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we still tend to think that the first modern edition of a repertoire needs to be perfect
for everyone. Ultimately, that means that the kind of flexible online system described by
Dumitrescu could be an excellent model for the future, where users can select original
notation or reduced modern note values, in score or in parts, in the editor’s preferred
version or according to a single source. In the meantime, Early Music Editing is a superb
overview of issues, and should be required reading for anyone embarking on an editing
project for any early repertoire.

Ross W. Duffin, Case Western Reserve University
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Perhaps the most remarkable thing about this book is that no one before Engh has thought
to write it. As every student of medieval religion knows, Bernard of Clairvaux’s eighty-six
sermons on the first thirty-four verses of the Song of Songs inspired in one way or another
almost every late-medieval Christian writer on the spiritual life, while his exegesis of the
bride as the individual soul longing for the embrace of the divine bridegroom more or less
single-handedly established the language of bridal mysticism for the late-medieval West.
His work has been cited in almost every study of late-medieval religiosity as the ground
for this imagery, but despite decades of attention to the gendered implications of thinking
of Christ as the bridegroom and the soul as the bride, Bernard’s own use of this imagery
has never until now been studied in depth.

Complex as Bernard’s imagery is, even a book-length study can only begin to scratch
the surface. In her reading of the sermons, Engh is concerned above all to explore what it
meant for Bernard, a male preaching to other males, to use the female-gendered bride as a
way of talking about the soul. Arguing against Jean Leclercq’s claim that the gender of the
bride was simply a grammatical accident incidental to its significance as a symbol, Engh
insists rather that gendered significations were central to Bernard’s project of “performing”
the bride and that the fact of his maleness “enhances rather than empties gender categories
of significance” (3).

Engh begins from the observation that, in medieval gender imagery, femaleness was as-
sociated with matter, the body, fleshliness, and worldliness, while maleness was associated
rather with the spirit and spirituality. Why, Engh asks, should Bernard as a male strive
therefore to move the “wrong” way in the gender hierarchy, “down instead of up”? “How
did the movement from male to female function in terms of expressing spiritual progres-
sion?” (4). At stake in this movement, she argues, was not a desire for gender blending, but
rather an insistence on gender difference. In her words: “This book argues that Bernard
appropriates and performs femaleness in order to both descend and ascend, thus giving
expression to the totality of Christomimetic transformation. The male-female duality in
this language is not one of equality but is rather formed into a gendered hermeneuti-
cal hierarchy in which, ultimately, a fully Christomimetic man both assumes and negates
femaleness” (5). Throughout her analysis, Engh focuses above all on the twin ideas of
artificiality and performance at the heart of the monastic life. She reads Bernard as assum-
ing various female roles in the course of his commentary, likewise attributing female roles
to his monastic audience. The monks at Clairvaux become “little girls” (adolescentulae),
while Bernard takes on the roles above all of the mother and servant, caring for the “little
girls” even as he longs to ascend with the bride to the kiss of the bridegroom. Bernard
accomplishes this performance through a virtuoso use of language and style, metaphor and
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rhetoric, particularly the use of the first-person voice to reenact the biblical text, which
reenactment, as Engh argues, drawing on the work of Martha Newman, was ultimately
elitist in character. Only a few, in Bernard’s estimation, were able to perform the bride
in all her complexity, perhaps even only a few of the Cistercians themselves, Bernard
included.

Engh’s own exegetical method is as difficult to summarize as Bernard’s, her concern
being not so much to explain as to unpack his imagery in all its dazzling complexity.
Like Bernard, she reads closely, almost sermon by sermon, moving in chapter 2 from the
tensions between maternal (descending) and erotic (ascending) love as they appear in the
imagery of the banquet of bread, the kiss, breasts, bedchamber, embrace, and beauty of the
bride to the ideal roles of the mother (most often used by Bernard to talk about himself),
the virgin (associated with both martyrdom and asceticism), and the widow (associated
with lamentation and chastity through the image of the turtledove) in chapter 3. In chapter
4, she considers Bernard’s performance of femaleness as a rhetorical strategy of humility,
with focus on the “little girls” as symbols of spiritual immaturity and on the female roles
of the spinner and the woman at the well as symbols of humility and service. In chapter
5, she explores the significance of the reversals and inversions (black and white, life and
death, pleasure and pain, exaltation and lowliness, asceticism and eroticism) that Bernard
invokes to overturn the hierarchies of the world and the flesh. In chapter 6, she considers the
gender destabilization in the image of the bridegroom read as the dual-sexed Christ whom
the feminized soul imitates and whose femaleness the male bride absorbs and transcends.
Throughout, she reminds the reader of the persistence of the imagery of the virago and the
male bride in the discourses of virginity, asceticism, and celibacy upon which monasticism
had drawn since antiquity, while at the same time keeping her primary focus on Bernard’s
peculiarly Cistercian context at Clairvaux, the “bright valley” in which he performed his
exegetical inversions.

Engh has laid for her readers a rich banquet, which even those already familiar with
Bernard will take some time to digest. For my own part, I would have liked to hear more,
particularly given her focus on Bernard’s maleness as central to his performance of the
bride, about Bernard’s own ideas about maleness, for example, in his exhortations to the
Templars (briefly mentioned on 38–39, 112–13). What did it mean for men like Bernard
and his monastic brothers, accustomed as they almost certainly were since childhood to
identify manliness with military as well as sexual prowess, to become “brides”? In her
conclusion, Engh suggests that Bernard’s defeminized bride taken over by the male was
above all a reflection of the Gregorian reform’s insistence on a clerical and monastic world
without women, but was it not therefore likewise in important ways also a world without
men? If not androgynous, this world was arguably not masculine either, with no fathers
as well as no knights: the monks, as “little girls,” would themselves never have daughters,
not to mention brides. Engh herself cautions that Bernard’s self-representation as bride
“neither affirms nor disclaims that Bernard was a misogynist” but rather points to the
“prevailing female absence” in the all-male monastery (406). Perhaps in this context we
ought rather to read Bernard’s sermons as an effort not so much to convince the monks
that they were better off without women, as to make up for this loss, to reassure the monks
that the sacrifice of their conversion was worth it.

Rachel Fulton Brown, University of Chicago
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