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Abstract 

Margery Kempe (1373-c.1438) is perhaps one of the most famous residents of Lynn. Born into 

a prosperous, merchant family, her early life was dominated by pride and material wealth, and 

then by the birth of her fourteen children. She later experienced intense visions, engaging in a 

late-medieval style of devotion called affective piety, which encouraged emotional responses 

to meditations on Christ’s birth and death and Mary’s joys and sorrows. She is well-known for 

her loud, boisterously intrusive crying, weeping, collapsing and roaring: a state in which she 

became immersed during her visions in church or visits to holy places. As a result, Kempe 

divided religious clerics and lay onlookers: some thought her privileged and gifted, others 

considered her mad, or ill, or heretical. In fact, since the rediscovery of The Book of Margery 

Kempe in 1934, modern critics have continued this trend, with some ‘diagnosing’ Margery as 

hysterical, epileptic, or psychotic.  

 

Dr. Kalas Williams’ research has focused on the now widely-understood connection between 

religion and medicine in the Middle Ages. Based on the biblical notion of Christ the Physician, 

the health of the body was inextricably linked to the health of the soul in medieval culture. This 

talk therefore aims to reveal some of the ways in which Margery Kempe’s spirituality can be 

understood in medical as well as theological terms. How did medieval understandings of the 

female body influence Kempe’s devotion? Did Kempe have a physiological predisposition to 

mystical experience? In what ways might we regard her as melancholic? What medical 

knowledge is revealed in the Book?  

 

Drawing on passages from The Book of Margery Kempe, including a previously 

undecipherable, medicinal ‘recipe’ that was added to the end of the manuscript, and extracts 

and images from medieval medical manuscripts, this talk will reveal how an understanding of 

medieval medicine is crucial for uncovering Margery’s true mystical experience. 
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