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Medieval Saints Lives: The Gift, Kinship and Community in Old French Hagiography 
is a recently published monograph by Dr. Emma Campbell, a lecturer in the 
Department of French at the University of Warwick.� Campbell has produced 
numerous articles and translations in the area of Old French and Anglo-Norman 
saints’ Lives and has edited Troubled Vision: Gender, Sexuality, And Sight in 
Medieval Text and Image (London: Palgrave, 2004) with Robert Mills.  
 
Emma Campbell’s current book is a study of a number of issues pertaining to the role 
of hagiography in the creation of a Christian community, a purpose that Campbell 
maintains is the central function of saints’ Lives. The modern anthropological 
concepts of the gift, kinship and community are deployed in an exploration of how 
sexual and social systems function in saints’ Lives. Campbell argues that the divine 
rewriting of these human systems in Old French hagiography forms the basis of both 
the saint’s relationship with God and the emergence of a Christian identity. 
Throughout the monograph she proposes that saints exhibit an excessive desire for the 
divine that cannot be accommodated by normal human social systems; this exposes 
the limits of the human while facilitating a fuller union with the divine. By exploring 
the concept of divine history at work in these narratives and how this relates to 
modern critical understandings of history, Campbell also attempts to reclaim 
hagiography as a valuable and viable source of material for medievalists.  
 
Several strands of theory and positions are outlined in the Introduction. In particular, 
Campbell cites Jocelyn Wogan-Browne’s work on the relationship between medieval 
female communities and modern queer theory as an inspiration and model for her own 
study. Drawing on this enables Campbell to establish to the twofold nature of her 
thesis, which is concerned both with the functioning of hagiography in its original 
historical context and the place of saints Lives within modern critical theory. 
Campbell also cites writers such as Simon Gaunt, Gail Ashton and Kathleen Coyne 
Kelly as important theoretical influences. Beginning with a discussion of Vie de Saint 
Alexis, Campbell defends her use of Old French hagiography by outlining the shift 
towards an emphasis upon community in French literature in the thirteenth century. 
Distinct from other saints’ Lives of the later Middle Ages, Old French hagiography 
manifested a concern with the human social systems of interest to Campbell. 
Generally, the Introduction convincingly argues for the importance of hagiography to 
the medieval scholar, opposing the traditional rejection of this genre on the basis of 
repetition and a disregard for history. Seeking to demonstrate how a saint adhered to 
established models of sanctity, hagiographers often disregarded historical veracity in 
favour of a universal spiritual truth. Arguing that saints’ Lives are not typically 
reliable historical documents, Campbell advocates an approach that focuses upon the 
social function and the context of the production of the works; for example, exploring 
the additions such as prologues and epilogues that French redactors made to their 
Latin sources.  
 
The main body of the text contains eight chapters divided amongst four areas of 
interest: the Gift, Kinship, Community and Manuscripts. The first four chapters 
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explore the importance of the gift and kinship to the individual saint; the last four 
extend these arguments to include the community.  
 
The anthropological concept of exchange, which argues that gifts are used to create 
and bind the community, forms the basis of Chapter One. Campbell contends that the 
gift is the most important motif in Old French saints’ Lives; the saint receives from 
God and is a donor for the community, forming the basis of exchange between God, 
the saint and the community. Three principal forms of donation are investigated; 
renunciation of the world, charity and martyrdom. The central thesis of this chapter is 
that saints such as Alexis and Giles use the gift to withdraw from society, thereby 
inverting its traditional function. In Chapter Two Campbell incorporates gender into 
the argument, focusing particularly on virginity. Drawing on the work of Marilyn 
Strathern, Campbell posits that virginity is a negative gift requiring the withdrawal of 
the virginal woman from the world and the forms of exchange between men that help 
to fashion the community. The Vie de Saint Julien l’Hospitallier forms the basis of an 
exploration of the positioning of masculine identity in relation to the gift. Campbell 
concludes that male saints use material items such as property to redefine their role as 
donors while female saints must rewrite their function as a gift. Gender is thus 
expressed through exchange and is not an inherent quality, an ideal example of the 
rewriting of human social and sexual relationships central to the book.  
 
Chapters Three and Four explore the importance of kinship to saints through incest 
and spiritual marriage. The essential question that Campbell seeks to answer in these 
chapters is: if kinship is essential to producing heterosexual social systems, what 
consequences result from rejecting kinship structures in saints’ Lives? Using the 
example of incest in Vie du Pape Saint Grégoire, in Chapter Three, Campbell 
suggests that human lineage and relations are disrupted by the saints to create an 
alternative kinship with God. Excessive human desire embodied by incest is 
recuperated by the divine, becoming essential to the saint’s sanctity. Chapter Four 
discusses several saints under the rubric of spiritual marriage; for example, Ss 
Euphrosine, Margaret and Catherine of Alexandria. Earthly marriage is typically 
rejected in Old French Lives while virginity is frequently represented as a form of 
marriage. Disrupting social norms, incest and spiritual marriage represent elements of 
the ‘queer’, exposing the limited social systems that can hinder spiritual progression.  
 
The final four chapters of the book unite earlier arguments in a discussion of the 
creation of a Christian community via the text of saints’ Lives. In Chapter Five, 
Campbell is specifically interested in textual communities as envisioned by Brian 
Stock, asking how reading and interpreting a text produce a community. In a close 
reading of the Vie de Saint Eustache, Campbell investigates the concept of a 
sacrificial community based upon a multilayered reading of the body of the martyrs 
involving the Christian community, the pagan converts and the martyrs who have 
ascended to heaven. Returning to arguments made in the introduction, Campbell 
applies the theory of interpellation, the use of language to create the subject, to this 
narrative to help explain the changes made to  its Latin source; for example use of the 
first person plural ‘we’ in the prologues and prayers of the martyr narratives unified 
the Christian audience of the text. Campbell solidifies her investigation into the 
textual production of a Christian community in a close reading of the Life of St 
Alban. Carole Dinshaws’s theory of the queer is the informing argument of Chapter 
Six, which explores the connections between the medieval past and modern present. 
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In a discussion of two versions of the Life of St Mary the Egyptian, Campbell 
explores the place of the text in mediating the relationship between the saint and her 
community, especially the male community. The female sexual body, once a source 
of disruption, is gradually replaced by the text of her Life used to unite the Christian 
community. The twelfth-century French redactor, Rutebuf, is introduced as an 
example of the communities created through the reclaimed body of Mary the 
Egyptian; Campbell demonstrates that writing the Life was a source of redemption for 
the author, aligning him with the saint, and an inspiration to the monks that would 
read it. 
 
Chapter Seven involves a reading of the Campsey Manuscript (London, BL, 
Additional 70513), a source that Campbell feels reflects the reading interest of a 
particular female community in Anglo-Norman England during 1150-1300. Further 
information on the titles and the order of narratives in this manuscript are detailed in 
Table One; the tabulation is based upon the research of Wogan-Brown on this body of 
material. Lives from that collection discussed here include those of Ss Edmund of 
Canterbury, Modwenna, Osith and Edith. The narratives in the manuscript are united 
by Christian pedagogy, relationships that make men and women donors and recipients 
of education and advice. Campbell also identifies a rewriting of the eroticised female 
body of courtly literature in the Lives of Mary Magdalene and Catherine of 
Alexandria. Due to the saints’ relationship with God, physical beauty becomes a 
useful tool for preaching. The author concludes with a consideration of how 
communities are created pictorially by examining the historicised initial at the 
beginning of the Life of St. Audrey. The initial contains a condensed version of the 
saint’s biography, focusing on her sexual purity, moral integrity and her role as 
foundress and abbess of a monastery. The inclusion of a book and a Church in the 
illustration foregrounds the theme of pedagogy that unites the narratives. A colour 
plate reproduction of both this initial and others from the manuscript, including the 
Lives of Ss Edward the Confessor, Osith, Modwenna, Richard of Chichester and 
Catherine of Alexandria, are provided for the reader. Chapter Eight explores an 
alternative community as envisioned in Oxford Bodleian Canonici Miscellaneous 74. 
A second table catalogues the titles and narratives in order of appearance in the 
manuscript. This collection locates Eastern and early Christian saints in a temporal 
framework that looks back towards an ideal Christian community and forward 
towards Judgement Day. Images of the sinful female body are used to explore the 
sexual and social systems that must be rejected in order to obtain Christian truth; for 
example, the rewriting of the female body in the Life of Mary the Egyptian outlined in 
Chapter Six. Similar, though less extreme, forms of piety feature in to a lesser extent 
in the Lives of the male saints including Alexis and Moses The ideal Christian 
community is here based upon the rejection of feminine desire for sin. 
 
This is a book of two halves. Campbell’s discussion of the relationship between the 
saint, text and community in Chapters Five to Eight is coherent, logically argued and 
innovative. By focusing on the relationship forged between saint and community, 
these chapters offer a refreshing study of hagiography that is not reliant upon 
traditional topics of study such as asceticism, erotic spirituality or issues regarding the 
relationship between male hagiographer and female subject. Indeed, by highlighting 
the communities that can emerge around gender transformations such as those found 
in the narrative of Mary the Egyptian, Campbell encourages the reader to consider the 
Life of a saint in new ways that avoid established assumptions about the negative 
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connection between saint and gender, especially in female saints’ Lives. The inclusion 
of both male and female saints’ Lives creates a balanced approach to the source 
material.  The conclusion elucidates more clearly arguments raised in the Introduction 
regarding the place of hagiography in medieval literary criticism, a section which any 
reader interested in the relationship between the medieval past and the modern present 
will find extremely useful. The author invites the reader to ponder the meaning of 
history and the conflicts between theory and practice that impact upon the work of 
medievalists. Finally, the four appendices are invaluable sources for further reading. 
As outlined above, Campbell details the content of the two manuscripts in table form, 
making the relationships and associations between the narratives readily available to 
the reader. Appendix Three includes quotations from the Lives of Ss Moses and Mary 
the Egyptian in their original language and Appendix Four is a select catalogue of Old 
French saints’ Lives listing both manuscript sources and available critical editions. 
The provision of examples from source material and the table of contents from the 
manuscripts introduce an element of self-reflexivity into the study; the reader can 
access a selection of Campbell’s source material and is thus more fully able to assess 
the validity of her arguments.  
 
A number of aspects of the first four chapters detract from the merit of the work. In 
these Campbell’s thesis is dominated by highly theoretical arguments often not 
accompanied by adequate examples from the primary sources. Arguments and 
concepts are frequently not fully discussed or applied clearly to the narratives under 
study and prior knowledge seems to be expected of the reader. For example, 
Campbell refers frequently to the concept of the ‘queer’ yet a clear sense of what this 
term means and what relevance it has for medieval studies is not readily accessible. A 
novice of ‘queer theory’ will be disappointed and perhaps confused by Campbell’s 
use of the term. This limitation is accompanied by a persistent lack of critical debate 
about concepts or authors being used; little space is given to an outline of the history, 
merit and limitations of concepts such as the gift, kinship or the queer. The study 
would be not suitable for most undergraduate readers nor it would it be of use to a 
researcher at the beginning of a review of saints’ Lives. It is best suited to a specialist 
reader who has knowledge of hagiography and/or Old French culture as well interest 
in an extensive application of critical theory to medieval literature. 
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