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     EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION   

    Irit Ruth   Kleiman    

   This is a book of essays about the values, functions, and paradoxes medieval 
thinkers attached to the sonorous, human voice, in theory and in practice. The 

categories of  voice  and  voicelessness  were deeply embedded in medieval definitions 
of the human, as they remain for contemporary thinkers such as Jacques Lacan or 
Stanley Cavell. For medieval thinkers, as for these and other recent authors, the 
compelling omnipresence of Voice as a topos in Western traditions frequently rendered 
elusive the quest to define its precise boundaries and functions. The chapters in 
this volume confront a series of interlocking questions about how the philosophy, 
theology, and aesthetics of the voice inhabit and animate the Middle Ages. They ask 
what it means to “possess a voice”—or be without one—and seek to articulate how 
the concepts of voice and voicelessness operate within distinct domains of medieval 
Christian culture as social and legal categories, as aesthetic terms, within theological 
and political doctrines, or as a site of tension in the negotiation between subjectivity 
and authority. Together, they demonstrate how our understanding of the Middle 
Ages can be deepened and enriched through engagement with theological and 
philosophical debates over voice and voicelessness, whether ancient, medieval, or 
contemporary.  

  First Voices: Aristotle 

 In the  Politics , Aristotle declares, “He who thus considers things in their fi rst 
growth and origin, whether a state or anything else, will obtain the clearest view 
of them.”  1   This approach to voice and voicelessness leads us straight back to 
Aristotle himself, for it was Aristotle’s words in  De Anima  II.8 that provided a 
fi rst touchstone for medieval authors. Indeed, his words continue to provide a 
nearly universal point of departure for meditations on the meaning of  voice  and 
its contraries.   

 Voice [ ψόφος ] is a particular sound [ φωνή ] made by something with a soul; for nothing 
which does not have a soul has a voice . . .  But many animals do not have a voice, e.g. 
those which are bloodless as well as fi sh among those which do have blood. And this 
is reasonable enough, since sound is a particular movement of air. 
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 So, the striking of the inbreathed air upon what is called the windpipe due to 
the soul in these parts constitutes voice. For, as we have said, not every sound made 
by an animal is voice (for it is possible to make a sound also with the tongue or as 
in coughing); but that which does the striking must have a soul and there must be 
a certain imagination (for voice is a particular sound which has meaning).  2     

 This defi nition appears in a portion of Aristotle’s text dedicated to the physiology 
of the senses, and in many ways its claims are straightforward, or at least direct. 
Voice has sound and meaning. Its medium is the air we breathe. To give voice, 
there must be a movement that strikes the air, there must be lungs, and there must 
be a soul. It is only a metaphor to speak of fl utes or lyres as possessing voice.  3   

 There are two important aspects of Aristotle’s writings on the voice that are 
useful to emphasize here, and to which the fi rst two chapters of this collection 
will bring deeper understanding. First, Aristotle is above all concerned with the 
faculties—physical and intellectual—that furnish the conditions under which 
voice can exist. This is clearly shown in the passage just cited, and in numerous 
others, such as the lengthy and well-known discussion of cicadas, fi sh, dolphins, 
snakes, and especially frogs found in the  History of Animals  (IV.9). The conclusion 
of that portion of Aristotle’s writing brings into focus a second essential point 
about Aristotle’s philosophy of voice for readers of this book. Four-legged mam-
mals, says Aristotle,  

  utter voiced sounds of different kinds, but they have no language. In fact, this 
is peculiar to man. For while whatever has language has voice, not everything 
that has voice has language. Men that are born deaf are in all cases also dumb; 
that is, they can make vocal sounds, but they cannot speak. Children, just as 
they have no control over other parts, so have no control, at first, over the tongue; . . . 
[A]rticulate sound, that one might reasonably designate language, differs both in 
various animals, and also in the same species according to diversity of locality; as for 
instance, some partridges cackle, and some make a shrill twittering noise. Of little 
birds, some sing a different note from the parent birds, if they have been removed 
from the nest . . . thus suggesting that language is not natural in the same way as 
voice . . .  Men have the same voice, but they differ from one another in language.  4     

 Thus we must bear in mind as well Aristotle’s distinction between voice and language. 
The importance and purpose of these features of Aristotle’s arguments are to defi ne 
the human, both singly and in collectivity, in opposition with the animal, the dumb, 
or the uncivilized. For Aristotle, the deaf who make vocal sounds but cannot speak, 
children who cannot control their tongues, and barbarian Others whose speech is 
diff erent in sound are all divided from the soul-possessing (political) community of 
speaking men by the barrier of verbal language.  

  First Voices: Augustine 

 From Aristotle’s dispassionate theories about frog tongues I turn to the often-
passionate  Confessions of Saint Augustine . Augustine’s voluminous corpus includes 
extensive and repeated considerations of voice, language, rhetoric, and semiotics 
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whose foundational status within the Western tradition cannot be overstated.  5   
Looking ahead to the chapters in this book, I am drawn to Augustine’s writing 
about his experience of distinct voices in the  Confessions , where Voice must be 
considered a structuring leitmotif.  6   In Book I, Augustine portrays the emer-
gence of subjectivity as a diffi  cult entry into language. Unable to form words, his 
infant self fl ails limbs and utters inchoate sounds, wailing in response to physi-
cal discomforts.  7   As with Aristotle earlier, there is a point of origin that cannot 
be denied. It comes from Augustine’s account of the voice that brings about his 
conversion in Book VIII.  

  As I was . . . weeping in the bitter agony of my heart, suddenly I heard a voice from 
the nearby house chanting as if it might be a boy or a girl (I do not know which), 
saying and repeating over and over again “Pick up and read, pick up and read.” 
At once my countenance changed, and I began to think intently whether there 
might be some sort of children’s game in which such a chant is used. But I could 
not remember having heard of one; I checked the f lood of tears and stood up. I 
interpreted it solely as a divine command to me to open the book and read the first 
chapter I could find.  8     

 A passage from the Book of Romans falls under his fi nger. “I neither wished nor 
needed to read further . . . it was as if a light of relief from all anxiety fl ooded into 
my heart.”  9   

 Augustine’s dialogue with God begins with a seemingly external, disembod-
ied voice that speaks to the ears of his body. The detail is noteworthy especially 
because much of Augustine’s thought privileges the divine voice that makes no 
noise, as, for instance, when Augustine describes how God speaks to him “with 
a loud voice to my inner ear,” a phrase he repeats three times during Book XII’s 
meditations on truth and creation.  10   Indeed, the sonorous voice of human song 
(whose sound is shaped, begins, and ends) serves repeatedly as the trope through 
which Augustine represents temporal succession, in contrast to God’s eternity in 
Books XI and XII.  11   

 Perhaps it is Augustine’s sensitivity to earthly music that leads him to give 
such diverse and important roles to the voice in his theological philosophy. The 
author of the  Confessions  portrays his struggle against the pleasure of human sing-
ing as being more arduous and ongoing than those required to renounce other 
forms of sensuality. Listen to how Augustine describes himself as literally  subject  
to music:

  The pleasures of the ear had a more tenacious hold on me, and had subjugated me; 
but you set me free and liberated me. As things now stand, I confess that I have 
some sense of restful contentments whose soul is your words, when they are sung 
by a pleasant and well-trained voice.  Not that I am riveted by them, for I can rise up and 
go when I wish  . . . [W]hen the sacred words are chanted well, our souls are moved 
and are more religiously and with a warmer devotion kindled to piety than if they 
are not so sung. All the diverse emotions of our spirit have their various modes 
in voice and chant appropriate in each case, and are stirred by a mysterious inner 
kinship.  12     



I R I T  RU T H  K L E I M A N4

 “I can rise up and go when I wish”: these are truly the confessional words of someone 
who has felt himself powerless and unable to draw back. At times, Augustine writes 
the pleasure he feels in singing prayers or hearing them sung has overwhelmed his 
mindfulness of their scriptural contents. His struggle against this sensual indulgence 
has led him to wonder whether prayers should not be spoken only;  13   the tension is 
one that remains within the Church for centuries to come and which surfaces in 
several chapters in this collection. Although he himself “fl uctuate[s] between the 
danger of pleasure and the experience of benefi cent eff ect,”  14   Augustine’s memory 
of how profoundly and spiritually he wept during sung prayers at the time of his 
conversion leads him to the position that through human singing “the weaker 
mind may rise up towards the devotion of worship.”  15   Indeed, he portrays his com-
ing to Christianity as a liberation from his tongue-bound profession as a  rhetor  into 
an immensely physical release of devotional singing.  16   

 Finally, the narrative Augustine off ers surrounding the death of his mother 
Monica brings to bear a number of distinct voices, both divinely silent and humanly 
sounded. Early Christianity placed tremendous emphasis on shifting the cultural 
discourses surrounding death, such that mourning itself became tainted with pagan-
ism. The  Confessions  reveal the willed force required to accommodate the pain of 
loss into Christian doctrine, a theme that returns in H é l è ne Bernier-Farella’s 
study of the Marian voice and ritual lamentation in  chapter 3  of this volume. 

 Augustine’s highly self-conscious narrative of his mother’s death begins with the 
recollection of a lengthy, intense conversation the two shared while standing beside a 
window overlooking a garden shortly before her fi nal illness. Their conversation rises 
to a shared fervor of mystical transcendence of the temporally bound, bodily senses, 
touching upon an image of heaven’s eternity in which “the very soul itself is making 
no sound . . . [where] all language and every sign and everything transitory is silent,”  17   
before “return[ing] to the noise of our human speech where a sentence has both a 
beginning and an end.”  18   Only a few days later, Monica’s “devout soul was released 
from the body.”  19   Augustine describes the eff ort of self-control as an agony, but only 
the child Adeodatus, Augustine’s son, lets a cry of sorrow escape. The others silence 
him, and Augustine writes, “In this way too something of the child in me, which had 
slipped towards weeping, was checked and silenced by the youthful voice, the voice of 
my heart.”  20   The measured chanting of Psalms checks Augustine’s tears, and only God 
hears the torrential suff ering that fi nally unleashes itself when he is alone.  21    

  Bridge:  Veni Creator Spiritus  

 In  chapter 6 , Marisa Galvez evokes the thoughts and feelings of crusaders setting 
off  for the Holy Land. Few who have read Jean de Joinville’s narrative of Louis IX’s 
disastrous Seventh Crusade can forget his own poignant recollection of departure, 
afraid to look behind himself, “so that my heart did not soften at the handsome chateau 
I was leaving and for my two children” (“pour ce que le cuer ne me attendrisist du 
biau chastel que je lessoie et de mes II enfans”).  22   Joinville’s narrative off ers an  a 
propos  glimpse of how several distinct discourses about the voice, or indeed, several 
conceptual elements attached to those discourses, might saturate the lived experi-
ence of history and its narrative recollection. 
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 We join Joinville at the port of Marseille, in August of 1248, as he prepares 
to set sail.   

 Quant les chevaus furent ens, nostre mestre notonnier escria a ses notonniers qui 
estoient ou bec de la nef et leur dit:  «  Est aree vostre besoigne?  »   El ilz respondirent : 
 «   O ÿ  , sire, vieingnent avant les clers et les proveres.  »  Maintenant que il furent 
venus, il leur escria:  «  Chantez de par Dieu.  »  Et ils s’escrierent touz a une voiz: 
 VENI CREATOR SPIRITUS . Et il s’escria a ses notonniers:  «  Faites voille de par 
Dieu!  » , et il si fi rent. [§] Et en brief tens le vent se feri ou voille et nous ot tolu la 
veue de la terre, que nous veismes que ciel et yaue, et chascun jour nous esloigna 
le vent des pa ï s ou nous avions est é  nez.  23   

 [When the horses were inside, our ship’s captain shouted to his sailors who were 
in the prow of the ship, “Is all ready?” And they answered, “Yes, sir, let the 
clergy and priests come forward.” And when they had gathered he cried to them, 
“Sing, in God’s name.” And they rang out all together in a single voice, “ COME 
CREATOR SPIRIT .” And he shouted to his sailors: “Set sail, in God’s name!” 
and so they did. And in no time, the wind had struck the sails, and carried us away 
from the sight of land, so that we saw only sky and water; and each day, the wind 
carried us further away from the lands where we were born.]   

 The structure of this scene depends on the layering between the human voice, the 
invocation of God’s spirit, and the wind. Indeed, it depends on this layering and on 
the archetypal proximity between wind, spiritual breath, and the divine voice that 
grounds Judeo-Christian tradition and is perhaps universal.  24   We read in Genesis 
1:2, “And the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters”; and then in 
Genesis 2:7, “Then the LORD God formed man of dust from the ground, and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.”  25   

 The narrative sequence that carries Joinville’s ship out to sea has three steps. 
In each one, another kind of breath joins into a swelling chorus. When the horses 
are sealed in and all the ropes are ready, the priests and clerks raise the breath of 
their human voices and summon the spirit of God the creator. Joinville’s boat 
pulls away from the harbor propelled by the elemental winds, by God’s own 
breath, and by the clear, ringing tones of men’s prayer rising joyously.  26   It is a 
moment of perfect harmony between human, earthly, and divine presence; this 
is the subtle but key value in the description, “ils s’escrierent touz a une voiz,” 
“they rang out all together in a single voice.” I cannot help but notice that the 
wind  strikes  the sail, just as inbreathed air  strikes  the windpipe to produce voice. 
Rhetorically, at least, chanted prayers, music, the voice of all creation fi lls these 
sails with the Holy Spirit and moves the narrator Joinville over the face of the 
water, away from the country where he was born and toward the place where 
Christ was born, where History awaits him.  

  Refrain: Arrangement for Many Voices 

 The essays in  Voice and Voicelessness in Medieval Europe  return to the material pri-
macy of manuscripts. They theorize the corporality of religious experience and 
question the processes through which a lived present is codifi ed and canonized as 
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History. They scrutinize the practice, as well as the theory, of medieval Law; and 
they bring classical, Christian, and contemporary philosophers into dialogue. 
In this way, the chapters in this volume engage with current debates surround-
ing historicist models of subjectivity, the poetics and esthetics of marginality, 
political theology, embodiment, performance studies, and the “aff ective turn.” 
The progression from one chapter to the next is driven by ideas more than by 
chronology, geography, discipline, or language. The image of a mosaic is often 
used to describe approaches that combine smaller morsels to produce a larger, 
synthetic whole. Borrowing from this book’s subject matter, I prefer the meta-
phor of a choir singing. The individual parts may make charming songs, but it is 
their union and sequence that creates an indivisible musical whole. 

 Defi nitions of voice, language, and speech mediate a long tradition in Western 
philosophy. The two studies in part I, “The Nature and Limits of the Human: 
Voice and Language,” explore how a particular corpus of texts has navigated 
the threshold between sound and voice, language and the human. In  chapter 1 , 
Ghislain Casas examines medieval debates surrounding the nature of  locutio 
angelica  (the speech of angels) in light of the idea that there is something politi-
cal inherent to human speech, an idea indebted to Aristotle himself. In  chap-
ter 2 , Robert Stanton confronts the philosophical problems teased at by medieval 
riddles that put language into the mouths of normally speechless creatures. By 
simultaneously crafting a performative imitation of animal speech and then by 
making animals “speak,” such riddles enact a critique of late-Antique gram-
matical traditions rooted in Aristotle’s distinction between sound as  symbola  or 
 semeion . Together, these chapters establish a vertical axis uniting angels, men, and 
beasts, thus testing the philosophical limits of language and questioning what it 
means to  have a voice . 

 The volume’s second part, “The Social Body: Voice, Authority, and 
Community,” both analyzes the place of the voice in institutionalized discourses 
of power and asks what social values might be attached to the “voice” within 
distinct Christian communities. The fi rst two chapters in this section focus on 
the attempt by Church authorities to appropriate and control vocal produc-
tion at pivotal moments in its history.  Chapter 3  reveals the importance of the 
female voice within the early Church’s eff orts to separate itself and its members 
from their surrounding pagan context. H é l è ne Bernier-Farella guides us from 
the early Church Fathers’ censure of the long-condemned voices of women’s 
funerary lamentations to the emphasized association between silence and saintli-
ness, an association whose discontents are frequently exposed in depictions of 
Mary’s mourning for Jesus. Bruno Lemesle’s analysis of twelfth-century reforms 
in  chapter 4  examines the legal and theological stakes attached to the voices of 
priests and monks by the authors of twelfth-century legal texts. The charisma 
of the voice and its power to summon divine forces remain a leitmotif here, but 
Lesmesle also confronts the voice as a privileged vehicle in the construction and 
defi nition of human communities, a theme reprised in the following chapter. In 
“Abelard and Heloise between Voice and Silence,” Babette Hellemans explores 
the encounter between twelfth-century modes of rhetorical and logical expres-
sion and twentieth-century philosophy. This chapter considers the destiny of 
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what Peter von Moos called “le silence d’H é lo ï se,” scrutinizes the tendency to 
read the written dialogue between Abelard and Heloise as taking place in a semi-
confessional model, and argues for the need to conceptualize new approaches to 
the subjectivity of historical subjects. 

 The book’s third part, “Rhetoric and Subjectivity: Polyphonic Voices,” 
challenges readers to think diff erently about the unity between subject and 
voice and to question the relations between a literal, bodily voice, and the tropes 
and metaphors that surround the topic.  Chapter 6  reads  trouv è re  lyrics about 
crusading against the background of thirteenth-century pastoral works such 
as sermons rife with exempla or penitential manuals that preached how sincere 
tears give the penitent a new tongue and voice. Through a careful analysis of 
poetic dissociation, Galvez explores the articulation between subject and voice 
as a construction to be manipulated, suggesting perhaps that sincerity is itself an 
act of deception.  Chapter 7 , “Margery’s ‘Noyse’ and Distributed Expressivity,” 
examines the place of voice and vocalization in the tension between interior 
self and public performance and portrays this tension as a perilous balancing 
between rhetorical mastery and loss of bodily control. Julie Orlemanski situ-
ates responses to Margery Kempe’s fi ts of crying and screaming within a larger 
set of concerns, both medieval and contemporary, about how we interpret the 
body and what kinds of causation we imagine to explain unusual appearances 
or behaviors. In  chapter 8 , Andreea Marculescu writes about agency, knowl-
edge, and the gendered voice, ventriloquizing the bawdy devils that riot on the 
stage of late-medieval French Passion plays. Drawing on early modern writings 
about possession, but also Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, Foucault’s notion 
of subjugated knowledge, and recent scholarly writings about aff ect, Marculescu 
shows how diabolically possessed speech—“the demonic idiom”—produces tac-
tile, sensorial, and visceral eff ects on the human body. Marculescu’s study thus 
provides a test case for the limits of voice as a form of embodiment, at once 
responding to the chapters in part III and harkening back to Robert Stanton’s 
study of animal voice and vocality in  chapter 2 . 

 The book’s fi nal section is devoted to the voice in its dual status as both agent 
and object of representation. If the choir metaphor I used at the beginning of 
this overview can be stretched, the chapters in part IV, “Aesthetic Experiences: 
Representations of Human and Divine Voices,” resolve the distinct themes that 
run through  Voice and Voicelessness  into a series of harmonious chords. Anna 
Zayaruznaya sets Guillaume de Machaut’s musical “poetics of joy” against the 
idea that there is such a thing as being too depressed to speak, and considers the 
case of a subject who gives voice to her own loss of voice. This chapter deep-
ens our understanding of the possibilities available to represent voicelessness and 
demonstrates how the categories of voice and voicelessness can operate in dif-
ferent media—that is, song, poetic text, or manuscript image. The subject of 
 chapter 10 , Richard Rolle’s mystical treatise, the  Melos amoris , challenges readers 
to encounter the material book, that seemingly voiceless witness, as resounding 
with many imminent voices, human and angelic. Moving beyond facile equa-
tions between the verbal music of Rolle’s alliterative prose and the angelic music 
his treatise describes, Andrew Albin engages with Rolle’s quest to portray the 
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incommensurability of angelic and human voices. The dialogue between  chap-
ter 10  and several others in this collection exemplifi es how the apparent diver-
sity between chapters gives rise to a single whole, proposing an ambitious and 
nuanced answer to the question posed at the threshold of this volume. The mate-
riality of the medieval manuscript as witness is at the heart of Albin’s study, as it 
is for Zayaruznaya in the preceding study. The mystical experience of hearing 
angels sing answers Albin’s examination of the philosophical dilemmas embed-
ded in angelic speech scrutinized by Casas in  chapter 1 . Readers will also rec-
ognize the concern with vocality and expression in the context of late medieval 
English mysticism that Albin’s study of Rolle shares with Orlemanski’s read-
ing of Kempe ( chapter 7 ). Looking onward, C é dric Giraud’s “Mary between 
Voice and Voicelessness: The Latin  Meditationes  of Bernard de Rosier,” continues 
where Albin leaves off —that is, in the grips of a rhetoric that commands its 
reader to utterance. By signaling the intense longing for the voice that inhabits 
Marian devotion, and by revealing the fundamental importance of the voice to 
the  maternal , Giraud reminds readers of the insights Bernier-Farella brings to the 
foundations of medieval Christianity in  chapter 3 . Finally, in  chapter 12 , “Voice 
and Wisdom in Early Italian Art,” Matthew Shoaf enacts a disciplinary turn that 
simultaneously facilitates the revised understanding of what has come before and 
off ers a means to synthesis. Taking up the critical topos of  visibile parlare , Shoaf 
demonstrates how Italian painters represented acts of speech and vocalization in 
order to amplify the spiritual value or social censure attached to them. This fi nal 
study brings a new perspective on the distinction between  voice  and  the production 
of verbal meaning  fi rst explored by Stanton in  chapter 2 . Like the studies in part II, 
Shoaf confronts the essence and functions of voice within a tissue of power rela-
tions and ideals of community. Contrasting the orality of human and divinely 
blessed bodies, Shoaf thus sounds a fi nal note that echoes the angelic voices of the 
heavenly city heard in the opening chapter by Ghislain Casas.  
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     PART I 

 THE NATURE AND LIMITS OF THE HUMAN: 

VOICE AND LANGUAGE 



  CHAPTER 1 

  LANGUAGE WITHOUT VOICE: 

 LOCUTIO ANGELICA  AS A POLITICAL ISSUE    

    Ghislain   Casas    

   Taking Voicelessness Literally 

 Angels are messengers. Their specifi c task is to bring messages from the heavens 
down to earth. From the Book of Genesis to the Gospel of Luke, biblical narra-
tives abound with angels appearing to humans under the guise of human form, 
behaving like human beings and addressing them directly in a human language 
like alien visitors, or undercover agents. One might wonder, however, if angels, 
when they are not on missions, have lives of their own and a language of their 
own, and what they look and sound like when they talk to one another. One 
might in that case reasonably suppose that, granting that they do share a lan-
guage, it does not quite resemble our own. 

 This is precisely the sort of seemingly absurd question to which thirteenth-
century theologians dedicated themselves.  Locutio angelica , the language of angels, 
was in a sense a scholastic invention, developed in great detail in numerous 
treatises devoted to the various forms and possibilities of angelic communica-
tion. Medieval theologians held angels to be entirely spiritual creatures whose 
language could only consist of an original form of immaterial communication, 
one not requiring the use of vocal signs.  1   They deployed a whole set of arguments 
to explain how immaterial beings could perform speech without properly speaking. 
It is as if they were trying to answer the question: What is [spoken] language 
without voice? 

 From a modern point of view, angelology often seems like a borderline case 
of anthropology. This is probably why medieval discussions of locutio angelica, as 
puzzling as they might seem, have so held the attention of scholars during recent 
decades.  2   Instead of setting this discussion in a strictly linguistic and epistemological 
perspective, as is most often done, I would like to focus on its political aspects.  3   As has 
long been seen by historians, angelology, throughout the whole Middle Ages, fostered 


