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Chapter Two
Framing the Questions

Introduction
The significance of the telling and retelling of individual life-stories down the centuries cannot be exaggerated. W. B. Yeats wrote: “We may come to think that nothing exists but a stream of souls, that all knowledge is biography.” 
 And Kenneth Woodward, towards the end of his study of sainthood in the Catholic church, suggests that story is central not just to religion, but to human self-understanding generally:

Throughout this book I have stressed the centrality of stories to the process of the making of saints. I have done so because man [sic] is essentially a storytelling animal. We understand ourselves, if at all, as characters in a story, and it is through stories that we come to understand others, including saints.

Christianity, like other religious traditions, has always recognised the importance of story for the understanding and communication of its message, Sam Keen going so far as to suggest that “telling stories is functionally equivalent to belief in God.”
 Within Christianity stories have spiritual and theological significance; and this study explores the link between the presentation of a story and the author’s Christian understanding and intention.

Cornelia Connelly lived during the nineteenth century, so the facts of her life are not like some medieval legend lost in the mists of time
, “facts” with which a storyteller or theologian can make free because they are no longer verifiable. The facts are accessible to any researcher in a substantial collection of primary documents. Yet, even in the century and a quarter since her death, a series of biographers, through subtle changes of emphasis, through omission and interpretation, has presented us with a series of Cornelias. This is noteworthy in itself, and all the more so when the biographers’ shared purpose in writing is acknowledged—their conscious intention of demonstrating Cornelia’s holiness
. Only Juliana Wadham did not begin with the pre-supposition that Cornelia was holy, and even in her biography the question of Cornelia’s holiness and saintliness is central. 

Throughout Christian history, hagiographical literature has played a significant part in shaping assumptions about women’s holiness, and the Cornelian biographies are part of this tradition. The present study explores the extent to which the biographers’ understanding of Christianity, of holiness and of women influences their structuring of her story, before asking whether a different portrait of Cornelia will be retrieved from the primary documents by a consciously unhagiographical author. Such an evaluative study is necessarily interdisciplinary, involving both biographical interpretation and spirituality
, and, in this chapter, the theoretical framework within which the questions are addressed is outlined.
Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Biography

In England, the beginnings of biography proper are dated from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, when Izaak Walton and John Aubrey began writing the lives of poets and other literary figures. In October 1750, Samuel Johnson published a seminal essay on biography in the Rambler,
 in which he argued for more rigorously honest lives, accounts which would reveal something of the person behind and beneath the “extrinsic.” This interest in the private and personal life of the individual, “the inner man,” was a part of that cultural shift which found its full flowering in late eighteenth-century romanticism.
 In the 250 years since then, interest in the subject’s inner life has remained central to biography, but understanding of what the inner life is has changed out of all recognition. For the Victorians, the inner life was largely a matter of religious convictions and sensibilities and of the acquisition and practice of virtues, but by the late twentieth century, when the influence of Freud was all-pervasive, it had popularly come to mean an exploration of people’s unconscious and subconscious minds and, often, their secret sexual lives. 

Virginia Woolf claims that by the nineteenth century biography had emerged, “fully grown and hugely prolific,” and yet was still “the most restricted of all the arts.”
 As two of Cornelia’s earliest biographers were Victorians, Woolf’s strictures about nineteenth-century biography are of some relevance. Her argument that Victorian biographies, in spite of their length, seldom presented a full picture of the individual, is particularly pertinent. During this period, the tone of biographies was laudatory rather than revelatory, and the outcome, Woolf says, was fundamentally unsatisfactory. Because the widow or friends of the subject breathed down the biographer’s neck, insisting that less flattering incidents and traits be glossed over or omitted, a “perfect” but unreal image of a model of rectitude was invariably constructed:

And thus the majority of Victorian biographies are like the wax figures now preserved in Westminster Abbey …—effigies
 that have only a smooth superficial likeness to the body in the coffin.

If, as Woolf claims, this smoothing down and polishing up was characteristic of nineteenth-century biography in general, we may expect to find it heavily employed by writers who were consciously intent on demonstrating the holiness—even the perfection—of their subject. And, internal evidence suggests, Cornelia’s first biographers were women of their time, who saw no reason to question or abandon the practices and assumptions of Victorian culture.

So, the warts-and-all biography was a twentieth-century phenomenon: it was not until that time that the biographer “won a measure of freedom … [and] could hint that there were scars and furrows on the dead man’s face.”
 The person who did most to bring about the shift was Lytton Strachey, who “might be called the father of ‘psychobiography’”.
 Strachey shocked his contemporaries with his ironic portraits of Victorian worthies; he reacted against the conventional biographical smoothing and polishing, and delighted in highlighting the human inconsistencies and ambiguities of his subjects. 
Leon Edel is convinced that twentieth century developments in anthropology, the social sciences and most significantly psychology, have completely transformed both the form of biography and the expectations of its readers, because “we understand so much more now about behaviour and motivation”
:

Today … neglect of psychoanalytic psychology means the neglect of a very large area of modern human knowledge. I would go so far as to say that biographies which do not use this knowledge must henceforth be reckoned as incomplete: they belong to a time when lives were entirely “exterior” and neglected the reflective and inner side of human beings.

Certainly, the psychobiography has flourished during the closing decades of the twentieth century; even biographers who do not share Edel’s enthusiasm for psychoanalytic psychology have been influenced by the general trend. Today there is an expectation that biography will examine the subject’s personal development and general motivation, and that it will explore the context of the person’s life—those places, people, circumstances and events which helped to form him or her. Moreover the modern biography has to be more than a neat presentation of the subject from birth to death. A person’s story may well begin long before birth with an exploration of parental experiences and influences, and continue long after death with a discussion of the changing nature of their reputation and significance for subsequent generations. 

Cornelia’s story, like every other, offers the possibility of multiple beginnings and endings. Her biography might begin in Philadelphia, where she was born, or in Yorkshire, which her father (who died before he was 50) did not leave until he was 22 or 23 years old, or in Jamaica, where her mother lived with her first husband. It might end in St Leonards, where she died, or with an examination of her continuing influence on the Society she founded, or with the memories, less frequently explored, of her natural descendants
. Anyone writing her life today will have to weigh the options.

Biography is a developing genre, so someone writing Cornelia’s life today may also choose to circumvent the problems inherent in the attempt to present her life tidily, whole and entire, by focusing on the detailed examination of just one specific aspect of her life, or by the close study of a brief period. This approach to the biographical task reflects the postmodern interest in the provisional
, the particular perspective, and is increasingly recognised as a valid biographical form.
 Even within this format, however, biographers will need to be alert to the significance of their relationships with both the subject and the reader. 

Relationship between biographer and subject

Interest in psychology led Edel and others to an understanding of motivation, which they applied not only to the inner life of the subjects of biography, but also to the intentions and attitudes of biographers: they realised that the relationships between biographers and their chosen subjects were more subtle and complex than had previously been acknowledged. Biographer-subject relationships, and in particular the effect of the biographers’ personalities, interests and contexts upon their construction of Cornelia’s life, are explored in detail in the following chapters.  

In the nineteenth century it was assumed that a biographer could maintain a totally distanced, cool and objective stance towards the subject, and so produce an unbiased, accurate and definitive life. Today it is commonly acknowledged that the biographer’s own issues, interests, attitudes and assumptions are writ large across the account of another person’s life. In fact, students of the genre now see the relationship between author and subject as a central factor in any biography; they stress the problems arising from emotional involvement, and note the biographer’s ongoing temptation to confuse self with subject, or even to produce autobiography disguised as biography:

The relation of the biographer to the subject is the very core of the biographical enterprise. Idealisation of the hero or heroine blinds the writer of lives to the meaning of the materials. Hatred or animosity does the same. But most biographies tend to be written in affection and love. If there ensues an emotional involvement on the part of the biographer he or she must be reminded that love is blind.

Similarly, Dee Garrison writes:

Biographical interpretation reveals a peculiarly reciprocal relationship between author and subject. The biographer is visible in the selection of documents and testimony, in the intuitive choice of a quote or incident to move along the story, and, above all, in the choice to write this particular life and not another.

And Lois Rudnick:

A few biographers … have revealed the subjective, partial, and context-bound nature of biography, thereby demonstrating the importance of our paying attention to the writer, the writer’s narrative voice, and the dialogue that is established between biographer and subject.

The questions raised by these modern scholars must be asked of Cornelia’s biographers: Were they, in some sense, in love with their subject? Did idealization of Cornelia blind them to different possible interpretations of their material? What do they reveal about themselves by their choice of incidents and quotations to move the story along? What is the nature of their dialogue with Cornelia? As Elinor Langer says, biography “is the story of one life as seen by another, with both always growing and changing.”
 

In biography, then, the biographer as well as the subject is encountered. And the biographers are going to be especially visible when, as in this present study, several biographies of the same person are examined, the differences between the accounts revealing the biographers’ contexts, motivations and assumptions. Whilst the facts remain unchanged, each biographer presents a subtly different view of Cornelia. “Biographers are active agents…. They create their subjects from a particular angle of vision and with a particular set of strategies that help determine the outcome.”

Relationship between Biographer, Subject and Reader

A biography, however, is not a private encounter between author and subject: the reader is also caught up in the relationship. Examining the biographies of Cornelia, it is clear that they are not all addressed to the same readership, and that the authors’ assumptions about their readers influence their selection and presentation of material. A brief glance at the seven biographies that form the basis of this study reveals that the earliest biographies were addressed exclusively to members of the Society of the Holy Child Jesus, the congregation that Cornelia founded; the first printed biography assumed a Roman Catholic readership; and a biography addressed to the general public did not appear until the 1950s.

The first biographer, Maria Joseph Buckle, wrote explicitly for other members of Cornelia’s congregation. She assumed a good deal of shared understanding with her readers, her text being very much an apologia for the foundress, written explicitly to convince the other sisters of Cornelia’s holiness. Mary Francis Bellasis wrote out of this context too, though Herbert Thurston SJ, whom she consulted, encouraged her to tone down her references to “our Mother” in the interests of a wider readership. Catherine Gompertz, author of the first printed life, states that her intention is to provide material for a possible canonisation process: her assumed readership, though wider than members of the Society, was exclusively Roman Catholic. Juliana Wadham’s 1956 life was the first written explicitly for the general public. Marie Thérèse Bisgood’s biography was published after Wadham’s, but its true antecedent was Gompertz’, and it retreats into the more restricted convent-focused world of her SHCJ predecessor. Elizabeth Mary Strub was writing within the context of the canonisation process, and her format is constrained by canonical regulations and by her knowledge of the expectations of her ecclesiastical readership. Radegunde Flaxman’s life, by far the most thoroughly researched, is the first by a member of Cornelia’s Society to be addressed to the general reader, and yet Flaxman cannot entirely free herself from the hagiographical temptation to edify, and to justify or explain away Cornelia’s faults and limitations.

In biography, as in all other literary composition, the reader is crucial: “Texts do not say anything—unless someone reads them.”
  Through the act of reading, the world behind the text (the author’s intentions and methods of construction
) and the world within the text (the life of the subject) encounter the world in front of the text (the reader, with all his or her assumptions, attitudes, questions and responses), where they are interpreted and judged. 

This was well understood in the nineteenth century, at least by novelists: Trollope and Thackeray and, perhaps most famously, Charlotte Brontë (“Reader, I married him”) never lost sight of their readers, and often addressed them directly. Through this device they drew the reader into a privileged relationship with the author and encouraged “emotional identification rather than critical detachment.”
 It is part of the storyteller’s art to engage emotions, and this is as true in biography as in fiction.
 

All theories of reading explore the relationship between reader, text and author, but concepts of the reader—and explicitly of the feminine
 reader—have not remained static. In the nineteenth century, when the first of the texts considered in this study was written, the woman reader was presumed to be “mentally passive and accepting of what she consumes.”
 She was judged to be without critical acumen, a tabula rasa on which the author’s views could be indelibly imprinted. And, therefore, she had to be protected, her reading censored and controlled:

Very many commentators … in the nineteenth century … addressed themselves to questions of what women should read, and what they should be protected against reading; how they should read; where and when they should indulge in this occupation.

(Within this context, and ostensibly for this reason, Cardinal Wiseman protested to Rome that the Holy Child community at St Leonards could not be left in possession of the library of the late Mr Jones: “the dangers of this tree of knowledge to the fragile daughters of Eve is not sufficiently realised”, he wrote to Cardinal Fransoni .
)
 

Through the twentieth century, as women’s educational opportunities increased, discussion of the specifically female reader waned. Influenced by new and increasingly pervasive psychological insights, those who commented on reading noted the reader’s tendency to turn all texts into autobiographies—a parallel to the temptation, observed by Leon Edel, for biographers to write their own lives into those of their subjects.
 In his study of the history of reading, Alberto Manguel calls attention to this constant self-identification:

The Canadian essayist Stan Persky once said to me that “for readers, there must be a million autobiographies”, since we seem to find, in book after book, the traces of our lives. “To write down one’s impressions of Hamlet as one reads it year after year,” wrote Virginia Woolf, “would be virtually to record one’s own autobiography, for as we know more of life, so Shakespeare comments upon what we know.”
  

It is beyond the scope of this study to enter into the complex philosophical underpinnings of the act of reading. But as we examine the different approaches and intentions of Cornelia’s biographers, it is important not to lose sight of the reader and the reader’s influence upon, and reaction to, the text. (In fact, Cornelia’s story frequently elicits a strong emotional response from the reader
 because it is so radically other and foreign to most readers’ own experience, social situations and value systems.) A wholly text-centred approach, in which the reader is viewed as no more than “a neutral decoder … subordinate to the text,”
 is patently unsatisfactory. The relationship between reader and text is subtle and interactive:

Reading is not a passive, receptive event but an active, imaginative construct. The reader takes the initiative in putting her imagination to work. This act of imagination is not unrestrained but bound to the text…. The text plays a double role: it stimulates the imagination but restrains it as well. It gives rise to introspection but it is also the manifestation of an alterity that is not to be reduced to the reader…. The reader can make a contribution to the construal of context and significance. She can read her own context into the text so much that she misses indications that reveal an entirely different context [or she] can encounter a new view of reality.

Van Heijst’s argument is particularly apposite when the text in question is a biography. For the biographer too is a reader: a reader of the life and of the primary documentation about the subject. In biography, therefore, a complex three-fold relationship is entered into. First there is the lived experience of the subject, and, in the primary documentation, interpretation of that experience by the subject herself and by her contemporaries. Then there is the biographer’s reading—selection and interpretation and emphasis—influenced by her values and intentions; and finally the reader brings her own attitudes and questions to the text. 

With so much interpretation intervening between the present day reader and the original events, the question arises as to whether an authentic encounter with the subject is possible. An examination of the different biographers’ intentions and contexts can provide a clearer grasp of their varying perspectives on the subject; but whether an encounter with the “real” Cornelia can be achieved remains debatable. The facts of Cornelia’s life allow for a wide variety of presentations—with an emphasis on her fidelity, for example, as in Bisgood’s study, or on her boldness, as in Flaxman’s. They can be written up primarily as the edifying life of the foundress of a congregation, as the first biographers presented them, or with an eye to a woman caught in a dramatically disastrous relationship with a man, as Wadham saw her. All these perspectives hold truths about Cornelia; and a critical reading of their cumulative effect, together with a re-reading from our own perspective, may bring us as near to the woman she was as it is possible for us to get.

The Form of the Genre: Is Biography Fiction?

In nineteenth-century biographies “the distanced, authorial voice … provides the illusion that the life actually was as it is presented.”
 Today this illusion is recognised for what it is. All stories are constructs; a biography is the story of a life—and, by and large, lives are not lived in neat story shapes. Rather, the biographer is engaged in a creative act, a crafting and arrangement of material from the subject’s life into a form that is pleasing and intelligible in the biographer’s own context.
 So biography is now understood as an open genre, an investigative art: biographies are not statements of unchallengeable truth, but interpretations of facts, arrangements of events. And facts are always open to re-interpretation, events to re-arrangement.

Today, no biography is considered definitive; there is always the possibility, not so much that new information about the subject will be uncovered, as that a new biographer will offer fresh insight. The biographer is a conduit, connecting the reader to the subject. But the presence of biographers within their texts, the power they exercise over the presentation of the life, is often overlooked. Edel comments: “Readers of biographies tend to take for granted the facts given them; they do not seem to be aware that there has been an act of composition.”
 And Lois Rudnick suggests that most readers are really looking for fact presented with all the panache of fiction:

Biographers have to deal with contradictory expectations from their readers, for whom the goal of a good biography is to provide a true and convincing portrayal of a life while reading like fiction.

So significant is the biographer’s role in composing and arranging the facts of the subject’s life, that it has been suggested that biography is in reality a form of fiction. Dee Garrison points out that the biographer must employ “the techniques of the novelist”:

One must shape and order the evidence, deal with flashbacks, develop believable characters, dramatize crucial moments, and analyze human relations …

Edel, whilst acknowledging the biographer’s role as a creative composer, categorically opposes this view: “Novelists have omniscience. Biographers never do.”
 But Virginia Woolf is more exercised, more ambivalent. She wrote over a dozen essays on the genre, struggling especially with the tension between what she called the “granite” of fact and the “rainbow” of fiction in biography.


For Woolf, facts are sometimes antithetical to truth, “if by ‘truth’ one means the essence of [the] subject’s personality which the biographer tries to capture—an achievement reached by manipulation [of material] rather than a simple presentation of the truth.”
 Fictional forms can enhance the truth. “This appears the direction in which biography as a whole is headed,” writes Harvena Richter, “a movement towards fictional modes [and] a quest for the mystery of the personality …”
 

Edel, too, argues that communication of personality is more important than chronological exactitude. He believes that the biographer’s task is to identify those themes and patterns which provide the key to the subject’s sense of self:

In structure a biography need no longer be strictly chronological, like a calendar or datebook. Lives are rarely lived in that way. An individual repeats patterns learned in childhood, and usually moves back and forward through memory … [So] the task and duty of biographical narrative is to sort out themes and patterns, not dates and mundane calendar events.

This focus on themes and patterns, on the biographer’s choice of key ideas which seem to unify and synthesize the subject’s life, highlights the complexity of the biographical enterprise. The effective biographer must simultaneously employ the scholar’s research skills, the novelist’s creative use of form, and the autobiographer’s self-awareness: she must remain rigorously true to her sources, creative and imaginative in her presentation of them, and conscious of her own subjective biases.

The biographical project is further complicated by the fact that “Life as it happens fails often to have a recognisable pattern.”
 People’s lives are messy and full of unfinished business; their attitudes and choices are inconsistent and self-contradictory. This truth was faced neither by the medieval hagiographer, whose task was to present an exemplar of virtue perfectly practised, nor by the nineteenth-century biographer, who was creating a model of social rectitude. But in today’s post-Strachey, post-Freud context, biographers deliberately highlight the complexities, the inconsistencies and the contradictions in their subjects’ lives, comfortably acknowledging “how hard it was for any of our subjects to lead lives that we would have considered totally admirable, for they, like us, could never fully escape the culture in which they lived.”

Feminist Approaches to Biography

In the final chapters of this study, questions which might concern a feminist biographer of Cornelia are considered. Feminist biographers are as alert as their male counterparts to the issues that have been outlined above: the complexities of the form, the significance of the writer-subject relationship, the consciously post-modern conviction that all biography is provisional. And, in company with male biographers like Leon Edel, they apply a hermeneutics of suspicion
 to their source materials.

 But they also address issues of content which have not been adequately
 explored in male biography: issues of life-cycle,
 mother-daughter relationships, female friendships, the significance of delineating the public and private spheres and the interconnection between them, the details of everyday life.
 

 
The approach of Anglo-American feminist biographers lies at the opposite end of the spectrum from that of hagiographers. Where the hagiographers polished and honed the facts of a life to produce a picture of perfection, feminist biographers not only acknowledge but emphasise the complexities, self-contradictions, inconsistencies and ambivalence which they encounter in their subjects. Lois Rudnick, for instance, explains:

In my biography, I attempt to create a coherent picture at the same time that I try to remain true to the ambiguities and complexities of a woman who was viewed by herself and others from myriad and contradictory angles of vision.


In taking this approach, feminist biographers are consciously challenging the traditions of the genre. Rudnick argues that biography has been “one of the most Western and male-dominated of genres,” not merely because “the subjects traditionally chosen” have been male, but because male biographers have consistently shaped their subjects’ lives to “adumbrate the myth of the individuated heroic—or antiheroic—self.”

Feminist biographers seem to have little interest in constructing a heroine, or even in focusing on an individual in isolation; they are attempting a picture of a contextualised woman, exploring all that has influenced and formed her, all that has shaped her personality—family relationships and social and political conditions as much as psychological development. If anything, psychological analysis and interpretation are given less emphasis than other factors. In many cases, and certainly in Cornelia’s, an explicitly psychoanalytic approach is not possible, at least in Freudian terms, because so little is known about the subject’s childhood. So, feminist scholars prefer to explore the external influences on the growth and development of the subject:

Feminist scholars, especially, favour social and historical explanations over psychological ones. If one psychological theme emerges from feminist biographers’ work, it is a focus on the natural growth of personality, shaped by the changing passages of life as much as by dominant traits and motivations.

In the same way, Susan Ware stresses the potential importance of apparently trivial personal events, and the effect that these can have on public achievements. Again, she seems to favour exploration of the details of everyday life over psychological interpretation:
… one of the most important contributions of women’s history to the craft of biography may be its emphasis on personal lives and their impact on public accomplishments. This is not necessarily a call for more psychological interpretations or psychobiographies, however. Rather, it asks for attention to the ordinary daily lives of our subjects. Whom you share your bed with and how you pay your bills do have an impact on events beyond the household. This insight applies to both men and women but is more salient for women achievers. Women who lived the kind of public life worthy of historical treatment almost inevitably had to make decisions and sacrifices that had potentially profound effects on their personal lives. In charting a woman’s public achievements, we need to pay special attention to both the benefits and costs of such personal choices.

Observations such as this explain why gender is a central issue in feminist biography
: just being a woman involves the individual in a whole series of crucial “decisions and sacrifices” and “personal choices” which would not have exercised her—or at least would not have concerned her biographer to the same extent—had she been a man. How good a mother was she? Did she put career before children? Did she succeed in being effective in both the public and the private sphere? There is no counterpart to these questions in the biographies of male achievers.

Feminist biographers, recognising “that the private life is no less real or important than the public one,”
 have consciously expanded the biographical enterprise by exploring both. They have turned this gender trap into a biographical asset. In the same way, they have used their understanding of their own subjectivity and partial vision to advantage. They reject the “once-presumed objectivity of biography”
 and openly acknowledge their attachments and biases, arguing that this self-awareness makes them better scholars and better biographers. “The solution to the dilemma of subjectivity is to be acutely aware of it.”
 

Feminist biography is overtly partial and subjective (“a subjective portrait of the subject from a particular angle of vision”); it acknowledges the influence of the biographer’s own life-history on the construction of the biography (“our attitudes, perceptions and feelings toward the subject”); and it accepts that all biography is necessarily provisional, unfinished (“For we bring to our chosen genre the feminist challenge of creative indeterminacy—the continuous possibility of enriching and transforming our own—as well as our subjects’—lives”).

To apply these principles to an examination of Cornelia Connelly’s life is a worthwhile task, at least for members of the congregation which she founded, precisely because engaging with her afresh opens the possibility that we will be changed ourselves, as our perception of her is changed:

Puzzling out the narrative of another woman’s life, we recognise dimensions of her character to which she herself is blind and consequently discover new dimensions and possibilities in ourselves…. We have challenged the illusion of objectivity and given up the arrogance of believing that we can, once and for all, get our foremothers right. Second readings thus come with the territory of feminist biography. For only by telling new stories and telling our stories anew can we glimpse the truths that emerge not once and for all but all in their own good time.

We must expect that the application of feminist principles to the Cornelian sources will provide us with a less coherent, more ambiguous and complex picture of her than has previously been drawn—an unfinished portrait. But these principles can also enrich our study of the earlier biographies, enabling us to understand their partial and subjective approaches more clearly, and to explore the subtleties of difference behind their apparent similarities. 

Hagiography and Women’s Holiness

Any historical study of the place of women in the church—especially one concerned with issues surrounding women’s holiness—will be faced with questions about hagiographical literature, a genre constructed from a particular mix of theology and biography. Current feminist scholarship in both disciplines is deeply suspicious of the presentation of women within hagiography; it queries the validity and purpose of presenting women as “perfect” and castigates the deliberate construction of a life story to illustrate a virtue or point a moral. Some of the general issues and problems that arise in reflection on the historical representation of holy women are outlined here to provide a context for the detailed examination of the spirituality of the Cornelian biographies that follows.

Holiness

In the Judaeo-Christian tradition the holy has frequently been defined as the thing or person set apart for God; and within Christianity holy persons have been presented as set not only apart from but above others, exemplars to be admired and imitated in the pursuit of private virtue and personal perfection. But this is not the only tenable theology of holiness. Contemporary women writers, alert for the problems raised by dualism, connect holiness with wholeness and wholesomeness. Elizabeth Stuart calls for “a daring theology of sainthood” with which she associates “nourishing and flourishing … resistance and solidarity.”
 Rather than employ the term “holiness” at all, she suggests, “feminists would probably prefer “wholeness” or “subversive female presence.’”
 Sara Maitland describes the holy person as a risk-taker: “Holiness must manifest itself in a growing freedom, and increasing sense of adventure … [A] true sense of joyful adventure … is the mark of holiness.”
 These definitions and approaches are obviously as applicable to men as to women. But Christian feminist writers have reached their stance on holiness through their rejection of previous generations’ assumptions about women’s holiness—assumptions which today seem inappropriate and unacceptable, if not downright unhealthy. It is out of their reflection on the ways in which women have been presented within the tradition that feminist scholars have come to argue for more challenging, energizing, and life-giving models of holiness for all. 
Issues of Women’s Holiness

Hagiography is littered with stories of women who seem to have been admired for only “partly living.”
 But a more robust feminine
 tradition also exists. Jane Tibbets Schulenburg calls attention to this contradictory state of affairs, and the reasons for it, in her study of women saints between the sixth and twelfth centuries. On the one hand, she says, “The women saints of the Middle Ages were transgressors, rule-breakers, flouters of boundaries”; on the other, “with the new ‘privatised’ domestic saint or the obedient, subservient wife-saint, for example, the Church attempted to popularise and promote passive virtues for women.”
 

To explore the history of women’s holiness, to attempt to retrieve what has been forgotten or suppressed, is clearly a legitimate task in Christian spirituality; it is not merely an “exercise in archaeological hagiography”
 but an attempt to identify the “usable past”
 which can then become a basis of hope for both women and men in the present and for the future. This view is not, however, shared by the most radical feminists. Mary Daly, for instance, takes a diametrically opposite stance, in her usual trenchant language:

Surviving, moving women can hardly look to the masochistic martyrs of sadospiritual religion as models. Since most patriarchal writing that purports to deal with women is pornography or hagiography (which amount to the same thing) women … are trying to break away from these “mouldy” models …

Nevertheless, the argument explored here is that a retrievable female tradition exists within spirituality, and that, patriarchy notwithstanding, it is possible to connect with and learn from our foremothers in the faith. But the attempt to examine the history of women’s holiness comes up against serious problems almost before it has begun:

PRIVATE 
The saints honoured in the church to date have been predominantly male: on the present liturgical calendar, 73% of the saints celebrated are men, 27% women, if one counts Mary once; of the saints canonised in this century [the 20th] to the end of Paul VI’s pontificate, 79% have been clergy, 21% lay, of whom an even smaller percentage are women.

“This official silence about the history of women’s holiness [is] a socio-political function of the androcentric world-view that takes the humanity of men to be paradigmatic and normative.” It highlights the need “to retrieve the hidden history of holy women and to present it free of stereotypical distortions of the feminine,” in order to provide “impetus for mature adult personhood for women as well as men.”

But the truth has to be faced that for 2000 years women have been consistently marginalised in the Christian church and under-represented in positions of influence and authority. Because they threatened the established male order, they were presented in largely negative terms:

Viewed as exercising profoundly threatening, transgressive, or disturbing roles, such women were seen as the dangerous “other”; they needed to be contained, marginalised, or punished. The daring, defying conduct, or acts of insubordination of these women thus served as a convenient arsenal of negative role models for ecclesiastical writers.

In every area the lives of Christian women have been circumscribed and interpreted by men—the dominant group within the church—and the spiritual tradition has been a tradition of maleness.
 Men established the norms of spiritual growth and development, of sanctity and sinfulness, and women conformed or re-interpreted their experience in terms of the established (male) categories. This is true even in the ranks of the saints: it was men who determined what constituted holiness in women and which women were holy.

In 1978 when the calendar of the Alternative Service Book of the Church of England was revised, only one of the twenty post-Reformation British people allotted an annual day, Josephine Butler, was a woman. Questioned about this obvious lacuna, Margaret Hewitt, chairman (sic) of the revision committee for the new calendar stated:

Women appear in relatively small numbers in the ranks of the sanctified, since up to very recent times in the West, it was more difficult, and certainly less acceptable for women than men to distinguish themselves in society without attracting odium. Hence it was arguable that behaviour which was held to imply sanctity in men only appeared insanity when engaged in by women and was recorded as such by their contemporaries.

The dualistic theology of sexuality that underlies much female sainthood, the ways in which sainthood reduces real women to two-dimensional ideals, and the hierarchical power constructs inherent in the whole process of canonisation are now routinely challenged in women’s writing. As Stuart says: “There can be no doubt that the theology of sainthood and the politics of canonisation have been deployed against self-affirming women for centuries.”
 But Christian women abandon the tradition at their peril:

Catholic women cannot simply turn away from the images and cult of the saints without paying the price of alienation from ourselves and from our particular Christian tradition and community. [If we do so] we are in danger of leaving these religious images of women in command and control of Catholic women’s psyche, not to mention in the command and control of the male hierarchy which interprets their meaning for women.

Hagiography and Canonisation

Part of the difficulty of confronting “the images and cult of the saints,” and particularly of the women saints, is that once they were canonised and their stories were written, over and over again “self-affirming women” ceased to be people and became two-dimensional ideals, examples of virtues to be imitated or moral lessons to be learnt. The written texts of the saints’ lives acquired a power of their own, quite independent of the real existence of the women behind the stories. In the church, “it is hardly an exaggeration to say that the saints are their stories … making saints is a process whereby a life is transformed into a text.”
 Stuart draws attention to what a disempowering process that has been—disempowering not only for the saint in question but for all who have been influenced by her story:

The individuality of the woman [saint], her own personhood is lost beneath the “ideals” and her life is then used to encourage other women to reduce their lives and possibilities to these [same] narrow … ideals.
 

So, any attempt to meet the women who have been canonised—and the holy women who have not been canonised—during the Christian centuries, any attempt to retrieve and re-read their stories, immediately encounters not only the gulf which separates our time from theirs, but the stereotypical manner in which their stories have been told. We are faced with disentangling the stories from the didactic or hagiographical purposes for which they were written (the authorial assumptions that the life-stories were made to bear). And, almost always, we are reading lives of women that were written by men. 

To meet our foremothers in the faith, to gain some knowledge of the holiness of their lives, it is necessary not only to understand something of their context, of the times in which they lived, of “the cultural relativity of sanctity,”
 but to be aware of the history of hagiography, of the different intentions that biographers have had in presenting these stories:

We cannot be holy, until we have learned to see and understand a history of holiness, and to see it in relation to the political and social realities of its different times.… More: in order to understand and examine such holy lives we also need an understanding of the history of representation, of the writing about the saints, of hagiography.

A glance at the history of holiness and canonisation reveals that in the first millennium of the church’s history, saints were usually proclaimed spontaneously by the people among whom they had lived. Gradually, between the fifth and tenth centuries, bishops took control of emerging cults, and the naming of saints became an ecclesiastical function.
 The Lateran Council in the tenth century involved the pope officially in the process (the canonisation of Ulrich of Augsburg in 993 being the first authenticated case of papal validation
), and by the thirteenth century the right to name saints was restricted to the papacy.
 Since then canonisation has become an increasingly complex and formalised procedure in the control of cardinals and the pope—an act of those at the apex of the hierarchical pyramid.

One consequence of this centralisation is that those in authority have been able to use the individuals whom they accepted for canonisation as a way of making visible—literally incarnating—the dominant ideology and theology.
 In the church the criteria that determine who and what is judged to be holy have not been unchanging—but neither have they often been openly and clearly articulated. They are unexamined assumptions determined by historical, social, cultural and ideological factors, and they are the assumptions of the people who are powerful. When the church canonises someone it necessarily does so in the context of the current church agenda.
 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for instance, saints were named against a background of growing secularism in Europe, where an increasingly educated working class was encountering and being attracted to the alternative world-view presented by socialism. The church reacted by becoming more centralised and insular (developing its own press, education system, voluntary organisations), and by naming as saints those who would reinforce obedience to its authority and loyalty to the pope.
 At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the church is in a very different place—aware of the world beyond Europe, of pluralism, of post-modern thinking, of ecumenism, of feminism…. And in naming saints it responds to, or reacts against, these different factors.

In every age, those who canonise and those who tell and re-tell the stories of the canonised and the holy are usually (perhaps inevitably) engaged—consciously or unconsciously—in promoting a particular view of holiness, a view which enhances and reinforces the agenda of the powerful in the current social, political and spiritual circumstances of the church. Religious biographers, like all writers of lives, have traditionally sought out themes and images to make sense of the subject’s life and draw together different moments and experiences into a cohesive whole. Often the key they chose, the unifier, was the current perception of what constitutes holiness, and the subject’s life was shaped to fit this pre-determined model.
 Walter Brueggeman speaks of a tendency to “trim and domesticate” stories “to accommodate regnant modes of knowledge [and] to enhance regnant modes of power.”
 And Philip Sheldrake writes:

It does not seem unfair to reflect upon the Christian tradition in terms of those who seek to control, produce and then dispense spirituality and those who are made into the recipients of spiritual bequests that originate with others. This is an issue of power: who has it, how it is used (whether consciously or not) and what the effects are, in different contexts, on those who are, at different times, a spiritually dependent underclass.

At least until the Second Vatican Council the process of canonisation, and the hagiography which accompanied it, presented the “spiritually dependent underclass” with saints who were set apart from them and above them by virtue of their closeness to God, saints who were as near perfect as it was possible for human beings to be. Any suggestion of weakness or failure was justified or explained away.

This remoteness and unreality—this plaster-saint-ness—has made the whole company of saints less accessible to many post-conciliar Catholics. (Stuart quotes Dorothy Day’s plea: “Don’t call me a saint! I don’t want to be dismissed so easily!”
) A model of sainthood for today must involve communion and solidarity; we need saints with whom we can identify, who share our common humanity, our common struggle, our common weakness, whose example in victory and defeat is liberating and encouraging for us. We need saints who can be “models for confronting oppressive regimes, for treasuring the dignity and rights of the dispossessed and deprived, for daring to contradict current values”
; saints whose holiness has some relevance to the lives which people currently lead. 

Yet the process of canonisation still seems to take little account of this. Documents presented in support of a cause for canonisation deliberately and overtly emphasise the candidate’s virtues
 and downplay any faults or weaknesses: that is the system. Margaret Press, describing the beatification in 1995 of Mary MacKillop, the Australian foundress of the Sisters of St Joseph, notes:

Try as one may to promote human weakness as part of the candidate’s reality, faults are buried under the sheer weight of positive testimony, each hint of weakness being accounted for by a worthy motive.

This, she argues, is not in harmony with the outlook or needs of the late twentieth century:

Today, our ways of reading saints’ lives have changed, as have standards of research and presentation. Contemporary readers of serious works are likely to have moved towards a critical stance, if not as far as deconstruction…. Those books which continue the tradition of recording only what is edifying, meeting the curial expectations of orthodoxy, perfection and popular veneration, are no longer the norm.

Feminist Religious Biography

Biographies that fit Press’ criteria, deconstructing the traditional presentation of holy women as models of perfection and presenting more rounded and fully human figures, are increasingly available. The work of Caroline Walker Bynum, who has read the lives of medieval women saints against the grain of their presentation by their original male clerical biographers, has been of particular importance.
 Ruth Harris has examined the construction of the Lourdes phenomenon and has retrieved a refreshingly different portrait of Bernadette, and feminist studies of both Teresa of Avila and Thérèse of Lisieux have been undertaken.
 What might be involved in a similar re-presentation of Cornelia is explored in chapters seven and eight.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to establish the framework within which the biographies of Cornelia are examined. The focus of the first part of the study is the biographers themselves, and the unexamined assumptions that underlie their interpretation and presentation of Cornelia’s story. The biographies are considered as windows onto the worlds in which they were written, hinting at the contemporary concerns that led to specific selection and emphasis. The seven readings of the same story that are examined may be expected to reveal, through what is written into and out of the life, what is emphasized and what down-played, the (conscious and unconscious) assumptions and biases about women and about holiness that have been current since Cornelia’s death in 1879. 

Cornelia is, at one and the same time, a candidate for canonisation in the Roman Catholic church and one of those “self-affirming women” whom Stuart suggests have been ill-served by the theology of sainthood and the politics of canonisation. This tension is neatly summarised by Woodward:

Of all the historical causes to reach the congregation since the reform of 1983, none is more arresting than the case of Mother Cornelia Connelly, founder of the Society of the Holy Child Jesus. Certainly it is one of the most delicate and complicated to confront the congregation’s judges…. [T]here was serious concern among the saint-makers that the life of this extraordinary woman would, if made known through canonisation, scandalise Catholics of the late twentieth century. After all, the church has never before canonised a nun who was married to a priest.

Then, only two paragraphs later, Woodward allows us to hear the very different voice of Elizabeth Mary Strub, the first woman, he says, ever to prepare the historical documentation required by the Sacred Congregation for the canonisation of saints
:

I think you’ll see that Cornelia speaks to every woman who has suffered from ruptured personal relationships through divorce, alienation of children, and so on. In this sense she really is a very contemporary woman. A saint for our times.

Quite apart from questions about Cornelia’s sanctity, Woodward believes that her life will present problems to any biographer:

[She] is not a conventional candidate for sainthood. Theology aside, her life appears to be so relentlessly episodic that it challenges even the most adroit biographer’s effort to find a coherent thread.

If this is the case, then the threads that her biographers, at different periods, have succeeded in finding may be revealing not only of Cornelia but of the biographers themselves and of their criteria for holiness. In the next chapter, therefore, a historical overview of the development of the biographies is presented. 
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�I may be being hypercritical here, but I want to say that facts are always facts and legends are legends, hence I have inserted ‘like’. I would also suggest cutting ‘mists of time’—it’s a bit of a cliché, and the contrast between fact and ‘fact’ is clearer without it, I think.


�Is this rearrangement OK? I found ‘realised’ ambiguous—I assume that ‘acknowledged’ or ‘understood’ rather than ‘achieved’ is meant.


�‘Spirituality’ seems too general to be a ‘discipline’ as such—perhaps ‘biographical and spiritual interpretation’, or ‘biographical interpretation and spiritual awareness’.


�Both ellipses and em-dash? Also, I feel that the footnote requires some qualification—the nineteenth century was the era of the novel, but great novels have been written at other times and continue to be written. It seems here as though biography is taking over from novel-writing. I suggest: ‘It is perhaps worth commenting that the great novels of the nineteenth century do explore inner experience in something of the way that biographies do today.’


�I find ‘natural descendants’ a little puzzling. Does this mean those who inherited her spiritual legacy? At the moment it almost sounds like ‘natural children’, which would obviously be inappropriate. Perhaps ‘spiritual descendants’?


�I am not sure about ‘provisional’ here—I understand something like non-comprehensive or non-exhaustive, though these are both awkward words. Would the following be acceptable: ‘This approach to the biographical task reflects the postmodern interest in the particular perspective rather than the comprehensive judgment, and it is increasingly recognised as a valid way of doing biography.’


�I felt that this needed to be more explicit; is ‘methods of construction’ right?


�Perhaps ‘female’ rather than ‘feminine’—the latter tends to be used to describe conventional female attributes.


�I assume I have put the quotation marks in the right place; this sounds like a direct quotation!


�I have changed this because it sounded as though Edel was writing before the commentators you mention, which is presumably not necessarily the case.


�Changed to avoid confusion with ‘reader-response’ criticism.


�Where is the quotation from Edel, p. 25, mentioned in note 33?


�‘Hermeneutics of suspicion’ is a familiar phrase, but should perhaps be explained here a little?


�Footnote: ‘The figure in the carpet’ is the title of a Henry James story. Should this be acknowledged where you say that the image is taken from tapestry; the image is in the first instance taken from James?


�I felt that this qualification was needed because some of the issues are likely to have been explored more than others in male biography, especially more recent male biography.


�I suggest deleting ‘issues of gender’ here, because such issues are so much more general than the others mentioned, and are already implicit in specifically feminist biography anyway. Do you agree?


�In the footnote there is a danger of its sounding as though James McClendon’s view is non- (or anti-) feminist simply because he is a man. Perhaps say something to explain that he is not writing in a specifically feminist context?


�There is a danger of this sounding tautologous: to be a feminist is inevitably to make gender a central issue. Of course some kinds of feminist would argue that biography should be written ‘ignoring’ gender—writing about a woman in the same way that men write about men. I think you are opposing this argument. But there is a danger of this paragraph starting to sound quite anti-feminist, as though the biography of women has to address domestic minutiae considered trivial by men because these are appropriate to women and the domestic sphere. I understand the point to be that the historical lives of women imposed particular concerns upon them which are therefore inescapably important to the biographer. Would this change work: ‘…explain why gender, and traditional gender roles, have to be central issues…’ But it might be worth adding something to explain at more length. Finally, the assumptions underlying the questions put by the implied biographer—‘How good a mother was she?’ etc.—strike me as potentially sexist in the way I described above; there is a danger of historical context being read as double standard. Arguably it is an anti-feminist biographer who would assume that a truly successful woman has to be successful domestically as well as publicly. I feel that a great deal depends on the inflection of the argument here and you have to guard against misreading.


�I have commented on ‘feminine’ before—this may just be an individual difference of usage, but I find it difficult to understand neutrally, in the context of feminism, as just the adjective from ‘female’. I would cut here and just say ‘tradition’, since the previous sentence gives the context.


�It is understandable that the supporters of a candidate would emphasise their virtues, but is the point here more that they concentrate on individual, personal virtues rather than the candidate’s value in the world? Perhaps insert ‘individual’ or ‘personal’ to qualify ‘virtues’?
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