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This may be Cristina Maria Cervone’s first book, but in some important 

respects it may represent something of a ‘game changer’ in medieval 

English studies. What Cervone manages to do, in fact, is offer a new 

paradigm for understanding late medieval English religious lyrics. This, 

however, is not achieved without an extremely close reading of a selection 

of medieval English religious texts which, ultimately, yields a host of 

insights; however, the casual reader will need to be aware that s/he must 

work quite hard to appreciate just what the author is attempting to 

realise. This intriguing study is no easy read and demands nothing less 

than all of a reviewer’s attention. But there are significant rewards to be 

had for the scholar who is willing to mine these texts as deeply as 

Cervone chooses to do.  

Cervone reacts against the tendency to treat medieval religious 

lyrics simply as didactic or affective in such a way as to marginalise 

them, as she views it, as ‘at best simple, at worst simpleminded’ (209). 

The texts that she chooses for her study were written at a time (the 

fourteenth century) during which there was much controversy over the 

use of the vernacular in theological discourse. Among the works 

discussed by Cervone are John Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine, Julian of 

Norwich’s A Revelation of Love, William Langland’s Piers Plowman, Walter 

Hilton’s Scale of Perfection and both the short and long versions of the 

Charter of Christ. These are not studied individually, however, but are 

woven through a work of five chapters which explore what Cervone calls 

an ‘Incarnational Poetic’, which ‘epitomizes a way in which writers sought 

to understand the relationship of God to humanity by encoding the 

concept of the Incarnation within linguistic and rhetorical forms that 

point to Christian truths’ (3).  
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Although the Incarnation per se is not the principal topic of these 

writers’ work, nevertheless this particular structural frame, which 

Cervone labels an ‘Incarnational Poetic’, returns repeatedly to issues 

raised by Christ’s humanity within the hypostatic union, doing so ‘in 

“figurative language” with conspicuous attention to the “other-speaking” 

of imagistic expression’ (4). For Cervone, there is an underlying form 

within these fourteenth-century vernacular works that is ‘informed by 

the theological and linguistic implications of the “Word made flesh”’ (4). 

She points out that at times when one might expect these writers to 

focus on the humanness of Christ’s body and its very fleshliness, what 

one finds instead is a reification of that same body, rendering Christ’s 

body in figure as a plant, growth or life force; cloth, clothing or 

enwrapment; or, most strikingly, perhaps, as book, text or language. This 

last example, Cervone remarks, represents a reversal of the Incarnation 

(‘Word made flesh’) as the ‘flesh’ is made ‘word’. This marks a cognitive 

shift in understanding the metaphor. She uses the term ‘supereffability’ 

to refer to the way in which medieval writers used language and form to 

express the ineffable, ‘an understanding of sacred fullness enacted 

through form’ (5). In a later chapter she will argue that ‘the capacity of 

language to express fully, making manifest more than it says directly, 

hinges in part on the kinetic power of interpretive leaps that transcend 

time-bound constraints of narrative’ (159). In this complex and highly 

sophisticated study, Cervone approaches these well-known texts (well-

known, at least, to medieval scholars and others interested in medieval 

literature), accompanied by a handful of diverse modern disciplines 

which she will deftly utilise in her close readings: literary studies, 

theology, philosophy, linguistics and cognitive science. In doing so, 

Cervone’s work will often make hefty demands of the reader who can only 

stand back and admire her sure-footedness in navigating these complex 

areas.  
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From the outset, in Chapter One, entitled ‘The “Enigma” of 

Signification in “Figurative” Language’, Cervone sets out an ambitious 

stall. She sees this chapter as foundational for the remainder of the 

volume for it focuses on ‘specific engagements with Middle English’s 

figurative potential, considered in light of Augustinian language theory, 

critical theories of metaphor, and present-day cognitive models for 

language-processing’ (20). Selecting single words for special attention, 

Cervone explores their powers to signify. From Augustine she takes 

‘word’ and ‘enigma’; from Walter Hilton ‘Jhesu’, and from William 

Langland ‘figuratyfly’. Cervone takes Augustine’s statement in De 

Doctrina Christiana that ‘a sign is a thing which, over and above the 

impression it makes on the senses, causes something else to come into 

mind as a consequence of itself’ as resonating strongly with the topic of 

Incarnational poetics. Walter Hilton imitates Augustine’s technique, 

Cervone contends, when choosing the word ‘Jhesu’ instead of the word 

‘word’ in his The Scale of Perfection. This, for Hilton, is not simply a word 

written on a wall or, indeed, formed by the lips of the mouth; rather, he 

defines the word in a more specific sense to tie in with the emerging 

devotion of the Holy Name. For Hilton means ‘Jesus Christ, that blessed 

person, God and man, son of Mary, that glorious virgin, who is all 

goodness, endless wisdom, love and sweetness; your joy, your worship, 

and your everlasting bliss, your God, your Lord and your salvation’ 

[language modernised by this reviewer]. In this, Cervone argues, Hilton is 

indebted to Augustine’s concept of the word behind the word (24).  

Cervone next moves on to discuss Langland’s use (or, indeed, 

invention) of ‘figuratyfly’ in the C-text of Piers Plowman. Will is speaking 

with Liberum Arbitrium about seeking Charity and, in a caustic 

comment on contemporary clerics, notes that ‘For although one might 

scrutinize all humanity / all the religious orders of sisters and of 

brothers encounter him only figuratively (‘figuratyfly’), a wonder I think 
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it; “now in an enigma, then face to face” [1 Cor. 13:12] And so I believe 

truly, according to what people say about Charity”’ (29). Cervone then 

proceeds to unpick various readings of Langland’s ‘figuratyfly’ — first, the 

clergy are not following Christ’s life to the letter (i.e., they are reading the 

text of Christ’s life incorrectly) and Charity cannot be found among them, 

even though this is precisely where one might have expected to find 

Christ — among his followers; secondly, by taking the sense of ‘figure’ as 

human form or even face, it anticipates a face-to-face encounter in 

heaven; in both cases, Cervone reminds the reader, there is a sense of 

Christ in the flesh — even if the point is that his fleshly presence is, in 

fact, absent among these religious orders. In Langland’s use of 

‘figuratyfly, Cervone finds not ambiguity but rather a word that is 

overloaded with meaning. Later in the chapter Cervone moves on to 

discuss at some length the signifying potential of metaphor and to 

consider whether metaphor is an ‘ornamental aspect of style’, a view 

which marginalizes supereffability, or, instead (as many cognitive 

theorists now claim) is ‘fundamental to thought, not an ‘add-on’ to 

language’; not only does she set out the terms of the debate on metaphor 

but weighs in on where these fourteenth-century writers stand in relation 

to these positions (31).   

Chapter Two, entitled ‘Elisions of Abstract and Concrete, 

Epitomized in a ‘True-love’”, moves on to discuss the ‘interplay between 

the abstract and the concrete’ (15) in medieval poetry and, taking the 

example of the plant known in medieval England as the ‘trewloue’ (true-

love), explores how it was used by medieval authors as a shorthand for 

Christ, Christ’s body or salvation itself, thus compressing the concrete 

and the abstract. In point of fact, the ‘true-love’ was capable of carrying a 

multiplicity of significations. Cervone takes the example of the lyric 

poem, ‘In a Valley of This Restless Mind’, in which we find a seamless 

transition between the image of Christ as lover and that of nurturing 
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mother. At another level, the ‘true-love’ is a prized plant to be sought and 

found in a meadow — and when discovered can be used for its medicinal 

properties. In the ‘Long Charter’ text, meanwhile, the true-love plant is to 

be sought deep in Christ’s side wound (wounded for love) with which it 

becomes identified. Here Christ’s wound functions both as ‘bedchamber 

and meadow, an expansive site of both pleasure and rest’ (63). The 

tension between concrete and abstract in the case of the ‘truelove’ 

poems, then, arises from the simultaneous botanical and Christological 

associations of the word, Cervone argues, ‘taken together with the 

meaning of the word itself’ (72).  

Chapter Three, entitled ‘Agency: When Christ as “Doer” is also the 

“Love Deed”’ addresses the elision of actor and act, inherent for instance, 

to the conceit of the Incarnation as “love deed”’, to use Cervone’s own 

words (16). Towards the end of chapter two, Cervone introduced the 

coined term ‘linguistic dilation’ which she calls a ‘trope of sorts, whereby 

language dilates, or stretches out momentarily, giving agency to an 

abstraction in a way that shades toward but does not become 

personification’ (80). In chapter three she examines in some detail the 

‘Long Charter’ text which has Christ present a land-grant to humanity, a 

deed that is written on his skin as on parchment (stretched and dried on 

the cross as real parchment was wont to be stretched and dried before 

use), and rubricated with the blood from his wounds. At the same time, 

Christ’s skin also succeeds in proclaiming Christ’s lordship heraldically, 

functioning as a coat of arms. One of Cervone’s principal questions for 

this chapter is ‘what happens when the Second Person of the Trinity is 

figured simultaneously as agent and action, particularly when the act in 

question is, in itself, at least partially linguistic?’ (86). She will turn to the 

linguistic concept of deixis — ‘proximity to or distance from the speaker 

as encoded in linguistic expression’ (16) to assist her in addressing this 

question. Christ’s ‘deed’ is both his body/skin, which becomes the 
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charter, but also his agency in granting it to humanity. In the ‘Long 

Charter’, it is Christ’s idea to grant the gift of land (heaven and earth) to 

humanity; but he does not write it out with his own hand — rather, the 

Jews act as his scribes, ‘writing out his intent’ (88) and their spits form 

the ink, their scourges the writing implements and the wounds they 

inflict the rubrication. While Christ himself is, physically, the charter, 

nevertheless the charter (or Christ himself), depending on the 

manuscript, either was or will be ‘read’ aloud. Here, Cervone reminds us, 

the idea of Christ as Word is recalled (90). The text recited, the deed is 

sealed with the five wounds which are impressed on the sealing wax of 

Christ’s flowing blood. Christ continues the tale by recounting how, on 

account of its having been written on his skin, he needed to travel to Hell 

to show the charter to the devil. He also notes that he would leave an 

indenture (or copy of the charter) to the grantee on earth in the form of 

the Eucharist. Here Cervone sees an alignment between the metaphor of 

Eucharist-as-indenture and the theological point that the poet is 

attempting to make. Just as the Eucharist never diminishes or exhausts 

itself despite the multiplicity of Eucharistic hosts, neither is there limit to 

the number of indentures that are possible. In an extension of the 

medieval document metaphor, Cervone sees the original grantor’s copy — 

Christ’s crucified body — as ‘preserved archivally in heaven until needed 

as a witness at the end of time’ (91). Summarily contrasting the ‘Long 

Charter’ text with the ‘Short Charter’, Cervone declares that the ‘Long 

Charter’ is ‘of greater interest for the study of incarnational poetics 

because it places Christ’s incarnate body at the center of the poem in a 

most unusual and specific way, capitalizing on the alignment between 

agent, act and conveyance to create a skeletal structure for the poem as 

a whole’ (104).  

The chapter then moves on to discuss the lesser-known ‘leaps of 

Christ’ topos, which is referenced in the volume’s subtitle. Allusions to 
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Christ’s salvific ‘leaps’ can be found quite early in the tradition. Three 

texts from Scripture serve as a biblical background – ‘behold he cometh 

leaping upon the mountains, skipping over the hills’ (Cant. 2:8), ‘he as a 

bridegroom coming out of his bride chamber, hath rejoiced as a giant to 

run the way’ (Ps. 18:6 [19:5]) and ‘for while all things were in quiet 

silence, and the night was in the midst of her course, Thy almighty word 

leapt down from heaven from thy royal throne, as a fierce conqueror into 

the midst of the land of destruction’ (Wis. 18:14–15). These texts, 

Cervone explains, become conjoined to take on special Incarnational 

significance over time: the Second Person of the Trinity imagined leaping 

down from heaven to the Virgin’s womb to save humanity. The number of 

leaps also increases over time — but there is always the standard leaping 

down from heaven into Mary’s womb, leaping onto the cross of 

crucifixion and leaping to heaven at the Ascension. The topos originates 

with Hippolytus’s commentary on the Song of Songs in the third century, 

but is taken up by Ambrose in the fourth and then by Gregory the Great 

in the sixth in a homily on the Ascension. In the late eighth or early 

ninth century, Cynewulf expands on Gregory’s list in a poetical treatment 

which adds Christ’s leap from the manger in the form of a child, his leap 

into the tomb after his death on the cross and his leap into hell (the 

‘harrowing’). Cervone also draws attention to their appearance in the 

Irish bardic poem Aithrighe sunn duid a Dhé by thirteenth-century poet, 

Donnchadh Mór Ó Dálaigh, which, she highlights, is the first case she 

knows of in which the leaps occur outside of a homiletic context and 

without reference to Scripture.  

This excursus into the history of the leaps topos sets Cervone up 

for a discussion of its appearance in Langland’s Piers Plowman. Here 

‘loue’ leaps out of heaven into ‘this lowe erthe’ and ‘clennesse [virginity / 

Mary] shal cach it’. But love is also ‘the plonte of pees’ [plant of peace] in 

Piers Plowman. This ‘plonte of pees’ cannot be held by heaven ‘til hit 
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hadde of erthe yȝoten hitsilue’ [till it had of earth begotten itself]. Cervone 

spends some time discussing the resonances of the word ‘plonte’ and 

regards it as fitting in with a larger pattern of Incarnational thought, 

evoking the action of planting as well as the plant itself. She also draws 

attention to the way in which the metaphor of begetting in the earth 

recalls Christ’s human flesh generated in the womb of Mary. 

Furthermore, she argues, there is a distinct lack of focus on Mary’s 

humanity — she is identified in one passage by one of her principal 

qualities (virginity) and in another as the ‘erthe’ to receive the ‘plonte of 

pees’. For Cervone, ‘that level of abstraction, complementing “loue” that 

leaps (14.85) and “loue” that is a plant (1.1.48), shifts attention from 

grammatical agents, or “characters” (God and Mary) to the theologically 

crucial processive action of the Son, most strongly to the central action of 

descent that leads to other action’ (116). She sees the crucial link 

between the two in a word not used by Langland at all – ‘spring’. Once 

again, her own words will best communicate this observation: ‘By the 

late fourteenth century, poets writing in English mapped the leaps of 

Christ onto botanical imagery of springing and sprouting, playing off the 

double meaning of ‘spring’ as a bodily leap and organic growth, enabling 

an emphasis on the greenness of Christ’s efficacious and salvific vitality’ 

(117).  

Reasons of space do not allow me to discuss Cervone’s fourth and 

fifth chapters in any detail. The fourth deals with the intersection of 

historical and poetic time, as in the Incarnation which was regarded as 

an historical yet timeless moment, and which Langland captures in his 

description of it as ‘plenitudo temporis time’. Her final chapter borrows 

the term ‘deep structure’ from transformational grammar to investigate 

how ‘the systemic nature of meaning permeates a whole’ (161). In 

exploring the ‘Long Charter’, Walter Hilton’s Scale of Perfection and 

several botanical lyrics (in addition to images of the Lily Crucifixion), 
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Cervone relies on this term, for ‘medieval writers, while differing sharply 

in their interpretation of systemic structure, share a presumption of the 

fundamental truth of an emanative Logos that acts in and through 

historical and poetical time, and that presumption suffuses their work’ 

(161).  

In sum, Cervone’s Poetics of the Incarnation is a remarkable 

achievement of scholarly erudition and will repay careful attention by 

medieval scholars. The care with which the text was prepared (and the 

all-too-rare-nowadays lack of glaring typographical errors) is also to be 

highly commended. It should, furthermore, be highlighted that Cervone’s 

endnotes are copious and detailed and should not be passed over. The 

complexity of the subject matter, and Cervone’s own close reading of the 

texts themselves make this, however, the wrong volume to take with you 

for some breezy summer reading. That said, I expect that we will be 

hearing a lot of Cristina Maria Cervone over the coming years. And her 

meticulous scholarship will give us much to ponder over. 
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