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Introduction

The Book of  Margery Kempe: 15th-century autobiography

Margery Kempe (c. 1373-1438?): English laywoman, 
mystic

Book is primarily concerned with her religious 
experiences; patterns her devotion on many different 
saints

Pictured: Manuscript page of  The Book of  Margery Kempe, British Library



Research

Question: What influence does Saint Mary Magdalene have on Margery Kempe’s 
devotion?

Sources: The Book of  Margery Kempe, New Testament Gospels, The Golden Legend



Thesis

Margery Kempe could be thought of as engaging in “imitatio Magdalene,” and her Book 
recounts many ways in which Kempe patterns her life and devotion on the example set 
by Mary Magdalene. Two of  the most significant ways Kempe imitates Magdalene is in 
adopting what are perhaps Magdalene’s best-known attributes: penitent sinner and 
witness to Christ’s resurrection.



Who Is Mary Magdalene?
New Testament

Witness to Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection
Disciple “from whom seven demons had gone out” 
(Luke 8:2)

Later legends
Composite figure

Mary of  Bethany, woman who washes Christ’s feet, woman 
taken in adultery

Penitent sinner (prostitute)

Pictured: Mary Magdalene by Artemisia Gentileschi, Pitti Palace (top)

Martha and Mary Magdalene by Caravaggio, Detroit Institute of  Arts (bottom)



Kempe as Penitent 
Sinner
“[S]he had a thing on her conscience which she had 
never revealed before that time in all her life.” (41)

delactacyon: “sensual pleasure”

“Here begins a short treatise and a comforting one 
for sinful wretches, in which they may have great 
solace and comfort for themselves.” (33)

Pictured: The Penitent Magdalene by Georges de La Tour, Metropolitan Museum of  Art



Kempe as Witness to the Resurrection

Vision in chapters 79-81

Magdalene parallels: Kempe witnesses Christ’s 
crucifixion

Kempe and the Virgin Mary as first witnesses 
to Christ’s resurrection

Kempe and Magdalene as messengers of  
Christ’s resurrection

Christ to Mary Magdalene: “Go, tell my 
brethren and Peter that I have risen.” (238)

The Book of  Margery Kempe: Kempe’s 
announcement of  the resurrection

Pictured: Christ’s Appearance to Mary Magdalene after the Resurrection by 
Alexander Ivanov, State Russian Museum
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