Oculi carnis, oculi mentis: why seeing is not believing in Capgrave’s Life of St. Katherine
Abstract
This paper explores Capgrave’s interest in the nature of visual phenomena as revealed in his Life of St Katharine. Noting that much previous scholarship locates this text in the context of late-medieval Lollard anti-image polemic, the paper offers an alternative reading, establishing Capgrave’s interest in a broader intellectual context. The importance of Augustine’s theory of signs and his tripartite schema of physical, spiritual and intellectual vision to Capgrave’s work is demonstrated, as are medieval technical treatises concerned with the physiology of perception. Through a close reading of Book Three of the Life of St Katherine, the paper argues that Capgrave uses his text to examine the problems inherent in human visual perception, specifically in relation to encounters with the divine, which highlight the very human tendency to rely upon the oculi carnis rather than the oculi mentis. It concludes that the Christian message of the text, with its focus on the development of the use of the oculi mentis, is complicated to transmit and difficult to follow, but that Capgrave’s enthusiasm for the nexus of ideas focused on the visual relishes this complexity and the intellectual challenges it presents.
John Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine of Alexandria has attracted much scholarly attention directed towards its preoccupation with images. The debates on the subject of image-worship which Capgrave gives to Katherine and her various pagan interlocutors have frequently been utilised by scholars as a lens through which to attempt to situate Capgrave’s writing in the context of fifteenth-century anxieties about the uses of images within religious practice, uses which were rendered particularly contentious in light of the body of Lollard anti-image polemical writing. The saint’s robust dismissal of pagan idols, and her refusal to accept the dubious honour of having a statue raised in celebration of herself, is most often regarded as the complex problematisation of the distinction between image and idol, and has been interpreted as revealing Capgrave’s own ambiguous or conflicted position in relation to contemporary debate on the subject, and hence, by extension, his views on Lollardy more broadly.
 Katherine is in some respects a saint ideally suited to be the focus of this discussion, given her own prominence in late-medieval artistic representations, especially in England.
 However, I suggest that the scholarly attention given to the Lollard context risks overlooking Capgrave’s broader interest in the Christian’s relationship with visual phenomena, an interest which is, as far as I am aware, unique to this version of the Life of St Katherine.
 In this paper I hope to redress the balance, arguing that Capgrave is deeply exercised by the nature of this relationship, which he perceives as both highly important and worryingly uncertain, and which, in a discussion heavily indebted to Augustine, he explores at length in the third book of his poem, the book in which Katherine is mystically united in marriage with Christ. 

Capgrave is not, of course, alone in incorporating a concern for the visual in his hagiography; arguably a focus on the scopic is one of the most distinctive characteristics of  many medieval saints’ lives, especially those of virgin martyrs. Time and again the lust of a pagan ruler is aroused by looking upon a beautiful young Christian virgin; her trial typically takes place in public, and may include being stripped naked before the ogling eyes of the populace; and her final execution, again in public, is almost invariably accompanied by visible signs of her sanctity, such as the flowing of milk from her wounds, which are intended to effect mass conversion among the viewers.
 Even in those cases where a life of sanctity ends peacefully, rather than in martyrdom, we encounter an emphasis on what is seen: spectacular miracles of healing or vengeance are a visible manifestation of saintly power, while the true gender of transvestite saints is revealed to the view of their astonished communities post mortem.
 What makes Capgrave’s attention to the visual in his Life of St Katherine different from other examples is his concern for the nature of vision in itself. In this text the act of looking is not simply a catalysing moment in the narrative, nor is it a way of amplifying the saint’s torments, or affirming her sanctified status. Instead, Capgrave uses the text to raise a number of questions: what different types of sight or vision are available to his protagonists? How might their capacity to see (or not) be connected with their spiritual condition?  Perhaps most importantly, to what extent is human perception to be regarded as reliable? Such questions were a matter of concern at both a scientific and a theological level in the Middle Ages, and in his Life of St Katherine Capgrave sets out to explore them.

The visual culture of the later Middle Ages is a topic which has generated an enormous amount of scholarly attention, far more than can be summarised conveniently in this essay, and I therefore restrict myself to brief comments on a small number of scholarly interventions which have particularly influenced my thinking here. In the 1970s W.R. Jones produced a pair of essays tracing the contested role of images within Christian religious practice.
 His thoughtful discussions of the broad history of European iconoclasm and iconodulia, and of Lollard anti-image polemic in late-medieval England,  present a picture of complex, nuanced and ever-changing positions on the place of images in worship, which owed as much to political and economic concerns as they did to religious ones. Importantly, these essays highlight the fact that it was probably never possible to think of religious images entirely neutrally; their use and indeed their very existence always carried a potential theological or political charge. Even Gregory I’s famous defence of the use of images in worship, much quoted by later supporters of images, was tempered by an acute consciousness of the possibility that images may be utilised idolatrously.
 This being the case, medievalists with any interest in the visual, however broadly defined, need to be constantly mindful of the philosophical and psychological arguments deployed in debates concerning images, a caution which has informed my own reading of Capgrave’s work.
Turning to the physiology of vision, Peter Brown’s work on Chaucer and optical space conclusively demonstrates the widespread cultural availability of optical theories in the later Middle Ages, as a result of the dissemination of the content of technical treatises in sermons and encyclopaedias.
 Brown notes that in such forms this material was potentially accessible to a relatively wide audience, providing ‘evidence of a broad intellectual context that stimulated awareness of optical topics.’
 Brown examines some of the more specialised technical treatises on optics, and his discussion of the De aspectibus of Alhacen (the Latin translation of Kitab al-Manazir by Ibn al-Haytham) explores that text’s particular concern with the problem of visual error, which is especially germane to my discussion here.
 Physiology meets theology in the work of Robert Grosseteste, which imbues optical science with a theological dimension: ‘the external behaviour of light in the physical world […] has a direct bearing on the internal illumination of the soul; and the analogies that can be drawn between the nature of the outer eye and the inner eye are a means of elucidating scriptural truth.’
 The topos of physical vision as an indicator of spiritual illumination was a commonplace of later medieval homiletic writing, and this same melding of the scientific and spiritual implications of human perception lies at the heart of Capgrave’s text.
 The scholarly intervention which has most influenced my thinking is Barbara Newman’s magisterial Speculum article, ‘What Did It Mean to Say “I Saw”?’ Newman addresses her own question in an interdisciplinary study which explores the nature of visual and visionary phenomena, unpicking the sometimes confused theological response to visionary experience as she does so.
 Fundamental to this response is the distinction between the eyes of the body, the oculi carnis, on the one hand, and the eyes of the mind, the oculi mentis, on the other. Newman’s detailed survey of patristic and later medieval theorisations of visions carefully distinguishes the variety of possible sources of visionary experiences, and explores some of the contemporary practices utilised to facilitate or even actively encourage such experiences, as well as the questions and problems to which they could give rise. It is against this background that the present study is located.
Visions and images
John Capgrave was an Austin friar and sometime Prior Provincial of the Order, based for much of his life at Lynn in Norfolk; he was a scholar of some distinction, with a substantial written output.
 When considering the sources of his interest in the visual it seems natural to turn first to St Augustine, the reputed founder of his Order. Augustine was certainly deeply interested in the visual, and developed his ideas across a number of works written throughout his life.
 Fundamental to his thinking on the topic was his theory of signs, explicated most clearly in De Doctrina Christiana. Here Augustine is at pains to distinguish between that which is visible to the eye, and that which is represented by what is seen:

[A] sign is a thing which, over and above the impression it makes on the senses, causes something else to come into the mind as a consequence of itself:  as when we see a footprint, we conclude that an animal whose footprint this is has passed by; and when we see smoke, we know that there is fire beneath; and when we hear the voice of a living man, we think of the feeling in his mind; and when the trumpet sounds, soldiers know that they are to advance or retreat, or do whatever else the state of the battle requires.
 

While some signs, such as the smoke and footprint, arise naturally, others (which Augustine calls ‘conventional’) are devised by living beings to communicate thoughts and ideas beyond the sign itself. The category of conventional signs upon which Augustine focuses his attention is that of words, but he does note that such signs may also relate to visible objects.
 This theory is important for later discussions of representation; conventional signs are instrumental in purpose, always gesturing beyond themselves, and thus should not be confused with that to which they refer, the res or thing itself.
Alongside his sign theory, Capgrave appears to have been greatly influenced by Augustine’s taxonomy of vision, described in the final book of his De Genesi ad litteram: 

When you read, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself’, three kinds of vision take place; one with the eyes, when you see the actual letters; another with the human spirit, by which you think of your neighbour even though he is not there; a third with the attention of the mind, by which you understand and look at love itself.

This tripartite scheme of visions encompasses physical, bodily vision; the recollection or mental image created by the human spirit, or spiritual vision; and contemplation by the ‘attention of the mind’, or intellectual vision. The first category of vision is necessarily corporeal, since it utilises the physical sense with which humans see the visible world. The second category, although taking place within the mind, is nevertheless also to some extent corporeal, since it involves the recollection or creation of mental images, whether drawn from the faculty of memory or constructed by the imagination; in other words, it is a ‘kind of vision in which we think upon the images of absent bodies’, and make them present by a process of mental re-embodiment.
 Both categories are the preserve of the oculi carnis by virtue of their dependence upon images, whether these are received directly from the material world or created internally by the processes of memory or imagination. The third category, by contrast, refers to that for which there is no image – the thing itself. Thus it transcends the corporeal (even in the restricted sense of the second category) and reflects a state beyond the imagistic, and indeed beyond the reach of any human sensory faculty, a state of pure intellectual contemplation by the oculi mentis.
 In the two higher categories of vision Augustine asserts that ecstasy may be experienced. This arises when ‘the attention of the mind is totally turned aside and snatched away from the senses of the body’, so that the ‘attention is wholly taken up in gazing either at the images of bodies with the spiritual vision, or with the intellectual kind at incorporeal realities that no bodily image can represent’.
 However, access to such an experience is not easily won, but requires careful and rigorous preparation; his own lack of such preparation is expressed by Augustine with painful clarity in his Confessiones:

In an instant of awe, my mind attained to the sight of the God who is. Then, at last, I caught sight of your invisible nature, as it is known through your creatures. But I had no strength to fix my gaze upon them. In my weakness I recoiled and fell back into my old ways, carrying with me nothing but the memory of something that I loved and longed for, as though I had sensed the fragrance of the fare but was not yet able to eat it.
 
The instantaneous and ecstasy-inducing glimpse of God attained by the oculi mentis cannot be sustained into a gaze, but falters and falls. Such a glimpse is, as Margaret Miles explains, the best we can hope for on earth, although in heaven we may look forward to the highest reward of all, permission to gaze upon God.
 Even so, by dint of careful training and preparation we can maximise both our physical and spiritual visual capacities, and responsibility lies with the faithful ‘to exercise and strengthen the capacity for vision by concentrating the energy of longing on the desired object’;
 it is the absence of this training which results in Augustine’s agonising failure in Book VII of his Confessiones. In his own version of the Life of St Augustine Capgrave omits this episode of failure, and indeed most of the discussions of inner and outer vision which appear in the Confessions; however, he was surely aware of Augustine’s exposition in De Genesi ad litteram, not least because he had himself also produced a commentary on Genesis, and is highly likely to have examined other earlier commentaries before embarking upon his own. Certainly he reveals his indebtedness to Augustine’s tripartite scheme, or some variant of it, in Book Three of The Life of St Katherine, as will become apparent below.
The unique and defining quality of the state of intellectual vision according to Augustine is that it can never be deceived; while bodily and spiritual vision can be mistaken, or manipulated by demonic possession, this can never happen to visions of the intellectual kind. 
 The problem of the propensity of the individual to be deceived by visions, both bodily and spiritual, is taken up by later writers. Alhacen, taking an ‘essentially materialist approach to optical matters’, discusses this difficulty in wholly scientific terms.
 He is acutely aware of the tendency of the eye to be deceived, and categorizes visual error in three ways: errors of perception; errors of misrecognition; and errors of inference. The first type arises as a result of unfavourable circumstances which physically impede perception, such as fog; the second arises when an observer misinterprets what he sees; and the third is effectively the result of attempting to make that which is seen accord with familiar pre-existing data in the mind of the observer.
 In Alhacen’s work these errors are exclusively failures of bodily vision, and there is no suggestion that they might have moral implications, nor indeed any source beyond the human body and the material world in which it exists. Yet not all commentators considered the situation to be so clear-cut. William of Ockham raises the somewhat alarming possibility that God himself can act in ways which may deceive human perception: ‘God can cause an act of believing through which I believe a thing to be present that is [in fact] absent’.
 While acknowledging that it is impossible that something can seem present if it is absent, Ockham demonstrates that God can make mankind believe that this is the case. Thus the nature of objective reality remains unchanged, and the human senses are not actually altered; nevertheless, a belief instilled in the subject by God can have the same effect as if those things had changed. The mechanics of this process are explained elsewhere in the Quodlibetal Questions, where Ockham asserts that whatever God can produce through secondary causes, he can produce directly in the absence of those causes: ‘he is able to produce an intuitive cognition of a corporeal thing by the mediation of a [corporeal] object. Therefore, he is able to produce this cognition immediately by himself’.
 Nor is this power limited to the cognition of corporeal objects; anything can be produced directly in this way if it has previously existed or is capable of existence. In other words, anything that God has seen in his own mind, whether created or not, can, if he chooses, be made manifest to mankind by this process. Both bodily and spiritual vision, being dependent upon images, are susceptible to this form of deception, a possibility which Capgrave explores at some length in his Life of St Katherine.
While God may choose to manipulate human vision for beneficial ends, the devil may also exploit the weaknesses of image-dependent perception, a possibility which gave rise to the theory and practice of discretio spirituum. Developed over many hundreds of years, at its simplest it may be described as ‘the ability to distinguish spirits sent by God from those sent by the devil.’
 Its most important theorist in the early fifteenth-century was Jean Gerson, who in a series of three texts produced a synthesis and development of previous writings stretching back to the Church Fathers.
 Criteria were drawn up to aid in distinguishing divine from diabolic visions, and as Rosalynn Voaden explains, these did not remain restricted to the sphere of academic theologians, but became diffused to a much wider audience.
 Voaden focuses primarily on the discourse of discretio spirituum in relation to the reported experiences of women visionaries, but its broader application is clear. Visual phenomena perceived by bodily or spiritual sight are fundamentally untrustworthy, and without considerable care and attention, which may include complex theological diagnostics, humans are at risk of being deceived by their oculi carnis.

 The deceptive possibilities of the oculi carnis are taken up in a slightly different way in Lollard polemical writings on the subject. The concern as it is most frequently expressed focuses not on active intervention by either God or the devil, but on the much more fundamental fissure between sign and signified identified by Augustine. The anxiety articulated in such writings is that simple people will not grasp the proper ontological status of an image or other visual representation, believing it to be the thing itself, the res, rather than merely a sign:

For summe lewid folc wenen þat þe ymagis doun verreyly þe myraclis of hemsilf, and þat þis ymage of þe crucifix be Crist hymsilf, or þe seynt þat þe ymage is þere sett for lickenesse. And þerfore þei seyn ‘þe swete rode of Bromholme’, ‘þe swete rode of Grace’, ‘þe swete rode at þe norþe dore’, ‘oure dere Lauedy of Walsyngham’, but nouʓt ‘oure Lauedy of heuene’, ny ‘oure lord Iesu Crist of heuene’.

This type of error leads the laity to indulge in excessive expenditure on the decoration of images, diminishing their capacity to give alms to the poor; it also fosters a superstitious reverence for specific places, undermines the concept of God as omnipresent, encourages the questionable excesses of pilgrimage, and fills the coffers of greedy clerics at major shrines. These practical disadvantages are the inevitable consequence of a failure to understand the nature of the sign:

So siþen þise myraclis pleyinge ben onely syngnis, loue wiþoute dedis, þei ben not onely contrarious to þe worshipe of God, þat is boþe in signe and in dede, but also þei ben gynnys of þe deuuel to cacchen men […] for þese myraclis pleyinge been verrey leesyng as þei ben sygnis wiþoute dede.

The real spiritual danger inherent in an excessive reliance on corporeal vision, such as that used to watch miracle plays, is that it may serve to alienate the watcher from God. If the vision is arrested at the sign – that is, if the watcher simply watches, and does not enter into contemplation of that which lies behind the sign – then the true nature of God who is ‘boþe in signe and in dede’, creator of the appearance but also of the reality that lies behind it, cannot be properly apprehended. Love of God is replaced by devotion to a simulacrum, an empty gesture pointing towards nothing.

The failure of human sight
In Book Three, the physical and spiritual centre of Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine, the protagonist undergoes the transformative experience of ascending to the holy city in order to be united in mystical marriage with Christ. It is in this Book, I argue, that Capgrave most clearly reveals his indebtedness to the Augustinian intellectual tradition in relation to visual phenomena, as well as his own nagging uncertainties about this topic. Unlike Books Four and Five, in which the role of images in worship is so hotly debated, here it is the very nature of visual phenomena themselves, and the Christian’s relationship with them, which is under scrutiny; Book Three is permeated with events and details which explore human perception, and especially its failures. 
In the second chapter, Adrian, the aged hermit who will be Katherine’s guide on her journey towards Christian understanding, is lamenting the failure of his physical powers when ‘A blessed syght onto his eye was browte: | A qween, he sey, of vysage and stature | Passyng full mech alle erdely creature’.
 The sudden appearance of the beautiful and richly arrayed lady has an immediate salutary effect up the old man, restoring his physical vigour, stimulating the circulation of the blood and giving him the impression of renewed youth. Approaching her with caution, Adrian initially refuses the lady’s request to undertake a journey to Katherine on the grounds that it would violate his eremitic vows, but when she reveals herself to be the Virgin Mary he is quick to apologise. Her appearance was so unexpected, he explains, that his ‘wytt was goo’ when he saw her, hence his failure of recognition (251). Adrian’s age-related decline might well have hindered his powers of perception in any case; the dramatic reversal of that decline, far from heightening his perceptions, seems simply to have confused them, as his mind struggles to keep up with the changes in his bodily wellbeing.
 There is a degree of humour in this moment of visual failure, which offers parallels with January’s supposed optical confusion at the conclusion of Chaucer’s Merchant’s Tale:

But, sire, a man that waketh out of his sleep,

He may nat sodeynly wel taken keep

Upon a thyng, ne seen it parfitly,

Til that he be adawed verraily.

Right so a man that longe hath blynd ybe,

Ne may nat sodeynly so wel yse,

First whan his sighte is newe come ageyn,

As he that hath a day or two yseyn.

Til that youre sighte ysatled be a while

Ther may ful many a sighte yow bigile.

May is, of course, glossing her arboreal sexual antics as a case of misperception brought about by January’s sudden return to ocular health. Capgrave’s subject matter is, on the face of it, rather different from Chaucer’s, but the source of Adrian’s genuine confusion is the same as that of January’s purported error, and there is humour in both situations.
 Yet Adrian’s moment of misrecognition also raises serious questions about his reliance on merely physical sight.
 Having been a hermit for some sixty years, one moreover who has prayed to God for help immediately before the unexpected appearance, it is somewhat surprising that Adrian was not immediately alert to the possibility that the lady before him was a divine messenger. Medieval spiritual disciplines such as contemplation, prayer and physical deprivation were recognised as an appropriate preparation for visionary experience, and his ascetic life as a hermit would surely have included such practices.
 Nevertheless, Adrian seems entirely unprepared for the vision he encounters, and conspicuously fails to interpret it correctly, as the unreliability of his oculi carnis leads directly to hermeneutic uncertainty. In this brief episode at the very start of Book Three Capgrave reveals an interest in vision in both its physical and spiritual dimensions, particularly focused upon failures of discernment, an interest which he pursues throughout the remainder of the Book.
Initially Katharine’s visual perceptions prove equally faulty when Adrian, having accepted the Virgin’s commission, arrives at her palace; she doubts his claim to have been sent by a great lady because his appearance is so unprepossessing:

Than wondyr we sore that sche sent us here

So evyll arayd, so sympyll a messangere,
For to hir astate it had be full convenient

To send moo men and not send on alone,

Where sche so many hath at hir comaundment!
Eke, as me thinkyth, to swech a grete persone

Schuld long all servauntis that are in hir wone

To clothe more clenly for worchyp of hir hous,
For, syre, your clothyng semeth not ryght precyous. (531-39)

Adrian, she believes, simply does not look right; he lacks an appropriate entourage and is frankly none too clean. Being excessively reliant on the power of the oculi carnis, Katharine has made the common human error of failing to separate the sign from the res, being unable to distinguish what she sees from that which it represents. Presented with Adrian’s solitary arrival and worn attire she fails to look beyond this in order to interpret his true status and purposes, and only after his lengthy persuasion can she be persuaded to accompany him back to his home. On their return, Adrian is dismayed to discover that his hermitage has inexplicably disappeared, and Katherine urges him to have faith in the lady upon whose errand he has been engaged. At this point her attention is suddenly  directed upwards towards the sight of the shining walls of Jerusalem, the heavenly city, but this remains entirely invisible to Adrian. Capgrave attributes this exclusion from the privileged vision to divine intervention; God, he says, has deliberately placed Adrian in a ‘trauns’ in order that he should not become swollen with pride on account of ‘so grete sytys and of swech dalyauns | Whech that he had with oure Ladye’ (869, 871-72). The divine gift of a vision of the Virgin must be balanced by a corrective deprivation, and it is not until Adrian has wept in recognition of his unworthiness that the sight of heaven is vouchsafed to him. Crucially, however, Katherine has not been denied this sight; even at this early stage in the narrative, while she is still a pagan, Capgrave is at pains to emphasise that she already sees with a more developed level of spiritual vision than her Christian guide.

Adrian’s visual faculties are the subject of further divine manipulation a little later, when the pagan Katherine is required to undergo the sacrament of baptism prior to her mystical marriage with Christ. Although the baptism is performed in heaven, Adrian, being ordained, is the only person present who is qualified to administer the sacrament, a detail of Christian orthodoxy carefully explained by the Virgin.
  When Katherine is stripped for the ceremony a film of blindness descends and covers his eyes, only lifting when the baptism is over and the young queen is ready to enter into the presence of Christ. Capgrave does not explain the reason for this second period of blindness; it may simply be a convenient way of preserving Katherine's modesty, and it does once again demonstrate God’s capacity to control human vision. However, I suggest that something more significant may be at stake. The administering of the sacrament of baptism – or indeed any sacrament - in heaven is surely philosophically problematic if not downright paradoxical, given that a sacrament is an earthly sign connecting mankind to heavenly reality. As the event takes place in the reality of heaven, it ceases to be a sign and becomes instead the thing itself – and it is this that Adrian cannot be permitted to see with his physical eyes, since the res in this case is of necessity discernible only to intellectual vision.

This willingness on God’s part to intervene and manipulate human perception is not limited to individuals; entire cities may find themselves deceived. When Adrian and Katharine first leave Alexandria, all the citizens are providentially afflicted with a form of temporary blindness:

Ryght so seyth oure byble

Of the men of Sodom aboute Lothis hous,

How thei neyther dores ne gates myght fynde.

Godd smet hem thoo with a sekenes mervelous –

It is called acrisia, it maketh men seme blynde 
As for a tyme. (798-803)

The ‘acrisia’ mentioned by Capgrave corresponds to the Greek ἀορασίᾳ, the word used in the Septuagint to describe the temporary blindness inflicted upon the men of Sodom; and just as the inhabitants of Sodom are rendered blind in order that they cannot molest Lot’s visitors, so the Alexandrians are prevented from observing, and perhaps resisting, the departure of their queen.
 In both cases the blindness is a form of punishment meted out to the general populace, which offers God’s favoured people – Lot and his family, Katherine and Adrian – the opportunity to escape actual or potential hostility unseen.
 In neither case, however, is the blindness permanent; the men of Sodom and Alexandria regain their sight and receive lasting punishment in other ways. This recovery of sight is quite different from the biblical examples of the miraculous healing of the blind, of course, since it is not a sign of redemption from sin but simply a deferral of lasting sanctions to some later time. 
 Nor is mass blindness the only strategy of deception available to God to further his plans for Katherine. As she prepares to return to Alexandria after her mystical union with Christ, the Virgin explains that measures have been taken to ensure that her absence will not have been noticed:

Whyl ye with my Sone were in the ayre

A qween leche to yow all that tyme kept

Youre grete astate […]

There was no man withinne that mote

That cowde aspye in hir womanhede

Ony manere differens, sat sche or yede.

My Sone ordeyned this for youre sake. (1461-63, 1466-69)

Having first visited blindness upon the inhabitants of Alexandria in order to assist the saint’s departure, in a further act of visual deception a fully-functioning simulacrum of Katherine has been produced to fill her absence. The substitute Katherine has eaten, slept, given orders and pronounced judgement as if she were the real thing, and the Alexandrians, relying upon the oculi carnis, have been content to serve the empty signifier of royal authority.
 This is unsurprising; the citizens had no reason to disbelieve the evidence of their own eyes, and would in any case have had little or no power to resist such an exercise of divine might. Like the other instances of celestial manipulation, this incident demonstrates the truth of Ockham’s assertion of God’s power to induce a belief in physical phenomena which runs counter to reality; and all these instances are, in their context, examples of this power being put to unexceptionable use. Nevertheless we might feel that there is something disturbingly arbitrary about the events narrated by Capgrave; the sheer facility with which God induces mass visual deception leaves the reader uneasily aware of the necessity for constant vigilance in relation to visual phenomena, while at the same time uncomfortably demonstrating that any such vigilance can readily be circumvented by the omnipotent deity. Capgrave seems to me to be using these examples to draw attention to the inevitably fallibility of the oculi carnis, faulty by nature and also susceptible to divine manipulation, and hence to demonstrate the very limited extent to which we can ever hope to ‘see’ clearly. 
The vision of heaven and the face of God
The heavenly city into which Katherine and Adrian enter is in many respects notably physical and concrete; Capgrave’s imagined heaven is an architectural environment of walls and rooftops, gates and buildings.
 When it is first glimpsed, it is described as a 'castell' and a 'toure' (905), and at its centre lies a temple, with a side chapel attached for baptisms. The clarity of Capgrave's vision here is such that it is almost possible to draw a diagrammatic representation of the heaven he describes, in the form of a recognisably contemporary architectural edifice, the construction of which divides it into different spaces which are clearly delineated by physical boundaries. The boundaries are not purely spatial, however, but reflect a social hierarchy among heaven's inhabitants. For example, having been greeted by citizens in the first ward of heaven, Katharine and Adrian pass into the second ward where they are received 'mech bettyr and of worthyere men' (940). The magnificence of the inhabitants increases further when they arrive at the doors of the temple itself: 'There came kynges, there cam emperoures' (954). Heaven, then, is predictably orderly and hierarchical in both its spatial and social organisation, the lesser souls giving way to the greater as the earthly visitors travel physically from its periphery to its centre. The most exalted beings are the souls of martyrs, the highest order of heaven's citizenry, whose garments are marked with signs of their earthly sufferings:

Upon her habytes certen tokenes thei bere –

Sum man oo tokyn, sume man another bare

Aftyr the passyones whech thei suffred here.

So were thei merked with tokenes full bare;

Thoo toknes were sett there, ryght to declare

That men had thei be and with grete distresse

Oute of this herde com to that holynesse. (967-73)

The repetition of the word ‘tokyn’ – meaning symbol, or visual representation – emphasises the importance of the visible marks upon the clothes of the martyrs, which guarantee their status. These ‘tokenes’ are apparently perceptible by physical vision, but they contrast sharply with other visible signs in being unconcealed (‘full bare’) and absolutely reliable; unlike Adrian’s poor attire which so deceived Katherine at their first meeting, here the sign and the res are so closely connected as to ensure complete hermeneutic transparency. Yet even as Capgrave presents his readers with this image of heaven as highly physical, orderly and hermeneutically stable, he also offers a contrasting view which serves to disguise or render indistinct the heavenly vision. Katherine’s description of the holy city when seen from afar dwells on its extreme brightness:
The woundyrfull wallys schynnyng as sune,

Swech another thing was nevyr wrowte – 

There was nevyr swech thing in erde begune!

The stones are bryght, the roves are not dun.

Loke up, man, see ye noght yon syght –

The castell yondyr whech schynyth so bryght? (884-89)

When Adrian is finally permitted to see the city, he too is struck by its appearance ‘bryghtere than glas’ (900). Thus much of what they see is not in fact heaven itself, but the light reflected by its shining surfaces; dazzled by this luminosity, they can distinguish little detail.
 Again we might turn to Alhacen for some guidance; the failure of perception described by Capgrave is a result of the adverse physical circumstance of excessive light which, paradoxically, serves to cloud human vision. Augustine, too, addresses this problem in his early work, noting that while some eyes are so healthy that they can immediately gaze upon the sun itself, others are struck violently (feriuntur) by the very light they long to see.
 It seems that Capgrave would agree; the light shed by his heaven is simply too bright to be tolerated by human sight. 
On arriving at heaven’s temple for her marriage to Christ, Katherine finds herself unable to enjoy the greatest heavenly privilege of all - the sight of the face of God. 

Than sey sche oure Lord whech all thing makyd,

Whech had called hir to that noble grace,

Sittyng full reall - but upon His face

Durst sche not loke, for no manere thing,

So was sche aferde at hir fyrst comyng. (983-87)
Katharine's inability to see is not, however, the result of God actively intervening to prevent her; rather, as a consequence of original sin, which leaves her unfit for so exalted a sight, she simply dares not look. ‘Hir body’, Capgrave tells us, ‘is cause. It must be claryfyed, | And all the carnalyté fully puryfyed, | Or sche swech thinges eythere fele or grope.’ (993-95) The implication is that, once duly cleansed, Katherine will be vouchsafed a glimpse of the divine visage. Yet this is not precisely what happens. Having accepted the sacrament of baptism, the Virgin Mary intercedes on her behalf, imploring her son to reveal himself:

I have browte here the doghtyr of clennesse,

Prayng Thee, Lorde, with alle humbylnesse

That Thou schew now the blysse of Thi face

Onto Thi spouse [...]
So graunte hir now that hye portrature

Of Thi blyssyd ymage to se and beholde. (1161-64, 1167-68)
While the Virgin first asks her son to show his face, she then modifies or perhaps clarifies her request, asking that the ‘portrature’ of his ‘ymage’ might be seen. During the ensuing moments, including the marriage ceremony itself, there is no indication of what, if anything, Katherine sees; she bows before Christ and is lifted up by him, they enter into discussion, and he gives her a ring, but of visual stimuli we learn nothing. The omission leaves us in a state of uncertainty, with the Virgin’s terms – ‘portrature’ and ‘ymage’ – still ringing in our ears. In the context of late-medieval concerns about the place of images within worship, this choice of language, speaking of Christ's face in artistic terms as an image, an act of 'portrature', is very striking. Its truly unsettling nature is, however, only subsequently made apparent, when, in Books Four and Five, Katherine twice refuses to accept a statue made in her own honour (IV, 881-91, V, 400-525), effectively declaring such ‘ymages’ to be worthless. Yet this is surely the very point which Capgrave is trying to make in the mystical marriage ceremony. Reverting to Augustine’s tripartite taxonomy of visions, we recall that images pertain only to the lower two levels of vision, the bodily and the spiritual, while the highest level of pure contemplation, the intellectual vision, is by its very nature non-imagistic; and it is only through the intellectual vision that the believer is vouchsafed the glimpse of God himself, through the oculi mentis. Thus the divine visage can never be ‘seen’ in any ordinary sense of that word; it can only be touched or apprehended in the imageless world of the intellect. When the Virgin speaks of the ‘ymage’ of Christ she is expressing precisely the point that the physical presence which Katherine is longing to see is that which she can never see, and the best that can be substituted is an ‘ymage’ or simulacrum – which is, of necessity, as inadequate in spiritual terms as any statue which Maxentius might choose to erect in the market place in Alexandria.

If Katherine, who is to become one of the major saints of the Christian church, is denied sight of her divine spouse within the very bounds of heaven, then we might initially feel pessimistic about the prospects for ordinary Christians. However, Capgrave’s position is not, I suggest, a pessimistic one, but is based firmly upon his Augustinian understanding of the truth of the relationship between God and man, as expressed through visual perception. Both bodily and spiritual visions are necessarily carnal since they rely on the existence of images of things, whether real or imaginary; only the highest form of vision, the intellectual, moves beyond the need for images to a pure contemplation of the thing itself. Katherine, notwithstanding her mystical marriage, has yet to grasp this truth; she must learn to desire the intellectual, not the physical, vision of Christ, and it is to this level of vision that ordinary Christians should also aspire. The saint is thus presented as both an exemplar and a fellow pilgrim on the journey to Christian understanding. The difficulty of this journey lies in the fact that the human concept of ‘seeing’ is generally too materialistic to permit the apprehension of God with the oculi mentis, at least not without significant effort. As humans, we relate to the world first and most immediately through our sensible perceptions, and it is through these that we are most readily drawn to God. It is by viewing images, or by conjuring them up in the mind through the processes of imagination and memory, that we channel our devotion, notwithstanding the fact that at the physical level our perceptions are flawed by adverse conditions such as the decrepitude of age or too much brightness, or else are subject to the deceptive influence of God’s will. The theological need to move beyond the visible sign to the res, the thing itself, stumbles at the hurdle of human nature, which always relies on the physically visible instead of strengthening itself to cultivate the pure contemplation of the intellectual gaze. 

I am not suggesting that Capgrave was able to resolve this problem in his Life of St Katherine. His failure to do so is unsurprising; no matter how clearly the oculi carnis and oculi mentis might be distinguishable in theory, separating them out in practical terms is much more complicated, perhaps impossibly so. Thus the serious message in this text, urging the ordinary Christian to concentrate on the development of spiritual, and ultimately intellectual, vision, is a difficult and challenging one. However, Capgrave’s fascination with the human capacity for visual discernment, whether physical or spiritual, is evident. The experiences in heaven in particular offer the opportunity for him to utilise his Augustinian intellectual inheritance in new and creative ways, engaging in what we might now call thought experiments to explore how vision might function when the human comes into direct contact with the divine. The science of optics, too, seems to have interested him, its physiological parameters providing a further set of variables which add complexity to his experimentation. The difficulties of the Christian message inherent in the text, in other words, do not seem to dampen his enthusiasm, but rather reveal his relish for the intellectual challenge of re-imagining the visual in terms which are physiologically accurate and theologically unexceptionable, and simultaneously directly contemporary, but rooted in established intellectual traditions.
�Sarah Stanbury, ‘The Vivacity of Images: St Katherine, Knighton’s Lollards, and the Breaking of Idols’, in Images, Idolatry, and Iconoclasm in Late Medieval England: Textuality and the Visual Image, ed. Jeremy Dimmick, James Simpson, and Nicolette Zeeman (Oxford, 2002), 131-50, and The Visual Object of Desire in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia, 2008); James Simpson, Reform and Cultural Revolution, The Oxford English Literary History Vol. II. 1350-1547 (Oxford, 2002), 424-26; Kathleen Kamerick, Popular Piety and Art in the Late Middle Ages: Image Worship and Idolatry in England 1350-1500 (New Yrok, 2002); Sarah James, ‘ “Doctryne and studie”: Female Learning and Religious Debate in Capgrave’s Life of St Katharine’, Leeds Studies in English, n.s.36 (2005), 275-302; Karen A. Winstead, John Capgrave’s Fifteenth Century (Philadelphia, 2007), 67-68; and Shannon Gayk, Image, Text, and Religious Reform in Fifteenth-Century England (Cambridge, 2010).


� Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England c.1400-c.1580 (New Haven, 1992), 155-179, especially 164 and 173. Unusually among saints depicted in English wall-paintings, Katherine is frequently the subject of a cycle of images of scenes from throughout her life: see www.paintedchurch.org for examples.


� The best study of Capgrave's sources is still Auvo Kurvinen, 'The Source of Capgrave's Life of St Katharine of Alexandria', Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 61 (1960), 268-324. Other fifteenth-century versions of the legend include the prose life in Harvard University MS Richardson 44, edited by Henry Hucks Gibbs as The Life and Martyrdom of Saint Katherine of Alexandria, Virgin and Martyr (London, 1884); a shorter and later prose version printed as St Katherine of Alexandria: The Late Middle English Prose Legend in Southwell Minster MS 7, ed. by Saara Nevanlinna and Irma Taavitsainen (Cambridge: Brewer, 1993); and Caxton's version, The Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints as Englished by William Caxton, ed. by F. S. Ellis, 7 vols (London, 1900), VII, 1-30.


� For example, St Margaret and St Agnes are the objects of the lustful pagan gaze; the latter was stripped and marched to a brothel; and when St Christina’s breasts are cut off, milk flows from them instead of blood: Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. by William Granger Ryan, 2 vols (Princeton, 1993), I, chs 93, 24 and 98 respectively..


� St Gregory’s prayers transform a fragment of consecrated host into flesh, while after his death he punishes his unkind successor with a fatal blow to the head. St Theodora lived for many years as a man and was falsely accused of fathering a child, an accusation which was only refuted after her death when her biological sex was revealed: Golden Legend, trans. Ryan, I, chs 46 and 92 respectively. 


� It is notable that an interest in the visual as a topic in itself does not feature in Capgrave’s other three extant hagiographies (the lives of St Augustine, St Norbert and St Gilbert of Sempringham). This may reflect the origins of these works; all are translations of Latin texts which are highly faithful to their sources. It is only in his Life of St Katherine that Capgrave engages in significant re-invention and elaboration of pre-existing materials.


� W.R. Jones, ‘Lollards and Images: The Defense of Religious Art in Later Medieval England’, in Journal of the History of Ideas, 34 (1973), 27-50, and ‘Art and Christian Piety: Iconoclasm in Medieval Europe’, in Joseph Gutmann, ed., The Image and the Word: Confrontations in Judaism, Christianity and Islam (Missoula, 1977), 75-105.


� Gregory I, ‘Epistola CV – to Serenus’, in Patrologia Latina, ed. J. P. Migne, 221 vols (Paris: [n.p.] 1841-64), LXXVII, 1027-28. See also G. R. Evans, The Thought of Gregory the Great, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought (Cambridge, 1986), pp.41-54, especially p.51.


� Peter Brown, Chaucer and the Making of Optical Space (Bern, 2007)


� Brown, p.17.


� Brown, pp.47-61.


� Brown, pp.42-47 (qu. p.47).


� Barbara Newman, ‘What Did It Mean to Say “I Saw”? The Clash Between Theory and Practice in Medieval Visionary Culture’, Speculum, 80 (2005), 1-43.  


� As well as hagiographies, Capgrave produced Scriptural commentaries, works of history and a chronicle. For a useful biography see Peter J. Lucas, From Author to Audience: John Capgrave and Medieval Publication (Dublin, 1997).


� For a comprehensive discussion of the development of Augustine’s ideas about vision see Margaret Miles, ‘Vision: The Eye of the Body and the Eye of the Mind in Saint Augustine’s De trinitate and Confessions’, The Journal of Religion, 63 (1983), 125-42.


� ‘Signum est enim res, praeter speciem quam ingerit sensibus, aliud aliquid ex se faciens in cogitationem venire: sicut vestigio viso, transisse animal cujus vestigium est, cogitamus; et fumo viso, ignem subesse cognoscimus; et voce animantis audita, affectionem animi ejus advertimus; et tuba sonante, milites vel progredi se, vel regredi, et si quid aliud pugna postulat, oportere noverunt’: Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, Book II, 1, Patrologia Latina, XXXIV; English translation taken from On Christian Doctrine, trans. J. F. Shaw (Edinburgh, 1873).


� De Doctrina Christiana, II, 3.


� ‘Ecce in hoc uno praecepto cum legitur, Diliges proximum tuum tanquam teipsum, tria genera visionum occurrunt: unum per oculos, quibus ipsae litterae videntur; alterum per spiritum hominis quo proximus et absens cogitatur; tertium per contuitum mentis, quo ipsa dilectio intellecta conspicitur’: Augustine, De Genesi ad litteram, Book XII, 6 (15); English translation taken from On Genesis, trans. Edmund Hill (New York, 2002), 470. 


� ‘tale genus visorum, quali etiam corporum absentium imagines cogitamus’: De Gen. litt., Book XII, 9 (20); Hill, trans., 474.


� See Kirsty Campbell, The Call to Read: Reginald Pecock’s Books and Textual Communities (Notre Dame, 2010), ch.iv for a discussion of this phenomenon in relation to the practices of meditative prayer in Reginald Pecock’s imagined textual community of the mid-fifteenth century.


� ‘penitus avertitur atque abripitur animi intentio a sensibus corporis.. totus animi contuitus aut in corporum imaginibus est per spiritualem, aut in rebus incorporeis nulla corporis imagine figuratis per intellectualem visionem’: De Gen. litt., Book XII, 12 (25); Hill, trans., 477.


� ‘Et pervenit ad id quod est, in ictu trepidantis aspectus. Tunc vero invisibilia tua, per ea quae facta sunt, intellecta conspexi; sed aciem figere non evalui: et repercussa infirmitate redditus solitis, non mecum ferebam nisi amntem memoriam, et quasi olfacta desiderantem quae comedere non dum possem’:  Confessiones, Book VII, 17; the English is taken from Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (Harmondsworth, 1961), 151-52.


� Miles, ‘Vision’, 136.


� Miles, ‘Vision’, 134.


� De Gen. litt., Book XII, 12 (25-26); 14 (29).


� The phrase is Peter Brown’s:Chaucer and the Making of Optical Space, 59. 


� Alhacen, De aspectibus, Book III, chapter 4. The text has been edited as Alhacen’s Theory of Visual Perception: A Critical Edition, with English Translation and Commentary, of the First Three Books of Alhacen’s De aspectibus, the Medieval Latin Version of Ibn al-Haytham’s Kitāb al-Manāzir, ed A. Mark Smith, 2 vols, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, vol. 91, pts 4 and 5 (Philadelphia, 2001).


� ‘Deus potest causare actum creditivum per quem credo rem esse praesentem quae est absens’: Guillelmi de Ockham, Quodlibeta Septem, ed. Joseph C. Wey, Opera Philosophia et Theologica vol. 9 (St Bonaventure, New York, 1980), Quodlibet V, qu.5, rep. ob.1. The English translation is taken from Quodlibetal Questions: volumes 1 and 2, trans. Alfred J. Freddoso and Francis E. Kelley (New Haven, 1991), 416.


� ‘in notitiam intuitivam corporalem potest mediante obiecto; igitur potest in eam immediate per se’:  VI, qu.6, rep. thesis 1; Freddoso and Kelley, trans., 506.


� Rosalynn Voaden, God’s Words, Women’s Voices: The Discernment of Spirits in the Writing of Late-Medieval Women Visionaries (York, 1999), 46.


� Jean Gerson, De probatione spirituum, De distinctione verarum visionum a falsis, and De examinatione doctrinarum, all published in Oeuvres Complètes, intro. Mgr Glorieux, 10 vols (Paris, 1960-73); the texts are to be found at IX, 177-85, III, 36-56, and IX, 458-75 respectively.


� Voaden, God’s Word’s, 61-66 and passim.


� BL MS Add. 24202, quoted in Hudson, Selections, 87, lines 153-59 (emphasis added).


� BL MS Add. 24202, quoted in Hudson, Selections, 100-01, lines 144-47, 149-50.


� John Capgrave, The Life of Saint Katherine, ed. Karen A. Winstead (Kalamazoo, 1999), Book III, lines 117-19. All future references will be to this edition, and will be given by line number in the text.


� Such an interpretation incidentally accords well with Alhacen’s first category of visual error, resulting from ‘adverse physical circumstances’, as well as perhaps his third, the error of incorrect inference: Brown, Optical Space, 59. I should stress that I am not suggesting that Capgrave was directly influenced by Alhacen’s theories of visual error, but rather that Adrian’s dilemma can be read in these terms. It is not, however, impossible that Capgrave should have read Alhacen; a manuscript of De aspectibus, now Oxford, Corpus Christi College MS 150, was among the volumes catalogued at Clare College, Cambridge, in around 1440, and it may have been in Cambridge earlier, when Capgrave was working for his magisterium: see R. M. Thomson, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Medieval Manuscripts of Corpus Christi College Oxford (Cambridge, 2011), 75-76.


� Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Merchant’s Tale’ from The Canterbury Tales, in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, 3rd edn (Oxford, 1988), ll.2397-406. For the late-medieval appreciation of the humorous possibilities associated with blindness, see Moshe Barasch, Blindness: The History of a Mental Image in Western Thought (New York, 2001), 97 and 103-09.


� Some literary critics have detected elements of religious parody in ‘The Merchant’s Tale’ which bring its subject matter rather closer to that of Capgrave: see, for example, Kenneth Bleeth, ‘Joseph’s Doubting of Mary and the Conclusion of The Merchant’s Tale’, The Chaucer Review, 21 (1986), 58-66.


� For discretio spirituum, see Voaden, God’s Word, passim.


� Newman suggests that such ‘cultivated visions’ were the most common in the Middle Ages: ‘What Did It Mean’, 3. See also Miles, ‘Vision’, 133-34, for the Augustinian position on training the eye of the mind to receive the vision of God and, by extension, other spiritual visions.


� Heretical beliefs concerning the sacrament of baptism were recorded at a number of trials of Lollard suspects; Norman Tanner notes that among  the suspects examined during the Norwich heresy trials of 1428-31, twenty-nine held unorthodox beliefs about baptism: Heresy Trials in the Diocese of Norwich, 1428-31, ed. Norman Tanner (London, 1977), 11.


� For a book-length study of late-medieval sacramentality which, while focusing on the Eucharist, discusses much of relevance to the other sacraments, see David Aers, Sanctifying Signs (Notre Dame, 2004).


� Genesis 19:11. A similar temporary form of blindness is also visited upon the Syrians attempting to besiege Eliseus in 2 Kings 6:18.


� For the cultural construction of the idea of blindness as a punishment for sin since antiquity, see Barasch, Blindness, 21-28.


� Barasch, Blindness, 47-55.


� That this is possible intersects significantly with Lollard anxieties on this matter, discussed above.


� For the use of architectural metaphor to describe heaven, see John 14:2: ‘In my Father’s house there are many mansions.’ The Book of Revelation also describes the heavenly city in architectural terms, but the details are quite different from those imagined by Capgrave here.


� The correspondence with passages from Pearl is striking; the Pearl-poet emphasizes the gleaming, reflecting and transparent elements of his vision, which serve to simultaneously reveal and yet conceal what he actually sees: Pearl, in The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript: Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ed. Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron, 5th edn (Exeter, 2007).


� Augustine, Soliloquies, 1.23.





1
26

