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Outcomes and Conclusions
The questions raised in the opening chapter must now be reviewed and some conclusions arrived at. Initially we asked to what extent the biographers’ personal preferences and the concerns of the moment might have influenced the construction of their texts. Did the texts reflect different spiritualities, different assumptions about holiness and about women? Were the biographers, consciously or unconsciously, using Cornelia’s story to promote and validate a particular model of religious life, a particular view of the Society? Did the Society experience the need for a new biography, a different telling of the foundress’ story, each time it entered a new phase of its existence? And, finally, would a biography written today and rooted in current biographical strategies and in the principles underlying contemporary Christian feminist spirituality provide a substantially different reading of the story? 

The chapters that followed, examining the texts
 in some detail, have shown that Cornelia’s story cannot be presented free from conscious and unconscious interpretation and bias. The positionality of the biographers, the context out of which they were writing, and their purpose in presenting the life, have determined their perspective on Cornelia, their construction of her story. This study has provided a clearer understanding of the standpoint of each biographer, and has consequently made possible a more informed reading of their texts and a fairer assessment of their presentation of Cornelia. It has heightened our awareness of the intermeshing of Cornelia’s story with the contexts and value systems of her biographers: reading the one, we absorb the other. In the last chapter, drawing on both pro- and anti-Cornelian myths, the interrelated themes of gender and power and their significance in Cornelia’s story have been explored in order to illustrate what a thematic approach to her life might reveal.

It would be contrary to the whole tenor of this study to bring it to a definitive conclusion. Its purpose has been to open rather than to close; to ask questions rather than to provide solutions. As Carla Ricci has written:

I am not putting forward conclusions as though they were final destinations and so, necessarily, closures to the reflections…. If these are at this moment points of arrival thanks to the dynamic of research, they are also, in a process of creative projection, points of departure, the beginnings of other ways into the interior of an open-ended process which in its course will be able to look at them in new contexts of research and analysis.


Nevertheless, the study has raised topics that are of importance in Cornelian scholarship and that will have to be taken into consideration by any future biographer. Here attention is called to issues of specific relevance to such biographers: the limitations and potential of the original source materials; the continuing influence of changes in the self-perception of women religious on the narrating of a religious foundress’ life; and the problems of an idealised or configured life. It is suggested that thematic and specialist studies of particular aspects, incidents and short periods in Cornelia’s life will be of value in themselves, as well as having significant for any future full-length biography. 
The Documentation

Once the cause of Cornelia’s canonisation was introduced, more than ten years were spent
 searching for and collating her extant public and private writings. Easy access to this documentation separates all post-1980 studies of Cornelia from previous readings of her life. These source materials have introduced a new rigour and professionalism into Cornelian studies, providing the tools for serious historical scholarship that is very different from the earlier fairly amateur, explicitly in-house, loving accounts of the life of the revered mother foundress. 
However, the documentation remains provisional. In spite of the claim of the historical commissioners that information concerning Cornelia had been exhaustively researched and presented, new material continues to come to light. For instance, the Mayfield archives have recently acquired documents about the Duchess of Leeds, Cornelia’s most significant benefactor, and an account of Maria Joseph Buckle’s early life written by Xavier Gwynn in the 1940s. And Erin Brown, a descendant of one of Cornelia’s slaves who is researching her ancestry, has shown conclusively that Cornelia did not free her slaves when she left Grand Coteau, as the pro-Cornelian myth makers have wanted to believe. She had them baptized as Catholics, but it is extremely unlikely that she taught them to read or write, as tradition within Cornelia’s congregation has maintained at least since the 1920s. The existing biographies make only passing reference to this aspect of Cornelia’s life in the southern states of America. For the official Society biographers Cornelia’s slave ownership was either an embarrassment to be played down, or a fact that was not of primary importance in their narration. But today, when there is a major interest in the underside of history, it is an aspect of Cornelia’s life that requires fuller exploration. We must expect new aspects of other issues to be raised in a similar way in the future.
An important question that must currently be asked of the carefully collated documentation is whether it enables us to get closer than the biographies and hear Cornelia’s own voice for ourselves. Occasionally, in unsent letters recorded in the letter book, there are flashes of passion and anger and outbursts of resentment and irritation, but it otherwise appears that Cornelia was instinctively discreet and exercised a good deal of self-censorship even in her most personal letters. (When Wiseman was fearful of sexual scandal in the 1850s, she was able to reassure him with the utmost confidence that her letters to Pierce would provide no evidence: “You may be quite easy, my dear Lord … I do not believe I have ever written a letter to him that might not safely be brought before all our enemies.”
) Cornelia’s reticence in all personal matters and the paucity of her private notes mean that it is her public persona that is more immediately recoverable from the documentation: Cornelia the administrator, the educator, the religious superior. 
Any future biographer, like her predecessors, will have to select from and interpret the primary sources, but it is doubtful whether, using the same methods, she will come any closer to authenticity. If, however, a different approach were to be taken to the documentation, it is possible that some new insights might be arrived at. I suggest that detailed analysis of Cornelia’s language, her rhetoric, her preferred imagery and theological emphases could well be fruitful avenues for further research. 
The Biographers
However, this study has shown that although the documentation is important, it is not all encompassing. Cornelia’s biographers (including Wadham) have written within a reiterative and partially oral Holy Child tradition, a tradition that has its own parameters and is curiously ahistorical. Whatever their conscious intentions, the biographers examined in this study now seem to have had a dual objective. On the one hand they repeat the received version of Cornelia’s story, defending and justifying her actions, personality and holiness not only uncritically but with something verging on missionary zeal. On the other hand, their texts spring out of the moment in which they were written, and reinforce the values and attitudes that were current within the Society at that time. 

 Cornelia’s pre-Vatican II biographers presumed that the value systems within which they were writing were unchanging, even unchangeable. They had no reason to question their assumptions about holiness or canonisation, about gender, religious life, perfection, mortification or suffering. They interpreted Cornelia’s life from within the framework of their assumptions, and, consciously and unconsciously, used her story to reinforce specific views and values. The two post-Vatican II authors (Strub and Flaxman) were more alert to change; they used the sources in a more sophisticated way and had a better sense of historical context; but, beneath the surface of their texts, many of the rhetorical and devotional patterns of the earlier biographers are still discernible. Their own context (the modern world, the post-Vatican II church) was reflected in their concern to present an “accurate” picture of Cornelia. 

All the biographers rely heavily on Buckle’s master narrative and are caught up in the creation of a pro-Cornelia myth that counters the contrary myth of Cornelia’s detractors. Buckle set out, quite consciously, to defend Cornelia against the hostile opinions of her contemporaries and, in so doing, established a myth of the perfect Cornelia that was accepted and reinforced by later biographers. 
Yet, in spite of the power of Buckle’s original construction, the Cornelias of the biographies differ to a surprising degree. I suggest that the differences reflect the needs and preoccupations current within the Society when each biography was written. “Biography,” it has recently been asserted, “is simply part of our desire to colonise the past with the obsessions of our present.”

Buckle herself valued obedience and struggled with Cornelia’s non-conformity; Bellasis was a dutiful spiritual daughter at the feet of the founding mother;
 Gompertz’ Cornelia was the ideal of the Holy Child sister;
 Bisgood’s portrayal was of a calm, self-controlled and silent woman, a model of convent culture. James Walsh’s and the Society’s resistance to Wadham’s presentation of Cornelia as a woman struggling to come to terms with her husband’s choices was based in their assumptions about holiness and their consequent need to defend Cornelia against any suggestion that she was less than perfect. Strub was the first to resist this approach to Cornelia, and, by 1990, Flaxman’s insights were so far removed from Buckle’s that her presentation of a passionate, compelling and bold Cornelia praised and admired the very qualities that Buckle had sought to minimise or apologise for. And yet, in other ways, she had not moved far from the first biographers’ claim that all Cornelia’s actions and decisions could be justified as those of a saint. 
The importance and significance of the selection and interpretation of data is demonstrated by the fact that each of these different portrayals of Cornelia is supported by substantial use of the same primary source materials. 
Reader-Response: A New Life for Each New Age


Though Cornelia’s biographers were consciously engaged in writing an account of the beloved foundress, developments in the presentations of the story also reflect the changes in women religious’ self-perception. As changes occurred, a need was experienced for a new telling of the story, through which the biographers could, consciously and unconsciously, validate the present through their construction of the past. Where Buckle, immediately after Vatican I, sought to construct Cornelia’s life around a model of obediential holiness, Flaxman, a quarter of a century after Vatican II, highlighted Cornelia’s dynamism and independence. Today a post-modern biographer would be less exercised by the need to choose and defend a particular emphasis, and could present an imperfect, inconsistent, self-contradictory Cornelia, who was sometimes silent and submissive, sometimes passionate and peremptory. And a post-modern member of Cornelia’s congregation, reflecting current developments in religious life, might warm to such a presentation.


Cornelia is, however, more than a construct, and each succeeding generation cannot have unlimited freedom to reinvent her. This is particularly important if she is being presented not only as a fascinating nineteenth-century woman, but as a continuing model for other Christians. There is a theological reality at the heart of her story (God’s relationship with her, God’s dealings with her in the extraordinary vicissitudes of her life), which remains constant, although it has to be realised again by each generation. A primary task of historical research and re-readings of the texts is to contribute fresh insights about this theological reality; and a primary task of biography is to draw on and develop those insights in the presentation of the life story.  

 In an unarticulated way, the existing biographies embody this realisation. A biography of the foundress has carried more than the story of one woman; its pages have contained a presentation and justification of the Society’s understanding and current living of its charism. As the Society’s self-perception has changed, the older biography has been perceived as inadequate both for the nuns themselves and for a wider readership.

Changes in Women’s Religious Life

The first two biographies of Cornelia, those by Buckle and Bellasis, belong to a phase in the development of women’s religious life in this country
 identified by Susan O’Brien
 as occurring roughly between 1890 and 1914, when the long nineteenth century drew to a close. During this period, O’Brien says, women’s congregations were no longer at the cutting edge of change as they had been earlier, but were retrenching, looking inwards to the church rather than outwards to social and political engagement. And the biographies reflect this  focus: Cornelia is a saint more because of her personal perfection and her obedience to the hierarchy than because of her ministerial activity. 

The biographies by Gompertz, Wadham and Bisgood were written during O’Brien’s next phase, from World War I to the mid 1960s. This period, which saw such radical changes in social behaviour and expectations, was characterized within religious life by increasing institutionalisation and uniformity. “Catholicism had a timeless feel about it. Could it ever have been different? It felt so solid, sure, and self-contained … Women religious seem to have shared this same world view. The future held small adjustments but there were no major changes foreseen or wanted.”
 This static and confident Catholic viewpoint is reflected in all these biographies, with Gompertz and Bisgood especially presuming the unchangeability of convent culture. They both read Cornelia’s life from this perspective and deliberately use her story to reinforce convent values.

Strub and Flaxman belong in O’Brien’s post-Vatican II phase, c.1965-1990. “This was a chaotic period … there was a great deal of experimentation, but … without a clear vision of what the needs were, of what women religious could and should be, and of what they, as women, could become.”
 In such a context, the old, certain presentation of Cornelia would no longer serve; as convent culture was discarded, so was its version of Cornelia’s story. 
Problems of the Idealised Life, the “Perfect Nun”
The discourse of the “perfect nun”, a woman who, by means of self-denial, mortification and suffering has reached a plateau of unvarying perfection, is problematic for any biographer today. She is also an unsatisfactory and unacceptable role model for contemporary Christians, not merely because the equation of sanctity with perfection is no longer credible, but because the perfect or idealised wife, mother or religious is perceived as unreal. Cornelia’s biographers all struggled to square their knowledge of her limitations with their own need to present her as perfect because they conflated perfection and holiness. As has been demonstrated, this led them into a series of explanations and justifications, into trying to gloss over her mistakes or minimise them—in short, into presenting a less than full picture of Cornelia the human being.

And this is true not just of the pre-Vatican II biographies, but of the works of Strub and Flaxman too. Woodward, it will be remembered, offered one serious criticism of Strub’s work, which he otherwise praised highly:

The positio as a whole still remains something less than a full-scale study in spiritual development because no account is provided of her moral faults or other weaknesses of character others saw in her. For all her trials and hardships, [Cornelia] still inhabits a moral Eden where serious personal sin has yet to spoil the landscape.

As we saw, a closer examination of Strub’s text suggests that she came nearer than Woodward allows to exploring Cornelia’s “weaknesses of character” if not her “serious personal sin.” Nevertheless, the primary emphasis in both Strub’s and Flaxman’s writing continues to be on a Cornelia who is immune from, rather than negotiating with, the moral maze of ordinary life. Strub’s claim is made in extravagant language:

At Grand Coteau Cornelia’s spiritual physiognomy became what it was to remain until her death. The inner face which she turned toward God became as distinctive and clearly defined as her beautiful profile. Age and life served only to accentuate the most marked of her soul’s features. She remained interiorly consistent with the person she had become at Grand Coteau, meeting the incoherence and absurdity of much that was to befall her with the inner coherence of her unequivocal “yes” to God.

Although this was written a mere fifteen years ago, it strikes as alien a note as anything in Buckle. 
Today, when Cornelia’s human failings present no problems biographically or theologically, the stress on perfection in the biographies serves only to distance their subject from the reader. The struggle with the construct of perfection that so exercised earlier biographers no longer concerns the present day biographer. Without being in any way iconoclastic, Cornelia’s holiness can now be presented alongside and through her inadequate and sometimes mistaken response to unforeseen events, through her own imperfect choices and decisions (her refusal to see Pierce in the parlour in Derby, for instance, which she herself came to regret). Today, accepting responsibility for one’s mistakes is acknowledged as a healthy part of the human condition; so an honest presentation of Cornelia’s struggles with difficult situations can make her a more attractive and accessible model for present day Christians. 
A Way Forward
As this overview shows, all biographies are necessarily written from within a specific context and value system. And so, a final question must be addressed: is our own moment needing, and able to produce, a substantially different reading of the story? 
The post-modern biographer recognises the importance of context; instead of striving for what now seems the unattainable goal of an agenda-free, objective, neutral, definitive presentation of a life, the biographer today deliberately calls attention to his or her own agenda, positionality and relationship with the subject. That the biography is being written by this person, within this context, and is focusing specifically on these issues and addressing these questions is openly acknowledged. 

In the light of this biographical development, and with an awareness of the theological need for a re-reading that is not a re-invention, this present study proposes that a new biographer might abandon the conventionally chronological and focus on some of the dominant themes that emerge in Cornelia’s life. What her story has to say about questions that are of interest today might be more easily and fully addressed in a specific, detailed study of a particular aspect of her experience. And then the context and assumptions of the biographer, and the insights of the theologian, can become helpful tools rather than stumbling blocks. This approach, the examination of themes and specific periods, has recently been proposed by Michael Holroyd as a way forward in biography:

In the future, I believe, we will have fewer birth-to-death lives, and more selective ones, focusing on a relationship, a year from which some composition springs; or simply portraits-in-miniature of people who were not famous…. The great pioneering biographies are not for imitation, but for more imaginative use: in their power to suggest how we may incorporate techniques from other branches of literature, and open new territory by finding original methods of collaborating with our friends, the dead.

The danger inherent in the thematic approach, which must be guarded against in any biography and particularly in one with a spiritual focus, is that it leaves room for the narrator to side-step those aspects of the subject’s life and choices that do not fit with current interests and pre-occupations. In Cornelia’s case, the temptation would be to ignore the dimensions of her spirituality that are problematic for us—her strong emphasis on mortification and self-denial, for instance, or her unquestioning acceptance of hierarchical structures. But similar omissions and sleights of hand are equally possible in the chronological biography. And the thematic approach has a number of consummate advantages. It enables a fuller exploration of a particular aspect of the life-story, allowing for all the contradictory facets to be presented. It frees the life from a restricting linear presentation, from ‘tidying up’; in Cornelia’s case, from the construction of her life as if everything in it prepared for and pointed to her assumption of the role of “mother foundress.” And without the pressure to demonstrate perfection, it leaves room for self-contradictions, inconsistencies, complexity and ambiguity.
In the last chapter the impact of gender and power in Cornelia’s life was highlighted. Any number of aspects of Cornelia’s life and spirituality await similar re-examination and a post-modern writer, freed from the reiterative tradition and the pressure to shape the life according to the mould of the earlier biographers, may be able to address them differently. Every new moment will ask its own questions. A future biographer might explore Cornelia’s spiritual language, or her well-developed views on art and the impact of visual piety. Her sense of self, her self-perception and self-representation, unpacked
 from both her living of gender roles and from our own pre-conceptions of “the nun,” would be of real interest to women today. The spirituality, psychology and anthropology underlying her educational philosophy might be evaluated from within its current application in African schools. Cornelia might be set more firmly within the context of the lives and stories of other early members of the Society, rather than being isolated from and elevated above them. The possibilities are endless. 

Any new full-length biography will clearly need to move beyond the frame of the earliest authors who were writing explicitly for Cornelia’s spiritual daughters, producing a biography for the nuns. Convents have sustained and encouraged generations of vibrant women; and convent writers like Buckle and Bellasis, Gompertz and Bisgood, Strub and Flaxman have made a significant contribution in the field of women’s spiritual biography. But today, something more is needed. Cornelia, struggling within the limitations of her own personality and her own culture, has relevance for a wider Christian readership who are looking for encouragement in their own difficult lives. This study offers a future biographer a heightened consciousness of the reiterative convent-centred tradition that has dominated Cornelian scholarship, and the challenge of rearticulating the story for a readership today who are hungry to connect with and learn from the spiritual passion of their foremothers.   
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�A variety of texts? i.e. both the biographies and the material on which they were based?


�This was formatted as a sub-subheading in the original, as were all other headings as far as ‘A Way Forward’. I have redone them as full subheadings, since they were not preceded by one, and it seems odd to have a second layer of headings without a first.


�The passive sounds odd here because we don’t know who was spending the ten years—‘her supporters spent …’?


�Is ‘this country’ Britain or the US? It would be preferable to name the country for the sake of international readers.


�I found ‘unpacked’ confusing; perhaps ‘disentangled’?
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