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The present book is based, though one does not learn this without a search online, on the author’s 

doctoral dissertation at the University of Irvine from 2002, supervised by such a luminary as Jacques 

Derrida, then Andrzej Warminski, Chair, and Professor J. Hillis Miller. There were obviously many 

changes since then, and many noteworthy scholars have provided input according to the 

Acknowledgment, which altogether makes this study to an intriguing project any reader will happily 

take a look at if interested both in the concept of the body in the Middle Ages and in mysticism, and 

these two issues framed by the topic of medieval epistemology, bridging the physical in order to 

comprehend the spiritual.

At first Dailey focuses primarily on Augustine’s teachings regarding the body and the ability of humans 

to comprehend the spiritual dimension. She utilizes that approach as a basis for her close reading of 

the works by the Flemish mystic Hadewijch, but she also casts her eyes toward Hildegard of Bingen 

and Julian of Norwich, among other mystical writers. Previous scholars have commonly characterized 

female mysticism as mostly individualistic and self-centered, that is, subjective, and not being 

influenced by theological teachings, as is allegedly more the case with male mystics. But Dailey can 

demonstrate that Hadewijch, above all, was deeply influenced by Augustine and explicitly referred to 

him and other teachers of the Church. In this regard, her mystical reflections prove to be also directed 

at the fundamental question how a human being in its corporal limitation might be able to perceive 

God in a mystical vision, considering His apophatic nature.

The essential concept already developed by St. Paul and subsequently by Augustine, to mention just 

the two most influential figures, pertains to the relationship between the inner and the outer person, a 

concept which then percolated throughout western theology, and hence also impacted late medieval 

mysticism, as represented by Hadewijch. As Dailey openly acknowledges, there is already much 

research on this Flemish mystic and poet, and her contribution hence can only add somewhat new 

perspectives, whereas a radically innovative interpretation could not be really expected. But the author 

brings together these two strands of religious experiences and can thus elaborate a more 

sophisticated model for the explanation of mysticism at large. In simple terms, here we meet the 

foundation for the discussion of body and soul, which is fundamental for all religions, and hence also 

for Christianity.

Dailey brings now to the plate a plethora of various voices from the early and high Middle Ages that 

explored this phenomenon further, although there is nothing really new about her argument. However, 

she relates the inner body with the effort to read religious text and to grasp the divine spirit hidden in 
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the written word. With respect to women, she observes that »the practice of liturgy, hymns, prayer, 

sermons, and regulations of their own bodily practices emphasizes the merging of inner and outer 

through the means of reading« (p. 23). This is what was constitutive for all monastic institutions, and 

for the clergy at large. Can we hence claim this as a new intellectual or spiritual departure?

After the lengthy introduction, Daily examines the impact which Augustine, above all, had on medieval 

mystics. This she then connects specifically with the writings by Hadewijch, who was obviously quite 

familiar with some of his texts, especially since Augustine elaborated already much on the apophatic 

experience of God, requiring the transcendence of the body and reaching out to language as a 

metaphysical medium. Perhaps not so surprisingly, we find quite related ideas of the mystical ascent in 

the writings of Hugh of Saint Victor or William of Saint Thierry and of many other medieval theologians, 

which then had, of course, a direct bearing on mystical visions. Hugh was critically involved in 

commenting the text by Pseudo-Dionysius (»De hierarchia caelesti«), making it finally fully available to 

his contemporary readers in his »Super hierarchiam«, subsequently obviously also to Hadewijch, but 

all this is not quite touched upon by Dailey, but finds now an excellent analysis in the various studies 

by Dominique Poirel, »Des symboles et des anges. Hugues de Saint-Victor et le réveil dionysien du 

XIIe siècle« (2013), a collection of various articles previously published, but here not consulted.

Dailey illuminates these connections through a close reading of Hadewijch’s poems, where she finds 

many echoes of Augustine, above all. We can only agree with her when she states that the mystic 

»fuses bodily and spiritual registers through an affective understanding« (p. 75), but to what extent 

would that expand on our common perspectives of mysticism? When the author then turns to 

Marguerite d’Oingt, she finds much confirmation of this approach, which allows us to recognize, after 

all, that female mystics were not that far removed from canonical theological writing. Nevertheless, 

when Dailey comments that »the visionary text is poised between inner and outer person, inner and 

outer senses« (p. 86), there is no problem in subscribing to it, since this is the central premise of 

mysticism at any rate. In the following chapter, in which she focuses on Hadewijch’s Werke, she 

notices even further correlations between the outer and the inner body, although we might also 

question whether the mystic did not rather try to free her soul from the body in the direct encounter 

with the Godhead. This functions primarily by way of experiencing Minne, which means, both in 

medieval Flemish and Middle High German (which Dailey does not comment on), a form of courtly 

love (Minnesang!), though the mystic transfers this to love for Christ.

The mystic actually strove to achieve perfection in love and to merge with the divine bridegroom, and 

thus built, as Dailey argues, a bridge between the outer and the inner body, as Richard of Saint Victor 

had also suggested (p. 129–130). Discussing the wedding preparations as part of Hadewijch’s 

metaphors, she recognizes further confirmation for the Augustinian or Pauline model, but it is, at the 

same time, a well-established trope and would not need to be treated as a true novelty here (see, for 

instance, Mechthild of Magdeburg; here not even mentioned!).

Dailey also brings to light such topics in Hadewijch’s works as the soul’s exile, being song, and poetic 

unions with the Godhead. She formulates this simply beautifully: »A poetics is issued out of the hiatus 
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between the represented and the promised: the promised body (of Minne, Christ, lover, or beloved) 

becomes incorporated into the poetic text as uniting sound« (p. 155). At this point Dailey also 

integrates a short analysis of Julian of Norwich’s text, »A Revelation of Love«, but her conclusions rest 

mostly on her discussion of Hadewijch’s works. She re-emphasizes the contribution by this Flemish 

mystic and others to the discourse on the spiritual union of body and mind (p. 167), although it seems 

more appropriate to identify the mystical strategy as one of liberating the soul from the body and 

allowing it to merge with the Godhead. Dailey knows exceedingly well how to formulate the critical 

concept of the mystical discourse in the binary opposition of body and soul: »This reflection of promise 

in the temporal body recasts the body in the frameworks of scripture, liturgy, and other written and 

performed works, individual as well as collective« (p. 170). But I cannot clearly decipher how much this 

really takes us to new shores in the interpretation of mystical literature.

Nevertheless, the discussion of Augustine’s and Hadewijch’s writings helps us much to recognize the 

considerably closer connections between the mystics and the learned theologians than previously 

assumed. The book closes with an extensive apparatus, the bibliography, and an index. There is much 

secondary literature on Hadewijch which was not consulted here, especially in the Dutch and German 

languages. Altogether, however, this is a welcome close reading especially of this Flemish mystic who 

definitely deserves full attention both as a visionary and as a poet.
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