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STUDIES IN THE AGE OF CHAUCER

only semantic change but also the context of social change. This chap-
ter, by addressing its author’s puzzlement, gives a fine example of how
research sometimes enlightens by bringing its own terms into doubt. By
contrast to Hadfield’s Margery Kempe, this is a serious attempt to grap-
ple with the risks and rewards of the soul’s search for union with its god
before philosophy and physiology made brain dysfunction central to our
understanding of the visionary experience. Quis custodiet, we might ask:
societies that policed claimants to revelation had little power to guard
their guardians. Before Big Brother met Big Pharma, there was no way
to police the inner life, beyond sequestration or the stake. Ostensible
reform had no quarrel with that.

Ruth Morse
Université Paris–Diderot

Kathleen Davis and Nadia Altschul, eds. Medievalisms in the Post-
colonial World: The Idea of ‘‘the Middle Ages’’ Outside Europe. Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009. Pp. vi, 444. $70.00.

The first generation of publications on the intersection of medieval stud-
ies and postcolonial theory—from the seminal collection of essays edited
by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, The Postcolonial Middle Ages (2000), to Lisa
Lampert-Weissig’s recent survey, Medieval Literature and Postcolonial
Studies (2010)—has come to a close. In Medievalisms in the Postcolonial
World, Kathleen Davis and Nadia Altschul lay the foundations for the
second generation of such studies, in which an informed self-awareness
of the stakes of an investment in the medieval past is of crucial impor-
tance. The essays collected here address a broad span of topics with a
diverse chronological and geographical range, and establish new param-
eters for evaluating the various uses of the medieval past: in this respect,
Davis and Altschul’s collection has its peers in Karla Mallette’s European
Modernity and the Arab Mediterranean: Toward a New Philology and a
Counter-Orientalism (2010) and Michelle R. Warren’s Creole Medievalism:
Colonial France and Joseph Bédier’s Middle Ages (2010). Like the studies of
Mallette and Warren, the essays collected by Davis and Altschul have a
common aim: that is, to analyze the strategic deployment of a ‘‘Middle
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Ages’’ in the service of modern political agendas, from the nineteenth
through the twenty-first centuries.

Perhaps the most striking feature of Davis and Altschul’s collection
is their organizing principle: each of the four sections of the volume is
composed of a sequence of three essays, each of which presents a differ-
ent perspective on the section’s theme, followed by a ‘‘response’’ that
points out areas of convergence and divergence among the preceding
cluster of essays, leading to possible future research questions. This
structure creates a greater sense of continuity and common purpose in
the volume as a whole than one might have thought possible, given the
widely disparate areas of research—in terms of field of study, method-
ological approach, and theoretical orientation—on the part of the vol-
ume’s contributors. In two of the four sections, Davis and Altschul
themselves have written the response essays; in the other two sections,
responses are written by outstanding theorists in the field of postcolonial
studies, Dipesh Chakrabarty and Simon Gikandi. In addition, greater
cohesiveness across the volume is achieved by anchoring three of the
four sections of the volume with an essay centered on the field of Latin
American studies: this counterintuitive approach inverts the conven-
tional scenario of medieval studies, situating Latinity in the New World
setting rather than in the superannuated institutions of the European
Middle Ages.

In their introduction, Davis and Altschul make explicit their aim to
address ‘‘medievalism in spaces outside Europe, particularly colonies and
former colonies that did not have their ‘own’ medieval period, and where
the concept of a Middle Ages came as a function of European coloniza-
tion’’ (1). This approach raises fascinating questions about the role of
periodization, especially what it might mean to call a period ‘‘medieval,’’
and what kinds of power—and what kinds of inadequacies—are implied
by such a designation. Davis and Altschul suggest that the medieval is
at once a ‘‘spatiotemporal concept,’’ ‘‘part of a temporal grid’’ and ‘‘part
of a spatial imaginary’’ (1). By investigating how ‘‘colonial medievalisms
contribute both to medieval studies and to postcolonial theory,’’ Davis
and Altschul hope to ‘‘bring medievalist and postcolonial scholars into
conversation about the shared histories of their fields and the potential
of their mutual endeavor’’ (3). In some ways, this trail has been blazed
already by Lampert-Weissig and, earlier, by Bruce Holsinger in The Pre-
modern Condition: Medievalism and the Making of Theory (2005). Here,
however, the movement toward dialogue is truly innovative, building
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upon the preliminary effort in this direction found in Ananya Kabir
and Deanne Williams’s Postcolonial Approaches to the European Middle Ages
(2005) but widening the temporal and geographical frame very substan-
tially.

The first section, ‘‘Locations of History and Theory,’’ begins with José
Rabasa’s ‘‘Decolonizing Medieval Mexico,’’ which places the history of
Spanish colonization of the New World at the beginning of a genealogy
of modern imperial history. This initiative is taken up in a very strong
essay by Ananya Kabir on the reception of Tacitus’s Germania in British
India, which explores the ways in which fantasies about Germanic na-
tional character informed English rule in Southeast Asia; this aggressive
imperialist impulse is countered by the fantasy of a pacific, deeply Fran-
ciscan Middle Ages that informs Louise D’Arcens’s study of the ‘‘resis-
tant practice’’ (81) of the Australian medievalist George Arnold Wood.
In his response to this sequence of essays, Dipesh Chakrabarty high-
lights the role of temporality in the negotiation of the medieval past,
noting the ‘‘duality of distance and proximity’’ that ‘‘haunts’’ efforts to
pick apart the ‘‘medieval/modern binary’’ (112) and suggesting that, far
from being a liability, this ‘‘back and forth movement’’ is a ‘‘symptom’’
of the postmodern global perspective.

‘‘Repositioning Orientalism,’’ the second cluster of Medievalisms in the
Postcolonial World, is perhaps the most exciting and provocative of all,
opening with Hernán Taboada’s reconsideration of the fraught question
of the nature of ‘‘convivencia’’ in ‘‘three religion Spain.’’ Taboada’s ac-
count of ‘‘Spanish Orientalism’’ (123) is followed by Haruko Momma’s
fascinating account of Japanese novelist Natsume Soseki’s ‘‘appropria-
tion of western medievalism’’ coupled with an adaptation of ‘‘Orientalist
mode[s] of representation’’ (166), and by Hamid Bahri and Francesca
Canadé Sautman’s study of Lebanese exile Amin Maalouf ’s ‘‘uses of the
‘medieval’ ’’ (174). Bahri and Sautman illustrate how Maalouf ’s writ-
ings, ranging from his widely read historical compilation, The Crusades
Through Arab Eyes (1983), through his avant-garde operatic libretto,
L’Amour de Loin (2001), participate in a ‘‘linguistic nomadism’’ (177)
that confronts a ‘‘postcolonial Arab world’’ in which ‘‘the past remains
very much part of the present, and the West can no longer own it exclu-
sively’’ (185). Kathleen Davis’s response is a highlight of the volume,
drawing together the ways in which each essay illustrates how a commu-
nity’s ‘‘identification as a people is never a matter of an ‘origin,’ ’’ but
instead emerges ‘‘from the very history of their displacement’’ (212).
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The third cluster of essays, ‘‘Nation and Foundations,’’ offers a series
of explorations of the crucial role of periodization in the invention of
national identity, including Altschul’s study of the role of Andrés Bello
in the foundation of a Spanish ‘‘national philology,’’ Elizabeth Emery’s
survey of neo-Gothic cathedrals in the United States, and Heather Blur-
ton’s provocative account of historian Charles Homer Haskins’s role at
the Paris Peace Conference of 1918 and his resistance to the pervasive
‘‘fundamentally nostalgic’’ attitude toward the Middle Ages (276). Mi-
chelle Warren’s response highlights the foundational role of epic in ‘‘eth-
nic nationalism,’’ as texts were edited, read, and taught in such a way
as to ‘‘ ‘create’ national peoples’’ (289). The volume’s final cluster, ‘‘Ge-
ography and Temporality,’’ is centered on Africa and the Caribbean col-
onies that were largely populated by enslaved Africans: these essays
include Sylvie Kandé’s study of Ahmadou Kourouma, Kofi Campbell’s
account of Wilson Harris, and Victor Houliston’s striking survey of
medieval studies in South Africa’s apartheid and postapartheid state. In
his response, Simon Gikandi points out the crucial element that links
all these sites of colonization in terms of their engagement with the
European ‘‘Middle Ages’’: namely, the effort to ‘‘use the existence of an
African Middle Ages as a gateway to history—specifically, European
notions of historical time—and at the same time reject its instrumental
use by powerful political interests with dynastic ties to the past’’ (377–
78). In this remarkable collection, Davis and Altschul have made a sig-
nificant contribution to the next phase of postcolonial medieval studies,
in which the responses of the postcolony come to the fore and periodiza-
tion is increasingly shown to be among the most powerful weapons in
the European canon.

Suzanne Conklin Akbari
University of Toronto

Siân Echard. Printing the Middle Ages. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2008. Pp. xvi, 314. $65.00.

‘‘Printing the Middle Ages’’ is a sweeping title, but readers alarmed at
the prospect of a wide-ranging concept-based analysis of how mecha-
nized communication might have reformatted medieval themes and im-
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