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Preface; I am new to the study of visual theory and want to thank Kirk Ambrose and 
Claire Farago for pointing me to important studies about the visual in medieval thought.  
In addition, I want to thank Karen Jacobs for fruitful dilatory talks about the nature of 
dilation in literary texts. 
 
Dilatory Julian 
 
 

In this talk, I will discuss the visual imagination of the late fourteenth-century 

mystic, Julian of Norwich.  The focus of my talk is not on a relic, but rather on the role a 

simple devotional object, an image of Christ on the cross, and a related image of a lord 

and a servant, play for JulianÕs development of her theology of universal salvation.  

While the cross occupies a central place in her visions, it is not the cross alone, but rather 

her understanding of how she apprehends the cross that ultimately occupies the center of 

her theology.   Her contemplation of the lord and servant similarly focuses on  the 

mechanisms of sight.  Describing an intimate connection between physical and 

ÒgastelicheÓ or spiritual sight in her visions, Julian recalls both Aristotelian and 

Augustinian discussions of the relationship between physical sight and acts of cognition.   

Furthermore, anxious to do away with mediation between herself and the object, Julian 

also engages, perhaps unconsciously, contemporary fourteenth-century philosophical 

discussions about the nature of mediation between object and viewer.  Ultimately, 

however, Julian develops her own unique understanding of seeing as an act of dilation in 

both a physical and metaphorical senseÑ that is, Julian describes an instance in which her 

eye dilates to embrace the vision of the bleeding, moving Christ on the cross, and 

meditates on that dilation throughout the text so that her vision itself dilates, that is opens 

out, to include everyone in her vision of GodÕs love. 
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Critics and devout readers alike celebrate JulianÕs all-inclusive theology, one that 

articulates masculine and feminine attributes of God and that offers hope of universal 

salvation.  Few however have paid attention to the stylistic techniques Julian uses to 

convey this sense of inclusiveness. Julian uses a variety of literary techniquesÑ not all of 

them to do with the nature of sightÑ to dissolve the distance between herself and the 

object of her sight, the cross, and the distance between herself and her audience.  I have 

argued elsewhere that these stylistic strategies elsewhere  have much in common with 

those features of modernist style Eric Auerbach describes in his analysis of Virginia 

WoolfÕs To the Lighthouse.   Perhaps the most intricate of JulianÕs literary techniques is 

her creation of a Woolf-like narrator who presents her visions from multiple perspectives, 

who is both assured and reassuring, and who, at the same time, claims no authority over 

us or about the vision she has. Julian also  creates an immanent experience for her 

audience by making use of what Auerbach calls Òmultilayered time strata.Ó She furthers 

her inclusivehess thorugh her use of concrete and quotidian vocabulary  and imagery that  

All of these stylistic techniques contribute to her expansive, dilatory style.  Most 

important of her stylistic strategies however is her use of visual techniques through which 

she invites the reader to witness with her Òmoving images,Ó and it these techniques I shall 

focus on in this talk. 

Julian tells us she had her visions in 1373 when she was 30 and a half years old 

and thought she was on her deathbed.  Shortly after she has her visions she enters an 

anchorhold where she remains until her death sometime around 1416. Here is an image of 

her anchorhold in Norwich reconstructed after it was bombed in World War II.  Notice in 

this image the centrality of the crucifix in this central space.   Throughout her long life, 
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she meditates on her visions and recounts them, first, in a text known as the  ÒShort TextÓ 

or, if we follow Nicholas WatsonÕs recent titles, Òthe Vision.Ó  Fifteen years later, she has 

a second vision that she incorporates into a longer account of her visions known as the 

Long Text or Revelation.   

 One method by which JulianÕ achieves her dilatory inclusiveness is her 

inscription of her audience into her text.   Refusing to set herself above or below her 

audience, Julian directly addresses her vision to her equal, Òevencristene,Ó even 

Christians. Julian seeks, especially in her short text, but also in a somewhat different way 

in the long text, to recount a series of visions she had of Christ in such a way that we, the 

audience, experience those visions just as she did.   Repeatedly using the word ÒgeneralÓ 

when talking about her audience, she directs her writings to the general and universal, 

rather than the individual and particular.  As she says, ÒI was lered to take to it alle min 

evencristene alle in generalle and nothing in specialle.Ó Furthermore, she describes 

herself as part of the general.  Dissolving her individuality into the general, Julian joins 

her audience in witnessing her vision.  It is apt to call JulianÕs work a ÒShowingÓ as she 

does in her text, since JulianÕs modernist style, one shaped by her understanding of what 

it means to see, is committed above all to showing rather than telling her audience what 

she has seen.    

 Julian begins her account by describing her contemplation of a simple devotional 

object, the cross, and what emerges from that sight are her Ôshowings,Õ events that have 

both physical and spiritual meaning, but are repeatedly based on visual perception. Julian 

asks for only one showing, a Ôbodilye sight, wharein I might have more knawinge of 

bodelye paines of oure lorde oure savioure, and of the compassion of oure ladye, and of 
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alle his trewe loverse that were belevande his painesÕ (Vision, 1.13-15). JulianÕs desire to  

to be present at ChristÕs passion is in keeping with literature written for female 

contemplatives such as Ancrene Wisse or Aelred of RievaulxÕs ÔLetter to his sister on the 

Reclusive LifeÕ, which urge the female contemplative to place herself within the Passion, 

to observe ChristÕs suffering first-hand with Mary.   It is not until Julian returns to her 

visions in the Long Text that we learn that she had sixteen showings specifically; in the 

earlier version one showing blurs into another and the divisions between them are 

unclear, a confusion which contributes to her habit of dilation for, in the end, it is a single 

but all-inclusive vision that matters, one that embraces potentially infinite numbers of 

particular visions. 

     JulianÕs account of her visions begins with a description of a static image in what 

Barry Windeatt describes as quasi-photographic detail: 

The persone sette the crosse before my face, and saide [. . . ], ÔLoke thereupon, 

and comforthe the therewith in reverence of him that diede for the and me.Õ [É ] I 

assended to sette mine eyen in the face of the crucifixe [É]  After this my sight 

begane to faile, and it was alle dyrke aboute me in the chaumber, and mirke as it 

hadde ben night, save in the image of the crosse that helde a comon light, and I 

wiste nevere howe [É]  But in this I desirede never ne bodely sight ne no manere 

shewinge of God, botte compassion [É]  With him I desirede to suffere [É]  And 

in this, sodaynlye I sawe the rede blode trekille downe fro under the garlande alle 

hate, freshlye, plentifully, and livelye, right as methought that it was inthat time 

that the garlonde of thornes was thirsted on his blessedeheseÉ.  I consevvede 
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treulye andmightelye that it was himselfe that shewed it me, withouten any 

meen.(Vision, 2.22-31; 3.6-10). 

JulianÕs close focus on the cross is so intense that it instigates an all-inclusive dilation of 

the eye such that the object itself becomes infused with light and all around it goes black. 

The object then takes on life and movement. Then, as Julian contemplates the figure of 

cross in various stages of the passion it  becomes a ÔmovingÕ image as Christ bleeds, dries 

out, and becomes discoloured. : her accounte becomes in WindeattÕs terms a 

Ôcinematically vivid, montage-like series of images and impressions, sensations and heard 

wordsÓ 

As she contemplates this image, her vision becomes fuller and more 

comprehensive.   She focuses more narrowly on the face of Christ on the cross, ÒAnd 

after this, I sawe with bodily sight the face of the crucifixe that hange before me, in 

whilke I behelde contiuely a party of his passion: despite spiing, swling of his bodye, and 

buffetinge in his blisfulle face, and manye langoures and paines, ma then I can telle.Ó  

She wishes she had more light to be able to see more clearly. She writes,   ÒI desired ma 

bodelye light to hafe sene more clerelye. And  I was answerede..me neded na light botte 

him.Ó   As her contemplation of the suffering figure of Christ continues, she comes to 

recognize that she has been granted both a physical or bodily sight and a spiritual sight.   

As she says,  ÒAt the same time that I sawe this bodily sight, oure lord shewed me a 

gastelyche sight of his hamly light.Ó Moving back and forth from a bodily to a ÒgastelyÓ 

sight,  Julian alternates between describing what she saw physically and what she 

understood spiritually. When she turns away from the cross, she saw fiends, perhaps 
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those who are buffeting Christ: Òwhiles I luked upon the crosse, I was seker and sage. 

Beside the crosse was no sykernesse, botte uglinesse of fendes.Ó  

Julian not only dilates her initial sight by considering it more deeply, but she 

dilates it even further in the Long Version of the text. When Julian returns to an aspect of 

her vision in the long version, she does so simply to add additional perspectives to it and 

to broaden the vision so as to be more inclusive. Neither account takes primacy over the 

other; rather the Long Text simply fills out one moment of consciousness. For example, 

in the Short Text she describes how ÔI sawe the rede blode trekille downe fro under the 

garlande alle hate, freshlye, plentefully, and livelye, and methought that it was in that 

time that the garlonde of thornes was thyrstede in his blessede hedeÕ (Vision, 3.10-12).  It 

is not until the seventh chapter of the long version that she expands upon this bleeding:  

 

And in alle that time that he shewd this that I have now saide in gostely sight, I 

saw the bodely sight lasting of the plentuous bleding of the hede.  The gret 

droppes of blode felle downe fro under the garlonde like pelottes  

[ . . .] The plentuoushede is like to the droppes of water that falle of the evesing of 

an house after a grete shower of raine, that falle so thicke that no man may 

number them with no bodely wit. And for the roundhede, they were like to the 

scale of hering (Revelation, 7. 9-17).  

 

The vision itself has not changed; she has simply attempted to capture again its intensity 

by amplifying her rhetorical range through the use of similes  Her meditations return to 

the images she saw- whether the image of the cross in her first vision or of the Lord and 
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Servant in her later vision Ðsimply to look at it from different angles, considering, for 

example, first the foreground, then the background, then a close up, then a long all 

inclusive view. Dilation creates the sense that JulianÕs visions can never fully be 

recounted. Her style enacts the openness she wishes to create as she invites the audience 

to join with her in deepening meditations on the multiple possible interpretations 

generated by the vision before us.   

While JulianÕs meditations lead her to develop her own distinctive theology, they 

begin by her consideration of images common and available to any Christian: Christ on a 

simple wooden crucifix, Christ discolored, Christ bleeding, Mary mourning Christ, a lord 

and a servant. This differs from the visions of other mystics where Christ appears from 

nowhere, engages in conversation, offers gifts (such as the ring of his foreskin), and 

appears in different ages and forms. Her initial vision is not paranormal. That the cross 

becomes infused with light and the space around it becomes completely dark might   

simply be attributed to a physiological visual disturbance produced by a near death 

experience. The movement of her images might themselves be slowed down into single 

frozen frames of familiar images of Christ in different stages of his passion. JulianÕs 

visions are grounded in an initial observation of something in this world and emerge from 

her contemplation of familiar devotional objects that become defamiliarized only when 

they move.  In Kevin MagillÕs terms, Julian is not a mystic, but rather a visionary. 

Julian asserts her belief in the spiritual efficacy of devotional objects such as the 

Cross when she states:  
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Methought I wolde have bene that time with Mary Maudeleyne and with othere 

that were Cristes loverse, that I might have sene bodilye the passion of our lorde 

that he sufferede for me, that I might have sufferede with him as othere did that 

loved him. Notwithstandinge that I leeved sadlye alle the peynes of Criste as 

halye kyrke shewes and teches, and also the paintings of crucifexes that er made 

be the grace of God aftere the teching of haly kryke to the liknes of Cristes 

passion [. . .] noughtwihstondinge alle this trewe beleve, I desirede a bodilye sight 

(Vision, 1.6-13).   

 

As  Nicholas Watson has suggested, in this passage Julian may well be engaging with 

contemporary discussion about the role of images in orthodoxy, perhaps to defend herself 

against those who might associate her with those Lollards who both valorize women as 

preachers and deplore the veneration of images. By placing the cross at the center of her 

meditations, Julian joins with others in the 1380s who celebrate the veneration of 

devotional objects, especially the cross. In addition, the passage also suggests that 

devotional images were an important part of JulianÕs experience. As well as the simple 

cross she makes use of other images too, a number of which bear resemblance to 

paintings.  Sarah Stanbury reminds us of the ubiquity of devotional images in this period: 

Ôthe parishes and cathedrals of ChaucerÕs world (late fourteenth-century England) were 

saturated with images, their walls painted with life-sized sequences from the lives of the 

saints, choir screens and pulpits decorated with images of saints and apostles, and 

windows glazed with scenes from both Old and New Testaments.Õ  
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While Stanbury here describes ChaucerÕs London, given NorwichÕs reputation in 

this period as an especially religiously active town, JulianÕs life whether her early life 

took place inside or outside the convent would have included the sight of many images. 

Such images may well have shaped her visions.  The later vision she has of the Lord and 

the servant could easily have been inspired by a wall painting.   She begins her discussion 

of this story with the following: 

   

I sawe two persons in bodely likenesse, that is to say, a lorde and a servant [É]  

The lord sitteth solempnely in rest and in pees.  The servant stondeth before his 

lorde reverently, redy to do his lordes wille. The lorde loketh upon his servant full 

lovely and sweetly, and meekly he sendeth him into a certaine place to do his will.  

The sevant not onely he goeth, but sodenly he sterteth and runneth in gret hast for 

love to his lordes wille (Revelation, 51.6-9). 

 

After describing the position of two figures in a static tableau, Julian finds they begin to 

moveÑ as if an actual pictorial image imprinted in her mind then began to take on a life 

of its own. Later, Julian fills out the painting by describing the landscape the two inhabit, 

the clothing of both and the colourÑ the lordÕs a wide blue cape, the servantÕs a Ôwhit 

kirtel, singel, olde, and alle defautedÕ (Revelation, 51.142).  

Although, as Lynn Staley has shown, this parable draws on JulianÕs absorption of 

a host of scriptural references, almost all the details of the Lord/Servant parable in 

JulianÕs rendering of it are visual and could have been taken from a painting. Barratt links 

JulianÕs later  vision of the Lord and a Servant, to the Dominus Dixit image found in the 
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Ormesby Psalter, but I suggest that it could just as easily have emerged from her 

observation of a wall painting. Indeed, the sculptured bosses of Norwich Cathedral 

present images recall both the image of the Lord/Servant and the image of the cross as 

Julian describe them.   The ante-reliquary chapel of Norwich Cathedral has a fourteenth-

century wall painting with a figure of Christ in a blue mantle. Unfortunately, this image is 

not available.  Martial Roe and Julia Hedcoe who have catalogued these images tell us 

that  ÒNorwich Cathedral is not unusual in having in its Gothic vaulting a great number of 

carved roof beams.  The unique feature of the Norwich carvings is that the majority of 

them tell a story.  They not only in themselves have story content, but they often form 

sequences of narrative. In the east walk of the cloister are five bosses of the passion.Ó  

Although the height of these bosses make them difficult to see, the fact that story telling 

sequences of images were common in Norwich suggests Julian may well have viewed 

image sequences not dissimilar to the ones she describes in her visions. Furthermore, 

since payment books tells us that blue azure was a popular color at this date, JulianÕs 

fascination with the blue color of the lordÕs cape may well reflect an actual painted blue 

cape she saw.   

This particular sculptured boss of Christ on the cross shares many qualities with 

the cross Julian describes.. [show slide]. Like her vision, Christ on the cross takes 

precedence.  Furthermore, like the frightening figures Julian sees as she shifts her gaze 

from the cross to the background, here surrounding the image of Christ are figures rising 

out of the dark to buffet Christ. 

 In addition to evoking images familiar in fourteenth-century Norwich, Julian also 

emphasizes her intense attachment to such images. Throughout her account, Julian 
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repeatedly asserts that, as with her desire to reduce the distance between herself and her 

audience, she wishes to be with Christ without anything between herself and the object of 

her sight: ÔFor to I am substantiallye aned to him I may nevere have full reste ne varray 

blisse: that is to say, I be so festenede to him that thare be right nought that is made 

betwyxe my God and meÕ (Vision, 4.16-19). Just as she wishes to diminish her own 

mediatory role between herself and her audience, she emphasizes that her vision was 

directly from God without mediation: Ôit was himselfe that shewed it me, withouten any 

meenÕ (Vision, 3.14). This desire is in keeping with her comment about devotional 

objectsÑ it is not that she wishes to do away with images, but rather that she wishes to go 

through the image to the thing itselfÑ ChristÑ without the mediation of an object or a 

painting, without even the mediation of the eye.  

Here, consciously or otherwise, Julian appears to engage with medieval 

commentaries on vision.  AugustineÕs discussion of the relationship between physical and 

spiritual vision in De Trinitate shows an astonishing similarity to JulianÕs understanding 

of what it meant for her to see the living Christ.  Following ancient theories of vision, 

Augustine assumed that that Òa ray of light energized and projected by the mind toward 

an object actually touches an object thereby connecting viewer and object. By the vehicle 

of the visual ray, the object is not only touched by the viewer but also the object is 

printed on the soul of the viewer.Ó  Such a sight, however, is motivated by an activity of 

the will:  ÒBefore the vision was produced, there already existed a will which to form the 

sense attached it to the body to be perceived.Ó   We see at the beginning of JulianÕs 

account of her vision that her vision is preceded by her desire.  She says, Òmethought  I 

hadde gret felinge in the passion of Criste, bitte yitte I desirede to have mare, be the grace 
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of God.Ó  Furthermore, like Augustine who sees spiritual insight as an extension of 

physical sight,  Julian describes her  vision as  simultaneously ÒbodilyÓ and Ògastelye.Ó 

Like Augustine, Julian contemplates the meaning of the light she sees on the cross Òthe 

image of the crosse helde a common light, I wiste nevere how,Ó one for which she can 

attribute no cause:  The light she sees can be understood either as a physical light or as 

the light of divine illumination.  As Miles summarizes Augustine, ÒIn physical vision, the 

will focuses the energy of the visual ray on a sensible object in the presence of the 

illumination of the sun. In spiritual vision, the focused and intensified longing of the eye 

of the mind reaches out in the divine illumination provided to touch god in a trembling 

glance.Ó    And as for Augustine, for Julian love is the endpoint of such seeing.  

Augustine writes, Ò Just as, in physical vision, the will unifies, in the act of vision, two 

separate entitiesÑ the viewer and the objectÑ so in the vision of God, it is love, a 

stronger form of will, that on the activity of loving, connects and unites human longing 

with GodÕs activity of love.Ó  Julian writes of the meaning of her vision: ÒAnd fro the 

time that it was shewde, I desyrede oftentimes to witte what was oure lordes mening.  

And fifteen yere after and more, I was answered in gostly understonding, seyeng thus, 

ÔWhat, woldest thou wit thy lordes mening in this thing? Wit it wele, love was his 

mening. Who shewed it the? Love What shewed it the? Love. Wherefore shewed he it 

the? For  loveÉ. Õ Thus was I lerned that love is oure lordes mening.Ó  

 There is every reason to believe that Julian may have known this Augustinian 

text, though in my view it is likely that she heard it and internalized what she heard rather 

than that she read it.  JulianÕs focus on dissolving the distance between herself and the 

object Christ may well have emerged from rumination on this Augustinian work.  It is 
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also possible that she may have been aware of the debates about vision occurring in the 

late medieval period and undoubtedly the subject of public orations in the vibrant 

intellectual centers of Norwich.   In the late middle ages, Roger Bacon complicated vision 

theory by arguing that the seeing an object involved both extramission and intramission, 

that is,  objects themselves emitted rays or species that interacted with rays or species 

emitted from the eye. Ockham, however, rejected the doctrine of the multiplication of 

ÔspeciesÕ, because Ôfor him the species in the medium would constitute an obstacle to 

vision of the object from which the species radiated. Whether or not she knew of such 

debates about optical theory, Julian nonetheless rhetorically strives to recreate such 

directness of vision.  

Julian differs from optical theorists, however, in her emphasis on a communal 

experience of this visionÑ not only does Julian blend with the object seenÑ ChristÑ but 

she dissolves the boundary between herself and the readerÑ in creating a vision open to 

all.  Reinforced by her repetitive use of the words ÔshewÕ and ÔbeholdÕ, Julian asks the 

reader to join her as a witness of an eventÑ to be shown something rather than to be told 

about it.  Her ÔmodernistÕ stylistic strategies including her self-effacement, her 

presentation of herself as doubting, hesitating or wondering, her violation of linear 

teleology, her layering of time strata, all further that witnessing. On the one hand, she 

acts like a film director deliberately Ôsplicing, pacing, shaping what has been seen, and 

creating continuity in her edited later versionÕ. On the other hand, in her commitment to 

the apophatic, to ÔnoughtingÕ, Julian works to dissolve her directorial role and the 

distance it implies between self and other. Julian, finally, is not just modernist in her style 

but post-modern in her cinematic and dilatory imagination, an imagination that both 
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creates and embraces an audience which is one and the same with herself. In this regard, 

she makes a strenuous spiritual demand upon her audienceÑ to respond, interpret and act 

directly and without assistance, upon the vivid showings before them. 
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