into the will of our Lord’.* According to Julian, God wants us to know

8 R. Rolle, Form of Living, in English Writings of Richard Rolle, ed. H. E.. Allen, Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1931, ch., 5, p. 96, IL. 4-9.

81 Form of Living, ch. 1, p. 86,1 61.

8 Hildegard of Bingen’s Book of Divine Works, ed. Matthew Fox, Santa Fe, Bear & Company, 1987, p. 49.
8 Cloud, ch. 12, pp. 21-22, Hodgson. Also An Epistle on Prayer emphasises that behaviour based on
bodily penance without affection is worthless, An Epistle on Prayer, in Hodgson, p. 103.

8 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 25 http:/ /www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/ hilfrl.htm [accessed 3
June 2009]

85 Julian of Norwich, Shewings, ll. 1413-14.
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how to pray and its purpose is to be united with him.*® The Clond-author states that
prayer ‘s not elles bot a devoute entent directe unto God, for getyng of goodes and

remowyng of yvelles’;”” Rolle agrees on its purifying function.*®

Praying does not only consist of merely repeating words. Rolle underlines that it is
not a matter of quantity of prayers, but rather how they are recited.” Without
intention and devotion it is a mocking prayer, as Julian refers to those people who
‘scornyd bidding of beds, which arn seid boistrosly with bmouth, failing devowte
entending and wise diligens the which we owen to God in our prayors’.” What Julian
defines as devout intent resonates with the Chxd-author’s concept of ‘affection’;
without this quality prayer and other practices, such as bodily penance, are
worthless.”® In one of his conversations with Margery, God puts hypocrisy and
prayer in relief: people could fast, recite many beads, and say good words as a
performance, and still be hypocrites.”” For Hilton prayer s not ellis but a stiynge
desire of the herte to God bi a withdrawinge of thi mynde from alle ertheli

thoughtes’.”® He further classifies it in three degrees (see below p. 84).

8 T}hat our wil be turnyd into the will of our Lord, enjoyand; and so menith He whan He seith, I
mak the to willen it. |[...] that we knowen the frute and the end of our prayors: that is, to be onyd and Iyk
to our Lord in al thyng. And to this menyng and for this end was al this lovely lesson shewid’, ch. 42,
1. 1449-53, Shewings <http:/ /www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/julianfr htm>

87 The Cloud of Unknowing, . 1421-22.

8 Rolle, The Form of Living, ch. 6, Allen, p. 100.

8 ‘[NJoght how mykel pou says, bot how wele’, Rolle, The Form of kving, ch. 7, Allen, p. 104, 1L. 45-6.

% Julian of Norwich, Shewings, ch. 69, 1. 2852-54, ‘Those who mock the telling of the beads
when they are said aloud with the mouth only, without devotion, attention, and due care which

we owe to God when we say our prayers’, Revelations of Divine Love, trans. C. Wolters, London,
Penguin, 1966, p. 186.

1 _An Epistle on Prayer, p. 103.

%2 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 84.

93 Hilton, Scale, Bk. I, ch. 25, 11. 663-665.
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3. Towards the Beyond

This section deals with the actual journey of the soul to contemplation as
experienced and narrated by the mystics. To illustrate it the metaphor of the ladder
and its rungs leading to Absolute reality is followed, by analysing the degrees
elucidated by Hilton in his S, cale, and the words by the other mystics by experience —
who reached different degrees of contemplation. This section analyses the texts of
the Middle English mystics to outline the journey to contemplation with the aim to
identify the several stages and degrees as they are identified, attained, and
experienced by the mystics. Observations and connections with the ecstatic
technique and event are gathered in a later section in order to illustrate the steady

continuity of the ascent.

The ascent is achievable through two fundamental factors: will and grace. The
mystics wish to commence the ascent in order to reach the ultimate reality consisting
of the union with God. Will is not sufficient to succeed, as the highest degrees of
contemplation represent a gift yielded by divine grace. Mystics agree that this
ascending process — which is an act of love towards the divinity — involves love and
knowledge. Intellect on its own cannot achieve the ultimate knowledge that is yielded
during the ecstatic moment: the ultimate reality cannot be attained by knowledge but
rather by love® Further, Rolle and Hilton disassociate from philosophers and
theologians. Rolle distinguishes between ‘philosophers and sages of this world [...]
great theologians bogged down in their interminable questionings’ and ‘the simple
and unlearned, who are seeking rather to love God than to amass knowledge’”

Hilton agrees with Rolle in differentiating between mystics and philosophers and

9 Cloud, ch. 8.
% R. Rolle, The Fire of Love, trans. C. Wolters, London, Penguin, 1957, p. 46.

81



Chapter 2

theologians. Being aware that the contemplative life can be chosen by all but that the
highest achievement is a divine gift, signifies that only the gifted ones can reach the
highest rung of the ladder to the beyond. And once there, there will always be a final

cloud between the soul and the divine.*

Contemplative Life

Hilton identifies three degrees within contemplative life. The first consists of
knowledge of God achieved through reason, the teachings of others, and by the
study of the Scriptures.”” As this degree is obtainable by anyone through study and
without the .gift of grace, it is only a shadow of true contemplation.”® The second
degree, which can be experienced only through the gift of grace, consists of loving
God; it is not of intellectual type, so it can be attained also by illiterate devout people.
While they are meditating and praying they feel detached from earthly concern and
they only desire to continue praying. In this degree the person feels a deep grief and
outburst of tears which cleanse the soul. There are other deep feelings, though, that
cannot be described. Hilton identifies two stages within the second degree: a lower
which can be attained by both active and contemplative people, when the person

feels a sense of fervour. This is a “foretaste’ of the true contemplation. * The higher

% Later while dealing with the feeling of the presence and the absence of the divinity, Hilton states
that it is easier to know by experience rather than by books: ‘Hou that presence is feelid, it mai betere
be knowen bi experience than bi ony writynge’, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 41,11 3113-4.

97 ‘Contemplatif liyf hath three parties. The first is in knowynge of God and goosteli thynges geten by
resoun, bi techynge of man and bi studie of Hooly Writ, withouten goostli affeccion and inward
savour feelid bi the special gift of the Hooli Goost’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 4, . 56-58
<http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/hilfrl.htm>. To be noted that the term ‘savour’
echoes Augustine and Gregory, see ch. 1, p. 18 n. 83.

%8 “[I}t is but a figure and a schadewe of verry contemplacioun, for it hath no gosteli savoure’, Hilton,
Scale, Bk. I, ch 4, 11. 64-65.

% Hilton, The Scale of Perfection, trans. L. Sherley-Price, London, Penguin, 1997, p. 6. [A] litil tastynge of
the swetenesse in the love of God’, Bk. I, ch. 6, 1. 124.
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stage can be achieved only by those who devote their lives to constant prayer and

meditation and who have practised bodily and spiritual labour for a long time.'”

The highest degree of contemplation attainable in earthly existence involves both
knowledge and love.” Until this degree, by means of grace the soul has been
purified from sins, ‘cleensid from alle synnes’, it has then detached from material
thoughts, ‘is taken up from alle ertheli and fleisschli affecciones, from veyn thoughtis
and veyn ymaginacions’; it is ‘llumyned’ on spiritual truths and finally ravished out of
the body in ecstasy to be united with God. The three stages of purgatio, illuminatio,

unio, are rendered here as ‘cleensid’, ‘illumyned’, and ‘ooned’ bi ravyschynge’.'”

How is contemplation attained? By means of ‘redynge of Holi Writ and of hooli
techynge, goosteli meditacion, and besi praeris with devocioun’, Hilton answers.'®
Through meditation the contemplative is able to consider the virtues that are missing
to him and that can be attained by praying. Reading the Scriptures, meditating and
praying are the techniques suggested by Rolle and by the Clwd-author. While reading
God speaks; while praying the mystic speaks to God; while meditating, which comes
after the previous.two, angels teach. Reading pertains to reason; praying involves
loving hymns, ‘biholdinge, overpassinge and wunderinge’; meditation leads to
‘inspiracioun of God, understondinge, wysdom, and sighinge or moornynge’.'* The

Clond-author translates: ‘Lesson, Meditacion, and Oryson. Or elles to thin

10 ITThoo that aren in grete reest of bodi and soule, the which bi grace of Jhesu Crist and longe
travaile bodili and goostli felen rest of herte and clennesse in conscience, so that hem liketh nothynge
so mykil for to do as for to sitte stille in reste of bodi and for to alwey pray to God and to thynke on
oure Lord’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 7, 1. 128-132.

101 “Mn cognicion and in affeccion: that is for to seie, in knowyng and in perfight lovynge of God’,
Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch 7, l. 146-148. It is to be noted that the two terms of Latin derivation are
translated for explanation.

102 Hilton, Scalk, Bk. I, ch. 8,11. 148, 152,154 respectively.

103 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 1, ch. 15, 1L 333-334.

104 Rolle, The Mendynge of Lyfe, Windeatt, pp. 18, 19 respectively.

83



- Chapter 2

> 105

understondyng thei mowe be clepid: Redyng, Thinkyng, and Preiing’.”™ He states
that beginners and those who are making progress cannot achieve complete
‘thinking’, as reading or listening comes first; then ‘thinking’ and finally praying.'* It
is worth noticing that the Clud-author associates reading with listening.'” This
association is pivotal in the process of instructing illiterate (women) who can then

learn through a cleric reading to them, as in the case of Margery Kempe.

The Journey of the Soul

Types of Prayer

The ascending process is subdivided in prayer, meditation, and contemplation.

Hilton identifies three kinds of prayer.

‘Praier of speche’

The first degree is called vocal prayer, ‘praier of speche”.’® This is apt at the
beginning of the spirtual life, when earthly thoughts and material desires are still
strongly felt. Vocal prayers set by the church, including Our Fathers, Psalms and
hymns, work like ‘a siker staaf,'” a staff which keeps the beginner’s will up above
earthly thoughts. The sweet words of the prayer will prevent the soul from falling

downwards and will lift him up.'*°

105 Chpud, ch. 35, Il. 1312-1313. The author refers to another book which discusses the three stages,
usually thought of being Hilton’s Scale of Perfection, see Spearing trans., p. 149, n. 62.

106 The modern English translation presents ‘thinking’, Clowd, Spearing trans., p. 59. It would be
pethaps advisable if the translation presented the terms ‘meditation’ instead of ‘thinking’, in that
‘thinking” employed by the Cloud-author has the evident purpose of being understood by the novice,
who might not know Latin.

107 “Alle is one in maner, redyng and heryng; clerkes redyn on bookes, and lewid men redyn on clerkes,
whan thei here hem preche the worde of God’, Clowd, ch. 35, 1. 1318-20.

108 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 1, ch 27.

19 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch 27, 1. 706.

110 [AJlwei fallynge dounward into worldli thoughtis and fleschli affeccions’, Hilton, Scak, ch. 27, 1.
709.

84



Chapter 2

‘Praier, that is in speche not certayn’
P yn

The second degree of prayer is still vocal but it does not consist of a set form, as it
‘folweth the stirenges that aren in devocioun’' Hilton describes it as God’s gift
through which the mystic can address the divine by means of the words arising from
their devotion."”> When this prayer that derives directly from the heart is felt, the
mystic should seek solitude so that it is not interrupted. It provokes great tension and

physical strain, as the mystic forcibly moves as if he were mad or drunk.'®’

The Third Degree of Prayer

114

This degree is emptied of words,”™ as it occurs in tranquillity of body and soul in the

heart of those who have received the gift of grace. The contemplative’s ‘affeccioun is

1% 5o that they can pray in their heart continuously. At

turnyd into goosth savoure
this stage Hilton explains how to avoid the possible distractions, recalling the main
concern of ridding the mind of the flow of thoughts. He describes the fight against
the thoughts related to the material world interrupting the spiritual attention, and
underscores how hard the process of voiding the mind can be. At times the more

ardently the soul desires to attain devotion the farther it feels."® After analysing

prayer, Hilton moves on to meditation, the second stage towards contemplation.

11 Hilton, Seak, Bk. 1, ch. 29, 11. 733-4.

112 “[Tlhis is whanne a man or a2 woman felith grace of devocioun bi the gifte of God, and in his
devocioun speketh to Hym as yif he were bodili in presence, with sich wordis and acordande most to
his stirynge for the tyme as comen to his mynde after sondr rewardes which he felith in his herte’,
Hilton, Seat, Bk. I, ch. 29,11 736-39.

113 4[I]t maketh the bodi, yif grace come myghtili, for to stire and turne heer and theer as a man that
were mad or dronken and can have noo reste’, Hilton, Sca, Bk. 1, ch. 30, l. 761-62.

114 IO]onli in herte withouten speche’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 32, 1. 789.

115 Hilton, Seak, Bk. I, ch. 32,11 792-3.

116 “For whanne thou woldest have the mynde of thyn herte upward to God in praier, thou felist so
many veyn thoughtis of thyn owen deedis bifore doon, or what thu schalt doon, or of othir mennys
dedis, and siche many othire lettynge and taryynge thee, so that thou mai nevere fele savor ne reste in
thi praiere ne devocioun in thi seiynge. And ofte sithes the more thu traveilest to kepe thyn herte, the
ferthere it is fro thee and the hardere, sumtyme fro the bigynnynge to the laste ende, that thee
thenketh it is but loste, al that thou doost’, Hilton, Sk, Bk. I, ch. 33, 1. 818-24.
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Meditation

" Brom

As a free divine gift, there are no rules and strict definitions for meditation.
this stage knowledge and love of God are juxtaposed. Hilton illustrates this by
referring to the episode when the gift of wisdom is given to the Apostles during an

ecstasy at Pentecost.®

Hilton speaks of ‘conversioun’ and of the subsequent grief and tears of
compunction.”? The most conspicuous external sign is the abundance of weeping
and tears, which are shed because of the visualisation of Christ’s suffering.'* Then
the contemplative feels the goodness and the mercy of the Lord so much that their
‘herte riseth up into love and glaadnesse of Him with manye swete teeris’,'”” since
their soul has been forgiven of the sins by means of the passion. In Margery’s

testimony outbursts of tears and sobbing are not limited to a particular section of the

book, in that, as she herself states, her narration is not in chronological order.’”

This stage could commence by a meditation on the humanity of the Lord, be it his

passion, his birth or Mary’s compassion.'® This kind of meditation, which Bernard of

117 “[T]n meditacion mai no certayn rule be sette 2i 2 man for to kepe, for thei aren the free gift of oure
Lord’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 33, 1. 860-61.

118 ‘And al that knowynge thei hadden bi ravyschynge of love of the Hooli Goost’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. I,
ch. 34,1 871.

119 [Wjith gret conpuccion and sorwe of herte, grete wepynges and many teeris of the iye’, Hilton,
Scale, Bk. 1, ch. 34, 11. 875, 877-88 respectively.

120 ‘[OJure Lord gyveth a meditacion with gret conpunccioun and with plenté of teeris of His
manhede’, Saake, Bk. I, ch. 35, 895-96; ‘in this goostli sight thou felist thyn herte stired into so greet
compassioun and pité of thi Lord Jhesu that thou momest, and wepist, and criest with alle thy
myghtes of thi bodi and of thi soule’, Hilton, Sca, Bk. I, ch. 35, 1. 907-09.

121 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch 35,11. 912-3.

12 Proem, ll. 99-100. S. McEntire remarks that Kempe’s cause of tears is not everyday life but rather
hers and others’ sins, and the meditation upon the Passion of Christ, “The Doctrine of Compunction’,
p- 88. For a study on the structure of The Book of Margery Kempe, see N. K. Yoshikawa, Margery Kempe’s
Meditations: the Context of Medieval Devotional Literature, Liturgy and Iconography, Cardiff, University of
Wales Press, 2007.

12 4/ A] meditacion with gret conpunccioun and with plenté of teeris of His manhede’, Hilton, Scak, ch.
35, 1L 895-6. It is to be noted the copiousness of tears occurring at this stage, as is experienced by
Margery Kempe after her conversion.
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Clairvaux calls ‘the fleischli love of God’ can lead ‘to comtemplacioun of Jhesu Crist
in His Godhed’." However, meditation does not come “lwei whan he [the
contemplative] wolde, but whanne oure Lord wole gyve it’.'® Sometimes the gift can
be withdrawn for a certain period either to test the contemplative by means of
temptation or because he may have fallen to pride.” Margery experiences this
withdrawal of the gift. She asks to receive it again and reveals her understanding of
its withdrawal, mentioning pride and temptations.'” Nevertheless the lack of the gift
of meditation will lead to a higher spiritual knowledge of the divine.'” By referring to
a more spiritual knowledge, Hilton forementions the traits characterising the highest
stage of contemplation: love and knowledge, as is seen in the next section.
Meanwhile he teaches that the soul should not remain idle in the wait: so he
introduces a new exercise, a newe travaile’, by advising to ‘entre into thyn owen
soule bi meditacion’, following Augustine’s teaching.'” This practice is based on

developing self-knowledge as a means to attain understanding of God.

The Gate to Contemplation — Dying to the World

Hilton discusses the passage from meditation to contemplation by means of entering

one’s own self and understanding one’s soul.™ He forewarns, though, that ‘this

travaile is sumdel streit and narwgh’,’® anticipating the metaphor of the gate

132

mentioned in Matthew’s Gospel.™* The gate marks the passage from meditation to

12¢ Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 35,11. 919, 922.

125 Hilton, Secak, Bk. I, ch. 36, 1. 937-38.

126 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 1, ch. 36, 11. 943-47.

21 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 84.

128 He dispose a man for to knowe and fele Him more goostli’, Hilton, Scaf, Bk. I, ch. 36, 1. 947-8.

12 Hilton, Scal, Bk. I, ch. 40, Il. 1063-64. [A]s Seynt Austyn seith: ‘Bi the knowynge of mysilf, I
schalle gete the knowing of God’, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 40, 1. 1065-66.

13 Hilton, Scalk, Bk. I, ch. 42. The version C presents the sentence ‘and I hope an heghe plein ey, als myke!
as may be in mannes werk o contemplacioun’, note to 1 1106 <http://www.lib.rochester.edu
/camelot/teams/hilfrl.htm>

131 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 42,1. 1127.

132 <Stryve ye for to entre bi this streite gate, for the wai that ledeth to hevene is narw, and fewe men
fynden it’, Matthew 7. 13-14, quoted in Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 42, 1l. 1130-32.
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contemplation. Rolle states that through revelation the ‘dore of hevene’ is opened.'
Those who have arrived at this stage by means of grace and practice stand ‘in the
gate of contemplacion’’® They have died to the world and are ready to self-
knowledge and to enter the darkness through which they will attain a higher
knowledge and love of God. The gate of contemplation is compared to the dying to
this world and to the darkness. It 1s worth recalling Hilton’s words: “This dyynge to

the world is this myrkenesse, and it is the gate of contemplacioun’.'®

‘Travaile’ at the Gate

Bodily Penance

The contemplatives reach the gate leading to contemplation. However, as their work,
‘travayle’, 1s not finished, further recommendations and techniques are provided. The
contemplative must be cleansed of all bodily sins, including love for food, lust, ana
pride as well as intellectual temptations.’* However, Hilton warns against extreme
fasting and practices that provoke pains to the head and stomach. Whereas they are
appropriate in devotion, in contemplation they hinder the knowledge and the
biholding of spiritual things, given that the fervour of contemplation can be only felt

‘in gret reste of bodi and soule’."”’

3 Rolle, The Mending of Life, Windeatt ed., p. 20.

134 Hilton, Scalk, Bk. II, ch. 27, 1. 1635. In chapter 27 of Book II the term ‘gate’ appears eight times
(including the title).

135 Hilton, Scal, Bk. 11, ch. 27,1 1699.

136 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, chs. 73, 74, 75.

137 Hilton, Seak, Bk. I, ch. 75, 1. 2231.
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The Secret Holes of Imagination

A second recommendation is to withdraw further from the material world. While
acknowledging that the recluse whom Hilton addresses has already decreased the use
of the bodily senses, he wams that she can still see images in her heart through the
‘the privey hoolis’ of imagination."”® So in order to detach further from this world he
advises to close these holes of imagination as well as ‘the wyndowes of the wittes’,'”

in that although she cannot see with her bodily eyes, she still retains the image of

vain material objects.

‘Werk’

In order to rise further towards Jerusalem, symbolising contemplation, further
spiritual labour and work on the body ought to be performed:'** prayer, meditation,
reading, and working, activities that strengthen love for God and help withdraw the
thoughts from vain material things further. Recitation of the rosary, meditation,
waking, kneeling are appropriate practices, provided that they be discarded, should
another exercise yield higher grace.' In addition to this, praying and spiritual
exercises are recommended and, in case of difficulty, when concentrating on the

thoughts on Jesus, ‘angre thee not with hem, tarie not with hem’,'* recommends

Hilton, so that to regain concentration on the self.'*

138 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 81, 11. 2321-22.

139 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 1, ch. 81, 1l. 2316-17.

190 4Florthgoynge is not ellis but goostli werkes, and bodili also whanne that it nedeth”, Hilton, Sas,
Bk. II, ch. 21,11. 1188-89.

141 Hilton suggests: ‘to seyn thus many bedes, or for to thenken oonli this manere thought and thus
longe tyme, or for to waken or knelen thus longe, or ony othir bodili deede’, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 21, 1L
1216-18.

142 Hilton, Scak, Bk 11, ch. 22, 1. 1277.

143 ‘[Cjome agen to thisilf’, Hilton, Seak, Bk I, ch. 22, 1. 1282.
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Thoughts

Hilton’s repeated advice to withdraw thoughts resonates with the Cld-author’s
reflections on thinking in the stage of contemplation.'* He differentiates between
meditation and contemplation. He acknowledges that the ‘Way' to attain
contemplation passes through the ‘meditation on their own sinfulness, the Passion,
the kindness and excellence of God’; without this they ‘will fail in their purpose’.'* A
person who heads towards contemplation must leave behind the spiritual techniques
employed at the stage of meditation.” However holy a thought may appear, the
contemplative must tread it down or else it will chatter more and more till ‘he bring

thee lower’ and the contemplative will become “scaterid’.'"

The Glowing Darkness

Dying to this world and entering the darkness, the Tightli merkenesse’, are the
necessary steps mystics undergo in order to reach the gate and step beyond it into
contemplation. Being in the glowing darkness signifies being nearer to Jerusalem,
symbolising contemplation. In this darkness the contemplatives find peace and
gradually they will receive spiritual light of knowledge."* This darkness is compared

to death: as death can destroy a material body, in the same way the desire to love

144 “d}n this werk it profiteth litil or noght to think of the kyndenes or the worthines of God, ne on
oure Lady, ne on the seintes or aungelles in heven, ne yit on the joies in heven [...] it is fer betyr to
think apon the nakid beyng of Him’, Cloud, ch. 5,11. 441-7.

145 Clowd, trans. Spearing, p. 29, ‘man or womman that wenith to come to contemplacion withoutyn
many soche swete meditacions of theire owne wrechidnes, the Passion, the kyndenes and the grete
goodnes and the worthynes of God comyng before, sekirly he schal erre and faile of his purpos’,
Cloud, ch. 7,11. 486-9.

146 “[I]t behoveth a man or a womman, that hath longe tyme ben usid in theese meditacions, algates
leve hem, and put hem and holde hem fer doun under the cloude of forgetyng’, Clowd, ch. 7, 11. 489-91.
W Clowd, ch. 7, 1. 472-3, 478, 483 respectively. Forman remarks that the Clwd-author employs
‘scattered’ to refer to the affection and to the mind. When the love of a mystic is given to worldy
things and creatures rather than to God is a situation of scattered affection; whereas the ‘mental
restlessness’ of the mind wandering in a train of thoughts refers to the mind, see ‘Mystical Experience
m the Cloud-Literature’, p. 181.

148 “[LJight of grace was sprongen and schal sprynge to hem that can wonen in the schadwe of deeth,
that is, in this merkenesse that is like to deeth’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. I1, ch. 25, 1. 1487-89.
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God can destroy sins and material desires and thoughts.'”

The process occurs
gradually for those who have achieved self-knowledge: at first they will see nothing,
as they plunge into the darkness. And then through prayer they will be able to see,
‘and thi merkenesse schal be as myddai’.'” From darkness the light of spiritual

knowledge will spring.

There is only one gate,”™ Hilton warns, and if anyone wishes to enter by any other
gates, they are like thieves and ‘brekere of the wal’.’** Here the image echoes the walls
encircling the spiritual Jerusalem, where gates are part of the wall (see p. 103). At this
stage although the contemplative is still far from attaining contemplation s/he is

hidden from the vanities of the world."

Reaching this glowing darkness does not
represent the end of the journey of the soul, as ‘it is not yit there it schulde be; it 1s

not yit clothid al in light, ne turned al into the fier of love”.’™ Light and fire, some of

the fundamental traits of the highest stage of contempiation are introduced.

4. Contemplation — The Beyond

What is contemplation? And who can attain it? Rolle admits that it is ‘hard for to
telle or utterly diffine’.’” Before giving his own definition, he reports what others

have stated about it, commenting briefly how appropriate the definition is," and

149 Hilton, Scalk, Bk. 11, ch. 25, 11. 1489-91.

150 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 27,1 1761.

151 Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 27,1 1703.

152 Hilton, Saak, Bk. 11, ch. 27, 1l. 1709-10.

153 Hilton, Scale, Bk 11, ch 27,1. 1707; 1. 1724. Incidentally in this chapter the term ‘hid’ is used seven
times.

154 Hilton, Seak, Bk. II, ch. 25,11 1495-6.

155 Rolle, The Mendynge of Lyfe, Windeatt, p. 19.

156 ‘Summe seyn (and wel) that contemplacioun is a knowynge of hidde thinges for to come, or elles a
cesinge fro alle worddly occupaciouns, or studye of holy writte. Oothere seyn (and bettere) that
contemplacioun is a2 wunderful joyinge of hevenli thinges. The thridde seyn (and best) that
contemplacioun is a wunderful joye of an upreysed soule, deth of alle fleschly affecciouns’, Rolle, The
Mendynge of Lyfe, Windeatt, p. 19.
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then Rolle provides his own, which conflates joy, sweetness and music attained
through prayers and devotion.' According to Hilton Jerusalem is as mykil for to say
as sight of pees, and it bitokeneth contemplacion in perfighte love of God. For
contemplacion is not ellis but a sight of Jhesu, the whiche is veri pees’.”*® He parallels
the journey to contemplation to the road to Jerusalem, althéugh he admits that he
has never been there himself."” The Cloxd-author maintains that ‘the substaunce of

this werke is not elles bot a nakid entente directe unto God for Himself”.**

As this stage is yielded by divine grace, it i1s achievable by unlettered as well as
learned, the difference being that the learned can understand the substance, whereas
the unlettered may not, but this is not necessary.'” The Clhud-author does not
exclude that a person engaged in active life can achieve the height of contemplation;
nevertheless this would be an exception granted by very special grace.'®® However,
with rare exceptions, a contemplative, he warns, should not go lower than the second

degree of active life.'®

157 ‘Soothly me thinketh that contemplacioun is a wunderful joye of Goddes love, conceyved in the
soule with swetnesse of aungeles lovinge. This wunderful joyinge is ende of parfyte preyere and of
hyest devocioun. This is a joyinge of the soule, had for hire endeles loved, brestinge out bi voys into
song’, Rolle, The Mendynge of Lyfe, Windeatt, p. 19.

158 Hilton, Sealk, Book II, ch. 21, 1l 1129-31, ‘contemplation ‘s the perfect love of God. [...] [it is]
nothing other than the vision of Jesus, who is our true peace’, trans. Spearing, p. 156.

159 “[Tlhough it be so that I were nevere there, neverthelees as ferforth as I can I schal sette thee in the
weie thedirward’, Hilton, Scak, Book II, ch. 21, 11. 1132-33.

160 Cloud, ch. 24, 1. 1064-5.

161 ‘And this grace mai be, and is, as wel in lewed as in lettred men, as anemptis the substaunce and the
trewe feelynge of soothfastnesse and of goosteli savour of it in general, though thei se not so manye
resons of it in special, for that nedeth not’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 43, 11. 3352-55.

162 Cloud, ch. 21,11. 975-6.

16> Within the distinction between active and contemplative life, the Closd-author identifies different
degrees. Both active and contemplative life are subdivided into lower and higher; the higher degree of
active life coincides with the lower degree of contemplative life. This shared degree consists of ‘good
spiritual meditation and eamest thought — of one’s own sinfulness, with sorrow and contrition; of the
Passion of Christ and the sufferings of his servants, with pity and compassion; and of the wonderful
gifts, kindness and works of God in all his creation, bodily and spiritual, with thanksgiving and praise’,
Clond, ch. 8, Spearing trans., p. 31.
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More conspicuous signs may appear in contemplatives at an earlier stage of the

journey than in perfect contemplatives.'™

The former may undergo sudden and
violent outburst of ‘wepynge, sobbynge, and othere bodili stirynge’,'® in that the
beginners’ soul is still weak and cannot bear God’s lightest touch.'® This echoes
Margery’s mystical path: her outbursts of tears, which have been deemed
controversial, would fit neatly into Hilton’s analysis.'®’ Hilton does not devalue the
experience. Conversely, he acknowledges that it is granted as a gift from God.
Nevertheless he is also aware that these outward expressions of mystical experience
are not present in those who have been awarded the gift of perfection and that, given
their power, profanes could interpret these manifestations as ecstatic experiences.'®
Typical traits of contemplation are the following: fervour or heat; the opening of the
spiritual eye of the soul, a different kind of prayer, the gift of understanding the Holy

Scriptures, love and knowledge, and the interruption of any activity due to a stir,

which can be interpreted as ecstasy or ravishment.

Fire and Heat

Fire and heat signpost the ascent on the ladder to contemplation.'® Hilton explains
that those who have not yet been made perfect by grace can improve their love by

means of imagination. He refers to phenomena such as hearing sweet music, seeing

164 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 29.

165 Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 29, 11. 1887-8.

166 Their ‘fervour is so moche in outward schewynge it is not oonli for mykilnesse of love that thei
han, but it is for litilnesse and weikenesse of hire soulis, that mowen not beeren a litil touchynge of
God’, Hilton, Scat, Bk. I1, ch. 29,11.1878-80.

167 “Unto this I may seien, as me thenketh, that this goostli feelynges, whethir thei stonde in
conpuccion or devocioun, or in goostli imaginacion, aren not the goosteli felynges whiche a soule
schal have and fele in the grace of contemplacioun. I seie not but that thei aren soothfaste and
graciousli goven of God, but thise soulis that feelen sich aren not yit reformed in feelynge, ne thei han
not yit the gifte of perfeccioun ne goosteli the brennynge love of Jhesu, as thei mai come to’, Hilton,
Scale, Bk. 11, ch. 29, 11. 1863-68. Catherine of Siena identifies five types of tears, see D. de Courcelles, I/
dialogo di Caterina da Siena, Milano, Jaca book, 2000, pp. 100 ff. Catherine of Siena, The Dialogues, trans.
S. Noffke, London, SPCK, 1980, pp. 161 ff.

168 [W]epynge and sighhinge, praiynge, knelynge, and spekynge, and othere bodili stirynge, so fer forth
that it semeth to anothir man that thei weren ai raveschid in love’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 29, I1. 1871-
72.

169 Hilton, Scal, Bk. I1, ch. 30.
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lights, and feeling sweet flavours, and comfortable heat in the body."™ Love for God
has three degrees. Although each of them is good, every one is better than the other.
The first degree occurs without grace by means of faith only and does not involve
any knowledge of God."”" The second is achieved through imagination by faith and
the soul knows Christ in his manhood, and is better than the previous.”” The last
degree of love is perfect love and leads to the knowledge of God both in his

manhood and his divinity."”

When these experiences occur in imagination they are not spiritual. In order to
illustrate the difference, Hilton mentions how at Pentecost the Apostles received
“divine grace under the form of tongues of fire. The flames, representing the Holy
Spirit, were invisible and they were invisibly felt, so that ‘thorugh His blisside
presence so cleerli and so brennandeli, that thei hadden sodeynli the goostli
knowynge of soothfastenesse and the perfeccion of love’.™ The fire and the heat are
evidence of that grace. Margery often feels the sensation of fire. After hearing
Christ’s sweet voice, she feels the ‘unqwenchabyl fyer of lofe whech brent ful sor in
hir sowle’.’ Rolle states that the fire of the Holy Ghost is felt during meditation,
prayer, and work, and it 1s so delightful that he cannot describe it. He agrees that
feeling the burning and yearning for heaven is a criterion to identify whether one is in

a state of charity."”

170 <[A]s heeryng of delitable songe, or feelynge of comfortable heete in the bodi, or seynge of light, or
swettenesse of bodili savour’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 30, 1. 2068-70.

171 [W]ithouten gracious imaginacioun or goostli knowynge of God’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 30, 1.
1980-1.

172 {W]han the imaginacioun is stired bi grace, and for whi, the gostli iye is opened in bihooldynge of
oure Lordis manhede’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 30, 1. 1984-5.

173 <[A] soule feeleth thorugh gosteli sight of the Godhede in the manhede’, Hilton, Scal, Bk. I1, ch. 30,
1. 1986.

174 Hilton, Scal, Bk. 11, ch. 30, Il. 2081-2.

175 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 41, 11. 2313-4.

176 Rolle, Mendynge of Lyfe, chs. 2, 8, 10 respectively.
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The Beginning of Contemplation

The ‘gostli iye’ of the Soul is opened

‘Non contemplantibus nobis que videntur, sed que non videntur; quia que videntur, temporakia sunt,

que antem non videntur, eterna sunt’”’

This quotation from St Paul introduces to the
stage of contemplation, as the shift into a higher level of awareness. Through the
opening of the spiritual eye of the soul provided by grace it is possible to have a
glimpse of God. Then thé soul is Vable to understand the spiritual meaning of the

descriptions that in the Scriptures are rendered by means of words related to the

material world.

The double level of the meaning of the words is a topic dear to the mystics. The
Clond-author devotes several chapters in explaining how fundamental it is to interpret
the words according to their spiritual rather than literal meaning.'”® The multifaceted
value of the words was known to Margery as she demonstrates when, questioned by
‘a gret cletke’, she reports both the literal and the metaphorical meaning of the
biblical expression ‘Cresaite et multiplicamini’'” The employment of the material words
is due to the finiteness of human nature that cannot understand God. When the
mnner spiritual eye is open the soul attains an insight of the spirtual significance of

the words.'®

177 [We do not contemplate the things that we see, but those that we do not see, because what we see
is temporal but what we do not see is eteral], 2 Corinthians 4:18, quoted in Scak, Bk. II, ch. 33, 1L
2293-95. ~

1 Cloud, ch. 51, 1L 58-61.

17 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 51.

180 (W]hanne the innere iye is opened thorugh grace for to han a litil sight of Jhesu, thanne schal the
soule turne lightli inowgh alle sich wordes of bodili thyngis into goostli undirstondynge’, Hilton, Scal,
Bk. II, ch. 33, 11. 2287-89.
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Love and Knowledge

The opening of the spiritual eye is related to the knowledge and love of God. Hilton
makes the point that knowledge derives from love and not vice versa, as God’s love
leads the soul to knowledge." It is God’s love that opens the spiritual eye of the
soul so that it can see the truth® and acknowledge the nothingness of the worldly
things compared to the joy and love experienced in front of the knowledge of
truth."® The Clond-author agrees with Hilton that in this life love, not knowledge, can
reach God."™ Although the gifts from grace, (‘the gifts of prophecy, of working
miracles, of knowledge and counsel, of enduring severe fasting and penance’)'® are
great, the gift of divine Love is greater.'® Contemplation, biholdynge’, of the divinity

¥ nonetheless it cannot be achieved by

is granted by ‘inspiracion of special grace’,’
study only." Study and ‘traveile’ represent the active attempt of the will to achieve
the Absolute. Nevertheless study and natural wit are not sufficient. The author
proceeds to list thé various terms and expressions employed by several writers who

reported the gift according to their own experience, underscoring that although they

employ a variety of words, they refer to the same truth.'®

181 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I1, ch. 34.

182 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I1, ch. 37.

185 ‘[Tlhat joie and that love that it feeleth in the goostli sight of Jhesu and knowynge of
soothfastnesse’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 37, 1l. 2616-17.

184 ‘For whi love may reche to God in this liif, bot not knowing’, Cloud, ch. 8, 11. 587-8.

185 “The gift of profesie, the gifte of myracles-werkynge, the gift of grete kunnynge and conceilynge,
and the gifte of grete fastynge or of grete penaunce-doynge, or ony othir siche’, Hilton, S, Bk. II,
ch. 36, I. 2495-97; Sherley-Price trans., ch. 36, p. 209.

1% Hilton, Scak, Bk. I1, ch. 36,1 2051.

187 Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 40, 1. 2856.

188 “What this openynge of this goostli iye is the grettest clerk in erthe coude not ymagene bi his
kyndeli wit, ne schewe fulli bi his tunge. For it mai not be geten thorugh studie ne bi mannys traveile
oonli, but principali thorugh grace of the Hooli Goost and with traveile of man’, Hilton, Scaf, Bk. II,
ch. 40, 11. 2857-60.

189 “This openynge of the goostli iye is that lighti merkenesse and that riche nought that I spak of
bifore, and it mai be callide purité of spirit and gosteli reste, inward stillenesse and pees in conscience,
highnesse or deepnesse of thought and oonlynesse of soule, a liyfli feelynge of grace and priveté of
herte, the waker sleep of the spouse and a taastynge of heveneli savour, brennynge in love, schynynge
in light, entré of contemplacion and reformynge in feelynge [...] and though thei aren dyvers in
schewynge of wordes, neverethelees thei aren alle oon in sentence of sothfastnesse’, Hilton, Scak, Bk.
11, ch. 40, 11. 2863-71.
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Silence — Silent Prayer in Contemplation

At this stage of contemplation Hilton recommends a special manner of praying.
Although the same prayers, including Owr Father and the Psalmns, are employed, they
are not recited in the usual vocal manner:" it is recited ‘in ful greet stilnesse of vois
and softenesse of herte’.”” This manner of praying enables the contemplative to
leave all thoughts and temptations of the material world behind. Although it does not
represent full contemplation, it is part of it as it is granted by grace to a soul that is

warmed by the fire of love through the opening of the spiritual eye.'”

If prayer in the higher stages of contemplation consists of words, which is rare, they
should be very shott or, even better, of only one syllable.” This one-syllable prayer
rises up to heaven quickly as it is ‘preyed with a fulle spirite’.’ The prayer can be
even more silent, given that communication with God is different from that with a
human being. With the divinity it is recommendable not to use the bodily
communication, be it through expression, voice, word, or body.” The absence of
words emerges also in the divine teaching Julian receives.”™ God does not

communicate through words or voice but rather He reaches the soul directly.

1% Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 42.

191 Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 42, 11. 3171-2. The contemplative will concentrate on every single word and
syllable paying attention to utter them in complete harmony of lips and heart, and acknowledging they
are ‘priveli praieth’, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 42,1. 3176.

192 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I1, ch. 42, 11. 3184-3202.

193 And yif thei ben in wordes, as thei ben bot seldom, than ben thei bot in ful fewe wordes; ye, and
in ever the fewer the betir. Ye, and yif it be bot a lityl worde of o silable, me think it betir then of to’,
Clond, ch. 37, 1. 1367-9. Forman emphasises the correspondence between this and the Hindu and
Buddhist techniques of meditation based upon the repetition of a single word or syllable, see ‘Mystical
Experience in the Cloud-Literature’, pp. 184-5.

194 Cloud, ch. 38,1 1387.

195 Cloud, ch. 47,11. 1644 ff.

1% “Than He, without voice and openyng of lippis, formys in my soule these words’, Julian of
Norwich, Showings, LV, ch. 13,11 500-1.
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Revelation

After prayer Hilton identifies a change in the contemplative’s experience due to grace
that interrupts vocal prayer and yields a new manner of seeing and experiencing
God."” At first it leads the soul to see God in the Holy Scriptures where he ‘is hid
and helid therinne’." The understanding of the Scriptures is granted without effort
to those who have had their spiritual eyes opened and who burn with the fire of
love,"” and it is yielded gradually.” Hilton reinforces the concept of gradual ascent
by showing how attaining wisdom and the Absolute is like climbing up the rungs of
the ladder towards the beyond. Since the power of grace is so powerful,
understanding and grasping the truth of the Holy Scriptures can be yielded to

anyone, learned and unlettered.”

Rapture — ‘Ravischment’ — Drawyinge’

The contemplatives hear the voice of divine grace and are able to recognise it
without being decetved. The secret voice of God is so powerful that, when it makes
itself heard, the soul can interrupt any occupation and is transported out and far away
from all material concerns.” The soul is not interested in the earthly matters any

longer and departs from them, as it receives certain ‘lluminacions’*® However, this

197 “[T}o seen and feelen’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 43,1 3279.

198 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 43, 1. 3281.

199 “[Tlhe wordes and the sentence of Holi Writ, unsought and unavised, oon aftir anothir, and
expouneth hem redili, be thei nevere so hard or so privei’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 43, 11. 3305-06.

200 ‘He maketh the soule wise ynowgh for to undirstonde alle Hooli Writte - not alle at ones in special
biholdynge, but thorugh that grace the soule receyveth a newe ablenesse, and a gracious abite for to
undirstonde it speciali whanne it cometh to mynde’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 43, 1l. 3294-97.

201 ‘And this grace mai be, and is, as wel in lewed as in lettred men’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 43,

1. 3352-3.

202 [T}t is of so greet myght sumtyme, that the soule sodenly leith of hande al that there is - praiynge,
spekynge, redynge, or thenkynge in manere bifore seid, and al maner bodili werk - and lesteneth therto
fulli, herende, perceyvande in reste and in love the swete stevene of this goostli vois, as it were
ravesched fro the mynde of alle ertheli thynges’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 44, 1L 3421-25.

203 The author defines these illuminations as ‘the spekynges of Jhesu and the sight of goostli thynges’,
Hilton, Scale, Bk. 11, ch. 44, 1. 3441-2.
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is not the highest stage. Hilton illustrates a greater elevation when the divinity
‘scheweth more and ledeth the soule innere’.”* Rolle identifes two types of rapture.
The first occurs when the mystic ‘is rapt out of all physical sensation’. Although he is
not dead, he feels nothing; the second type ‘comes through the lifting up of the mind
to God in contemplation’*® Whereas the first can be experienced even by sinners,
the second only pertains to those who love God, and Rolle maintains, it is ‘most

desirable and lovely’**

Mystical Martiage

The soul rejoices and would wish to remain in this state. God can reveal himself to
the soul in different ways: as a divintity to be feared, as a Father or as a Spouse.
According to Hilton the ultimate purpose of the divine working in the soul 1s ‘to
make it a trewe spouse to Him in the highnesse of love” the aim of the journey is
that of spiritual marriage, ‘trewe spousage’, the union with God.*” The ascent does
not only consist of the opening of the spiritual eye and the revelation of spiritual
matters, but rather of the love of God himself who is the highest being.** In the last
stagé the soul perceives spiritual beings, including angels who help the soul to be
lifted, it ‘riseth’ towards the contemplation of the godhead, and finally it understands
the truth of the Trinity. The highest point of contemplation is the perfect knowledge

of Christ both in his divinity and his manhood.*”

204 Hilton, Scale, Bk. I1, ch. 44,1 3407.

205 Rolle, Fire of Love, ch. 37, p. 166.

206 Rolle, Fire of Love, ch. 37, p. 166.

207 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I, ch. 44, 1. 3443-4, 3446.

208 “The drawynge of a soule fulli to perfite love is first bi the schewynge of goostli thynges to a clene
soule, whanne the gosteli iye is opened: not that a soule schuld reste thereinne, and make an ende
there, but bi that yit seeke Him and loven Him oonli that is highest of alle’, Hilton, Sca, Bk. II, ch. 44,
1. 3452-55.

209 “[TThis knowyng is worthiest and highest’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 46, 11. 3564-3565.
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The experience of the séiritual marriage has been narrated by Margery.”® The Father
addresses her in a church in Rome communicating that she will be wedded to the
Godhead™! and he will show her His secrets and mysteries. Her first reaction is
silence and fear.”? The Second Person replies to the Father, who theﬁ takes her by
- her hand in her soul and in front of the Son, the Holy Ghost, the Mother and a
multitude of saints and angels utters the formula of the spiritual marriage.”® The
feelings Margery experienced after the spiritual marriage are well WOl’ﬁ'] lingering
upon. She emphasises the different sensations experienced through her senses: she
sensed sweet smells, she heard sounds and melodies, and with her eyes she saw white
things flying around her. Furthermore she was given the gift of the fire of love.
Margery does not need to be afraid of this flame, as it is the heat of the Holy Ghost,

as God explains.”*

The fear,‘the awe in front of the divinity, is a common trait of the mystical union.
Awe is mentioned by Julian in her first vision. When it ceased, she remained in awe,
and ‘abode with reverent drede, joyand’.*** Through this dread the mystic flies ‘from

all that is not good’ to the Lord.*® The Chud-author states that this matter is

210 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 35.

211 T wil han the weddyd to my Godhede, for I schal schewyn the my prevyteys and my cownselys, for
thu schalt wonyn wyth me wythowtyn ende’, Kempe, The Book of Margery Kémpe, ch. 35, 11. 2004-6.

212 [S]ylens in hir sowle [...] sche was ful sor aferd of the Godhed’, Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe,
ch. 35,11 2006-7.

28T take the, Margery, for my weddyd wyfe, for fayrar, for fowelar, for richar, for powerar, so that thu
be buxom and bonyr to do what I byd the do. For, dowtyr, ther was nevyr childe so buxom to the
modyr as I schal be to the bothe in wel and in wo, to help the and comfort the. And therto I make the
suyrté’, Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 35, 11. 2030-4.

214 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 35, ‘swet smellys wyth hir nose’, L. 2039; ‘sowndys and
melodiis’, 1. 2042; “white thyngys flying al abowte hir’, 1. 2047; ‘a flawme of fyer wondir hoot and
delectabyl and ryth comfortabyl, nowt wastyng but evyr incresyng, of lowe’, ll. 2060-2; ‘this hete is the
hete of the Holy Gost’, 1. 2066.

215 Julian, Shewing, LV, ch. 8,1 303.

216 “That drede that makith us hastily to fleen from all that is not good, and fallen into our Lords brest
[--.] with all our entent and with all our mynd’, Shewing, LV., ch. 74, Il. 3044-6. Julian identifies four
types of dread: the dread caused by fright and weakness, the dread of pain, the dread of doubts, and
the dread originated by reverence, which is the only holy one, Julian, Shewing, ch. 74, 11. 3015-43.
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7 as it consists in traversing the ‘cloud of unknowing’ that is situated

terrifying,”
between the mystic and God. Although it is in between, the cloud can be interpreted
as a means by which the human condition and the divinity can be connected.”® The
contemplation can be transient or permanent, and it is represented by Moses and

219

Aaron respectively.

The very last teaching expressed by Hilton hinges on the high secrecy of the
‘daliaunce’ of the soul with God who reveals mysteries.” This echoes God’s
communication to Margery concerning showing her ‘prevyteys’ and ‘cownselys’.!
Sectrecy is also experienced by Julian. Although she saw what God wants to be
revealed and known, nevertheless this consists of secret things that are hidden.?
Julian saw other hidden secrets that will be known only when humankind will be
worthy.”® The journey of the soul, as can be expressed by words, ends in the
unutterable. A soul guided by grace, Hilton aséerts, ‘mai seen more in an hour of
siche goosteli matier than myght be writen in a grete book”.** Congruent with its
being unutterable, the Clwd-author focuses on the transient ravishment rather than

on the permanent.”™®

217 [T]his mater so harde and so feerdful’, Cloud, ch. 71,1. 2381.

218 Forman speaks of ‘conjunctive’ and ‘disjunctive” usages of the cloud, p. 188.

219 The first type of contemplation, transient, ‘the whiche callyng is clepid ravisching’, 1. 2388. Moses
climbed the mountain after a long spiritual labour, whereas Aaron, representing the second type, can
enter contemplation at will, ‘thei mowe have it when thei wolen in the comoun state of mans soule: as
in sittyng, goyng, stondyng, or knelyng’, lI. 2390-91, see also Forman, p. 186.

20 ‘He scheweth privetees’, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 46, 1 3571. ‘Alle thise loveli daliaunces of privei speche
atwixe Jhesu and a soule mai be called an hid word’, Hilton, Scak, Bk. II, ch. 46, 1L 3573-4.

2 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 35, 11. 2005-6.

22 For the thyngs that He will have privy, mytyly and wisely Hymselfe He hydeth hem for love’,
Julian, Shewings, LV, ch. 46,11. 1633-4.

2 ‘For I saw in the same shewing that mech privity is hid, which may never be knowen into the tyme
that God of His goodnes hath made us worthy to sen it’, Julian, Shewings, LV, ch. 46, 11.1634-36.

24 Hilton, Scak, Bk. I1, ch. 46,1 3594.

25 See Forman, p. 186.
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The Degrees of Prayer

While illustrating the contemplative stages, Hilton declares that the journey occurs
gradually, and employs the image of the ladder by which a contemplative can rise.”
In order to make the succession of the stages clearer, it may be helpful to sum these
up.”’ The journey represents a whole process that could be defined as ‘prayer’ within
which two kinds of prayer can be identified: ordinary prayer, and mystical prayer,
each subdivided into four degrees.” Ordinary prayer is made up of vocal prayer or
recitation of set prayers; meditation, also called methodical or discursive;? affective
prayer; and prayer of simplicity or simple gaze. Mystical prayer (or graces) is
composed of prayer of quiet; prayer of union or semi-ecstatic; ecstasy or ecstatic
union; and transforming union or spiritual marriage. When ecstasy is sudden and

occurs violently it is called ‘rapture’.

Two stages of transition have been first identified by John of the Cross who defined
them as the ‘Night of the Soul’.?* The first occurs before the mystical prayer that is
defined the first night of the soul. The second night of the soul is the transitory stage
soon before the spiritual marriage and it is called the Night of the Mind”.*' Visions
and revelations are phenomena belonging to mystical prayer (or graces).” ihese

stages can be represented as follows.

26 ‘[N]e more than a man that wole clymbe upon an high laddre and setteth his foot upon the lowest
stele mai atte the nexte fleen up to the higheste; but hym bihoveth bi processe gon oon aftir anothir,
til he mai come to the overeste’, Hilton, Scale, Bk. II, ch. 17, 11. 882-5.

21 The classification of prayer is based upon A. Poulain’s The Graces of Interior Prayer, quoted by Leuba,
pp- 177-79 as well as on Catholic Encyclopaedia, ed. C. G. Herbermann, London, Caxton Publishing,
1907-12, ‘prayer’, vol. 12, pp. 345-50, and ‘contemplation’, vol. 4, pp. 324-29.

238 Leuba, pp. 177-179.

22 This degree can be also called ‘prayer of reflection’ according to Catholic Encyclopedia, entry
‘contemplation’, p. 325.

20 Catholic Encyclopedia, ‘contemplation’, p. 327.

1 Catholic Encyclopedia, ‘contemplation’, p. 327.

232 Catholic Encyclopedia, ‘contemplation’, pp. 325, 327.
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Vocal prayer (recitation of set prayers)

Meditation (methodical or discursive)

Oxdinary Prayer Affective

Prayer of simplicity (simple gaze)

Night of the Soul
Prayer of quiet
Prayer of union (semiecstatic)
Mystical Prayer
(Graces) Ecstasy (ecstatic union)
Night of the Mind

Transforming union / Spiritual Marriage

5. Mystical Figurative Imagery

The mystical experience presents common traits in mystics of different epochs and
religions.” The mystics’ language is rich in images, employed individually or often in
association with others. Gates and holes, and the passage through them, the ladder,
the tree, the fire, the ﬂigﬁt — all appear to be common features in the religious
ecstatic imagery of different cultures. Some of the figurative imagery employed by
mystics is explored here, as they recur in medieval dream visions that are investigated

in Part II.

The Gate

In Hilton’s Scak the image of the gate is the first that signposts the passage unto
another state.” It is already found in the Scriptures in Christ’s words I am the door.
By me if any man enter in, he shall be saved: and he shall go in, and go out, and shall

find pastures’® Rolle reports that his experience of conversion and contemplation

23 See M. Glasscoe, English Medieval Mystics: Games of Faith, London, New York, Longman, 1993, p. 3
24 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 27.

25 Jobn, 10:9, quoted in Glasscoe, Games of Faith, p. 183. The expression pivoting on the image of the
door is also recalled in The Book of Privy Counselling, see Glasscoe, Games of Faith,p. 187.

103



Chapter 2

occurs ‘the day the door of Heaven swung back’.*® In Mels Amoris he expresses his
desire to undergo the mystical experience by the expression ‘to enter the portas |[...]

paradisici pastus’.”’

The representations of the cities of Babylon and of Jerusalem, the former
symbolising ‘the life of sinners in the world’, and the latter ‘the spiritual life’,” have
the common features of a surrounding wall and two gates. The gates of Bébylon
represent birth and death,™ whereas the lower gate of Jerusalem symbolises the
Catholic faith and the upper gate represents ‘the gate to contemplation’ in Hugh of

St Victor’s words.**

The gate can be associated with the image of the wall, as in the expression of the
‘brekere of the wal™ (see Glowing Darkness, p. 90). It gives access to a space
otherwise inaccessible, because it is delimited and fenced off by a wall. Hence the

only access is through the gate-door.

The door represents the limit between the outside world and the domestic world, in
the case of a house; in that of a temple it is the limit between profane world and

sacred world.** It is associated with the concept of dying to the world (see above,

243

The Gate to Contemplation, p. 87).*® This association recalls the rite the anchorites

2% Rolle, Fire of Love, ch. 15, p. 92.

27 Quoted in Riehle, p. 36.

2% Gardner, p. 155.

2 Gardaner, p. 155.

240 Quoted in Gardner, pp. 156-7.

24 Hilton, Scak, Bk. 11, ch. 27,1 1709-10.

242 A. van Gennep, Rétf di passaggio, Torino, Boringhieri, 1981, p. 18.

243 Hilton states: “This dyynge to the world is this myrkenesse, and it is the gate of contemplacioun’,
Scale, Bk. 11, ch. 27, 1. 1699. Hilton reinforces the same concept later: “This hundredfolde that a soule
schal have yif he forsake the worlde is not ellis but the profight of this lighti merkenesse, that I calle
the gate of contemplaciour’, Scak, Bk. I1, ch. 27,11 1722-24.
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undergo when they leave this world, and they die to this world: the door separates

their cell and the earthly world.

The door is also a fundamental transitional symbol between states, witnessing the
continuity of the two worlds (see ch.1, p. 42). The space of Earthly Paradise was
localised in continuity with the earthly world. When the geography of Purgatory was
developing, entrances were localised, so that the way of communication between the
beyond and the human world could be possible.*** St Patrick’s purgatory can be
recalled here. Those who wish to step into purgatory, the beyond, cross the
threshold. The door is closed behind them and subsequently reopened to show

whether they return to this world or have departed forever.**

With regard to symbolic death, in several cultures at the ethnological state, during the
initiation rite the future shaman witnesses his own death in dreams or visions. Only
after symbolic death can he be re-born to new life ‘with a mystical sensibility’.**
Death symbolises regeneration and spiritual birth.*” Unlike the profane cbncept of
death as end of life — initiatory death consists of ‘killing one’s own profane historic
existence to re-enter an immaculate, open existence’.** In these terms symbolic death
is not an end but the beginning of a new life. A common pattern in both mysteries
and in the experience that precedes the mystic vocation can be identified: ‘suffering,

death and resurrection’, where death is considered as a ‘rize of passage’>” From this

perspective if the (painﬁ.ti) periods of illness of medieval mystics is considered,

244 At first the entrances of Purgatory were not distinguished from the holes which lead to Hell. Later
these holes would become wells, Le Goff, La nascita de! Purgatorio, p. 226.

24 Le Goff, La nascita del purgatorio, pp. 215 ff.

246 Eliade, Myzhs, p. 85.

247 Eliade, Myzhs, pp. 202-3.

24 Eliade, Myths, p. 227.

24 Eliade, Myzhs, p. 230. Eliade’s emphasis.
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‘suffering’, then illness and suffering represent a stage on the path to the symbolic

death to this profane life and to spiritual rebirth and mystical union.

In figurative representations mystics receiving visions from the divinity are usually
portrayed in a space delimited by two pillars surmounted by an arch where the
visionary is alone. Hildegard receiving a vision is represented (Lsber Scivias) dictating
to her scribe, who only has his ear in the delimited space (see fig. 3). This signifies
that he can hear Hildegard’s voice but he is not receiving a revelation. Similarly the
medieval poet is secluded in his bedchamber, as is explored in depth in Part II (see

pp- 164 ff)).

The Ladder

In Dionysius’s Mystical Theology the ladder symbolises the ascent of the soul to God.™
According to John of the Cross, the secret contemplation is paralleled to a ladder up
which the soul ascends in order to acquire knowledge.”" Dante sees the ladder in the
sphere of Saturn, where he meets the contemplative souls.”” He is incited to climb it
by Beatrice to complete his knowledge.” In this context climbing the ladder is

254

associated with the flight, and represents being rapt.”* Hildegard has a vision of a

250 Knowles, The English Mystical Tradition, p. 30.

%1 Gardner, p. 305.

22 Looking into the planet Saturn, Dante sees a golden ladder along which the spirits move. It is so
high that he cannot see the top, Dante Alighieri, Par, XXI, 25-33. This ladder results to be Jacob’s
ladder, which explains the reason why its summit cannot be seen by mortal eyes, Par., XXII, 70.

253 “La dolce donna dietro a lor mi pinse

Con un sol cenno su per quella scala,

Si sua virti la mia natura vinse;

Né mai quaggit, dove si monta e cala

Naturalmente, fu si ratto moto,

Ch’agguagliar si potesse alla mia ala’, Par, XXII, 100-105

[The sweet lady impelled me after them with a single sign up by that stairway, so did her power
surpass my nature; Nor ever here below, where one mounts and descends naturally was so swift a
motion that it could be equalled to my flight], trans. in Gardner, pp. 305-6.

24 In Par., XXI, 34-42 Dante compares the movements of the saints along the ladder to the flight of
birds; and in Par. XXII, 100-105 his ascent is represented by flight by means of the word ‘wing’,
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ladder being leant against 2 human head ‘with various stages of ascent’ being the
senses through which it is- possible for the humankind ‘to gaze out at all the
creatures’.™ As has been stated eatlier (see p. 69) the ladder has a similar meaning to
the tree, the pole or pillar, and the cross, in that they all symbolise the ascent. Rolle
represents the ascent by means of the apple tree of the Song of Songs — which in the
Middle Ages was considered as a symbol of Christ as well as the tree of the cross.”™
In one of Margery’s visioné God addresses her and reassures her by stating that she

was a chosen soul in that she was a pillar of the Holy Church.®’

The Fire

The fire is an image often recurrent in mystics’ and saints’ writing. Further to the
evidence outlined in the previous section by the words of the Middle English mystics
(p- 93), Mechtild of Magdeburg (1210-1285/91) compares God to ‘a consuming fire
[...]- As wital heat, holding eternal life in itself, this hath produced all things from
itsel.** She continues the simile employing terms related to fire and heat, including
“flying sparks’, ‘rays’, and living coals of this fire’.*® Similarly St Catherine of Genoa
employs the image of fire to illustrate the divine: {God is] the Fire of Pain and the
Light of Joy to souls’** The experience of sickness, like the initiatory trials, provokes

a change so that the sensibility of the initiated is heightened.” As a consequence the

rendered in the English translation by ‘flight’, 1. 105. Gardner maintains that the former passage was
mspired to Dante by Richard of St Victor, Gardner, p. 173. For the association of the ladder with
rapture, see Gardner, p. 307.

255 Hildegard of Bingen, Book of Divine Works, p. 89.

25 Riehle remarks that the soul ascends the tree and eats its fruit signifies implicitly that the soul is fed
with God, p. 108.

%7 [A] peler of Holy Cherch’, The Book of Margery Kempe, ch. 13, 1. 671. Windeatt notices that also
some German mystic women considered themselves as a pillar, The Book of Margery Kempe, trans.

B. A. Windeatt, London, Harmondsworth, 1985, p. 306, n. 5.

28 Quoted in Gardner, p. 275.

29 Quoted in Gardner, p. 275.

260 Quoted in Garduner, p. 276.

261 Eliade, Myths, p. 81.
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