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Abstract in English 

This thesis explores modalities in two hagiographical collections from the late Middle Ages; 

the Legenda Aurea and the Gilte Legende by drawing inspiration from post-colonial hybridity 

theories.. It conducts a close textual analysis by studying the use of pronouns in five saints’ 

legends where female saints transcend traditional gender identities and become men, and 

focuses on how they transcend, live as men, and die. The study concludes that the use of 

pronouns is fluid in the Latin Legenda Aurea, while the Middle English Gilte Legende has 

more female pronouns and additions to the texts where the female identity of the saints is 

emphasised. This is interpreted as a sign of the feminisation of religious language in Europe 

during the late Middle Ages, and viewed parallel with the increase of holy women at that 

time. By doing this, it underlines the importance of new words and concepts when describing 

and understanding medieval views on gender.  

 

Abstract in Swedish 

Denna uppsats undersöker modaliteter i två medeltida hagiografiska samlingar, Legenda 

Aurea och Gilte Legende. Den gör en textanalys genom att studera användandet av pronomen 

i fem helgonlegender där kvinnliga helgon transcenderar traditionella könsidentiteter och blir 

män, med fokus på hur de transcenderar, lever som män, och dör. Studien kommer fram till 

att användandet av pronomen är flytande i den latinska källan, medan den medelengelska har 

fler kvinnliga pronomen och fler tillägg där kvinnlighet betonas, vilket tolkas som ett tecken 

på feminiserandet av det religiösa språket under senmedeltiden. Detta kopplas till ökningen av 

heliga, könsöverskridande kvinnor under senmedeltiden. Slutligen betonar den vikten av nya 

ord för att beskriva och förstå medeltidens syn på kön, liksom hybriditetsteoriers potential.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

She lived in a world in which the Devil was a character one might meet on any lonely 

pathway, who might whisper whom to kill, how to control others.  

       How does one understand such a world?1 

Although a book about femininity and masculinity in early modern Europe, Lyndal Roper 

asks the question that at large guides scholars studying the history of religion. In order to 

understand the medieval worlds of faiths – for there are several – many have turned to the 

saints and their cults, seeing in them mediators and translators of the spiritual life of ordinary 

people. A widely disseminated compilation of saints’ legends from 1260, the Legenda Aurea 

by the Dominican Jacobus de Voragine2, has received much scholarly interest over the years 

under the epithet of the “medieval bestseller”3 that was translated into most of the European 

languages. It was the clergy’s most widely used compilation for a prolonged period of 

ecclesiastical history4 and presents the shared comprehensions of sanctity among clergy and 

laity alike in the later Middle Ages.5  

Out of the more than 180 separate texts in the compilation there are five saints’ legends in 

particular which have been particularly appealing to scholars of gender in the Middle Ages: 

five female saints who at one point take on male roles and names, who transcend traditional 

gender categories. These stories, I will argue, are examples of medieval gender fluidity, but 

they are often misunderstood and treated instead as examples of “transvestism”, medieval 

obsessions with the literary genre of “cross-dressing”, or reduced to paradoxes. In order to 

understand the phenomenon of transcendence during the Middle Ages, this thesis proposes 

that a new language is needed, one that creates space for the existence of fluidity.  

While the potentially many functions of saints are hotly debated, they held a central place in 

popular consciousness during the Middle Ages as regulated feast days that structured the year 

for both laity and clergy alike. This makes the legends important to examine, because 

                                                 
1 Lyndal Roper, Oedipus and the Devil: witchcraft, sexuality and religion in early modern Europe, Routledge, 

London, 1994, p. 1.  
2 Colum Hourihane, The Grove encyclopedia of medieval art and architecture, Oxford University Press, New 

York, 2012, p. 450.  
3 Sherry L. Reames, The Legenda aurea, a reexamination of its paradoxical history, University of Wisconsin 

Press, Madison, Wis., 1985, p. 197. 
4 Eamon Duffy, “Introduction to the 2012 Edition” in William Granger Ryan, The Golden Legend: Readings on 

the Saints, Princeton University Press, 2012, p. i ; Samantha Riches & Sarah Salih, Gender and Holiness : Men, 

Women, and Saints in Late Medieval Europe, Routledge, Hoboken, 2002, p. 197. 
5 Riches & Salih, Gender and Holiness, p. 197.  
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regardless of whether the saints were meant to be emulated as ideals or read as examples of 

sanctity, they were present as practice both in the minds of people as stories, as sermons, and 

as physical “magic” in the form of relics.  

Previous research has yet to reach this. The current thesis is, therefore, deeply rooted in 

language and linguistic practices. It takes issue with and finds its solutions in language, and 

argues that through the adaptation of words and the inventions of new ones can modern 

understandings of the Middle Ages take form.  

1.1 Historical background 

The current thesis is placed in the context of thirteenth to fifteenth century Europe since this is 

when the Legenda Aurea is well established. Below, I will present a brief historical 

background of this period, characterised by important changes in regards to canonisation and 

sanctity.  

1.1.1 Saints in Christian life and practice 

In Medieval Christianity, saints can be separated into a number of sometimes intersecting 

categories – of martyrs, confessors, virgins, mothers, church fathers, political figures, secular 

leaders, popes, sinners, and so on. Some categories were more popular during specific periods 

of the Middle Ages. Views on and attitudes towards sanctity naturally shifted with the many 

changes that early Christianity underwent as well as the reforms instituted during the later 

periods, but it early on grew around the laity. André Vauchez has argued that the 

dissemination of Christianity was aided greatly by the practice of translation; that is, of 

removing body parts from the corpses of saints6 to revere as relics. The stories of the saints 

were more easily shared and understood than theology and doctrines and they existed in the 

minds of clergy and laity alike. 

Regular celebrations of saints were incorporated into the liturgical year and compiled Acts 

that made for the dissemination of cults beyond their immediate locality, but by the year 400 

(C.E) it remained a matter of popular opinion who was worthy of a cult in the first place. 

Change to the criteria of sanctity came about with the reign of Emperor Constantine, and the 

Age of Confessors succeeded that of the martyrs – although the cult of martyrs prevailed 

                                                 
6 Or, as has been shown in some cases, the body parts of unknown people and, even, some animals.  
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parallel. Following this, gruesome death was no longer perceived as the only way to sanctity 

in the eyes of laity and clergy alike.7 

1.1.2 Saints as practice 

The significance of soldier saints and royal saints began to increase after the First Crusade, 

and most canonisations show a predilection for aristocratic and royal saints. 8 But saints could 

originate from most corners of the Christian world, both high and low, laity and clergy, and 

cults that grew around them proved difficult to control.9 Traditional views of martyrs as 

persons who voluntarily faced their own deaths were challenged by the Crusades, and the 

discourse that had once been centred around passivity changed to include those who fought 

and killed for Christianity.10  

From pope Eugenius pontificate (1145-1153) the highest echelon of the church exercised sole 

(albeit contested) authority over canonisations, meaning that bishops and localities were left 

out. This brought the processes into a period of transition in the twelfth century that would 

change who, and how many holy persons, were canonised. But despite regulations, cults of 

saints without papal recognition grew exponentially during the later Middle Ages.11 Saint’s 

cults remained to some degree anarchic phenomena, although the Carolingian reforms 

succeeded in putting to paper some of the rules of sanctity that would decrease the number of 

new relics and translations of bodies not performed by bishops.12 Cults were “normally a 

prelude to a canonisation process”13. It is important to remember, however, that the 

Carolingian reforms should be seen as reactions to practices, not the end of them. Vauchez 

has further observed that canonisations were under heavy political influence from Rome about 

1270, and that these influences became “supreme” during the thirteenth century.14 This is of 

significance when considering the Legenda Aurea in the context of the new female saints in 

the late Middle Ages.  

                                                 
7 André Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, Cambridge University Press, New York, 1997, p. 14f.  
8 Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, p. 161-162.  
9 Shelly L. Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 198.  
10 Helen Nicholson, “Martyrum collegio sociandus haberet’: Depictions of the Military Orders’ Martyrs in the 

Holy Land, 1187– 1291” in Simon John & Nicholas Morton, Crusading and Warfare in the Middle Ages: 

Realities and Representations. Essays in Honour of John France. Farnham, GB: Routledge, 2014, p. 101-102.  
11 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 193 
12 Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, p. 19f.  
13 Ronald C. Finucane, Contested canonizations: the last medieval saints, 1482-1523, Catholic University of 

America Press, Washington, D.C., 2011, pp. 4, 70.  
14 Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, pp. 77, 82.  
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1.2 Previous research 

Over the past few decades, research in the field of sanctity and gender have focused on two 

main areas which I will refer to as medieval reality and medieval writings; that of the social 

reality of saints’ cults, canonisation, and religious life, and that of hagiography and textual 

analyses. This chapter will provide a short overview on the field such as it is today with this 

division as a starting point. 

1.2.1 The social realities of saints 

André Vauchez has made a significant contribution to modern understandings of the social 

realities that surround saints’ cults in the later Middle Ages: that is, of medieval religious 

practice. By observing how the spatial dispersal of saints means that historians must look ”at 

the level of Christendom as a whole”15, he has pin-pointed both the strength and weakness of 

the field. Homogenous representations of the phenomenon of saints appear in regions with 

disparate cultures, making saints a universal phenomenon within the Christian sphere while 

also providing the risk of treating them similarly in spite of geographical context. Cults were 

organic phenomena in that they emerged independently of “hierarchical intervention”16, and 

as bishops came into more active roles after the Roman empire’s fall, regular celebrations of 

saints were incorporated into the liturgical year. Acts were compiled that made for the 

dissemination of cults beyond immediate localities17, and the cults proved difficult for the 

papacy to control.18 This brought about the establishment of saints in popular consciousness 

as the church year, and therefore also the lay year, was structured around saint’s feast days, 

which in turn came to be associated with important annual events. It has also been shown that 

the papacy came to enforce definitions on sanctity that seemed to be drawn almost directly 

from the Aurea, further proving its prevalence in medieval society.19 

Sherry L. Reames’s critical work on the Legenda Aurea contextualised the compilation’s 

popularity in the late Middle Ages until the sixteenth century when it fell out of favour with 

the public.20 She has observed, in line with Vauchez, that communities mostly looked to the 

elite classes for their saints21, but that “Christian perfection could also arise from the humbler 

                                                 
15 Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, p. 7.  
16 Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, p. 13.  
17 Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, p. 14f.  
18 Vauchez, Sainthood in the later Middle Ages, p. 161-162.  
19 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 199.  
20 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 27-29.  
21 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 198.  
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reaches of society”22. She and Vauchez has noted a period of transition in the twelfth century 

that would change who, and how many holy persons, were canonised. 

Women saints and female holiness has long been regarded as something “marginal and 

enigmatic”23, in the words of Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker, but these ideas have been challenged 

by recent research. Scholars have brought to attention the increase in the number of laywomen 

with worldly power and influence during the eleventh and twelfth century in southern Europe, 

and it is therefore particularly important to mention the ground-breaking work of Caroline 

Walker Bynum, who has been instrumental in opening up the field of research on holy women 

and female spirituality in the late Middle Ages. Her approach in the pioneering work Holy 

Feast and Holy Fast is characterised by a rejection of the modern focus on “sex and 

money”24. She is able to raise fundamental questions about male and female religiosity and 

the differences between them.25 Walker Bynum has also shown that gender held a 

significance in the late Middle Ages as dichotomic binaries were partially reversed as holy 

women became the foci of religious movements centred around the Mother and spiritual 

equality.26 She has also praised the sources of saints as “important evidence about the 

assumptions of people who admired” them.27 

1.2.2 Medieval writings on saints 

An adjacent field of research has been constituted by historians of literature who have tried to 

understand saints in their written contexts. Among these are scholars who have examined the 

relationship between the body and the soul in hagiographies while focusing on gender. There 

is a consensus on how holy women were treated in ways specific to their identities as women 

– within the genre is prevalent the threat of rape, the maiming of the female body, and an 

                                                 
22 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 198.  
23 Annekke B. Mulder-Bakker, ”Devoted Holiness in the Lay World”, in Women and gender, p. 475.  
24 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy feast and holy fast: the religious significance of food to medieval women, Univ. 

of California Press, Berkeley, 1987, p. 1.  
25 Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast, pp 2-3, 6.  
26 Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: studies in the spirituality of the High Middle Ages, University of 

California Press, Berkeley, 1984. 
26 See also Caroline Walker Bynum, “’And Women His Humanity’: Female Imagery in the Religious Writings 

of the Later Middle Ages,” in Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in 

Medieval Religion, MIT Press, 1991, pp. 151, 151-180. 
27 Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast, p. 8.  
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obsession with female virginity28 not present in male hagiographies.29 The focus of these 

studies has been on embodying female saints and examining in text how they are treated and 

their bodies gendered. However, I suggest that this approach becomes problematic when 

studying the transcendental saints, so called because they transcend their female identities as 

some point in their legends and take on male roles. There are five of them in the Legenda 

Aurea, and when approached with an aim to write body history, they have been consistently 

called transvestites by scholars.30 While also examining the “slippage between the 

categories”31 of men and women, and seeing how medieval stories, “challenge the essentiality 

of gender, suggesting that it is socially performative rather than biologically fixed”32 one 

quickly observes the limitations of viewing the saints as transvestites, as not actually 

transcending but hiding, covering, and deceiving rather than becoming something other. I 

argue that this reproduces a modern binarity of gender into how scholars imagine medieval 

gender spectra.  

It should be noted that my critique of the research presented here is theoretical. There are 

authors who have studied the relationship between the body and the soul in hagiography as 

well with particular focus on the significance of spiritual purity in female sanctity, rather than 

the traditional focus on physical purity (i.e. virginity and celibacy). However, they have 

studied this with the approach of crossdressing and transvestitism, failing to see physical 

                                                 
28 See for example Renée R. Trilling, “Heavenly Bodies: Paradoxes of Female Martyrdom in Ælfric’s Lives of 

Saints”, in Paul Szarmach (red.), Writing Women Saints in Anglo-Saxon England, p. 250; Easton, “Pain, torture 

and death” in Riches & Salih, Gender and Holiness ; Sarah Schäfer-Althaus, The gendered body: female 

sanctity, gender hybridity and the body in women's hagiography, Universitätsverlag Winter, Universität, 

Heidelberg, 2016 
29 There are of course eunuch saints in Christian hagiography, such as St. Origen, St. Ignatius, and Sts Protus and 

Hyacinthus. But these are markedly different; in the former case, the castration was self-inflicted, and in the 

latter cases, it was carried out at an early age, before their saintly days. See Julia Reinhard Lupton, Afterlives of 

the saints: hagiography, typology, and Renaissance literature, Stanford Univ. Press, Stanford, Calif., 1996, “The 

Consolations of Castration: Origen” (unnumbered pages).; Shaun Tougher, “Holy Eunuchs! Masculinity and 

Eunuch Saints in Byzantium”, in Patricia H Cullum & Katherine J. Lewis (red.), Holiness and masculinity in the 

Middle Ages, University of Wales Press, Cardiff, 2004, p. 100.  
30 See Schäfer-Althaus, The gendered body ; Larissa Tracy, Women of the Gilte: a selection of Middle English 

saints lives, D.S. Brewer, Cambridge, UK, 2003; Easton, “Pain, torture and death” in Riches & Salih, Gender 

and Holiness ; Katznelson, Religious conversion : history, experience and meaning, unnumbered pages: section 

“Approaches to Conversion” ; Stephen J. Davis, “Crossed Texts, Crossed Sex: Intertextuality and Gender in 

Early Christian Legends of Holy Women Disguised as Men” in Journal of Early Christian Studies, Volume 10, 

Number 1, Spring 2002, pp. 1-36 ; Alison Gulley, The Displacement of the Body in Ælfric's Virgin Martyr Lives 

[Elektronisk resurs], Ashgate Publishing Group, 2014 ; John Anson, “The Female Transvestite in Early 

Monasticism: The Origin and Development of a Motif” in Viator 1974 5:, 1-32.  
31 Easton, “Pain, torture and death”, in Gender and Holiness, p. 85.  
32 Easton, “Pain, torture and death”, in Gender and Holiness, p. 85.  
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purity as a way to spiritual equality and discussing, instead, why the saints had to become 

male to achieve sanctity.33 

As stated in the introduction, the field of research on saints can be seen as divided by the issue 

of saintly functions, leaving some important questions without definitive answers. It may be 

impossible to know if the saints were supposed to be emulated by the common man or 

woman, or if their legends were read as metaphorical treatises on faith. This, however, does 

not mean that scholars should refrain from trying to understand medieval hagiography from 

the point of author and audience. The hybridity, or transcendence, of saints is still poorly 

understood since the approach of most previous research has been to see these legends as 

examples of cross-dressing rather than as examples of what sanctity adds to a person’s 

identity, and as a result, what it adds to the consciousness of saints and hagiography. This lack 

of attention is significant because knowing about how saints were written of and tied to their 

shifting identities will provide a benefit for future ways of viewing gender and sanctity in the 

context of the high and late Middle Ages. Such a continued use of inadequate terminology 

will lead to a stagnation of historiographic discourse – in short, this field of research will not 

evolve past “transvestism”, and therefore not past a narrow and excluding view of sanctity 

and gender.  

In order to address this problem, I will use the theoretical framework of hybridity. The word 

without its postcolonial background has been used before to describe saints, but only as a way 

to describe their “transvestism”. I intend to use it as a way to understand the creation of 

identity and gender in language, focusing on the very words that tie subjects to their roles and 

identities.   

1.3 Source material 

1.3.1 The Golden Legend 

The Aurea was originally compiled by Jacobus in the 1260’s and consists of 180 separated 

texts, of which roughly 150 are hagiographies and the rest are sermon-like texts on the 

different feast days of the liturgical year.34 Thirty or so directly describe the lives of women, 

including those whose husbands share their place as protagonists, and those who are the true 

                                                 
33 Gulley, The Displacement of the Body in Ælfric's Virgin Martyr Lives ; Evelyne Patlagean, “L’histoire de la 

femme déguisée en moine et l’évolution de la sainteté féminine à Byzance”, in Studi Medievali, ser. 17, 1976. 
34 Duffy, “Introduction” in The Golden Legend, pp. xii-xiii.   
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protagonists of the legend (see for example the legend of Saints Hyacinthus and Protus35), 

although the number of women included or playing parts in the hagiographies overall is 

higher. In the Aurea, Jacobus is the compiler and sometimes author, and the exact extent of 

his borrowings and replications is not of interest to study here.  

There is evidence in the surviving manuscripts of interpolations of saints’ legends by authors 

other than Jacobus, as noted for example by Eamon Duffy in his introduction to Granger 

Ryan’s 2012 translation.36 Granger Ryan adds additional information relating to the textual 

differences of the editions in occasional footnotes. He notes several times that the legends 

vary in length, and that some parts are left out of Grässe’s manuscript, showing that there is 

an organic aspect to the different manuscripts. Translators and copyists could make 

subtraction and additions to their own copy, giving the text a far longer life than Jacobus 

himself could. If put in chronological order from the earliest to the latest saints, they range 

from excerpts on the Holy Virgin and the lives and passions of the Apostles, to saints 

canonised in the thirteenth century, such as Saint Elisabeth of Hungary and Saint Benedict of 

Nursia.37 

1.3.2 Two Legenda Aurea  

The fundaments of this study are hagiographies of two main origins, and five main legends 

from those compilations. The first is a publication of one of the surviving thousand-or-so 

manuscripts of the Legenda Aurea in Latin, published by Doctor Theodor Grässe in 1845, and 

translated into modern English in 2012 by William Granger Ryan. I will use Ryan’s 

translation of Grässe’s publication as a starting point, so that those who are not fluent will still 

be able to follow my arguments. However, I will be focusing on pronoun use and modality in 

the text, and because gender is not always visible in Latin, I will be referencing the Latin 

parallel when I must. Therefore, I will use the reference “Grässe, Legenda Aurea” when I 

speak of the Latin version, and “Ryan, The Golden Legend” when I speak of the translation. 

The second hagiographical compilation is the Gilte Legende, produced in 1438 in Late Middle 

English. It is a close translation of the French Légende Doreé by Jean de Vignay from the 

beginning of the fourteenth century, which, in turn, is a translation of a Latin manuscript of 

                                                 
35 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 551. 
36 Duffy, “Introduction”, in The Golden Legend, p. xv.  
37 Duffy, “Introduction”, in The Golden Legend, p. xv. 
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the Golden Legend from the thirteenth century.38 The translator was anonymous, referring to 

himself only as a “synfulle wrecche”39. The volumes were edited by Richard Hamer and Vida 

Russell between 2006-2013. Reames has called for an examination of vernacular translations 

of the Legenda Aurea that might show how translators have tried to mitigate the harsh 

teachings of the compilation. 40 This is the potential of the Gilte Legende. 

1.4 Theoretical framework 

This thesis has two main points of entry to the study of the hagiographies: that of gender and 

hybridity theory. This chapter will discuss them both in turn, and conclude with a discussion 

on how they come together. 

1.4.1 Gender and sanctity 

I will begin with discussing gender theories relevant to the study at hand to be able to discuss 

women in hagiography. Studies that wish to examine what part gender plays in discourses and 

how the differences between men and women are motivated must start at the very foundation 

of the word “gender”. Frequently the term falls flat when it tries to explain the near-universal 

binary of “man” and “woman”, since its broad applications often overshadow theoretical 

discussion. “Gender” in the school of Yvonne Hirdman among others denies that the social 

differences between people are somehow natural and stable.41 But despite critical stances 

toward binary conceptions of gender and dualistic roles, Hirdman and many of her peers tend 

to recreate them in their writing, which is why gender theorist Marie Nordberg propose that 

we speak of female masculinity and male femininity. This would embrace the men and 

women who seem not to fit in either category.42 But this is neither eluding nor sidestepping 

dualism. Femininity and masculinity contribute to the spatial scale of more-or-less man or 

woman, and this way of thinking about men and women seems common; it is also a critique 

that Sara Edenheim directs at Hirdman and the essentially stable notion of the gendered body 

that she represents.43 She quotes Joan Scott, who has asserted that,   

                                                 
38 Jacobus de Voragine, Gilte legende. Vol. III, edited by Richard Hamer & Vida Russell, Oxford University 

Press, Oxford, 2006, p. xi.  
39 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. III, p. 50.  
40 …“to prune away his most blatant propaganda, and to add explicit lessons or stories designed to edify a lay 

audience.” Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 208.  
41 Yvonne Hirdman, Genus: om det stabilas föränderliga former, 2., [rev.] uppl., Liber, Malmö, 2003, p. 16.  
42 Marie Nordberg, “’Kvinnlig maskulinitet’ och ‘manlig femininitet’. En möjlighet att överskrida 

könsdikotomin?” in Tidskrift för Genusvetenskap, nr 1-2 2004, p. 63 
43 Sara Edenheim, ”Att komma till Scott”, in Scandia, Vol 78, Nr 2:S 2012.  
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To put it another way, the sex/gender binary, which defined gender as the social 

assignment of meaning to biologically given sex differences, remains in place despite 

a generation of scholarship aimed at deconstructing that opposition.44  

In countering this, masculinity-theorist Reawyn Connell argues that a change in discourse and 

practice becomes possible only through practice: a discourse that cannot move beyond 

dualism will always be blind to liminal existences like those of transpeople, unless change is 

possible.45 However, how does one explain practice before change, without change before 

practice? The ontological indications of this leaves the discussion with an ouroboros 

impossible to pull apart. Nevertheless, by concluding this, it is clear that this thesis is referring 

to what is constructed, but also that where it speaks from is not from a position of generic 

comprehension of what is masculine and what is feminine. “Gender” in itself says nothing 

about the number of genders or sexes there are, or indeed of the conditions inherent in them; 

using the word in reference to men and women specifically influences and limits its use. 

Consequently, this thesis will use the concept on the presupposition that it describes a world 

that is constructed through language, wherein “woman”, while carrying similarities in 

between cultures and time periods, is a concept understood best in its socio-political context.  

Of course, this does little for an understanding of gender in the Middle Ages. One must look 

at the discursive reality in church rhetoric to say something about how gender was 

constructed, and that rhetoric is limited to the man and the woman – in a way. While identities 

include roles such as mother, father, girl, virgin, boy, and so on, there is an oppositional pair 

in them that is woman and man. However, looking at medieval philosophy and science, 

Thomas Laqueur has concluded that the one-sex-model was the norm until the turn of the 

sixteenth century. Sex and body are the epiphenomenon to gender, according to Laqueur, the 

“primary or ‘real’” category, and “to be a man or woman was to hold a social rank, a place in 

society, to assume a cultural role”46. This view of historical sources is one that the current 

thesis aligns with. He quotes Galen, who wrote that there is “only one canonical body and that 

body was male”.47 As with many other Christian sources from the Middle Ages, this 

demonstrates that two things that at first seem to contradict each other can both be true; that 

while the man and woman are opposed, they are still somehow the same.  

                                                 
44 Joan W. Scott; “Unanswered Questions”, in Am Hist Rev 2008; 113 (5): p. 1424.  
45 Raewyn Connell, Maskuliniteter, 2. uppl, Daidalos, Göteborg, 2008, pp. 58, 107-108.  
46 Thomas Laqueur, Making sex: body and gender from the Greeks to Freud, Harvard Univ. Press, Cambridge, 

Mass., 1990, p. 8.  
47 Laqueur, Making sex, p. 63.  
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Laqueur further remarks that it is in language that differences are marked, made, and decided. 

Many of the words used to refer to female genitalia are variations of the words used for male 

genitalia from the Greek up until the eighteenth century, further proving how rooted bodily 

equality was.48 “Culture […] suffused and changed the body that to the modern sensibility 

seems so closed, autarchic, and outside the realm of meaning.”49 The instances of fluency that 

occur in these sources, such as when a female saint receives a male pronoun, or men lactate, 

can be read as entirely metaphorical, according to Laqueur, but he has warned that this is to 

take an ahistorical approach to the sources.50 

However, there are many layers of modern presuppositions that obstruct how scholars 

perceive the medieval condition. Before the creation of the modern subject, according to 

Wahrman as quoted in Harvey, one “imagined categories of gender as sometimes mutable, 

potentially unfixed and even as a matter of choice”51. There must be a constant discussion on 

how to explain preceding views on gender with modern eyes, which is why the current thesis 

will be influenced by hybridity theory.   

1.4.2 Hybridity theory 

The concept of hybridity evolved from its original, botanical meaning of a cross between two 

species to encompass the notion of “races”, and identities in extension, during the modern 

era.52 In its postcolonial sense, hybridity challenges and weakens the notion of races while 

recognising an additional condition; that of the hybrid. Hybridity theory argue that a third 

identity will rise out of the oppression of a second identity – the first being normative, white 

and male. It is commonly employed to describe the relations between white Europeans and 

black Africans. Influential postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha has argued that cultures are 

imagined, grounded in ideas of separate peoples belonging to different places, resulting in 

concepts like the First, Second and Third World, and hybridity proves the existence of spaces 

in-between the borders of these imagined worlds.53  

Postcolonial theories like the theory of hybridity have the potential to make sense of the 

separation of saints from ordinary people, but also of the separation of men from women: 

                                                 
48 Laqueur, Making sex, pp. 4-5.  
49 Laqueur, Making sex, p. 7.  
50 Laqueur, Making sex, p. 7. 
51 Dror Wahrman, The making of the modern self: identity and culture in the eighteenth-century England, Yale 

University Press, New Haven, 2004, p. 40. ; Laqueur, Making Sex, pp. 7, 208. 
52 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/postcolonialism, Routledge, London, 1998, p. 176.  
53 Homi K. Bhabha, The location of culture, Routledge, London, 1994, pp. 159-162.  
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while not thought of as separate and unequal cultures, women and men are imagined as 

separate and unequal entities in religious discourse. Critics of Bhabha have pointed out the 

“fuzzy” language as detracting from the discussion on identity.54 This, I argue, is where the 

strength of hybridity lies: in non-defining language, where identities may be rearticulated. The 

current thesis draws inspiration from this way of thinking about identity, but will apply it to 

the relationship between the characters, as well as between the author and the text, in 

hagiography. Viewing holy women as form of “other gender” gives them the space to act 

unlimited in a limited context and thereby frees language from the term “paradox” and makes 

the problem verbal: what happens when women take on male roles in these hagiographies? 

This is why the parallel to postcolonial ways of thinking is worth investigating. To summarise 

this approach, then, is to claim that there are no single, true histories, and that in this 

multiplicity are hidden several repressed and oppressed histories to be uncovered. This means 

that there is no postcolonial “condition”, “subject” or “woman”, but different situations 

understood best (or only) in their original situation.55 Therefore, what must be counteracted 

are the binaries of gender. In the words of Bruce Robbins, ”Thinking small is not enough”56, 

and while we must stay clear of “easy generalization”57, “don't we want to retain the right to 

difficult generalization?”58  

1.4.3 Sanctified transcendence 

Hybridity, then, becomes the shorthand for that which we could not before explain, as the 

middle condition, the Other Other, and so on. But how can this be used concretely? In order to 

study what happens to the saint as it takes on different roles, I intend to study transcendence, 

a term used here without neither positive nor negative connotations, meaning only a person 

who is on the other side of or over. By using the term sanctified transcendence, I hope to 

reach that hagiographical existence that hybridity allows for, that is, as a way of 

operationalising hybridity theory. Sanctified transcendence is only comprehensible when 

hybridity and sanctity come together in an explanation, as I hope to show in the study below. 

In previous research, scholars have repeatedly called the saints that at one point or another 

live as men and adopt a male name and/or pronoun some form of paradox.59 Paradox is a 

                                                 
54 Rasheed Araeen, Third Text Reader: On Art, Culture and Theory. London: Continuum, 2002, pp. 243, 230. 
55 Loomba, Colonialism/postcolonialism, p. 15.  
56 Bruce Robbins, “Comparative Cosmopolitanism”, in Social Text, no. 31/32, 1992, p. 176.  
57 Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism, p. xvi. 
58 Robbins, “Comparative Cosmopolitanism”, p. 174-175.   
59 See Domitilla Campanile, Routledge Monographs in Classical Studies: TransAntiquity: Cross-Dressing and 

Transgender Dynamics in the Ancient World [Elektronisk resurs], 2017, unnumbered pages: section “Cross-
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word used to describe something unexplainable, and as soon as something is unexplainable 

and accepted as such, the discussion about it risks stagnating. If scholars find themselves 

unable to explain phenomena and must use words like paradox and contradiction, it is in 

language that the problem, tension, or intrigue (depending on how one sees it) lies, giving 

valid cause for considering modern expressions and ideas.  

Applying postcolonial theories on medieval material has its potential hazards. One of the 

dangers of working with modern theories is the risk of using anachronistic expressions like 

colonialism, and hybridity for that matter, and applying them directly onto the texts. Modern 

historians risk using words with which they are comfortable with and would use to describe 

their own situation and time. This is my main criticism of research previously done on 

transcendental saints. One example of this is how transcendence has been equated with 

transvestism in modern historiography.60 None of its reincarnations are suitable in this context 

because it superimposes an identity onto a subject as either a man or a woman who dresses 

contrary to their gender, and as a term transvestite it is outdated, and sometimes even thought 

of as derogatory.61 Therefore, when speaking of the saints in this study, they will not be 

referred to as transvestites, nor indeed as hybrids, but as transcendental saints, for three main 

reasons: first, because the word transvestite , regardless of its political correctness, simply not 

suitable for describing the saints; second, because calling them hybrids would be to rewrite 

what they are, and third, because they transcend boundaries.  

I argue that transcendence within hagiography can be understood in two ways that 

complement each other: vertically and horizontally. Sanctity is dependent on the death of the 

saint and its rise to Heaven, as well as interventions from above in the form of miracles, 

visions, and messages. In this way, the saint transcends the human-to-God spectrum, being 

slightly more than the former, and less than the latter. In a similar fashion, saints transcend 

horizontally the spectrum of humans, both male and female ones. Saints have an inherent 

potential for transcending pronouns and genders, that is, identities, and it is my hypothesis 

                                                 
dressing between norm and exception: some caveats”. ; Ira Katznelson & Miri Rubin (ed.), Religious 

conversion: history, experience and meaning, Columbia University, Routledge 2014, p. 147.   
60 See Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body ; Tracy, Women of the Gilte Legende ; Easton, “Pain, torture and 

death” in Riches & Salih, Gender and Holiness ; Katznelson, Religious conversion : history, experience and 

meaning, unnumbered pages: section “Approaches to Conversion”.  
61 David A. Gerstner (red.), Routledge international encyclopedia of queer culture, Routledge, Abingdon, 

2011[2006], p. 568. 
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that hybridity and sanctity are correlated, either by pure causality, where sanctity forms a 

premise for hybridity, or by necessary coexistence.62 

In short, the transcendence of saints from women to men is a phenomena that is little 

understood. In order to find a solution I draw inspiration from hybridity theory to understand 

and examine transcendence as a phenomenon within hagiography.  

1.5 Method 

Methodologically, I intend to use transcendence as an analytic tool study the language of the 

legends when the saints take on different roles. To do this I will look at the modality of the 

legends; specifically, how subjects are tied to each other, and to the author.   

1.5.1 Modality 

A modal analysis turns the focus of the examination onto the very words that tie the subject-

participant of a text to what happens in the clause – that is, the capacity, ability, obligation, 

indication, possibility, and so on, of a person to perform what is expressed. Modality is 

therefore necessary in order to see the subtle differences that make saints extraordinary, since 

it examines the difference between clauses – parts of or whole sentences – with a subject and 

an event, for example a saint and a change of pronoun. How a person is connected to a 

situation is partly responsible for determining what impression it will have on a reader. If the 

subject-participant is passive or indeed entirely removed from a decision or event, as in; ”The 

proposal was deemed acceptable”63, it will bear weight on the impression of agency and 

power that the reader takes away from the text, and so on. I will briefly touch upon the 

different ways a subject might be tied to an action in text in the three dimensions (that are 

generally accepted as encompassing all the variances) of modality as described by linguistics 

professor Jan Nuyts.64 

The implications of a subject’s ties to an action or event in the text supplies the reader with 

information regarding the subject’s inherent or circumstantial abilities – that is, whether for 

example, “person X withstood the pain well”, or “person X withstood the pain well because 

an angel helped them”. The two scenarios are quite different in how they tie the subject to the 

                                                 
62 Many martyrs and Roman saints also complete a pre-modern class journey, in that they are born noble and 

chose to give away all their earthly possessions, an argument for the fact that saints transcend another spectrum – 

that of class. However, this is not the focus of the current study. 
63 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 551. 
64 Jan Nuyts, “The Modal Confusion”, in Alex Klinge & Henrik Høeg Müller (ed.), Modality – Studies in Form 

and Function, London, Equinox (2005), pp. 5-38.  
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act; the latter suggests it is only owing to circumstance that the subject performs well. This is 

called dynamic modality, a category that beyond ability and capacity also covers necessity (in 

the sense that, “subject Y must publish, or they will perish”). Additional dimensions include 

the deontic and epistemic modalities, which, if simplified, include the permission, obligation 

and interdiction of a subject, and the degree of probability of the state of affairs, respectively 

– again, in the words of Nuyts.65 Instances of the former and latter are, for example, “Z wants 

you to publish now”, and, “Z is probably already published”.  

It is of note to expand a little on the necessity of such close textual analysis at this point. Why 

does it matter how the saints are written of? If indeed Jacobus only compiled the vast majority 

of the legend, does that not mean that the reiteration of facts and figures is just that, and of no 

greater meaning? Not exactly. An analysis of text is motivated by the spread of the text, and, 

in part, evidence of its use outside the binders of the book itself. That the legends have 

potentially many authors does not detract from the study of hybridity and modality – rather, it 

adds to them, since it may then be possible to argue that transcendence in the sources reflect 

more than one author’s view of gender. As for the use of a close textual analysis, it is 

motivated by being the sole tool able to look at the very words of a sentence and how they are 

tied to each other. Specifically, it is a tool for understanding the author, and how the author 

views the subjects of their text.  

During the Middle Ages, focusing on modality was common among theologians.66 It is thus 

particularly well suited for a study of medieval texts; for example, Hester Goodenough Gelber 

has shown that it was a tool for the Oxford Dominicans to understand in the debate over 

contingency and the nature of reality.67 Modality as a method of studying texts is therefore 

rooted in the empiricism of medieval material. However, it is also motivated by the material 

itself and the nature of the current study, since it allows for seeing the nature of the saint, how 

it is tied to what happens, and the consequences of this. 

Unlike Schäfer-Althaus in The Gendered Body, the current thesis will examine identify 

transcendence of identity in the language of the hagiographies. It is a move away from the 

                                                 
65 Nuyts, “The Modal Confusion”, in Alex Klinge & Henrik Høeg Müller (ed.), Modality – Studies in Form and 

Function, pp. 5-38.  
66 See Simo Knuuttila, Modalities in medieval philosophy, Routledge, London, 1993 ; Simo Knuuttila 

(red.), Modern modalities: studies of the history of modal theories from medieval nominalism to logical 

positivism, D. Reidel, Dordrecht, 1988 ; Hester Goodenough Gelber, It could have been otherwise: contingency 

and necessity in Dominican theology at Oxford, 1300-1350, Brill, Leiden, 2004.  
67 Gelber, It could have been otherwise, p. 1.  
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body into language and the creations of new spaces of language, which can be seen only with 

the assistance of a modality analysis.  

1.5.2 Comparison 

The language and modality of the Legenda Aurea will be compared to that of the Gilte 

Legende. To be clear, both of the texts are fundamentally the Legenda Aurea, but with close 

to two hundred years separating them. This gives the case study a temporal aspect as well as a 

linguistic one. By linguistic, I am referring to how the two languages are different, and I will 

expand upon this below.   

1.5.3 On Latin pronoun-use 

Because the current thesis will be using a Latin source, for the sake of transparency I will 

briefly summarise the use of pronouns and gendered language in Latin. Pronouns are words 

which take the place of other words in a sentence, and they can be masculine, feminine, and 

neuter.68 For example, in the sentence “Saint Lucy took the dagger”, one might instead use 

pronouns to say, “she took it”. He, she, and it are thus pronouns, but all pronouns have 

antecedents. The antecedent determines the pronoun. In aforementioned case, the saint is the 

antecedent of she. In Latin, if compared to English, pronouns are much more closely related 

to their antecedents. A reader can therefore tell more about the antecedent in Latin than in 

English. From the sentence, “Nōn poteram haec vidēre” (“I was not able to see them”) a 

reader will understand that “its antecendet is neuter in gender, and plural”, making the Latin 

more specific, since English only tells the reader whether the antecedent is singular or 

plural.69 This makes Latin a perfect language to base a modality analysis on, but it also means 

that a medieval English translation of the Latin is perfect for a case study, since the translator 

had to make important decisions on gendered language.  

1.6 Research aims and questions 

It becomes clear that there is an essential issue yet to be addressed in previously conducted 

studies, and this will form the aims of the current thesis. Firstly, while scholars have studied 

the transcendental saint, they have done it from a physical perspective, putting meaning 

behind the body and seeing in it not a transcendence, but a covering, a hiding of identity. 

Therefore, the primary aim for the current thesis is to explore how hybridity theory can 

                                                 
68 Dale A. Grote, A Comprehensive Guide to Wheelock's Latin: A Tried and True Escort Through Wheelock, 

Mundelein, Ill: Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, 2011, pp. 65-71, 79-97.  
69 Grote, A Comprehensive Guide to Wheelock's Latin, p. 71.  
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influence a reading of the legends that is less focused on the body and pays more attention to 

what happens to the identity as expressed in the text with pronouns and gendered language.  

Secondly, since there are many sources for female hagiographies, it aims to conduct a case 

study on the Gilte Legende and compare the language of a none-Latin source in order to 

explore how gendered language could be transmitted through a translation. Thirdly, it aims to 

contribute to the field of research on gender and gender identity in the Middle Ages.  

- How was gender and sanctity created in the Legenda Aurea and Gilte Legende? 

- How was transcendence expressed in the sources?  

- How is the phenomenon transcendence connected to gender and sanctity?  

 

Chapter 2: Prologue to study 

2.1 Outline and delimitations of the study 

The three succeeding chapters will study three important moments or chains of events in the 

legends. The first studies the moment when the saints take on a male role and will look at the 

moment of transition, while the second will study how characters and the author interact with 

the saints while they are transcended. The third will conclude with how the saints are 

discovered, how they reclaim a female role, or die. This division is motivated by the 

formulaic nature of the hagiographies, as most events of the current legends are recurrent, and 

makes for a natural way to analyse modalities. While this is a conscious choice I have made, 

the chapters may appear stilted and mechanic in how they treat the saints one after another – 

however, I argue that this is necessary for the sake of clarity and transparency.  

For this to work, brief overviews of the hagiographies will precede the study. 

2.2 Introduction to the five legends 

The Aurea takes its reader to a wide range of places both in time and space. From the apostles 

in Ethiopia and India to famous Roman emperors and barbaric kings in Britain, it retells 

stories from the birth of Christ to the martyr Saint Peter, who died in 1257 A.D and, according 

to Grässe, is probably a later addition.70  

                                                 
70 ”Peter was martyred in 1252, and Jacobus compiled the Legenda in the late 1250$. "Until now" (usque nunc) 

suggests a period of time later than the composition of the Legenda. Grässe, 284 n. 2 and 288 n. i, notes that 

most of the anecdotes in the second half of this chapter, beginning with the one that opens "In Florence a young 

man, a heretic . . . ," are not in the Ed. Pr. and therefore are later additions.” Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 259.  
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The structure of the Aurea is such that often leads to abrupt transitions. Jacobus has borrowed 

generously from different authors, many of who he references in the text, and some that can 

only be found by intertextual analysis. This leads to a at times fragmented narrative that might 

appear odd to a new reader.71 The scenery changes when Jacobus changes sources, and might 

well continue on from the time of the saint’s death to recount other tales from their lives, 

before again returning to the post-mortem miracles connected to them.72 The selection is 

unpredictable. 

Moreover, while being careful to place the stories in their temporal context by mentioning as 

much a possible the year and date of death of a saint as well as the reigning emperor at the 

time, Jacobus displays an understandable lack of what would be called source-criticism. He 

will at different points compare the apocryphal nature of one source to another, such as in 

Saint Peter’s legend, wherein he questions the likelihood of Saint Paul pretending to be a 

carpenter to save Saint Peter.73 Commonly after such a statement, Jacobus will cite a number 

of other sources that either contradict or slightly change the turn of events.74 

The authors of Jacobus’s preference are well known and famous as medieval writers. Most 

common are the church fathers and saints, Augustine, John Chrysostom, John of Damascus, 

Jerome, Gregory the Great, and the saint sometimes considered the last of the church fathers, 

Saint Bernard of Clairvaux. Other contributors include the African author Tertullian. 

2.2.1 Saints Protus and Hyacinthus (Saint Eugenia) 

The passion of Eugenia is hidden in under the title of the hagiography, and after the first line 

explaining that the two men Protus and Hyacinthus were the personal slaves of Eugenia, she 

becomes the sole protagonist of the legend.   

Eugenia was born to Philip, the Roman prefect of Alexandria around AD 250, and Claudia. 

Eugenia, like most noble female saints, was well educated. Her slaves studied with her, and 

                                                 
71 For example, The famous Saint Valentine is told to help a Roman prefect’s daughter who has been blind for a 

long time, “Valentine prayed over the daughter, her sight was restored, and the whole household was converted 

to the faith. Then the emperor ordered Valentine to be beheaded”, Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 160.  
72 In Saint Thais, Courtesan, Jacobus tells of another courtesan near conversion in these terms: “Abba Ephrem 

wanted to convert another courtesan this same way. When this woman tried shamelessly to entice Saint Ephrem 

to sin, Ephrem said to her: "Follow me!" She followed him to a place where there was a crowd of people, and he 

said to her: "Lie down here so that I can copulate with you!" "How can I do that," she said, "with all these people 

standing around?" "If you are ashamed before men," he said, "should you not be much more ashamed before 

God, who reveals the secrets of the dark?" The woman walked away in confusion.”  - And so ends the legend, 

without further comment. Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 621.  
73 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 163.  
74 See for example the life of Saint Philip, Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 268.  
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were “proficient in all branches of knowledge“75. When she was fifteen years old, the son of a 

consul asked her to be his betrothed. Although still a pagan, Eugenia declined, wanting to 

marry a man for his good morals rather than his family. Only thereafter, Jacobus writes, did 

she receive the writings of Saint Paul and hear the Christians singing in the desert outside 

Alexandria, where they were confined. She converts together with her slaves. The monastery 

they entered with Eugenia wearing men’s clothing was headed by Helenus, who shunned 

women and would not be near them, and had once proved himself by a trial of fire against a 

heretic. He recognised that Eugenia was a woman, but accepted her as a man.76 

Eugenia was known from then on as Brother Eugene. When Helenus died, Brother Eugene 

was elected head, or abbot, of the monastery. However, as a monk and abbot, Eugene travels 

outside the monastery. The woman to bring Brother Eugene down epitomises the decadence 

of the non-Christians in Jacobus’s writings. Her name was Melancia, and after Brother 

Eugene cured her of a fever, she fell in love with him and became obsessed with getting him 

into her bed by way of gifts, ploys, and physical seduction. Brother Eugene was repelled, and 

calls her many a devilish name.77 Melancia, fearful of what would happen if Brother Eugene 

were to report her, claims that Brother Eugene tried to rape her to the prefect Philip, 

Eugenia’s father. Brother Eugene was brought before the court together with the other monks 

from the convent, where Melancia’s maid bore witness in lies as instructed by her mistress. 

Eugenia was forced to reveal herself to her family and the court, but then successfully 

converted her family and their household.78 Eventually, the emperor tries to have Eugenia 

executed by drowning her, throwing her in a furnace, and locking her in a dark jail for ten 

days without food. In the end, he has her beheaded, her mother following peacefully the next 

week. The last three lines are dedicated to Eugenia’s former slaves Protus and Hyacinthus, 

who refused to give sacrifice to idols and were beheaded under Valerian and Gallus in 256 

A.D.79 

2.2.2 Saint Theodora  

Saint Theodora was also from a noble family, but unlike Eugenia she was married to a 

Christian man. Because of this, the devil does his utmost to make her falter in faith and stirred 

                                                 
75 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 551. 
76 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 551. 
77 “’You are well called Melancia, for the name says that you are filled with black perfidy and are the dark 

daughter of darkness, friend of the devil, leader of pollution, fuel of lust, sister of perpetual torment, and 

daughter of eternal death!’”, p. 552. 
78 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 553. 
79 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 553.  
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up lust in her for another man. The man tried ceaselessly to win her over, and the courting 

goes on so long that she begins to fall sick from having to constantly reject him. When the 

devil sent a sorceress to her, Theodora therefore took her advice to pity the man, and yielded 

to him. Afterwards, she returned to her senses, and realised that, “I have lost my soul, I have 

destroyed the beauty of my virtue!"80 She refused to her husband what happened and left the 

following morning after cutting off her hair and putting on men’s clothing and hurried to a 

monastery for men. ”Asked what her name was, she said she was called Theodore”81.  

Theodore stayed at the monastery for many years, and Theodora’s husband wept so much that 

God took pity and gave him instructions for how to see his wife: the first person he was to 

meet in the morning would be her. Of course, he did not recognise her as she passed him by. 

Theodore then performed many miracles, but when he spurned a lustful woman, she accused 

him of being the father of her child. After the woman gave birth to a boy, the child was turned 

over to the abbot, who expelled Theodore, and the child with him, from the monastery.82 

The devil terrorised Theodora for many years, sending demons after her, pretending to be her 

husband, calling her a whore, and chasing her with beasts. Seven years had passed when the 

old abbot calls her and the child back, and another two years of the two living within the 

monastery when she calls the boy into her chamber. She tells him she is dying, that he is her 

sweetest son, and that he should remain steadfast in faith. She fell asleep happily about 470 

A.D. The same night, the abbot had a vision of a wedding, and saw a woman sat on a bridal 

bed. A voice told him that it was Theodora, and that she had been summarily punished for her 

sins.83 Upon waking and hurrying to her cell to find her dead, the abbot discovered that she 

was a woman. The legend ends with the abbot receiving a final order from the angels – to go 

into the city and bring back with him whomever he first meets. This was of course Theodora’s 

husband, who knew that his wife has passed. It concludes with Theodora’s husband 

occupying her old cell in the monastery, and the foster-son becoming the abbot after 

following her example of a virtuous life.84 

2.2.3 Saint Marina, Virgin 

According to Jacobus in the Legenda Aurea, Saint Marina was born the only child to an 

eventually widowed father, who upon the death of her mother dressed Marina as a boy and 

                                                 
80 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 365.  
81 Ryan, Golden Legend, pp. 365-366.  
82 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 366.  
83 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 367 
84 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 368.  
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entered a monastery together with her. She took the name Brother Marinus, and at twenty-

seven years-old vowed never to reveal who she really was, as her father entreated her on his 

death bed.85  

Brother Marinus would often make trips for the monastery via a path that lead by a house 

where the daughter fell pregnant with a passing soldier. The daughter of this house accused 

Marinus of rape to save her own reputation, just like the woman in Theodora’s legend. Like 

Theodore, Marinus admitted to the crime. He was thenceforth barred from the monastery, but 

remained outside its gates for three whole years, feeding on crumbs of bread. The child of the 

daughter was sent to the abbot after these three years, and the abbot ordained Marinus the 

responsibility of him. Another two years went by before Marinus was again let into the 

monastery under the burden of heavy labour. Jacobus ends the short legend with recounting 

how Marinus migrated to the Lord after a life of good work. The monks were readying the 

corpse for burial in “some grubby corner” when they realised that the body was female. 

Regretting their mistreatment of the “handmaid of God”, they instead bury her in church.86  

2.2.4 Saint Pelagia 

Now follow two accounts of the women Pelagia and Margaret, who are known variously 

under each other’s name. That is, Pelagia (also known as Margaret) and Margaret (also known 

as Pelagia), who share the same feast day.87 What confuses the matter further is the fact that 

they both took the name Pelagius as monks. However, their stories are quite different from 

each other. Pelagia hailed from the city of Antioch, and she was “ostentatious and vain in her 

bearing, and licentious in mind and body”88. Saint Pelagia was certainly no virgin; she was 

young, rich, and promiscuous. The legend has her walking through the city in her jewellery, 

wearing perfumes, accompanied by youths when the holy father, bishop Veronus, happens 

upon her. Seeing her so adorned, he immediately threw himself to the ground and started 

beating himself, crying into the pavement, while lamenting the fact that Pelagia had decked 

herself with more care than he took to honour his god.89 

After his speech, he abruptly succumbed to sleep, and dreamt of a black dove turning white as 

he washed it in water after mass. The vision proves true as Pelagia came to listen to him 

                                                 
85 Ryan, Golden Legend, pp. 324-325.  
86 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 325.  
87 Footnote, Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 325.  
88 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 616.  
89 “…the attention a courtesan has given to her adornment for one day exceeds the effort of my whole life”, 

Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 617.  
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preach and, when she met him, cried, demeaned herself in words, and explainsed how she was 

born Pelagia, but, “now they call me Margaret, the Pearl”90. Veronus baptised her, and the 

devil laments the loss of his Lady Margaret. After giving away all that she owns to the poor, 

Pelagia disappeared to become a hermit in a cell on Mount Olivet, and was hailed as Brother 

Pelagius. When a deacon of the bishop visited her years later, she was so emaciated that he 

did not realise it is her. Three days later, he returned to find that she had passed, and when the 

clergy gather to bury the body, they realise it was in fact a woman, after which they 

marvelled, thanked God, and buried her honourably.91 

2.2.5 Saint Margaret 

Saint Margaret was also rich, noble and very beautiful, but she was a virgin, virtuous, modest, 

and “took every means to avoid being seen by men”92 in a fashion that clearly distinguishes 

her from Pelagia. When a noble man wanted to marry her, no expense was spared for the 

wedding that everyone consented to. However, God makes Margaret wonder why there is 

much celebration for the loss of her virginity, until she is weeping on the ground. She 

forewent sleeping with her new husband the following night, and instead cut off her own hair, 

put on men’s clothes, and left in secret. 

Margaret took the name Brother Pelagius as she entered a monastery and was against his will 

elected the director over a convent of nuns, all virgins, whom he led faultlessly. But the devil 

succeeded in tempting one of the nuns into conceiving a child, and when the secret came out, 

“all the monks and nuns condemned him without trial or judgment, forced him out 

ignominiously, and confined him in a rocky cave.”93 When Pelagius later realised he was 

dying, he wrote a letter detailing his life, ensuring that he did not meant to deceive anyone, 

but that through innocence, he had gained virtue. Margaret asked to be buried and recognised 

as virgin, and her wish was granted by the monks and nuns that knew her, who did penance 

for their treatment of the holy woman.  

Chapter 3: first transcendence 

In all legends described above there is a moment in which the saint decides (or has it decided 

for them) that they are to be clothed as a man and live a life apart from what they had 

                                                 
90 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 617.  
91 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 618.  
92 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 618.  
93 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 619.  
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previously known. Within this section, I will analyse the act of becoming a part of this new 

way of life in the Aurea and the Gilte Legende, starting with Saint Eugenia.  

3.1 Eugenia 

Eugenia’s legend is named after her slaves, Protus and Hyacinthus, but as previously 

mentioned, they do not play even the part of foils to the protagonist, such are their expendable 

roles in Jacobus’s retelling. When Eugenia first decides to join her slaves in brotherhood, it is 

a matter of words and clothes. Upon hearing the Christians singing in the desert, she says to 

her servants94,  

“…A usurped authority has used words to make me your mistress, but the truth makes 

me your sister. Let us then be brothers, and follow Christ!" 95 

Although it is not entirely clear why the truth that makes Eugenia the sister of her slaves 

should also, “then”, or ergo in the Latin text, allow them, or even mean for them, to become 

brothers, this is what she infers from becoming a Christian. This is noteworthy for two 

reasons: first, faith has made them equals, regardless of who they were before. If she is a 

sister, they can be brothers, and it is as simple as that. This brings to mind Galatians (3:28), 

“There is neither Jew nor Greek: there is neither bond nor free: there is neither male nor 

female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus.”96. According Barbara Newman, who has 

researched spiritual equality From virile woman to womanChrist, this quote from the Bible 

had the potential to change the way medieval theologians understood “the most basic social 

categories”97 of Christian society. Whether egalitarian text of this kind did change views on 

spiritual equality, however, seems to have been determined individually rather than 

structurally, since the Middle Ages brought no widespread emancipation of suppressed groups 

or minorities. Newman has further argued that, “Baptized women fleetingly gained—and 

fought tenaciously to retain—the rights of honorary men”98. Eugenia does gain the rights of 

an honorary man in this section, and it is motivated by her behaviour as a man.  

                                                 
94 Jacobus alternates between calling them slaves and servants, both in Latin.  
95 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 551. 
96 “Non est Iudaeus neque Graecus non est servus neque liber non est masculus neque femina omnes enim vos 

unum estis in Christo Iesu”. Angela M. Kinney (red.), The Vulgate Bible: Douay-Rheims translation. volume VI, 

The New Testament, 2013. Galatians (3:28).  
97 Barbara Newman, From virile woman to womanChrist: studies in medieval religion and literature, Univ. of 

Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 1995, p. 4. 
98 Newman, From virile woman to womanChrist, p. 4. 
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Second, in the Legenda Aurea, Jacobus calls Protus and Hyacinthus slaves and servants: 

however, in earlier sources, for example Ælfric’s Lives of Saints from the late tenth century99, 

they are also eunuchs. While Jacobus leaves it unsaid that they are eunuchs, it might be 

inferred from the text by a contemporary audience, since eunuchs were well suited for the 

company of a young virgin both as a pagan and as a Christian in Byzantine society.100 There 

is a possible implication that Eugenia can be a brother of her slaves because they are eunuchs. 

While the Aurea originally makes no mention of this, if taken into consideration that there are 

three parts to this quote – that of mistress and false authority, that of sisterhood and truth, and 

that of “let us then” and brotherhood – one logically centres on the last, which is the inference 

of “simus ergo fratres et Christum sequamur”, of ergo – “thus”.101 Eunuchs could be seen as 

“feminized men”, according to Shaun Tougher.102 He has observed how eunuchs were 

attributed with feminine “behavioral characteristics” 103, among many other things, and were 

likened to women in body and mind, although they were still situated within a male sphere. 

The paradox of eunuch saints, as Tougher refers to it, was the tension between being holy and 

chaste as a result of castration, and being less than a man because of it. Slaves, in having lost 

their independence and been reduced to property (and more important, a woman’s property) 

can be likened to castrated men, and apparently are, since earlier versions of this hagiography 

refer to them as eunuchs. If viewed from a transcending perspective though, the “paradox” 

gives way to fluidity, and Eugenia may be very well be the brother of these men, as they 

hover in the uncertain area of man-not man.  

To further underline their dependence on Eugenia, Protus and Hyacinthus are given no agency 

and are in fact entirely removed by the modality of the sentence when Jacobus writes that, 

“The proposal was deemed acceptable”104. Eugenia then put on men’s clothing and went to 

the monastery. Here I would like to direct the reader to consider the following sentence,  

                                                 
99 “mid eugenian mid woruld-liera lare .  “together with Eugenia, in wordly doctrine, 

And wæron eunuchi . þæt synt belisnode”  And eunuchi, that is to say, castrated.” 

Ælfric, Lives of saints, being a set of sermons on Saints' days formerly observed by the English church. Vol. 1, 

London, 1881-1885, pp. 28-29 
100 Eunuchs in the history of Byzantium are well written about. See Tougher, “Holy Eunuchs!” ; Kathryn 

Mackay Ringrose, The perfect servant: eunuchs and the social construction of gender in Byzantium, University 

of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2003.  
101 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 603.  
102 Tougher, ”Holy Eunuchs!”, p. 94.  
103 Tougher, ”Holy Eunuchs!”, p. 94. 
104 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 551. 
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“Rightly do you call yourself a man, because you act like a man though you are a 

woman.”105  

This is the abbot of the monastery speaking to Eugenia, who as of yet is only dressed in men’s 

clothing, but has not taken a male name. The Latin, “recte vir diceris, quia, cum sis femina, 

viriliter agis”106, provides the receiver with the same impression – that acts, like those of men 

or women, make the subject into itself. Standing apart from this is the immediate following 

sentence, “Her true sex was revealed to him by God.”107 The abbot Helenus is under no 

impression that Eugenia is a “true” man, and although Jacobus notes that Helenus “would not 

allow a woman to come near him”108 and follows this with a brief recount of how he once 

walked through fire to prove his point to a heretic, Jacobus thereby warrants Helenus aversion 

to women as coming from a place of faith. Regardless, Helenus agrees to meeting Eugenia, 

but as a man, not a woman. This refutes, in a sense, that she has a true self of any kind, since 

he sees her as a woman, but agrees that she performs like a man and should therefore live as 

one. From this point on, Eugenia would be known as Brother Eugene – in Latin Eugenium.109 

She has transcended and become a he in two ways – one, by claiming that she is now a 

brother, and two, by being accepted as a man by the abbot. 

In the Gilte Legende, quite unlike the Legenda Aurea, the personal slaves of Eugenia are not 

slaves at all: Protus and Hyacinthus “…were yonge men of noble kinrede, and were felowes 

in the studie of philosophie with Eugeni”110. This is a move away from the men being 

eunuchs, and if one considers that the Gilte Legende is a hundred and seventy later than the 

Legenda Aurea, and further apart geographically from old Byzantium and the places were 

eunuchs and slaves were most common, the translator could have had good reason to ignore 

this. Eugeni, in the Gilte Legende, says to the noble fellows,  

…shortely as moche as the philsofer synggen and as moche errour as he thenkithe111 is 

al forclosid bi this sentence. And therfor be we bretheren and lete us folw Ihesu 

Crist.112 

                                                 
105 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 551. 
106 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 603.  
107 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 551-552.  
108 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 551.  
109 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 603. 
110 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 666.  
111 Thinken, thingit, to think. Also thenkith.  
112 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 666.  
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The inference is different; Eugenia means that because they have studied and understood the 

philosophers together (and seen their error), they should be brothers in faith. That the men are 

of noble kin separates this decision, and their decision to join her, from that of the Legenda 

Aurea. Here, they have free will and are undoubtedly independent, educated men. That they 

should choose to follow Eugeni ascribes meaning to her identity as a brother, since these they 

accept her as their leader as noble men, rather than as former slaves.  

Upon reaching Helenus, the abbot says to Eugenia in the Gilte Legende, “’Thou seist verrely 

well that thou art a man for thou werkest vertuously’”.113 As is made clear in this sentence, the 

abbot considers a life of virtue greater than that of the woman in the sense that virtue 

transforms the female form, and from then on, Eugenia is referred to as “Frere Eugenie”. The 

words of the abbot are distinctly different from the inferences in the Legenda Aurea, and give 

the impression of a more inflexible stance on the spiritual equality of women, although the 

outcome is the same. It reflects the expressed misogyny of most of the Church Fathers 

efficiently. Saints Jerome, Ambrose, Augustine, and Abelard did all at one point ruminate 

over the fallibleness of female nature.114 Eugenia’s transcendence within this narrative may 

therefore be, as Schäfer-Althaus expressed it, “in order to reach a higher social acceptance 

within the Christian community”115. But there is no contest of binaries in the text, and so  

Schäfer-Althaus falls a little short in her explanation. Despite the differences between the two 

versions, the Legenda and the Legende, the fluidity remains, as do the opportunity of 

transcendence for Eugenia. Regardless of how she is made a man, she becomes, in the end, 

Eugene.  

3.2 Theodora 

While Jacobus never explicitly states that Theodora’s legend is a patchwork of different texts, 

that is – a compilation – there are nevertheless signs of this: Theodore’s oxen change to 

camels, and then back to oxen again, and the abrupt and many stories of her miracles are 

fragmented. “At another time”, “Still another time”, “Again”, “Then one day”, and so on, 

follow upon each other in the text, in contrast to the otherwise linear narrative of a one-source 

text like, for example, Marina’s. Theodora’s legend includes many changes of pronouns 

depending on where the saint is and who the saint interacts with.  

                                                 
113 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 666.  
114 Tracy, Women of the Gilte Legende, p. 125.   
115 Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, p. 166.  
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Upon hearing from an abbess that she inadvertently committed the sin of adultery against her 

husband, Theodora puts on men’s clothing (as indicated by the masculine noun in “vestimenta 

viri”116) and foregoes entering the female cloister by heading to the male monastery. Why is 

not explained, but the reader might infer, and I might suggest, that this is because she fears 

being found by her husband and then be unable to bear sufficient punishment for her sin. 

Nonetheless, the first sentences after Theodora’s entry into the all-male monastery contains 

the act of being one and another simultaneously. 

Asked what her name was, she said she was called Theodore. Then, as Brother 

Theodore, she humbly performed all the tasks assigned to her, and her service was 

welcomed by all.117 

“She” performs as Theodore, and those around her interact with “him”. This is mirrored in the 

Latin, with the masculine version of the name, Theodorum, as the point of interaction.118 It is 

also noteworthy that it is as Brother Thedore that she performs her tasks. The modality gives 

way to a perspective of living as something, be it man or monk. This is not seen in the Gilte 

Legende, wherein she answers that her name is Theodore, and, 

 Thanne she dede humblye alle the offices and her seruise was agreable to alle.119 

That the last part is emphasised in both sources is important. As Brother Theodore she 

performs her duties admirably as a member of the male monastery – there is to be detected no 

sense of wrong from neither text nor author, as all are positive to this change. This indicates  

that because she performs commendably, her identity is of little consequence. Again, this 

might be in reference to Galatians (3:28), and a as a symbol of spiritual equality, which is 

interesting in context with Jacobus’s otherwise conservative stances.120 The Legenda Aurea 

triumphed over other compilations in its time, specifically one known as Abbreviatio in gestis 

et miraculis sactorum by Dominican Jean de Mailly.121 According to Reames, this can be seen 

as an example of the move away from liberalisation, towards a more conservative reassertion 

that benefitted “the papacy, the mendicants, and clerical authority in general”122. 

                                                 
116 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 397.  
117 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 366.  
118 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 398. 
119 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 458.  
120 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 207.  
121 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, pp. 3, 69-70, 204-107.  
122 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 203.  
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3.3 Marina 

In the legend of Marina, the pronoun changes in two dimensions: to the characters, in the 

narrative, but not to the author. Marina hardly has time to be “Marina” before the legend says 

her father dresses her as a man and enters into a male monastery with her. Unlike Eugenia and 

Theodora, who both went of their own choice, Marina is pushed into the life from a very 

young age and is presented with no personal reason for staying. Eugenia fled her pagan life 

and presumably hid within the monastery from her family, while Theodora fled her sin, and 

stayed to do penance for it. Regardless, Marina quickly becomes Brother Marinus to all in the 

monastery.  

He then asked the abbot and the monks to admit his only son, and, when they agreed, 

Marina was received as a monk and was called Brother Marinus by all.123 

The sole difference between the Middle English and the Latin source is when Marinus goes 

on to live a religious life. The Gilte Legende states,  

 … she beganne to liue right religiously and was atte al obedience.124  

–  while the Latin Legenda Aurea says, 

 Coepit autem valde religiose vivere et valde obediens esse.125 

The Latin version uses a gender-neutral language. There is no way of detecting the gender of 

the subject in the antecedent sentence, since personal pronouns are not used and the present 

participle, which is obediens, is conjugated the same way in both its masculine and feminine 

form. This is not reflected in the translation. When translating this, Ryan has opted to write, 

“”Marinus” then began to live the religious life and to observe strict obedience,” – that is, to 

show this uncertainty by using inverted commas over the name. Aside from being a less 

suitable option for the Latin equivalent, it is also misleading, since from this point on, 

Marinus has a male pronoun within the text. 

Following this, the Gilte Legende decisively states that,   

                                                 
123 Ryan, Golden Legend, 84. Saint Marina, p. 324.  
124 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 371.  
125 Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 353. 
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…she abode in her holy purpos and contynued her lyff as an holy monke vnknouynge 

to alle creatures that she was a woman.126 

This is an addition to the text, as if the author wishes to make sure that the neutrality of the 

Latin is not carried over to the following reading. However, as shall be shown in the 

succeeding theme, the GL does switch pronouns and uses both a male and a female one 

depending on who Marinus interacts with, thus emphasising the value of including 

transcendence into an analysis of modality. Certainly the addition is of special importance 

when comparing two otherwise similar texts, and it also brings to mind the differences 

discussed above. Eugenia’s slaves became noble men in the Gilte Legende, and virtue was 

equated with a man’s existence. Here, too, is emphasised that Marinus is in disguise, in 

contrast to the Legenda Aurea, where Marinus was received as a monk without further 

discussion.  

Tracy claims that Marina is “more genderless than her counterparts” (the other “holy 

transvestites”, as she refers to them127), although in spite of this never fails to call her a 

woman, and a woman who “knows she is a woman”128. In this we disagree – Marina and 

Marinus are not genderless in the texts, only fluid. In the Gilte Legende, the text on which 

Tracy bases her study, she is certainly not genderless, but emphasised to be a woman: here 

more than in the Legenda Aurea is Marina’s identity emphasised more than Marinus’s. A 

view similar to Tracy’s risks missing the potential point of a legend such as Marina’s; that 

holiness, while gendered, is not dependent on gender. More than being genderless, then, it 

regards the triviality of gender in this scene. In this case, holiness affects the gender spectrum.  

3.4 Pelagia 

Next is Saint Pelagia, also called Margaret, who was known as the promiscuous sinner of 

Antioch with a love for jewellery, perfumes, and beautiful youths.129 After hearing the holy 

father Veronus speak God, she abandons her life and seeks a hermit’s strictly ascetic life on 

top of Mount Olivet.130 While there, Jacobus describes that, 

 She was held in high esteem and was called Brother Pelagius.131 

                                                 
126 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 371. 
127 Tracy, Women of the Gilte Legende, p. 85.  
128 Tracy, Women of the Gilte Legende, p. 85. 
129 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 616.  
130 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 618.  
131 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 618. 
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Why this is remains unclear. Hermits had grown significantly in number in Italy during the 

late tenth century and female hermits were not unheard of.132 However, as with the other 

saints, it is highly likely that Pelagia went to Mount Olivet as a way to escape those who knew 

her. There is no difference to be seen in the Gilte Legende,  

 She was had in grete fame of al þe peple and Frere Pelagien she was called.133 

As can be seen, she retains her female pronoun while others view her as a monk. But there is 

no transition described. Pelagia notably does not cut off her hair or change clothes – refuting 

the weight that Schäfer-Althaus attaches to the hair and body by claiming that hybridity is a 

bodily phenomenon. While it is true that Eugenia and Theodora cut their hair, they do not, as 

Schäfer-Althaus has argued, insert further meaning into it. The body, in Pelagius’s case, is 

hardly even present. In addition, the modality of the previous two quotes leaves little to be 

confused about: Pelagia was admired as Pelagius, leaving no tension between a supposed 

man-woman dichotomy, and especially no paradox to solve.  

A point of Tracy’s, and other scholars like Schäfer-Althaus and Thomas Heffernan, is that 

treatment of female saints, and especially the virgin ones, is highly sexualised, and therefore 

gendered.134 Saint Agatha is usually made the prime example, along with the lesser known 

Saint Dorothy135 and Saint Faith, the daughter of Saint Sophia136, as they both suffered a form 

of torture that removed their breasts. I do not deny that Saint Agatha’s treatment under torture 

is gendered – her breasts are removed as an obvious attack on her female identity, and 

Jacobus has her say as much in the legend,  

"Impious, cruel, brutal tyrant, are you not ashamed to cut off from a woman that which 

your mother suckled you with? In my soul I have breasts untouched and 

unharmed…”137 

However, as stated above, this does not mean that sanctity is dependent on gender. That the 

virgins are tortured as Saint Agatha with a focus on her female body, or threatened with rape 

(as The Virgin of Antioch, Saint Lucy, Saint Agnes, and several others), is rather an 

                                                 
132 Tom Licence, Hermits and Recluses in English Society, 950–1200, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2011, p. 

44.  
133 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 746.  
134 Thomas J. Heffernan, Sacred biography: saints and their biographers in the Middle Ages, Oxford University 

Press, Oxford, 1992 [1988], pp. 274-275 ; Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, pp. 66-67.  
135 Tracy, Women of the Gilte Legende, pp. 36.  
136 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 185.  
137 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 151.  
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indication of what Jacobus and other writers thought of paganism and the Romans’ dislike of 

virginity. In short, rather than being an attack on female identity, as Schäfer-Althaus calls it, 

the female identity is being hailed as equally strong and as holy as than the “normal”, male 

one. The last sentence in Agatha’s speech confirms her female identity within her soul. But 

Marina/Marinus exist in a state of fluidity, not equated with being nothing (genderless). 

Again, according to Bhabha, hybridity proves the existence of spaces in-between the borders 

of the imagined worlds.138 

3.5 Margaret 

Saint Margaret, who was also known as Pelagius, was another rich and beautiful woman, but 

who lived in virtue and was a virgin. When she ponders the virginal state as opposed to being 

married to her new noble husband, she realises that she would rather stay a virgin, and 

absconds to a monastery for men.  

…in the middle of the night, recommending herself to God, she cut off her hair, put on 

man's clothes, and secretly got away.139 

The preceding paragraph is of note: in choosing “recommending herself to God”140, Jacobus 

validates her choices by telling the reader that it is God’s will, and that she has put herself in 

His hands. Furthermore, the cutting of the hair returns, as does the switching of clothes, but 

markedly in the periphery of her internal struggle over keeping her virginity or her husband.   

After a long journey she came to a monastery and, calling herself Brother Pelagius, 

was welcomed by the abbot and instructed in the ways of the community. There she 

lived a holy and deeply religious life.141 

Here is used the gender neutral “se appellans”142, that is, “calling [them]self”, in the Latin 

original, together with a male form of Pelagia, Pelagium, which Ryan’s translation informs 

the reader was one of Margaret’s names. However the female form Pelagia is not used in 

Grässe at all. The legend informs the reader instead that, “Margarita dicta Pelagius”143: that 

Margaret was also called Pelagius, which has a masculine suffix (ius), and never calls 

Margaret or Pelagius Pelagia at all. This is mirrored in the last sentence as well, wherein is 

                                                 
138 Bhabha, The location of culture, p. 49. 
139 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 619.  
140 ”Deo se recommendans”, Grässe, p. 676.  
141 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 619.  
142 Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 676.  
143 Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 676. 
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written that “[they] lived a holy and deeply religious life”144. Furthermore, Jacobus ties 

Pelagius to the text in a positive way: she was welcomed by the abbot, and lived a good life. 

In short, she is rewarded by the author for her actions.  

The Gilte Legende, while keeping with the positive tone of Jacobus, steadfastly uses female 

pronouns,  

…she recommaunded hire to God and kut of here here and cloþed here in mannys 

cloþing and fledde ferre into a monasteri of monkes and called hereself Pelagien. 145 

Additionally, she had a holy bearing already as a new monk in that she, “bare hereself ful 

holely and religiously”. This dimension of the text, visible because of the analysis of 

modality, is essential to understanding the kind of transcendence that the current thesis wishes 

to highlight, which is endorsed by the author of the text. He is tied, or more important, ties 

himself, to the text by endorsing actions like those of Pelagius above, or any of the other 

saints. Theodora, for example, in “as Brother Theodore, she humbly performed all the 

tasks”146, or Eugenia, “Rightly do you call yourself a man”147, are both positively reinforced 

by the author.  

3.6 Conclusions 

This part of the study aims to answer the question of how the saints become transcendental, 

and as shown, there are several reasons why and how the saints transcend. Pelagia and 

Theodora both escape past sins while Eugenia and Margaret seek a different life away from 

their families. Marina is the only one “born” into a male role. Eugenia validates her choices 

by the knowledge she has acquired from her studies and the writings of Saint Paul, but the 

author and the abbot validates them by saying that she lives a virtuous life, such as that of a 

man, and is right to call herself a man for them. It is Eugenia, however, who first connects her 

knowledge of both philosophy and liturgy with her right to live as a man. The text explicitly 

says how this is true for Margaret, Marina, and Theodora as well: they show virtue and 

perform their duties admirably.  

As for the use of pronouns in this chapter, the Gilte Legende is less fluent than the Legenda 

Aurea: both Marina and Margaret retain female pronouns thus far, while in the Aurea Marina 

                                                 
144 ”Qui tam sancte ac religiose se habuit”. Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 676.  
145 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 747.  
146 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 366.  
147 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 551. 
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is fluent and Margaret is neutral. Theodore acts in both versions, but under a female pronoun, 

while Pelagia is admired as Brother Pelagius in both. Other important differences include the 

slaves from the Aurea who turn into noble men, and the way Eugenia is accepted as a fellow 

man to them, rather than as a brother to her slaves in the Legenda Aurea.  

Chapter 4: living as transcended 

In this section I will look at the modality of the text while the saints exist under their new way 

of living. I will keep the same order as the previous section and begin with Eugenia.  

4.1 Eugenia 

Eugene lives within the monastery of monks, until Jacobus tells the reader that the abbot dies, 

and Eugene replaces him. There is the obvious inference that because Eugene and the two 

slaves, now called companions, are such good monks and Christians, Eugene is naturally 

worthy of the position.  

Meanwhile she and her two companions persevered in the fear of God, and when 

Helenus died, Brother Eugene was elected to replace him.148 

Note here the use of both the female pronoun, visible also in Latin, and the title and male 

name in Brother Eugene. Moving on from this point, the characters will interact only with 

Eugene until Eugenia emerges again near the end by taking off her clothes in front of the 

court accusing her of rape. The woman who accuses Brother Eugene of raping her is Lady 

Melancia, and she falls in love with Eugene within the text.  

The lady took for granted that Brother Eugene was a man and visited him often, and, 

seeing how elegantly youthful and personally attractive he was, fell heatedly in love 

with him.149 

Here, the reader is told that Brother Eugene has attractive male features, but also that the 

author considers him still to be Eugenia, indicated by the words “took for granted”. This 

creates an interesting balance for Jacobus and the anonymous “synfulle wrecche” of the Gilte 

Legende to uphold: that of the characters interacting with each other, using the pronouns 

                                                 
148 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 552.  
149 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 552.  
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natural to them, and that of the author interacting with the characters. However, when 

Melancia tries to seduce Eugene, it is not Eugenia who reacts, but Eugene. 

Brother Eugene was horrified…150 

There are at least two dimensions to the modality here to consider, as was the case with 

Marina in the previous chapter. Melancia and the characters interact with Brother Eugene, but 

in the previous sentence, Brother Eugene receives personal agency from the author, 

suggesting that the author now sees Eugenia as Eugene. It is not Eugenia who is horrified by 

the actions of Melancia – although by all accounts she would be – but Eugene. This is an 

inconsistency from on author’s part, suggesting perhaps one of two things: that he is using a 

narrative technique that allows the text to keep referring to Eugene, as shown above, or that 

he is showing inconsistency out of the inconsequentiality of the pronoun form.  

The Gilte Legende is less fluid. The pronoun does not change from the female form: not when 

explaining who it is that receives the title “prouost of that chirche”151, which is Eugenia, nor 

when Melancia sends gifts, which Eugenia is the one to decline. When Melancia falls in love 

with Frere Eugenie, the author again lets the reader know that she assumes Eugenie’s gender.  

…this same lady went that Frere Eugenie had be a man and visited hym ofte, and 

behelde the semelihede152 and the beauute of his bodi so that she was right feruently 

take with his loue.153 

But, in the Gilte Legende the handsomeness of Eugenie’s features is more heavily 

accentuated, somewhat disputing the previous influidity. It is unclear whether it is Frere 

Eugenie or Eugenia who reacts to Melancia’s abrupt advances further on in the text, since 

only the name Eugeni and no pronouns are used, but there is one point at which the text, too, 

speaks of the man Eugenie; namely, in the first clause of the following sentence, 

And whanne he was come, she tolde hum how she was sike for hym and how she brent 

in the coutise of his loue, and praued hym to fulfell her wreched desire…154 

                                                 
150 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 552 ; “frater Eugenius abhorruit”, Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 603.  
151 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 668.  
152 Attractiveness or beauty, also more common as handsome, fair, good-looking. 
153 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II., p. 668.  
154 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II., p. 668. My italicising.  
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Here, it is the man Eugenie who arrives, making the text accept the male form, while 

Melancia then addresses that same man. The dimensions are thus markedly different, 

something that will be discussed later on.  

4.2 Theodora 

Returning once more to Theodora, who for years served within the monastery to which she 

had fled. Then one day the abbot orders Theodore to haul oil out of the city with a team of 

oxen, at the same time that an angel tells her husband that he will see his wife in the morning 

in the street if he goes out to look. Theodora spots him there, but cannot forgive herself for 

what she had done years before. She greets him, he does not recognise her, and she walks 

away (although, because of some error of Jacobus’s no doubt, the oxen have now turned into 

camels).  

When the abbot calls on Brother Theodore for the task, it causes an interesting mix to occur in 

the text,  

…the abbot called Brother Theodore and ordered him to yoke a team of oxen and haul 

a tun of oil out from the city. Her husband had wept much…155 

It becomes obvious that Theodora and Theodore exist side by side and in the minds of those 

who interact with and think of the saint. Furthermore, Theodora’s husband does not recognise 

her when they meet, indicating that a physical change has followed the years as Theodore.  

When she came near him, she greeted him, saying: "Joy to you, sir!" But he did not 

recognize her at all, and waited all day long and into the night…156 

While Theodore acts under a male pronoun, when referring to the protagonist’s thoughts, the 

text uses a female pronoun. When a young woman asks to sleep with the saint, it is a gender 

neutral saint who spurns her; then she accuses the monk Theodore of being the father of her 

child. When the child is born and handed over, it is Theodore who accepts it after asking for 

indulgence. The abbot therefore only interacts with Theodore, and while this is visible in the 

modern translation, Theodore is more prevalent as the acting part in the Latin.  

                                                 
155 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 366.  
156 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 366.  
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The abbot upbraided Theodore, who begged for forgiveness, and the abbot laid the 

baby boy on his shoulders and expelled him from the monastery.157 

Natum igitur puerum ad abbatem monasterii transmisreunt, qui cum Theodorum 

inceparet, et ille sibi indulgeri peteret, scapulis suis puerum imposuit et monasterio 

projecit.158 

Still, Jacobus makes sure that the reader knows that her existence is different outside the 

monastery by quickly changing the pronouns from ille (he) to illa (her) between sentences. 

Ryan translates this as “Theodore – Theodora, after her expulsion”159, although this is an 

addition to the Latin version, wherein the pronouns speak for themselves.160After seven years 

have passed, Theodora is allowed back into the monastery. Even though Theodora’s identity 

is not made known to the abbot until after her death, the text now uses only a female pronoun 

for the rest of the legend, even as the abbot sends monks to listen in on her conversation with 

her son.161  

In the Gilte Legende, interestingly, the legend uses male pronouns three times. Once as the 

abbot orders Theodore to take the oxen into town, then as the maid comes to sleep with the 

Brother, and then lastly as the abbot takes him back. The first time, it is the abbot speaking to 

Theodore, “the abbot bade hym that he shulde couple the oxen and go to the towne and bringe 

hem oyle”162 and as soon as Theodore leaves for town, he becomes her. The next time, the 

legend reads that, “as she come fro the towne withe the cameles163 [...] a mayde come to hym 

and saide to hym: ‘Slepe withe me this night.’”164. This is yet again an important mix, as a 

reader is presented with both identities in one sentence. The last time is when the abbot takes 

Theodore back with the words,  

And whanne the .vij. yere were comen oute the abbot considered the pacience of that 

brother and reconsiled hym and putte hym in the chirche withe hys bretherin and his 

sone withe hym.165  

                                                 
157 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 366.  
158 Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 398.  
159 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 366.  
160 “et ille sibi indulgeri petere” – “illa autem abjecta”. Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 398. 
161 “After she had lived a praiseworthy life there for two years, she took the lad into her cell and closed the door. 

This was made known to the abbot, who sent some monks to listen attentively to what she might say to the boy.” 
162 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I. p. 458. 
163 Again, oxen -> camels. One wonders if the ”synfulle wrecche” did not see this.  
164 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 459. 
165 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 460.  
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Consider here the use of brother and brethren. Although it is clearly the abbot who acts and 

thinks in this paragraph, Theodore is, despite his apparent sin, still a brother who should be 

with his fellow brothers. Because of his good qualities, which are inherent in the saint 

regardless of whether it is Theodore or Theodora, he is let back inside, and allowed to be a 

good example for his son.166 

However, before this the abbot approaches Theodore after the accusations of fatherhood are 

labelled, and the Gilte legende reverses the pronouns of the Latin in “The abbot blamed gretly 

Theodore and she Praied mekely of foryeuenesse”167. In this text, in contrast to the Latin, the 

name Theodore does not change with pronouns. The saint is referred to as Theodore both as a 

woman and a man, making the previous quote in all probability one that refers to saint as a 

woman only. Needless to say, this gives presents the audience with quite a confusing picture. 

Who is Theodore in the Gilte Legende? It seems the translator is unsure as well, while the 

Legenda Aurea has a fluid use of pronouns, but not a confounded one, as Theodore’s identity 

seem to be tied to the monastery.   

4.3 Marina 

The legend of Marina follows closely the same plotline as Theodora’s. The young woman 

who fall pregnant accuses the saint of being the father, and the saint does nothing to dispel the 

untruths. They are both exiled from the monastery and the saint is forced to raise the child on 

their own outside its walls, before being allowed back in again. What it interesting and a 

significant difference within the two legends is how Marinus stays Marinus even to the author 

during this period of time.168  

When Marinus was asked why he had committed such a shameful crime, he admitted 

that he had sinned and was banished from the monastery. He stayed outside the gate 

for three years, living on scraps of bread.169 

Outside the walls, where Theodore became Theodora at once, Marinus raises his child and 

lives a man’s life. Concerning the modality and the dimensions that are becoming more clear, 

there are examples of changes between the characters: “When Marinus was asked why he had 

                                                 
166 ”And thanne the childe of Theodore folued his norice [Gender-neutral term for foster-mother or father] in alle 

vertu[ou]s werkes”, Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 461.  
167 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 459.  
168 ”Interrogatus autem Marinus cur tantum flagitium perpetrasset, se peccasse fatetur et veniam precatur; statim 

de monasterio ejectus ad ostium monasterii mansit et tribus annis ibidem permanens bucella panis 

sustentabatur”, in Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 353. Note the masculine ejectus.  
169 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 325.  
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committed such a shameful crime, he admitted that he had sinned”170. There are also changes 

within the narrative, “He stayed outside the gate”171. It seems that both within the text and to 

the author, it is a legend about Marinus at this point. In the Gilte Legende, when the abbot 

hears of the pregnancy from the daughter’s mother and father, who bothered him incessantly, 

he sends for “Maurin” and asks him,  

…whi he hadde do so horrible a synne. He mekely ansuered and saide: ‘Holy fader, I 

aske oure Lorde mercye, for I haue synned.’[…] He paciently abode withoute… 172 

That is, the abbot interacts with Marinus, not Marina, and Marinus is the one to wait outside 

the gates when the monks feed him in both versions. This is a significant difference from 

Theodore’s legend in the Gilte Legende. But it is Marina who, according to the Gilte Legende, 

receives the child after a long stay outside the gates.  

Maurine mekely and paciently toke this childe and cussed it and wepte sore and kepte 

it tenderely to her pouere and thanked God of all in gret pacience, and so she kepte it 

.ij. yere.173 

This is not visible in the Latin, where Marinus raises the child as a man.174 In comparison, the 

Gilte Legende is more fluid than the Legenda Aurea, considering Maurine as different persons 

depending where the saint is – whether inside (man), or outside (woman) of the monastery.  

4.4 Pelagia 

When Pelagia was seen last, she had moved onto Mount Olivet in East Jerusalem to be a 

hermit and was called Brother Pelagius by all. The bishop who had once converted the sinful 

Pelagia had a deacon who travelled to Jerusalem to visit holy places and people, with 

instructions from the bishop to look for the monk Pelagius, since “he was a true servant of 

God”.175 In this quote, he is tied to true servant and of God in a way that is not negated by the 

later discovery of Pelagius identity as Pelagia by the deacon. The Gilte Legende uses the very 

same ties, ”a holi monke þat hɜit Pelagien which is þe verry seruaunt of God”176.  

                                                 
170 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 325. 
171 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 325.  
172 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 371.  
173 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 372.  
174 “Postmodum filius ablactatus abbati mittitur et Marino educandus traditur et cum eo ibidem per duos annos 

commoratur.” Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 353.  
175 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 290.  
176 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 746.  
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Pelagia’s existence as Pelagius is short, the emphasis being on her repentance after meeting 

the bishop Veronus, not her life as a hermit. This is a great difference if considered parallel 

with the other saints – Pelagius being almost an afterthought, and the message that is 

transmitted, I argue, is that of uncontroversiality. Because Pelagius, and the transformation 

into Pelagius, is given so little space, the audience is left with the impression that the author 

considers this conventional – or at least formulaic. What Pelagia has done up to the point of 

Pelagius is important, and what comes after is sanctified by her actions. As discussed 

previously, this might mean that transcendence is in itself the path to salvation or sanctity for 

these saints. Depending on if their previous actions were sinful, like Pelagia’s and 

Theodora’s, their transcendence is how they pay for their sins. Therefore, the cases of Marina 

and Eugenia are interesting parallels: the author provides the audience with no apparent 

reasons for them to stay, thereby sanctioning their existence as simply another way of 

“recommending” oneself to god.  

4.5 Margaret 

Saint Margaret was welcomed into a male monastery as Brother Pelagius. After some time, 

Pelagius is reluctantly made the director of another monastery, this one for (virgin) nuns, 

since he had “provided both bodily and spiritual nourishment” for them already by this time. 

Ryan’s translation includes a female pronoun not visible in the Latin text.  

…Pelagius, by the consent of the elders and the abbot's order, and despite her own 

reluctance, was placed as director of this monastery…177 

The Latin uses the indefinite pronoun se, that is, that is both masculine and feminine at the 

same time, referring back to the masculine antecedent Pelagius. Visible, too, is the masculine 

nominative invitus (reluctant, unwilling), to give the impression of Pelagius the man being 

reluctant to lead these nuns.178 However, it is important to note that Pelagius’s reluctance is 

tied to his humble nature, since he “blamelessly provided both bodily and spiritual 

nourishment”179. The dimension of modality within this section is that of the author telling an 

audience about Pelagius, not Margaret. When the nun who was tricked by the devil is revealed 

to be with child, it is not the woman herself who accuses Pelagius, but all those who live in 

                                                 
177 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 619. My italicising.  
178 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 676.  
179 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 619. 



Emmy Atterving 

Master’s thesis 2017 

40 

 

the convent. Pelagius, who is always referred to as Pelagius within the Latin text, is cast out, 

the reason being that; 

…since Pelagius was in charge of the convent and the only man on familiar terms with 

its people…[they] forced him out ignominiously, and confined him in a rocky cave.180 

He was the only man, “quod solus Pelagius utpote earum”181. The masculine form of the 

name, ending in ius, sending a clear message that it is Pelagius the man who is the subject of 

these events. In the Gilte Legende, the pronoun use for this part of the legend is just as 

coherent. Pelagien, as he is called, is consistently identified as man. “…he was made mastre 

of þe abbey of nonnes þough it were so þat he refused it ful gretly”182. It is also reported that 

the devil is jealous of him. Upon discussing this legend, Tracy has claimed that the ”issue of 

transvestitism in early Christian texts” leaves questions about the “perception of women and 

the idea of sexual identity; as the saints’ gender changes, so does our perception of the role of 

women in medieval hagiography”183. I wish to discuss this before moving on the conclusion 

of this chapter, since it so neatly encapsulates the topics of the current thesis. Firstly, there is 

the obvious opposition of what Tracy calls transvestitism in early Christian texts, something 

she cannot actually say anything about. While the source material in this thesis and her 

dissertation are based on earlier texts – and those texts contain transcending saints –  they 

originated in the high and late Middle Ages. One would have to conduct a study similar to this 

to make any conclusions about transcending saints in early medieval writing.  

Secondly, while she does admit that there is a “gender change”, she does not make allowance 

for that, instead connecting it with women in hagiography. Pelagius in the Gilte Legende is 

consistently a man, and this part of his life perhaps tells the audience more about the role of 

monks, and the role of monasticism, in medieval hagiography, than about women. Reames 

has speculated about Jacobus’s intentions with the compilation in A Reexamination, and 

concluded that it was most suitable for, and therefore most likely targeted at, a clerical 

audience because of its “reassertion of conservative, clerical values”184 and propaganda-like 

messages (not least about virginity).185 Jacobus, being clerically conservative, would embrace 

                                                 
180 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 619. 
181 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 677.  
182 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II. p. 747.  
183 Tracy, Women of the Gilte Legende, p. 98.  
184 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 207.  
185 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, pp. 203-207.  
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the monastery as the best place to serve god and find salvation, and let that influence his 

writings and compilations.  

4.6 Conclusion 

This part of the study aims to answer what happens to the saints identities when they live as 

men.  

The first and most important result of the current chapter is that the legends have inconsistent 

pronoun uses. In the Legenda Aurea, Eugene is viewed as a man by the characters within the 

legend – the lustful Melancia and the virtuous abbot – but as both Eugenia and Eugene by the 

author when the saint acts (“she and her companions”, “he was horrified”). The same pattern 

can be seen in Theodora’s and Margaret Pelagius’s legends as well, while Marinus is 

consistently referred to as a man. The latter is transferred over to the Middle English legend, 

except for when Marinus receives the child, and with it a female pronoun. Pelagia Pelagius 

has a short male existence, but one that is consistent through both versions.  

The uses of indefinite pronouns in the text lead to a part of the analysis of the saints that have 

yet to be explored, although it has been touched upon previously. What if, like the Latin 

indefinite pronoun, transcendence is more than existing above and beyond the concepts that 

define the discussion – of men and women, in this case – but simultaneity? “Hybridity” would 

then be the coexistence of the characteristics of men and women in the same person, though 

by risking the stagnation of the very part of language that the current thesis opposes. This 

aligns with Bhabha’s idea of the hybrid as rising out of two previous identities – here, that of 

the woman Margaret and the man Pelagius. However, this way of approaching the events of 

the text would make transcendence, and therefore also hybridity, into less fluid as terms and 

thus miss the essentiality at their core – that a person can be above and beyond, as previously 

mentioned. The continuous flow of definite pronouns and indefinite pronouns should be seen 

as possibilities rather than blank slates. These possibilities should not be unnecessarily 

imbued with meaning by a modern reader: hybridity can be more than the simultaneity of 

previously decided meanings, of binary genders. By this slightly complex but relevant 

wording is meant that the fluidity within the text of the present chapter should be regarded in 

its own context, rather than that of modernity.  

This chapter has also seen a dividing of identities depending on the physical location of the 

saint – when within the monastery, they are men, while outside, they are women. Only 

Theodora retains her female pronoun after being allowed back inside again, but now as a holy 
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woman who has performed miracles. Laqueur was quoted in the theoretical chapter of this 

thesis as having written that the canonical body was singular and male.186 Sanctity in the cases 

thus far presented seems to be a possible way for the female identity to become male. Sex and 

body are the epiphenomenon to gender, which is the “primary or ‘real’” category during the 

Middle Ages, and that, “to be a man or woman was to hold a social rank, a place in society, to 

assume a cultural role”187, according to Laqueur. It becomes obvious that the “cultural role” 

that is a monk, abbot, or hermit, is one of high esteem, but also notably the only roles in the 

legends that the saints may claim. These roles, when affected by sanctity, trumps gender – 

sanctity and role are more significant than whether the person is male or female or other, 

thereby potentially enabling that person to become fluid within a medieval gender spectrum.   

Chapter 5: “discovery” and death 

The third and final theme will examine the deaths of the five saints. Their deaths are 

important to examine since this is usually the moment when the saints are “discovered”, or 

rather are begun to be revered as women. This, of course, discounts Eugenia, who is the only 

one to have already reclaimed her female identity in order to avoid punishment for a crime 

she had not actually committed. If the legends are recalled, Theodore, Margaret Pelagius, and 

Marinus all accept punishment for the sin of promiscuity or rape; they raise no defense against 

the accusations laid on them. This makes Eugenia different, but also because she is the only 

one to willingly reveal that she has breasts and therefore, according to the legend, is a woman. 

For this reason, and because Eugenia brings martyrdom upon herself, I have chosen to 

examine the moment of revelation in this theme rather than in the one before.  

5.1 Eugenia 

At this point, Eugene has been called to stand trial for the rape of Melancia, but it is Eugenia’s 

father, Philip, who is the judge. Thus far, the saint is still Eugene. However, despite Ryan’s 

translation into Eugene in the following sentence, the Latin version does now start using the 

female form “Eugeniam” when referring to who the prefect sends for.  

The prefect, incensed at what he heard, sent a troop to bring in Eugene and the other 

servants…188 

                                                 
186 Laqueur, Making sex, p. 63.  
187 Laqueur, Making sex, p. 8.  
188 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 552.  
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Audiens igitur praefectus ira accenditur et missa apparitorum multitudine Eugeniam 

caeterosque servos Christi…189  

In the Latin original, in other words, something happens between the preceding sentence and 

the ones that came before it. What, exactly, is not visible in the text, but it could be one of two 

things - one, because Jacobus switches sources. If the previous theme’s results are recalled, 

they showed an inconsistency between who the author viewed as the saint – shifting from 

Eugenia to Eugene – and the textual saint (who the characters interacted with), who was 

Eugene. Here, father Philip addresses Eugene one final time before Eugenia becomes the 

primary identity again.  

[he] said to Eugene: "Tell us, you basest of criminals, is that what your Christ taught 

you—to do the works of corruption, and madly and shamelessly to assault our 

women?" Eugenia, lowering her head so as not to be recognized, answered…190 

When Philip addresses the saint, he addresses Eugeniam as well. 

 Se dixit ad Eugeniam: dic nobis, sceleratissime…191 

Another option may be that it is because Eugenia is no longer within the monastery. She is 

outside, like Theodore when he is expelled becomes Theodora.192 This would make sense if 

the author, while in the thirteenth century, considered the monastery a sanctified and separate 

place from the secular society that lay outside. That he should consider an existence inside a 

monastery as something above or beyond that of a secular one, and perhaps also as less 

dependent on the person’s identity and more concerned with their relationship with God, is 

therefore likely. 

When Melancia has made her case, Eugenia steps forward to reveal herself as the daughter of 

Philip by opening her monk’s robes and speaking out. 

…she opened her robe from the top to the waist, and was seen to be a woman. […] “I 

am your daughter Eugenia.”193 

                                                 
189 Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 604.  
190 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 552.  
191 Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 604 ;  “[he] said to Eugene: "Tell us, you basest of criminals”, Ryan, The Golden 

Legend, p. 552.  
192 Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 398.  
193 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 553.  
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In Latin the same thing occurs, although the opening of the robe is described as more 

violent.194 In other words, she is revealed as Eugenia when the robes are off. The legend then 

goes on to say that she was clothed “in cloth of gold” and revered by her parents, who readily 

converted. She is, in other words, revered as a woman who lived as an monk, just as Eugene 

was admired for his service as an abbot. Thus it concludes, after a few miracles where 

Eugenia survives drowning, fire, and starvation (having received food from Christ himself) to 

be beheaded by the Romans.195 The final two sentences of the legend are dedicated to the 

slaves, now monks, Protus and Hyacinthus, bringing their mentions up to a solid seven 

sentences out of a legend with a total of sixty-nine sentences.  

In the Gilte Legende, it is impossible to know whether Philip or the text directs the interview 

at Eugene or Eugenia, since the name does not change from “Eugenie”. However, her breasts 

are emphasised when she removes her robes, and if they were missed, she also directs the 

attention to them by pointing them out:  

And thanne she toke her cote and rent it bynethe her breste and saide: ‘Now may ye se 

that y am a woman as it apperithe be my brestes.’ […] ‘…y am Eugenie thi 

doughter.’196 

This is the sole addition to the legend, and speaks perhaps only for the importance of breasts 

to the translator. However, as Schäfer-Althaus has argued, this is the point where Eugene 

transitions fully into Eugenia, and there may be observed a pride in her revelation. But, 

Schäfer-Althaus has consistently called the process “Denying and Exposing”197, and of 

“negating” her “true sex”198, bringing to mind the question of why gender hybridity, which is 

in the title of her book, is at all a necessary concept to discuss, if indeed it never occurs. 

Schäfer-Althaus finds a challenge for the compiler and translator where in fact there is none – 

when Eugene steps out of his role as a monk and into Eugenia’s, nothing happens to the 

idealisation of the saint. 199 It remains, steadfastly, positive. Eugenia’s body is important in 

this part; this I do not deny, nor do I deny the importance of the body in hagiography (which 

                                                 
194 “Et haec dicens tunicam a capite usque deorsum sive usque ad cingulum scidit et femina apparuit dixitque”. 

Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 604.  
195 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 553 
196 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 669.  
197 Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, p. 78.  
198 Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, p. 81.  
199 Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, p. 83.  
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is consistently gendered), though the current thesis refutes the supposed fact that Eugenia 

somehow negates her identity by wearing a monk’s robes.  

5.2 Theodora  

After being expelled and living with her son for seven years (and performing many miracles), 

Theodora is reintroduced into the monastery by the abbot, but the aforementioned shift from 

him to her is not reversed except for in the Gilte Legende. The abbot is impressed by her 

patience, visible by the feminine possessive pronoun eam and almost as soon as she has 

returned, the legend describes her death two years later.200 This could potentially refute the 

previous speculation on the importance of the monastery as a place of spiritual equality; 

however, Theodora has already proven herself at this point by performing miracles and 

dispelling the taunting devil, and has, in this sense, become holy. The monastery no longer 

serves as the equaliser of Theodore and the monks, because Theodora has risen above them. 

On the night of her death, the abbot receives a vision,  

He saw preparations being made for a great wedding, to which came the orders of 

angels and prophets and martyrs and all the saints; and behold, in their midst walked a 

woman alone, enveloped in ineffable glory.201 

The woman is of course Theodora, who is to be married, presumably, to Christ. The abbot and 

Theodora’s husband then bury her body, “with many praises”202, having realised her 

sainthood, meaning also that she is worthy of their admiration. In this sense, Theodora has 

transcended, too, the hierarchy of the men within and outside the monastery. This is reflected 

in the Gilte Legende, although, as shown previously, the abbot considers the patience of 

Theodore, not Theodora. Additionally, the moment the monks and the abbot find the body of 

a woman in the cell is markedly undramatic, though there is a short passage a few sentences 

down where Jacobus describes the dread that was felt by those who heard that the body was 

female, since this meant that her punishment in their hands was undeserved.  

They went in and uncovered her, and saw that she was a woman. […] A great fear 

came upon all who heard this.203 

                                                 
200 “Completis autem septem annis abbas patientiam ejus considerans eam reconciliavit”, Grässe, Legenda 

Aurea, p. 399.  
201 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 367.  
202 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 367. 
203 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 367. 
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And the Gilte Legende;  

…and than he entered inne and vncouered her and fonde her a woman. […] | gret 

drede to alle tho that seen or herde this thinge.204 

Once Theodora’s husband has reached the monastery and buried his wife, he takes her cell. 

Theodora’s stepson then “folued his norice205 in alle vertu[ou]s werkes”206, according to both 

the Gilte Legende and Legenda Aurea. Theodora, then, was guilty of adultery, but having put 

on a man’s role and become Theodore, raised a child, and served within the monastery for 

many years, made her an ideal of virtue for her husband and child to follow.  

5.3 Marina 

Marinus, just like Theodora, is allowed entrance back into the monastery from which he was 

expelled – notably, though, as Marinus all the while. Jacobus then tells us in neutral words 

that Marinus/Marina migrates to the Lord after, “having led a life filled with good works”207. 

Ryan translates the person migrating to a “he”, although the Latin is neutral.208 When the saint 

dies, the last pronoun is masculine. The difference may be subtle, but it is present, and shows 

the flexibility of the author and compiler. Moreover, the pronoun does not seem to be 

dependent on the actions of the saints. Marina’s and Theodora’s legends share many 

similarities, but there are two important differences: Theodora has committed a sin, and she 

performs miracles. Marina grows up within the monastery; she does not flee to it, and she 

gains sainthood after her death as a “maltreated” virgin. Without an analysis of modality, this 

may be easily missed, and seems to have been missed by the works discussed in the current 

thesis. Additionally, Marina’s grave is the site of miracles, also unlike Theodora’s, according 

to Jacobus, further emphasising that it is after death that she becomes holy.  

This is interesting on its own, but it becomes still more intriguing when read parallel with the 

Gilte Legende, because here is perhaps the most significant side track yet. Marinus’s fellow 

monks must pray and beseech the abbot for a long time before he relents and accepts Marinus 

back into the monastery, but treats him badly.  

                                                 
204 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 460.  
205 Gender-neutral term for foster mother or father.  
206 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 461.  
207 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 325.  
208 ”Tandem in bonis operibus vitam ducens migravit ad dominum”. Grässe, Legenda Aurea, p. 353.  
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…charginge that he shulde be in warde to all the foule ocupaciones that were to do in 

that monasterie. He mekely and paciently dede all seruise gladly and deuoutely, and 

thus endured his lyff in holy werkes til she passed to oure Lorde.209 

In addition to having an interesting mix of pronouns, this paragraph emphasises the 

disgraceful work laden on Marinus. It is she who dies, however, despite having worked as 

Marinus. From this point on, the legend digresses from the Latin plot. The abbot, not present 

in the Latin original, orders the monks to bury the body “in the vilest place that they coude 

finde witheoute the cimytarie”210 since he had besmirched himself so fully that he could not 

be allowed to lie beside his brothers. Of course, upon washing the body, the monks find it is a 

woman. In the original, this is where they realise their maltreatment and give her a proper 

burial. In the Gilte Legende, however, the abbot is called for. 

…and as the[i] wosshe her theu per[r]ceyued that she was a woman […] ‘Fader, come, 

come and se the mervailes of God.’211 

When the abbot is made aware, he throws himself on the ground and laments for a long time 

his sins against the virgin. He says, among many things, that, “Thou saidest in thi gret 

mekenesse: “Pater Peccaui,” but I may saue for gret wickednesse: “Mater et soror”212. By this 

he means that Marinus said to the abbot, “Father, I have sinned”, but that the abbot instead 

should say, “Mother and sister”. This is a striking way to show his respect for the woman he 

had previously condemned. By calling her mother, he brings to mind the motherly ideals of 

The Holy Virgin Mary213, and by calling her sister, he reaffirms their siblingship in the 

monastery. Indeed, he promises to bury her “in the worshipfullest place of oure monasterie, 

for thou art oure worship and oure ioye”.214 

5.4 Pelagia 

The deacon who visited the famous Brother Pelagius in his hermit cave returns to discover the 

corpse of the saint three days later. Thereupon the deacon, the bishop, and all the monks,  

                                                 
209 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 372.  
210 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 372. 
211 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 372.  
212 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 373.  
213 This addition is interesting since it contains an implicit comparison to Mary in time when the Mother was 

especially popular, be it Mary of Mary’s mother, Saint Anne. See Miri Rubin, Emotion and Devotion: The 

Meaning of Mary in Medieval Religious Cultures (The Natalie Zemon Davis annual lecture series), Central 

European University Press, 2009 ; Virginia Nixon, Mary's mother: Saint Anne in late medieval Europe, 

Pennsylvania State University Press, University Park, 2004. 
214 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. I, p. 373. 
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…marveled and gave thanks to God, and gave her honorable burial.215 

In Latin, “…[quod] mulier esset, et plurimum admirante Deo gratias”216. That is, the 

clergymen are positively surprised to find the body of a woman where they before interacted 

with a hermit man. In the Gilte Legende, the translator stresses this.   

And whan þhei had brought þe body oute of þe selle, þei founde þat she was a woman, 

and all þei gretely merveiling yafe þonkingez217 to God and biried hire body 

worshipfully.218  

Again, they found the body of a woman, and therefore gave marvelous thanks to God. The 

female body, therefore, does nothing to detract from the holiness of the person they knew. In 

fact, they welcome it. 

5.5 Margaret 

At last, Margaret Pelagius is confined to the cave for sleeping with a nun, and bears the 

punishment without complaint until he knows he is about to die.  

…at ille omnia patienter sustinen in nullo turbatus fuit, sed gratias semper Deo 

refereus per sanctorum exempla se continue confortabat.219 

Pelagius, restricted to the cave, does not allow the mistreating monks to disturb him. “At ille”, 

but he, retains the male pronoun, tying the subject to the patience and examples of the saints 

he contemplates. Ryan translated the above sentence with a female pronoun, “Pelagius […] 

allowed nothing to disturb her, but thanked God […] and found comfort in the examples of 

the saints”.220 That leaves him, erroneously perhaps then, the only one to use the female 

pronoun since the Gilte Legende does not;  

And he moot mekly and moost paciently sustened and suffred all the wronges and was 

not troubled | in noþing, but euer hertli loued and þonked god and conforted him in his 

chastite bi þe ensaumple of seintes.221 

                                                 
215 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 618.  
216 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 676.  
217 To give thanks.  
218 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 746.  
219 Grässe, Legenda aurea, p. 677.  
220 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 619.  My italicising.   
221 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 748.  
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Then, upon dying, the Gilte Legende shifts, saying that is it Margaret who writes the abbot and 

monks in the monastery. But, interestingly, this letter says,  

I am a man. I haue not lied for to deceyue, for I haue shewed þat I haue vertu of man, 

and I haue hadde vertu of þe cryme þat was put vppon me, and I innocent þereof haue 

do þe penaunce. But I prai yow for as moche as men knewe me not for woman, þat þe 

holy susteres may beri my bodi so þat þe shewing of me dying be clensing of my lyving, 

and þat þe wymmen know þat I am a virgine þat thei iuged for a vouterer.222 

This is, again, quite a digression from the Legenda Aurea, wherein Pelagius only says that, “It 

was not for purposes of deception that I allowed myself to be taken for a man”223. What are 

perhaps most telling are the clauses, “I am a man” and “I haue shewed þat I haue vertu of 

man”. It should be reiterated that to use the approach of transvestism here would be to take an 

“ahistorical approach to the sources” 224, in the words of Laqueur as he speaks of 

“metaphorical readings” of medieval gender and material. There is no more plain way for a 

saint to state their own identity, and it would be superfluous to emphasise the modality of 

these two clauses – I is tied to man, for to vertu of man, and so on. At the same time, Margaret 

Pelagius emphasises their own virginity and parallel existence as a woman, further 

underlining the fact that as a man, he is man, and as a woman, she is a woman. The saint’s 

sanctity remains untouched by these actions.  

5.6 Conclusions 

This part of the study aims to answer what happens to the saints’ identities when they die.  

Pronoun uses clearly shift when the saint reclaims a female persona. Eugene becomes 

Eugenia as her father brings her to court, and as she leaves her role as abbot. In the Gilte 

Legende, she reaffirms her female identity by openly showing her breasts and addressing 

them as the proof of it. Theodora reclaims the female pronoun as well in the Gilte Legende, 

unlike the Legenda Aurea, where it is discovered that she is a woman only after death. This is 

the opposite of Marina and Marinus, where Marinus lives, acts, and interacts as a man until 

his death in Middle English – however, Marina’s idealisation as a woman, sister and mother is 

heavily emphasised in what must be viewed as a conscious extension of the text. The same 

worship of the saint can be found in Pelagia Pelagius’s legend, where those who find her 

                                                 
222 Hamer & Russell, Gilte Legende Vol. II, p. 748. 
223 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 619. 
224 Laqueur, Making sex, p. 7. 
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marvel greatly at the discovery. Margaret Pelagius dies a man in the Legenda Aurea and the 

Gilte Legende; but the Middle English text severs ties here with the Latin and emphasises the 

virtue of Pelagius and the virginity and sanctity of Margaret. This makes the Gilte Legende, 

again, less fluent than the Legenda Aurea.  

This chapter has proved the largest differences between the two sources yet. The Gilte 

Legende includes two additions of significance in the legends of Marina, and Margaret, and a 

smaller one for Eugenia. Eugenia’s breasts are emphasised as she removes her clothes, and 

while it may seem a detail, it fits into the larger picture of the Middle English source: the 

feminisation of language. In Marina’s legend, her role as a sister and mother is stressed, 

implicitly connecting her to the Virgin Mary and Mary’s mother Anne, and while Margaret 

Pelagius’s addition contains a very clear assertion on behalf of her gender – “I am a man”, “I 

haue vertu of man” – it does also contain an admittance of lying. As has been shown, the Gilte 

Legende have on several occasions used female pronouns in place of male ones from the 

Legenda Aurea in other parts of the hagiographies. Marina received the child, although 

Marinus was convicted of the crime, and a woman asks to sleep with Theodore, but Theodora 

begs for forgiveness. It was also remarked in chapter three that its fluency is less prevalent 

than in the Legenda Aurea. 

Chapter 6: Discussion and recapitulation of aims 

This chapter will contextualise the findings of the study against the background of the late 

Middle Ages, starting first with the differences discovered between the two sources before 

moving on to how transcendence is connected to gender and sanctity by looking at other 

transcendental existences in the late Middle Ages.  

6.1 The Legenda Aurea and the Gilte Legende   

How was gender and sanctity created in the Legenda Aurea and Gilte Legende? As has been 

shown, gender and sanctity are tied to different words in the two sources.  

In the chapter that studies how the saints are able to transcend, it was noted how both Eugenia 

and Theodora claim their existences as men in words – “she said she was called Theodore”, 

and “let us then be brothers” respectively, and that when they decide to enter male roles, they 

do so by “recommending [themselves] to God”. Overall, the decisions to either be taken for a 

male hermit, as Pelagia Pelagius, or become men, as the others do, are all positively 
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reinforced in the two versions. However, already in the first chapter of this study it became 

clear that the Middle English text would be less fluent than the Latin – the saints’ female 

identities were emphasised, and in places where the Latin used gender neutral language, the 

Middle English used feminine pronouns. Theodore existed, but Theodore did not act as 

Theodore, unlike in the Latin. This should be seen as feminisation of language and as a tying 

of the female identity to holiness.  

However, (Eugenie’s) virtue was equated to the existence of a man in “’Thou seist verrely 

well that thou art a man for thou werkest vertuously’”, while in the Latin Eugenia could be 

Eugene only because she acted like a man. This indicates, in the context of the Gilte 

Legende’s other differences with the Latin, that holy women were seen as quite separate from 

ordinary women, and this is the main point I wish to make in this part of the study. There is a 

connection between sanctity and the actions performed. While previous research may view 

the saints as paradoxes because their actions are inexplicable as ideals, it has become apparent 

in this study that the saints become holy, and that this holy nature is the currency with which 

they can transcend, or pay for their actions. Gender, in this sense, is both a spectrum and a 

hierarchy, where holy women are revered because they are more or different than ordinary 

women. 

The Gilte Legende is not wholly feminised, however. Marinus and Margaret Pelagius are 

consistently called men by the Middle English source, in line with the Latin version. This is 

interesting because both Marina and Margaret become holy after their death, while Theodora 

and Eugenia, who reclaim womanhood, are seen to perform miracles before they die. 

Theodora rises above the role of monk by becoming a holy woman, and is therefore referred 

to as a woman even when she returns to the monastery, and as an ideal for her son even after 

the discovery of her female body. Then, if gender and social roles are dependent on sanctity, it 

would explain why Marina and Margaret are referred to as men – because they have yet to 

achieve it.  

Another point within this study has been to prove that the authors and compilers are 

intrinsically tied to the text in a positive manner, by which I mean that they endorse the 

actions taken by the persons within the text. The immediate concern thus becomes; were these 

actions that would be condoned outside the text as well? Jacobus quotes Augustine in the 

legend of Saint Thomas the Apostle, where some confusion over the events of his life are 

discussed back and forth, with the poignant words, “Whether this story is true or false is of no 
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interest to me now”225. While out of context, it does summarise the view of the hagiographer 

on these legends. This is not to say that they do not believe in them – on the contrary, I would 

argue that it is because they believe in them that the minutiae is of less import, and because 

the details do not detract from the saint’s holy life.  

6.2 Pronoun use 

Pronoun changes are immensely interesting from a modal point of view, but in order to speak 

of pronouns, I will first have to regard the dimensions of pronoun use that have become 

apparent in the study, once modality and hybridity theory come together. There are at least 

two dimensions to the text in the case of the Aurea and the Gilte Legende. The author or 

compiler is mostly omnipresent, leading to legends where the thoughts of saints, their 

enemies, and foils are all bared to the reader. In addition, the author or compiler may wish to 

share their own opinions of events, and will do that by addressing the reader directly, almost 

like a conversation. Therefore, when examining pronoun changes in the text, difference might 

arise between the how the characters interact within the text, and what the author thinks of a 

saint’s identity. I have chosen to call this the two dimensions of modality, since there is clear 

evidence – that can be derived from either one – of variance between them. What these two 

dimensions amount to is a way to understand shifts of identity. A binary way of thinking 

might conclude that there is tension between the uses, and therefore tension between what the 

saint really is and what the text says, and give them names such as paradoxes or transvestites. 

But with hybridity theory as a take-off point, the tension gives away to fluidity. It provides for 

a way of seeing the saint, sainthood, and agency, in a new light, while at the same time 

accepting that the text has the final say.  

The subject’s identity in a clause is directly tied to the action performed, making it a textual 

transformation that one might use transcendence to “buy out”. This identity can be viewed 

from within the text and by the text, and these two can and should be separated. That is to say, 

while Eugene is viewed by the antagonist Melancia as a man (within the text), the author 

regards her as Eugenia (by the text). The last one is interesting – and worth acknowledging – 

because the author does, in fact, refer to the saint as man in Marinus’s case. In Marina’s 

legend, there are examples of changes between the characters, 

                                                 
225 Ryan, Golden Legend, 5. Saint Thoma, Apostle, p. 31.  
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“When Marinus was asked why he had committed such a shameful crime, he 

admitted that he had sinned”226.  

There are also changes within the narrative, “He stayed outside the gate”227. It seems that both 

within the text and to the author, it is a legend about Marinus at this point.  

Furthermore, pronouns in the text are fluid and inconsistent, which are two important points.  

First of all, the reader is shown that the gender of a saint is tied fully to the text. When the text 

changes, so does the saint, whether this means that she becomes he or vice versa. But this is 

not enough to understand the fluidity tied to sanctity. Sanctity itself seems to offset the 

discussion, and there at least two possible reasons for this. Primarily, because sanctity implies 

a different existence from that of an ordinary person – holiness is something any person may 

earn, but will have to sacrifice to obtain, as in the stories examined here. Secondarily, because 

sanctity in these cases is set firmly in the world of text. The narrative is both bound to a genre 

and to a series of expectations. To compare women to men in order to understand the 

separation of the very fundament of difference – in this case, the pronouns in the text - seems 

inadequate. The transcending saints, as one might call them, are both at one point in the 

biography. How does one approach this as a reader and as an historian? First, by separating 

them and looking at how the words are tied to each other – who sees who as whom? Then, by 

pin pointing when these changes take place – inside the monastery? With the knowledge of 

someone else, as in the abbot in Saint Eugenia’s legend? When the person becomes holy? 

Only thence can the historian start looking at these phenomena in the worlds outside the text.  

Second, the term “gender” hides worlds of variance within it, although hide may be an 

inadequate word, because it signals intent; rather it includes much more variety than it 

implies. By identifying the word that encapsulates the discussion – gender or hagiography, 

whichever – and using it blindly or only within its original intent, one allows that word to 

limit one’s view, which is, therefore, non-defendable. That is to say, that action is about the 

process of actively naming reality. Historians of gender, whether they think gender 

differences are eternal concepts or constantly made different/new, must therefore often be 

rooted in studies of language, and whereas reality and the historical explanation can never be 

the same, the latter may both influence and encourage diverse understandings of the former. 

                                                 
226 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 325. 
227 Ryan, Golden Legend, p. 325.  
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Knowing how the legends were read is lost to history, although historic practice might make 

them less unreachable.  

However, it becomes apparent that transcendence in these stories stems not from necessity, 

but from God. The saints are seen recommending themselves to a higher purpose. But while a 

laywoman in a non-fictitious society might find herself prosecuted for similar acts, in these 

stories, they are legitimised by God. It therefore becomes even more important to examine the 

social dimension of dissemination surrounding the stories – that is, to look at how clergy and 

lay negotiate controversial figures and actions, and sell them, in modern terms, as ideals.  

But how to speak of this without using only men and women as a fundament? It is, in a way, 

impossible, since these are words upon which the different plots are built. The gender of the 

saint determines whether or not they are subjected to a specific method of torture or assault, 

what they have to do to achieve sainthood, and so on. Martyr saints of all kinds are bodily 

assaulted and mutilated, but only women have their bodies subjected to an erotic type of 

torture, as previously discussed. Other examples of controlling the female body become 

evident upon reading the Legenda Aurea. Saint Lucy is universally famous for her quick-

witted argument against the Roman consul who ultimately has her killed: her replies to his 

questions and his admonitions bother him so much that his friends, quite symbolically, 

plunges “a dagger unto the martyr’s throat”228. Of course, this did not stop her from speaking. 

Therefore, the words man and woman are necessary in the current study, but not as 

limitations. It is, as has been shown, in language that transformation is possible: it is in the 

text that fluidity is given space. 

 

It is also possible to conclude, after this short survey, that it is conceivable to be at once 

bound to a genre and transcendental. But to deny that these saints are irregular would be to 

deny the mass of dissimilar legends that are a part of the Legenda Aurea. There are thirty-one 

female saints, plus Saint Eugenia, who has no legend of her own, and the three daughters of 

Sophia (and, if one wishes it, there is also the Eleven Thousand Virgins to consider). That 

would bring the number up to a steady thirty-five different female saints. This number fades 

next to the male saints, who number around 140, but it is still a significant number if 

compared to earlier compilations, such as Ælfric’s Lives of Saints who feature ten (although in 

a much smaller compilation of only about thirty Lives).229 

                                                 
228 Ryan, The Golden Legend, p. 29.  
229 Ælfric, Lives of saints. 
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Although this is, essentially, fiction, it is also at a point at which one might recall Connell’s 

argument that a discourse that cannot move beyond dualism will be blind to liminal 

existences.230 Stagnation of language is a possible danger that becomes evident when one 

conducts this kind of close reading. A discourse that cannot move beyond “transvestitism” 

will be blind to possible existences both in literature and in a bygone social reality - especially 

if one considers that Jacobus was able to compile these legends because there was an 

abundance of material on them, and that the compilation was spread because there was a 

demand for it. Reames has claimed that other compilations would have been better suited for 

dissemination into the laity and clergy– however, the evidence goes against this, simply 

because the Legenda Aurea, and in extension the Gilte Legende and the French Légende 

Dorée, were the ones to survive.231 

6.3 Transcendence  

Thus far I have discussed the difference between the Latin and the later Middle English 

source, but in order to understand where these differences stem from, this chapter will 

contextualise with transcendence outside hagiography.  

6.3.1 Transcendental women in other medieval sources  

One of the most famous examples of transcending gender roles from the Middle Ages is from 

the fiction Le Roman des Silences by the mysterious Heldris de Cornuälle, from the second 

half of the thirteenth century.232 The story takes place in England and France, and concerns 

the life of a beautiful girl, Silence, who is raised as a boy in order to keep the succession line 

of her family. As a man, he becomes the king’s knight, but the queen accuses Silence of 

raping her (in the exact same spurned manner as Melancia in Saint Eugenia’s legend). Kristin 

L. Burr has observed that the author, “exhorts all ‘good women’ in the audience not to take 

offense at the depiction” of the decadent queen, and to, “find comfort in the positive portrayal 

of Silence – a provocative suggestion, given that Silence has cross-dressed, become an 

exceptional knight, and finally wed the king.”233 However, applying a transcendental analysis 

would instead make clear that this “provocative suggestion” is, in fact, not very provocative at 

                                                 
230 Connell, Maskuliniteter, pp. 58, 107-108.  
231 Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, p. 203. 
232 Lewis Thorpe, Le Roman de Silence: A Thirteenth-Century Arthurian Verse-Romance by Heldris de 

Cornuälle, Cambridge, W. Heffer and Sons, 1972, p. 10.  
233 Kristin L. Burr, ”Nurturing Debate in Le Roman de Silence”, in Laine E. Doggett, Founding Feminisms in 

Medieval Studies: Essays in Honor of E. Jane Burns [Elektronisk resurs], 2016, p. 40.  



Emmy Atterving 

Master’s thesis 2017 

56 

 

all. Initially it should be observed that Silence’s behaviour is never criticised by the author 

while acting under a male identity. Rather, Silence later weds the king and is hailed as a 

heroine – a title not far flung from that of a saint. In no cases, save for one Burr calls a 

digression, “is condemnation of women supported by the plot”234. Why, then, would the 

actions of Silence be provocative or paradoxical? Instead, it is the female antagonist, Queen 

Eufeme, who takes centre stage. It should also be pointed out that this story makes no claim 

on truth, whereas hagiographies could claim otherwise. 

The question invariably becomes, how many instances make a trend? While there is proof of 

holy women and their “rise” in the thirteenth century, are these legends and stories enough to 

conclude that something happens, too, with the social imaginings of gender and roles? Of 

course, these examples are literary, speaking for the literary tastes of those able to read – and 

be able to find the time and money to read, since there is always a class-element to consider. 

The legends of Eugenia, Marina, Theodora, Pelagia, and Margaret can be found in writings 

from as early as the sixth or seventh century (in Marina’s case235) and Ælfric’s Lives of Saints 

from the tenth century, but their popularity during the compilation of the Legenda Aurea is 

undisputable. Despite hailing from a different time, the dissemination of them in the thirteenth 

century indicates that it is, indeed, a trend.  

It is my hypothesis that they can be explained through imagining sanctity, which is the 

granted or seized power of Christianity, as a resource that, once obtained, must be both fought 

for and used in ways that correspond with the workings of contemporary society. If a person’s 

sanctity or holiness was unnegotiable with their society, it would quickly prove dangerous. 

The most famous example of this was Joan of Arc (1412-1431), who was canonised in 1920, 

but idealised in her life by those she lead.236 In an article on identity and clothing, Anna-

Katharina Höpflinger has connected the reverence shown Joan of Arc’s to her status as 

national heroine, rather than to her gender identity.237 This indicates, again, that there are 

several factors that in certain situations trumps gender: such as national importance and 

sanctity. The transcendental saints herein presented are different as they were dead by this 

                                                 
234 Burr, ”Nurturing Debate in Le Roman de Silence”, p. 40.  
235 M. Richard, “La Vie Ancienne De Sainte Marie Surnommée Marinos”, in Corona Gratiarum: Miscellanea 
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237 A majority of historians appear to call Joan of Arc a transvestite, and some speculate how this identity reflects 

on her sexuality (ignoring, of course, that they are not necessarily – and in most cases not at all – related. See 

Susan Crane, “Clothing and Gender Definition: Joan of Arc,” in Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 

26 (1996): 297-320.  



Emmy Atterving 

Master’s thesis 2017 

57 

 

time, and therefore less immediately dangerous than the rebellious and rhetorical Joan of Arc, 

but also because they were by the year 1260 – and still in the 1430’s – firmly wedged into the 

consciousness of the public, both secular and clerical. Their actions were sanctioned and part 

of a Christian tradition long before Joan of Arc made claims on sanctity as a political force.  

In a parallel manner, Saint Catherine of Siena (1347 – 1380) caused anxiety among the 

political players of Italy and the papacy, but also gained a large cult following even during her 

life. She challenged gender roles, but was not transcendental in the sense of the five saints. 

Although highly political, she had the “right kind” of holiness to her that Joan of Arc did not, 

and the support of the pope, who was engaged in conflict with the Florentines that Catherine 

was against.238 Saint Catherine exemplifies the feminisation of religious culture that the Gilte 

Legende may be an indication of. Walker Bynum has written extensively on this, the 

emphasis on Jesus’s human side and the focus on the Virgin Mary and mothers. This 

movement of spiritual equality gained followers parallel with traditional misogyny of the 

church fathers, and especially the cult of mothers grew as a result.239 The “feminine 

experience”, which felt the sacrifice of Christ passionately rather than critically theologically, 

was valued higher as the late Middle Ages, and Walker Bynum connects the rise of Saint 

Catherine with a reversal of dichotomic binaries traditionally in favour of men.240 Thomas 

Luongo has drawn parallels between how men sought out female “holy authorities because of 

their distance” from the “ordinary male experience”.241 

In this sense, transcendence within the Legenda Aurea has political parallels in real life, but 

not as women who transcend into actual males, but as women who exercised true political 

power with their sanctity as a weapon. The feminisation of language in the Gilte Legende 

becomes, then, not a re-writing of “history”, but a re-appreciation of female power as it was 

during the time of its production.  

This is because new possibilities are opened by the claim of sanctity; possibilities once 

obstructed by the combined workings of status, economic wealth, religious identity, and 

gender. As soon as an authority explains the transcending existence of a person through the 

lens of sanctity, it receives validation. Such an authority may be made up by secular as well as 
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ecclesiastical powers – compare Saint Catherine of Siena with Saint Bridget of Sweden, for 

example. This may have consequences for the ordinary woman as well: if she could access 

sanctity, she could transcend. This is something that could also explain my previous 

observations regarding southern Europe during the time of Saint Catherine of Siena and 

onwards. Ordinary women rose from all levels of society, but most interestingly from low 

levels, and received fame and followings.  

If contextualised in the late Middle Ages, an interesting pattern emerges. The Middle Ages 

was a time for social experimentation; cloisters and monasteries created spaces outside 

society in which people could exist in a manner quite dissimilar to secular culture. They were 

rooms in which experimentation with the binaries of language took place, and where the 

tensions surrounding dichotomies could be absolved. Eugenia, Marina, Theodora and 

Margaret Pelagius were all at one point a part of a community of monks, but cloisters of nuns 

also circumvented many of the rules society imposed on women. Practice could be made 

inside the monasteries and cloisters, and then brought out into society by mendicant preachers 

and writers – Church fathers and prolific women like Hildegard of Bingen, copyists, 

translators, and compilers – until social categories loosened and celibacy outside was as 

accepted as celibacy within.  

But did social categories have to loosen in order to encompass these existences? There is a 

definite shift that occurs sometime after the first Crusade, and which blooms during the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Whether this implies a causality or correlation with the 

Crusades is unclear. Certainly the rise of the soldier saint seems to be rooted in the Crusading 

movement and its aftermath, regardless of what one considers the actual scope of the 

Crusades.242 Furthermore, the Crusades are an excellent example of the Medieval experiment, 

no matter the original intention behind them, since they picked up ordinary people and mixed 

them with royalty and the clergy to form new kinds of living away from home and tradition.  

This experimentation with the social categories of societies reappear during the course of the 

Middle Ages and is not confined to the later period. It does seem as if it is parallel with the 

egalitarian movement of the Middle Ages observed by Barbara Newman. She writes of the 

“virago ideal”, that is, the virile woman: 
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The virago ideal originates in the most radical, egalitarian strain to be found within 

New Testament Christianity – the idea that baptism abrogates all barriers of gender, 

class, and race […] The "virile woman" is a subset of the class "embodied angel": 

since female is to male as body is to spirit, the achievement of the sexless, angelic 

state is tantamount for her to becoming male.243  

This ideal received a boost in the fourth century’s monastic movements, wherein was made 

possible the raw existence of being one with God (mysticism). Women with a high social 

status – who had economic and spiritual capital (in the form of virginity, among other things) 

– could access this ideal, but Newman states that it was best suited for “hagiography where 

the subject was safely dead”244. I must disagree with Newman on this last point. The public 

was “overwhelmingly female” in the late Middle Ages mystic circles, according to Ranft. But 

more than that, male mystics consulted with and listened to women and “acknowledged their 

spiritual authority and leadership” when it was proper.245 Easton has observed, as mentioned 

before, that “there were opportunities, and even encouragements, for slippage between the 

categories, particularly for women.”246 Stories of women who become men, she has claimed, 

“challenge the essentiality of gender, suggesting that it is socially performative rather than 

biologically fixed”247. However, as Newman is quoted as observing, a woman must become 

an “embodied angel” before she can inhabit a male role. Newman regards this as a “sexless” 

state, which then refutes the male identity – rather, I argue, it is not sexless but holy, which I 

have shown to be fundamentally different. This reaffirms Easton’s suggestion that gender is 

socially performative rather than fixed during the late Middle Ages.  

The cult of the holy mother in all probability contributed to the dissemination and veneration 

of the new female saints (regardless of whether they had birthed children). Suddenly in Italy, 

in particular, and in Europe as a whole, although in a slightly lesser extent, the veneration of 

women as mothers and leaders of holy communities rise. The most powerful catholic nation 

perhaps, then, encouraged this and allowed it. “Allowing”, however, implies that these 

women were given permission and were sanctioned by those in power, that is, by men. There 

is no denying that the patriarchal hierarchy of the catholic church at this time was a fact, but 

considering the facts that cults were organic phenomena many of these cults in all likelihood 
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grew outside the reach of papal authority. As I discussed in the introductory chapter of the 

current thesis, popular cults were independent of the papacy and were increasingly difficult to 

control as the Middle Ages went on.248 

6.3.2 The monastery as a place of social levelling 

The changes of pronouns indicates that something happens when the saint steps into or out of 

the monastery, but it is also an indication of the fact that the saint has achieved sanctity – 

performed a miracle, taken the blame for a crime they did not commit, or otherwise renounced 

sin – since after this, the pronouns stabilise. In Theodora’s legend, once she is let inside the 

monastery again – a point at which one would assume she would take a male name once more 

– she continues as Theodora. But Marinus and Margaret Pelagius are male until they die in the 

Legenda Aurea and Gilte Legende, suggesting that while a person is ordinary – that is, not 

holy – gender is still important and tied to the social location of the person. Like Reames has 

argued, this thesis too maintains that the Legenda Aurea is Jacobus’s clerically conservative 

work. However, unlike many of the authors I have criticised in this thesis, I do not see 

transcendence as clashing with this stance. As reported, Tracy has written of the saints’ 

“gender change”, but as Margaret Pelagius in the Gilte Legende is consistently a man, and the 

Legenda Aurea dependant on the social positioning of the saint, this may hint about the role of 

monks and monasticism in Jacobus’s works. The monastery, in extension, was a place of 

social experimentation, especially following the liberalising trend that Reames has reported 

on.  

It was a way of experimenting with social categories, and in these legends, the monastery 

becomes the physical room in which to do so. It is about the placement of social roles within a 

room that was highly influential, in which the Legenda Aurea itself was written, and in which, 

as one can see in the Gilte Legende, women were revered and given authority.  

This was possible in the monastery and the cloister before it became practice outside. The 

monastery as a room for transcendence is therefore not a new thing in the late Middle Ages – 

this was a room in which high and low born came together, and in which the lower-born noble 

Hildegard of Bingen could rise, and the knight’s daughter Saint Bridget could experiment in 

building herself. Likewise the poor Catherine of Siena could make the Dominican’s her place, 

and nunneries made for the experience of spiritual equality. The legends of the Legenda 
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Aurea came to affect these physical rooms in the form of sermons, rules for sanctity, ideals, 

and exempla. That they were influenced by how social categories such as man and woman, 

but also monk, nun, saint, Christian, hermit, and so on, were thought of, as well as influenced 

them in turn, is therefore highly probable. What makes this important to examine with new 

terminology and with an understanding of sanctified transcendence is the very fact that these 

are categories that are made differently today.   

Sanctity, in the cases here presented, is a possible way for the female identity to become male. 

The cultural role of monk, abbot, or hermit is one of high esteem, but that role once affected 

by sanctity, trumps gender, thereby enabling that person to become fluid within a medieval 

gender spectrum.  As Margaret Pelagius dies in the Gilte Legende, and writes the letter in the 

addition, the saint says that “I am a man” and that they have shown to have the virtue of a 

man, and now wishes to be known as a woman. As the letter is read, she receives holiness at 

the discovery of her actions, and therefore her female gender can be revered because of it.  

6.3.3 Eunuchs and male fluency 

In order to understand fluidity originating from a female saint, one should also examine 

fluidity originating from men. This is not because men and women are always each other’s 

counterparts. The opposite of man in the Legenda Aurea may not always be a woman, as has 

been shown, but rather being unmanly. With the view that gender is a spectrum, and with 

Laqueur’s research on the one sex model in mind, this becomes evident. To read behaviours 

and instances of fluency or transcendence as metaphorical is to take an ahistorical 

approach.249 The movement of spiritual equality can explain why transcendence in the cases 

of the saints is accepted in liturgy. Misogynistic writings could exist side by side with the 

cults of the Virgin Mother and those of Catherine of Siena since they were proof that the 

fallible nature of a woman could be overcome, and that this was more miraculous than the 

conversion of a man because of their fallible nature. Jacobus write in the Purification of Mary 

that the formation of a female fetus takes twice as long as that of a male (and therefore the 

soul enters later), because Christ took the body of a man and honored men, woman has sinned 

more, and because, “the woman has somehow wearied God more than man has”250. When, 

therefore, for example Saint Mary of Egypt (not related to the Virgin Mary) recants her sins as 

a prostitute and lives out the rest of her life in the desert, she is able to walk on water and be 
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revered as a saint.251 That Saint Nicholas “shunned the society of women”252, as another 

example, is therefore not a critique of female saints, since in this case, too, sanctity is more 

important than gender. In fact, in the legend of the apostle Saint Thomas, a queen who 

becomes Christian without the knowledge of her husband, says to him, “The really stupid 

ones are those who will not believe in Christ!”253, making her among the many wives, sisters 

and daughters who convert long before their relatives. From this one might infer that women, 

in Jacobus’s philosophy, are quicker to overcome their nature and see the truth.  

It should be noted, however, that the transcending saints who start out as women in the 

Legenda Aurea do not have their male counterparts. No men dress as women in order to 

achieve sanctity except one: an unnamed knight in A Virgin of Antioch. This scene is set by 

Jacobus in a formulaic way – a virgin who refuses to sacrifice to pagan gods is brought to a 

brothel as punishment. The first man to visit her there is a pagan, but he quickly realises his 

erroneous ways and says to her,  

Let us exchange our clothing. Mine will suit you and yours me, and both will suit 

Christ. Your garb will make me a true soldier and mine will keep you a virgin. You 

will be well clothed, and I will be better off unclothed, so that the executioner may 

recognize me. Take my clothing, which will hide the fact that you are a woman, and 

give me yours, which will consecrate me for martyrdom.254 

While it is explicitly said that her clothing will make him a martyr, it is not because those 

clothes will change his appearance and identity, but because it will be instantly recognised as 

a trick. Furthermore, Jacobus compares these two characters to two friends who also 

sacrificed themselves to save each other and remarks that while the friends were 

“Praiseworthy”, the virgin and the knight were more so since, “For one thing, the others were 

both men, whereas one of ours was a young woman who had first to overcome the weakness 

of her sex.”255 This is as plain an explanation as any for why male saints do not receive female 

pronouns or emulate female traits: there is nothing for them to gain by doing so. Their path to 

sanctity is not obstructed by gender or role, as they are already in Christ’s image.  
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Misogyny still flourished in the works of the church fathers and the case of Joan of Arc. The 

idea of spiritual equality is, therefore, parallel with misogyny, since one regards sanctity, 

while the other regards life without it.  

However, there are eunuchs in the Legenda Aurea. Eunuchs have been called interesting by 

historians such as Shaun Tougher because of the “contradictions they embody”256. Others 

have pointed out their “ambiguous gender”257. There are four legends in the Legenda Aurea 

where eunuchs play a part. Saints Nereus and Achilleus are the eunuchs of Domitilla, the 

niece of emperor Domitian. Domitilla is, like Eugenia, the actual protagonist of the legend.258 

In The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist, the pagan Julian, the son of the Christian emperor 

Constantine, dismissed all the eunuchs from his household after his wife dies, because, “his 

wife had died and he had not taken another”259. In Saint John Chrysostom, Arians260 who have 

gathered to sing hymns are provoked to murder of the empress’s eunuchs, who leads Saint 

John’s counter-choir. While Protus and Hyacinthus of Eugenia’s legend are not labelled 

eunuchs, they are in other versions of her story, and might be inferred to be. Tougher 

describes how eunuchs have been likened to women in body and mind.261 This is not visible 

in the Legenda Aurea, however. In the one legend where a man castrates himself on the 

behest of demons, the wounds heal with the help of the Virgin Mary and no gender-negative 

language is used.262 

Eunuchs are not branded as unmanly by Jacobus, therefore. The Legenda Aurea includes 

many cases of male virginity, and there are examples of men hailed for being expressively 

virgins, though the narrative in these cases does not revolve around their virginal state. What 

is more interesting, perhaps, is the one case of a man lactating: 
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… in a clear voice, "Jesus Christ," the name that had been so sweet to him in life, and 

that he had pronounced so often. […] From his wound a stream of milk spurted upon 

the soldiers' clothing, followed by a flow of blood.263 

The one to speak here is the severed head of Saint Paul the Apostle. According to Laqueur, 

this is an example of the “one-sex fluid economy”264, where anything might happen. 

However, rather than being a sign of fluency, in this, it may only be a sign of holiness – since, 

once again, holiness trumps gender. Milk, in this sense, it a sign of being pure, rather than 

being a woman or less of a man. At the same time, it is an homage to the female power of 

breastfeeding, and the uniqueness of the female body that, if untainted, has the potential for 

sanctity, transcendence, and power.  

6.4 Hybridity theory as a tool 

There is a central problem with the use of hybridity theory in the current thesis – one that was 

discussed briefly at the start, but that require further expansion here at the closing of the 

study. It is the problem of compatibility with a theory from a postcolonial framework: when 

applying the word ”hybridity” onto a material from the Middle Ages, you at once step outside 

the topical discourse, and risk making yourself and the material inaccessible to each other. 

That is, the anachronism of hybridity itself launches the reader out of the medieval situation. 

However, there is little proof that a modern reader can exist within the medieval discourse to 

begin with, or that any outside situation can be approached with an aim to fully comprehend 

it. I will once more quote Bhabha in The Location of Culture,  

…the transformational value of change lies in the rearticulation […] of elements that are 

neither the One […] nor the Other but something else besides, which contests the terms and 

territories of both.265 

It is in the rearticulation that the transformational value lies. The value of that other other, 

also known as the hybrid existence, lies in rearticulating what has been done and seeing the 

“something else” which has been suppressed or repressed. But this is not enough, of course, 

since rearticulation in itself does not guarantee value – neither does seeing the “something 

else”, for which we now have a name – transcendence. Besides, transcendence contests the 

terms and territories of both: meaning, that the hybrid by its very existence is a contender for 
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legitimacy, power, and territories within and outside the mind, that is, of territories within 

holiness and outside it, geographically. The very fact of the mixture of gendered language in 

the legends, for example in the clause, “s she come fro the towne withe the cameles [...] a 

mayde come to hym” 266, wherein there is both feminine and masculine denominators, 

challenges a perception of the woman/man dichotomy and hints to a legitimate being aside 

from dichotomic ones.   

I have previously criticised Schäfer-Althaus for her view of female saints as “(bodily) gender 

hybrids”267. As I have shown within this study, it is not within the body that hybridity takes 

place, but inside language. The central problem with her reasoning, although our aims match, 

is the focus on the body when the transcendence is tied to identity. The body is of little 

importance in the legends, whereas how the saints speak of themselves (Margaret Pelagius’s 

“I am a man”268 and Theodora’s “She said she was called Theodore”269) is central to how they 

are then perceived. Furthermore, the body parts that Schäfer-Althaus has picked out – hair, 

gorge, breasts – become central to an analysis only if selected. It is not a natural assortment of 

body parts for explaining hybridity. I shall elaborate: if indeed the hair was important to the 

transcendental saint, and for their identity, when the saint is shown to be a woman after her 

death, should not the hair miraculously have grown back? No, because the hair is an 

accidental fellow passenger to the saints transcendence. It is cut in order for the saint to 

appear a man270, but then never again mentioned.  

Likewise with a saint’s breasts. Saint Eugenia may well have taken off the top half of her 

clothing, but then her breasts serve no other purpose except to show that she has now taken a 

female identity again. They are not targeted like the hair – nowhere does the legend say that 

they are bound, cut off, or otherwise tampered with. They are covered by clothes, but more 

specifically, by men’s clothing. This is the important part. When Saint Agatha’s breasts are 

removed in torture, as has been previously mentioned, her femininity is not – a point which 

Schäfer-Althaus and I disagree on. Agatha does not transcend identities because her female 

identity does not live or die with her breasts. This is the central problem in claiming that there 

can be “(bodily) gender hybrids” – for one, gender and body are separate, and two, Agatha’s 

breasts grow back the same night. Schäfer-Althaus has also argued about Eugenia that, “she 
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[…] denies her femininity by hiding her breasts in male attire”271. By concluding this, 

Schäfer-Althaus herself detracts from the hybridity of the saint, refusing to acknowledge 

Eugenia’s transcendence, and this is precisely what should be refuted in hagiographic 

research.  

While the current thesis may not align with Schäfer-Althaus body-centered view of 

hagiography, it does concur (in a sense) with her view on the “third”, which is that, “The third 

encompasses not only one Other but a multitude of Others, some of whom […] are yet to be 

defined”.272 It is not my opinion, however, that, as Schäfer-Althaus has claimed, “it is clearly 

not about the invention of new categories any longer”, or that one must be, “more specific, 

precise and inclusive” in understanding “the third, the fourth, and the fifth.”273  

There are two reasons for this. One, that it is always about finding new words, although 

“categories” suggest that these words are only for categorising phenomena. This is not true. 

Rather than categorising and closing in meaning, language must be seen as liberating new 

ways of perceiving and living. Therefore, two; by naming existences as third, fourth, or even 

fifth, is to completely misunderstand the aim of words such as hybridity. While it is true that 

hybridity is only a placeholder for an existence that in future language will no longer be in 

opposition to perceived normative existences, it will always continue to be a placeholder if 

one cannot let go of the first and second that are indicated (as normative) by the numbered 

lists. Simply put, the problem is not precision in defining these existences. Precision is of use 

when finding them, as in the current study, but in defining them, one should use a language 

more open to possibilities, as well as acknowledging that, in the very process of defining 

something, there is always a limiting.  

Chapter 7: Conclusion 

The legendaries are important for an understanding of the medieval world because, in a world 

where censorship was practice but not successful, the stories of saints constituted the most 

widely disseminated stories in an otherwise mostly oral time period. The current thesis has 

explored gender and sanctity in two sources, the Legenda Aurea and the Gilte Legende, and 

the expression of transcendence within five saints’ legends. Drawing inspiration from 

hybridity theory I have developed the new analytical concept of sanctified transcendence. By 

                                                 
271 Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, p. 78.  
272 Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, p. 164.  
273 Schäfer-Althaus, The Gendered Body, p. 164. 
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using the method of modality analysis I have been able to look deeper than previous research 

at what happens in the legends on a linguistic level. This shifts focus from the physical body 

of a saint, which I have argued has been consistently mistreated as “covered” and 

misidentified as “transvestic”. This is significant because the Legenda Aurea and its 

reincarnations in the European vernaculars were amongst the most widely read texts during 

the late Middle Ages. Therefore, the current thesis has looked at Christianity as a whole when 

discussing trends and movements because the saints and their cults were universal 

phenomena. The results of this textual analysis have been contextualised with some of the 

movements and trends of religious life and rhetoric in the late Middle Ages. This final chapter 

will review the conclusions reached in the previous chapters and the consequences these 

might have for the study of gender fluidity in hagiographic sources and medieval literature.   

In this thesis, I have demonstrated that the writers, compilers, and translators experimented 

with social categories and identities in a concrete way. In particular, I wish emphasise the 

importance of sanctity to the construction of identity. An important finding of this thesis is 

that holiness could trump gender by making gender subordinate to social role and virtue; 

when the saints have yet to achieve sanctity, their roles as monks, abbots, and hermits 

(servants of God, in short) were more important than their identity as women. This is 

emphasised by the regularity of pronoun changes as these characters moved back and forward 

between different physical spaces, as illustrated by Saint Theodora’s legend. When Theodora 

left the walls of the monastery she received female pronouns, however once inside the walls 

again, her role as a monk trumped her female identity and she again received male pronouns. 

Furthermore, as soon as she performed miracles, and therefore could be considered holy, she 

received female pronouns for the continuation of the legend, regardless of social role. 

Sanctity, thus, once possessed, became the most important organiser of identity. 

To summerise the results of this thesis, the fluidity of gender identities is much more apparent 

in the Latin Legenda Aurea. The younger Middle English Gilte Legende shows frequently 

feminised pronouns and language, comparing saints to feminine roles such as sister and 

mother, and emphasising their femininity. I argue that this should be understood in connection 

to a context of developments within Christianity that saw womanhood increasingly as ideal in 

the new women saints of the late Middle Ages.  

In this thesis I have also investigated how transcendence was expressed in the texts and how it 

was tied to gender and sanctity. This demonstrates that the saints can be seen as fluid within 

the texts, and that the phenomenon of gender fluidity is contingent on social role and physical 
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location. Indeed, in the investigated texts, sanctity always trumped gender and social role. By 

creating new analytical concepts for seeing this, I have also demonstrated that this is a way of 

resolving the apparent paradoxes found by the modern reader.  

While keeping with the misogynistic views on ordinary women’s fallible nature, the sources 

seem to equate holiness with transcendence of that nature, and while gender is a spectrum, 

that spectrum is affected by holiness. This is emphasised by the saints switching back to 

female pronouns after performing miracles, and otherwise remaining in an identity as men or 

in a state of fluidity until their death, where their sanctity could be verified.  

Based on the findings of this thesis I have also criticised previous research. Schäfer-Althaus, 

Tracy, Easton, and others have investigated the embodiment of the female saint, focusing 

what happens to her body as she performs certain acts. This leads to an underestimation of the 

importance of identity and instead to an imbuing of the body with meaning. This is 

problematic because, as indicated by the findings of this thesis, identity was linguistically 

created and disseminated. This argument has been my contribution to the understanding of 

gender and gender fluidity during the Middle Ages.  
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Sammanfattning / Summary in Swedish 

Denna uppsats har som utgångspunkt att undersöka hur postkoloniala hybriditetsteorier kan 

influera hur historiker tänker på medeltida kön och identitet.  

Materialet består av fem hagiografier från den mycket populära hagiografiska samlingen, 

Legenda Aurea, som kompilerades av Jacobus av Voragine år 1260 på latin. Dessa fem 

legender behandlar transcendentala helgon – Sankta Eugenia, Theodora, Marina, Pelagia, och 

Margaret – som alla byter ut sina traditionellt kvinnliga identiteter till manliga under 

legendernas gång. Eugenia, Theodora, Marina, och Margaret blir alla munkar eller abbotar 

under manliga namn, medan Pelagia drar sig tillbaka till bergen och blir en eremit känd som 

Broder Pelagius.  

Den andra delen av materialet består av den Medelengelska översättningen av en fransk 

översättning av original-latinet, Gilte Legende. Denna producerades i England under 1430-

talet av en anonym översättare och fungerar i uppsatsen som en fallstudie i pronomenbruk. 

Användningen av hybriditet och formandet av nya identiteter grundar sig Homi Bhabhas 

postkoloniala verk, men uppsatsen tar tydligt avstånd från att göra anspråk på att appropriera 

postkoloniala metoder. För att kunna applicera hybriditet på det medeltida materialet har ordet 

transcendens använts för att beskriva när en person överskrider könsidentiteter. Därutöver 

tillkommer en religiös dimension, varför helgad transcendens används för att beskriva just 

helgons könsöverskridanden. Därutöver grundar sig uppsatsen även i en tradition av 

genushistoria som anser att språk skapar och skapas av rådande samhällskontext, men 

efterlyser även historisk forskning som tar hänsyn till en icke-binär syn på medeltiden. Därför 

är Laqueur en viktig komponent i förståelsen av kropp och könad själ.  

Uppsatsen argumenterar även för att medeltida tankar om genus måste undersökas i den 

medeltida litteratur som tidigare forskning visar var välspridd. Trots att detta är gjort, och 

trots att de helgon som här undersöks har figurerat i forskning om genus tidigare, är detta gjort 

med en oförståelse för just transcendens av identitet snarare än kropp. Forskare har diskuterat 

fenomenet hybriditet av kropp samt transvestism i dessa källor, vilket påvisar en bristande 

hänsyn till materialet i sig, liksom ett påtvingande av mening ur en modern uppfattning om 

kön.   

För att undersöka hur identiteter i språket förändras operationaliserar uppsatsen en textanalys 

som kallas modalitetsanalys. Modalitetsanalyser undersöker hur ord, framför allt subjekt, 
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binds samman med andra ord, och används för att undersöka hur helgonen och deras 

identiteter – pronomen – binds samman med händelserna i deras legender samt med 

författaren.  

Det första kapitlet undersöker vad som händer när helgonen först transcenderar; hur de byter 

könsidentitet. I fyra av fem fall görs detta när helgonet har bestämt sig eller får det bestämt för 

sig att bli munk i ett kloster, och i det resterande fallet när helgonet blir eremit. Skillnader 

mellan de båda källorna uppstår här, då två helgonen i den medelengelska versionen aldrig får 

manliga pronomen, endast roller, till skillnad från den latinska. Jämförelse dem emellan 

upptäcker även att slavar från Latinet blir adliga i den engelska.  

Det andra kapitlet fokuserar på helgonens liv som män. Här syns hur helgonen blir flytande i 

sina identiteter – endast en adresserar konsekvent som man, de andra växlar pronomen. I den 

medelengelska versionen uppstår ett fall av byte till kvinnligt pronomen som inte syns i 

latinet. Kopplingar kan ses mellan helgonens existens innanför och utanför klostret – utanför 

blir de utom i ett fall kvinnor. Detta kan förstås delvis genom att klostret är en plats för social 

utjämning, delvis genom att det resterande helgonen inte ännu hade blivit heligt. En möjligt 

förklaring som presenteras är att helgonens roll trumfar vikten av kön för både författare och 

läsare.  

I det sista undersökningskapitlet undersöks vad som händer när helgonen antingen 

”upptäcks”, för att använda källornas term, eller dör. Här kan läsaren se att pronomen skiftar 

när helgonet återtar en kvinnlig identitet och lämnar sin roll som abbot eller munk. Skillnader 

mellan källorna blir här tydliga: i den medelengelska skiftar ett av helgonen innan sin död, till 

skillnad från latinet när helgonet skiftar först efter. I en annan legend gör den medelengelska 

en utläggning om helgonets identitet både som man och kvinna, och betonar dess oskuld och 

moderlighet, men det blir även tydligt att den medelengelska källan är mindre flytande i sitt 

pronomenbruk än den latinska. Synligt blir även att helgonen prisas efter sin död just på grund 

av deras kvinnliga identitet.  

Detta diskuteras sedan i kontext av senmedeltidens religiösa trender. Uppsatsen har även visat 

att författarna, kompilerarna, och översättarna har experimenterat med sociala kategorier och 

identiteter på ett konkret vis. Det mest talande resultatet av detta är helighetens vikt i 

helgonens identiteter. Helighet trumfar kön genom att göra kön underordnat sociala roller och 

dygd. När personerna inte är heliga är deras roll som män viktigare än deras identitet som 

kvinnor – men när helighet tillförs blir de kvinnor, och tillbeds som kvinnor. 


