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‘WITH MASCULINE AND PERFECT MIND’?
Asceticism and the Articulation of the Female Christian Self

Esther Eidinow

I will begin with a story that Veit mentions in passing in his paper, as he discusses 
the symbolism of food.1 He is explaining the importance of the Eucharist, and, as 
an illustration, he tells a story that he attributes to Palladius, from the Historia Lau-
siaca, in which a woman who has not received communion for five weeks falls 
victim to a ‘magician’ and is turned into a horse.2 The Eucharist was, as it were, a 
conduit for heavenly forces; its absence rendered the individual susceptible to de-
mons. But the story that Veit mentions is a brief summary of an episode in the life 
of Macarius that reaches us in two versions. The one that he recounts is from the 
Greek version of the Historia Monachorum in Aegypto:3 a girl is brought to the 
monk Macarius by her parents, because a magician has transformed her into a mare. 
He puts her in a cell, and prays in another cell; then he rubs her all over with oil, and 
prays with her parents. When they get up, they find her transformed back into a 
young girl. In the later Latin version, however, and that recounted by Palladius, a 
slightly different series of events transpires, one that requires a rather different view 
of the role of demons and their interactions with human beings.4 In this version, a 
man brings his wife to Macarius, complaining that she has been turned into a horse. 
Macarius replies that this is not the case; the fault is not with the woman’s form, but 
with the perception of the men around her:

The holy Macarius therefore answered the brethren and said to them: ‘You are horses, since 
you have the eyes of horses. For she is a woman and has not been transformed, except in the 
eyes of deluded men.’ And he blessed water, and pouring it from the head downwards on to her 
bare skin he prayed. And immediately he made her appear to all as a woman. Then giving her 
food he made her eat and sent her away with her husband thanking the Lord. And he advised 
her thus: ‘Never give up the church, never stay away from the Communion. For these things 
happened to you because you did not attend the mysteries for five weeks.’

I have started with this story for a number of reasons. First, because of the way it 
raises questions about perception and interpretation: when we think we see what we 
see, is it really there or is it in the end caused by the way we are looking? These are 
questions with remarkable resonance for the historical context and particular topics 

1 This paper is written in fond memory of Veit, with gratitude for his friendship. Thanks to Harry 
Maier for his comments on the text, and to the discussants at the conference for their helpful 
observations.

2 Pall. Laus. 17.6–9.
3 Historia Monachorum in Aegypto (hereafter HM) (Greek) 21.17.
4 HM (Latin) 28.3.1–4; see discussion Cain 2016, 332–333.

This material is under copyright. Any use outside of the narrow boundaries 
of copyright law is illegal and may be prosecuted.  

This applies in particular to copies, translations, microfilming  
as well as storage and processing in electronic systems. 

© Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart 2019



56 Esther Eidinow

that Veit was exploring in his paper. He raises such questions most explicitly in his 
interrogation of the polyvalence of food, which he describes in terms of ‘floating 
signifiers’; similarly, as he notes, religious traditions are not, by definition, uniform, 
they have an inner plurality. He introduces the actor-network theory (ANT) theory of 
Bruno Latour to explain how this floating signification did not indicate lack of sym-
bolism: food and drink could themselves become actors who created religious mean-
ing.

Veit’s focus and his questions inspire me to consider another set of ‘floating 
signifiers’ from the historical and textual context he examines, which are also re-
plete with polyvalent, symbolic meaning. I refer to the female ascetics who are the 
subjects of hagiographies, specifically those who went into the desert and in becom-
ing ascetics, also became, to all intents and purposes, men. In general, the interpre-
tation of these stories has focused on their use for understanding the lives of histor-
ical women. In contrast, Susan Ashbrook Harvey has sought to understand this 
material ‘on its own terms (…) as symbolic literature’.5 She draws particular atten-
tion to the ways in which hagiography is intended not only to reveal ‘the encounter 
of the human and the holy’, but also to inspire imitation on the part of the listener.6 
The paradoxes contained in these stories about women’s lives were mirrored, she 
states, in the boundaries crossed by real women: but, importantly, they did this not 
because of who they were, but because they had been called to do particular work. 
She argues that this was ‘a bypassing of the self, or rendering the self-irrelevant.’7

In making this kind of analysis we must be aware of the way that these accounts 
are framed. In general, this behaviour was rendered by its male writers as women 
conquering their nature to achieve something extraordinary, to become, in fact, 
more male than female. The title of this paper takes a phrase from Palladius’ intro-
duction to the Historia Lausiaca where he describes his female subjects as ‘God-in-
spired matrons, who with masculine and perfect mind have successfully accom-
plished the struggles of virtuous asceticism’. This was not a new idea: it is raised by 
Paul, writing to the Galatians, where he describes himself as in labour for them, and 
more explicitly in the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas, when Jesus upbraids Simon 
Peter who has told Mary to leave them because she is a woman, with the announce-
ment that he himself will lead her ‘so as to make her male (…) For every woman 
who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.’8 Indeed, as David 
Brakke points out, in the genre of hagiography as part of a larger competitive topos 
in which ascetics sought to outdo each other in their acts of self-deprivation, as 
other scholars have noted, ‘one of the most ubiquitous functions of the “woman” 
that ancient Christian authors constructed’ was ‘shaming men.’9 A fine example is 

5 Harvey 1990, 36.
6 Harvey 1990, 37.
7 Harvey 1990, 39.
8 Paul Gal. 4.19 and GThom 114.
9 Brakke 2005, 30 citing Clark 1998, 29. The story of Serapion sindonios, Pall. Laus. 37, rein-

forces the topic by reversing it: in this account, Serapion challenges a female ascetic to come 
out from her seclusion, and then walk back home again stark naked. She refuses – and Serapion 
rejoices because he realises that she is not more pious and dead to the world than he is. It ends: 
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57‘With Masculine and Perfect Mind’?

found in an episode in the life of Piteroum, by Palladius, in which an angel instructs 
Piteroum to visit a woman who is more pious than him in the ladies’ monastery of 
the Tabennesiotes.10 The woman turns out to be a hidden saint, tormented by the 
other nuns because she appears to be mad. The evocation of this topos reflects the 
paradoxical quality that Elizabeth Castelli describes as framing the real lives of 
early Christian women: ‘At once they are to have access to holiness, while they also 
can do so only through the manipulation of conventional gender categories.’11

These are all insightful approaches to the majority of these stories. On the one 
hand, they offer a valuable exploration of the interactions of these narratives with 
their historical context. In this regard, they resonate with Veit’s observations about 
the nature of the evidence for monks: as he says, these accounts are neither fictional 
nor factual, and the two strands cannot easily be pulled apart. The stories of suffer-
ing monks on which he focuses do not describe ascetic activities from a medical 
point of view, and yet they do reflect serious debates about the lives of, as it were, 
the ideal monk. As Veit suggests, perhaps we can do more with this approach to the 
evidence. In his consideration of the polyvalence of food, he begins implicitly to 
indicate how the strand of ‘fact’ and the strand of ‘fiction’ can each be further sub-
divided. For example, in terms of ‘fact’, different interpretations of a phenomenon 
will lead to different ‘facts’; while, in terms of fictions, the occurrence of narrative 
structures from different genres will introduce specific associations or expectations, 
leading the reader to draw out particular implications or interpretations.

This insight brings me to my second reason for starting this paper with the story 
of the woman as a horse: its focus on a process of metamorphosis. Drawing on 
Veit’s arguments above, we can argue that this is a fictional aspect of the account, 
and yet, in so many ways it is one that represents, albeit indirectly, historical facts. 
Metamorphosis was a structuring topos that would have been familiar to the audi-
ences of these stories from other narrative contexts. In what follows, I will explore 
this topos as it appears in a number of the hagiographies of women ascetics, but 
with particular attention to The Life of Mary of Egypt. My aim is to draw out the 
significance of this topos for our understanding of the contemporary meanings of 
these stories, and also to examine how and why – and with what implications – the 
topos of metamorphosis itself undergoes change.

‘He then left her reduced to humility; having shattered her conceit he went his way.’ (trans. 
Wortley 2015, 93). As Wortley 1992, 391 observes, ‘the whole incident is a curious rever-
sal, even a mirror-image, of the usual topos’.

10 Pall. Laus. 34.
11 Castelli 1991, 33.
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58 Esther Eidinow

TEXTS

The Life of Mary of Egypt, attributed to Sophronius, and dating to the seventh cen-
tury CE, is framed as told originally by one Zosimas. He begins the tale, having 
reached something of a watershed in his own ascetic practise.12 Admonished for his 
pride in his own achievements, he is sent to a monastery at the banks of the Jordan, 
anxious to find a spiritual father to teach him.13 Instead, on a trip into the desert he 
glimpses what he thinks is a phantom, who runs from him.14 He pursues her, and 
comes upon Mary, naked, black from the sun, stained by rain-storms, hairy all over, 
with short white hair. Lending her his cloak to cover herself, he persuades her to tell 
him her story. What follows is a tale that is, as Lynda Coon has argued ‘entirely 
fabricated from paradox and inversion (…) [it] parodies the pious lives of more 
conventional late antique female saints.’15 In what seem to be earlier versions of 
this narrative, Mary is described as having gone into the desert to avoid leading men 
into sexual temptation.16 The more detailed and later version provides some infor-
mation about what kind of temptation she may have posed: Mary has been, not just 
a prostitute, but a hunter of men’s souls (she later describes her activities in these 
predatory terms herself).17 When she meets Zosimas and he persuades her to tell 
him her story, she describes how her sexuality was not prompted by economic need 
but by desire, by appetite, by what she calls an ‘insatiable need to wallow in filth’.18

The change in her own attitude had apparently occurred at the Feast of the Ex-
altation of the Cross, when she found herself unable to enter the church, because 
some metaphysical force held her back. She realised the cause, and was filled with 
sorrow and self-loathing – and before an icon of the Mother of God, she begged 
forgiveness from the Mother of God. Able to enter the church, she knelt before the 
Virgin, where she heard an instruction to cross the river Jordan.19 Crying out, ‘Lady, 
do not abandon me’, she rushed out, bought three loaves, washed in the Jordan, took 
communion, ate half a loaf, and made her way to the desert with 2.5 loaves of bread, 
which she then lived on for 47 years – before meeting Zosimas. As she tells him, 
those years have been full of terrible struggle against appetites for food, wine and 
sex.20 Her guide and helper throughout has been (her thoughts of) the Virgin.21 
Gradually, during this time, she has lost the attributes that signal civilised society, 
for example, her clothing, as she describes, has fallen away.22 She instructs Zosimas 

12 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae (BHG 1042; PG 87. 3697–3726); attrib. to Sophronius (trans. Ward 
1987, 35–56).

13 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 3–4.
14 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 10–11.
15 Coon 1997, xv.
16 For details about the versions of this story, see Kouli 1996, 65–66.
17 Predatory: Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 22.
18 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 18.
19 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 24.
20 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 25–28.
21 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 29.
22 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 30.
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59‘With Masculine and Perfect Mind’?

to say nothing to the other monks, and not to cross the Jordan when the other monks 
usually do (and in fact when he considers doing so, he becomes ill).23 Instead, he is 
to visit her again in a year and to bring her the Eucharist. When the time comes, and 
Mary arrives, she walks across the Jordan to receive the Eucharist, seeking his 
blessing (although he is trembling with fear).24 A year later, he looks for her again – 
and finds her dead, ‘hands folded in the proper manner and her body lying in such 
a way that she was facing toward the east’.25 Although she has told us she is illiter-
ate, there is a message beside her instructing him to bury her, which he does, with 
the help of a huge lion who appears at just the right time – and then withdraws ‘like 
a sheep into the innermost part of the desert’.26

INTERPRETATIONS

This tale contains topoi common to the hagiographic genre. As Harvey notes, 
Mary’s story aligns with others that describe the reformed harlot, such as those of 
Thais or Pelagia. She observes how ‘In each instance, the hagiographical motif that 
first served to separate women from humanity (men), ultimately serves to reconcile 
them.’27 More specifically, Coon has argued that Mary’s life story underlines how 
‘redemption is possible even for the most loathsome of sinners’, seeing this as an 
exemplum that indicates what is accessible to all.28 These stories – this structure – 
stood for the fundamental state of humankind and its call to repentance, it drew on 
traditional biblical imagery, in which the metaphor of the harlot was employed to 
depict Israel or the Church being faithless to God.29 In many ways, Mary behaves 
like the other female ascetics whose stories are preserved. She is bypassing herself, 
burying herself in the desert so that she may no longer corrupt men, even insisting 
that Zosimas not discuss her with his fellow monks. Other familiar themes can be 
found in her tale. For example, she has certainly vanquished Zosimas in ascetic 
competition: he, in his rather complacent search for a father, finds instead a moth-
er.30 And we can see that Mary moves towards the male, not only explicitly in her 
rejection of the female state, but also in more implicit narrative references. Burrus 
observes how Mary’s meeting with Zosimas recalls the Life of St. Paul and his 
meeting with Jerome; the narrative is also marked by motifs that recall other male 
figures from the Bible, including the loaves that begin Mary’s spiritual life, as they 

23 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 32–33.
24 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 35.
25 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 37.
26 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 39–40.
27 Harvey 1990, 50.
28 Coon 1997, 94.
29 Ward 1987, 7; see also Burrus 2010, 128–130.
30 As Cox Miller 2005, 88.
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60 Esther Eidinow

do that of Saul; and her life in the desert, which recalls episodes in the lives of Eli-
jah and Christ.31

And yet the story of Mary also disrupts some of our expectations. As Burrus 
argues, Mary’s initial wholehearted sexuality and later ‘single-hearted devotion to 
a Virginal God(dess)’ sets up quite a challenge for anyone who would follow her 
example.32 Burrus draws attention to her as a ‘wild woman’: even her gender insta-
bility reinforces the seduction of her ‘femininity.’ Similarly, Cox Miller has found 
in these texts what she calls ‘a grotesquerie – a not-quite-coherent construct’, ‘a 
contradiction expressed by the seemingly simple phrase, “holy woman”.’33 As well 
as a turn to the male, she sees an insistence on the femaleness of the character of 
Mary – foremost in her behaviour before she was converted, but also in her appear-
ance in the desert. Cox Miller points out that Mary is like the bride of the Song of 
Songs (black but comely) with her blackened body; her behaviour is one that em-
phasises her sexuality and her femaleness.34

But there may be other ways of reading these aspects. To begin with, it can be 
argued that the blackening of Mary’s body in itself is an underscoring of her lack of 
femaleness: she is certainly not comely – indeed, the effect is de-humanising. 
Moreover, while the recollection of her activities evokes her role as ‘a sinful 
woman’, yet her appetites in that context are strangely supernatural. If anything, her 
prodigious sexual behaviour recalls not that of women, but of the fabled vampires 
that are described, for example, in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana, These women 
hunt and seduce young men and threaten not only their physical well-being, but also 
their spiritual lives.35 The possibility that Mary is in fact a demon is raised explicitly 
in the narrative: when Zosimas glimpses her, he is unsure if she is a demon.36 The 
narrator sustains this fear: when they pray together, he sneaks a peek – and is terri-
fied to see that she is levitating.37

This fear of demons was not so strange; the desert was famously full of them. 
Briefly, another example, from the Lives of the Desert Fathers, can provide some 
useful context for the fears expressed by Zosimas:38

We visited another priest in the district of Achoris called Apelles, a just man who in his former 
life had been a blacksmith and had abandoned his trade to turn to askesis. One day when he 
happened to be forging utensils for the monks, the devil came to him in the form of a woman. In 
his zeal he snatched up a red-hot piece of iron from the fire with his hand, and badly seared her 
face and whole body. The brothers heard her screaming in the cell. From that time, the man was 

31 Saul and loaves: 1 Sam 10.3–4; Elijah: 1 Kg 19.4–14; Christ Mt 4.1–11, Mk 1.12–13, Lk 4.1–
13; see Coon 1997, 44–45.

32 Burrus 2010, 155.
33 Cox Miller 2005, 90–91.
34 Cox Miller states (2005, 97): ‘These women love sex, and in loving their sexuality they also 

value themselves, according to the late ancient code that identified women’s being with their 
sexuality. For a moment, beauty, desire and femaleness are positively valued.’

35 Philostr. Ap. 2.4 and. 4.25.2–6.
36 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 10.
37 Vita Mariae Aegyptiae 15.
38 HM 13.1–2,b (trans. Russell 1980, 93, adapted by Brakke 2005, 36).
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61‘With Masculine and Perfect Mind’?

always able to hold red-hot iron in his hand without being burned. He received us courteously, 
and told us about the men worthy of God who had been with him and were still living there.

This example is also useful because it indicates how demons were usually portrayed, 
that is, as a distraction or obstruction to the monks in their pursuit of an ascetic life. 
In the context of Mary’s tale, however, the topos is being used slightly differently. Its 
appearance in the narrative leads us to question the focus of the narrative – who is it 
who is under supernatural attack: Zosimas, or Mary? And it prompts the reader to 
consider not only the changes in Mary’s physical appearance, and the representation 
of her gender, but also her metaphysical instability; I turn to this next.

METAMORPHOSIS

There are, it seems, a variety of different familiar topoi at play in this narrative, as 
the different readings above suggest. However, I want to draw attention to a partic-
ular topos that has been neglected in this context up to now, and which may be 
significant for our understanding of this story’s power: namely, metamorphosis, and 
the related aspect of polymorphism. The narrative structure of ‘metamorphosis’ is 
common across the hagiographies of both men and women, although it is perhaps 
most obvious in the latter. To begin with, it emerges in the changes wrought by the 
ascetic way of life. Asceticism is, as Vaage and Wimbush observe, ‘a bodily matter, 
and, therefore, necessarily a fleshly, deeply material, this-worldly social practice’.39 
In the majority of cases, the stories of female ascetics describe women who remain 
secluded, whose aim is to repress their sexuality and contain its threat. The most 
dramatic version of this story is perhaps that of the prostitute Thais, who, after her 
conversion, is sealed in a monastic cell. Another example is St. Pelagia, also once a 
prostitute, who contains herself within a cell on the Mount of Olives; those who 
know of her think she is a man. Her gender is only discovered when the cell is bro-
ken into after her death.40 In terms of the narrative structure of metamorphosis, 
these have obvious parallels with mythic narratives about women like Danae, who 
are impregnated by a god or hero, and are then restrained by their father.41

But as well as its description of a physical transformation, the narrative struc-
ture of metamorphosis resonates with hagiographical writing in its focus on the 
transformation of the physical to the metaphysical. As Valantasis has argued, ascet-
icism comprises ‘performances within a dominant social environment intended to 
inaugurate a new subjectivity, differing social relations, and an alternative symbolic 
universe’.42 Clark has noted the importance of performance within the models of 
devotion that Christianity may have offered: ‘asceticism is the “long martyrdom” 

39 Vaage and Wimbush 1999, 422.
40 Thais: Vita Thaisis (BHG 1695–1697; BHL 8012, and PL 73.661–662). Vita Pelagiae (BHG 

1478; BHL 5323 6605–6611 and PL 73.663–672).
41 Examples of mythic women: Arsinoe: Apollod. 3.7.5; Danae: Pherekydes FGrHist 3 F10; sim-

ilar story structure in Pind. P. 12.17–18; Soph. Ant. esp. l.776.
42 Valantasis 1995, 797.
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62 Esther Eidinow

and the ascetic’s constant prayer to God, from the midst of pain, dereliction and 
demonic assault, is an acting out of the central truth and thus advances the fight 
against evil.’43 This was a mode of expressing, in physical terms, the condition of 
the human soul. Garrett sees it as offering two strengths: first, the idea that asceti-
cism is not only about the rejection of customary, culturally approved ways of liv-
ing; but, and secondly, this is done ‘in order to embrace another existence, another 
way of living embodied in a new subjectivity, alternative social relations, and a new 
imaging of the universe’.44 More explicitly, as Patricia Cox Miller has argued, as-
cetic practices were ‘performative ritual acts’ that enabled a perceptual construction 
of ascetic bodies as ‘bodies of plenitude’ that were ‘angelic’.45

BODY AND TERRITORY

This leads us to consider the relationship of the physical body to its context; and we 
find a nuanced similarity with the paradigm found in ancient myths of metamorpho-
sis. In those tales, a change of state usually informs, indeed, produces something 
that becomes a part of, the physical setting; personhood and landscape resonate. In 
the hagiographies, in contrast, when individuals change, they take their place in a 
location that remains unseen and unimaginable, and the physical landscape remains 
the same. And yet, a change does occur, at the metaphysical level. As James Goeh-
ring observes, the desert is ‘the assumed location of ascetic perfection’, and, indeed, 
although, as we read these lives it becomes apparent that the desert was swarming 
with individuals, yet the ‘myth of the desert’ is of an ongoing emptiness.46 The 
desert enables asceticism, and is, in turn, further defined, in storied terms, by the 
practises of asceticism that take place (or are described as taking place) within it. 
The desert offers pathetic fallacy writ large: it takes on the physical qualities, the 
emotions, the spirituality of the humans depicted as dwelling within it. But the con-
verse is also true, the human beings in this setting are also taking on certain as-
pects – the isolation, the emptiness – of the desert. They become what Patricia Cox 
Miller has called ‘the body from nowhere’, which she describes in terms of Mer-
leau-Ponty’s two modes of perception: the horizon factor in which things are seen 
as it were in terms of other things; and the wholeness factor, which focuses on the 
object itself, which ‘suspends the actual spatial and temporal conditions of percep-
tion.’47 This mode of perception, I would argue, can be set in both relational and 
physical, as well as perceptual terms. Unconstrained by the conventional ties of the 
social self, a different relationality is enabled; the physical body becomes trans-
formed, and boundaries between physical and metaphysical realms are confounded.

43 Clark 2002, 44.
44 Garrett 1999, 72, quoting Valantasis 1995, 799.
45 Cox Miller 1994, 137.
46 Goehring 2005, 144.
47 Cox Miller 1994, 142; the quotation cited by Cox Miller is from Wyschogrod 1990, 18.
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63‘With Masculine and Perfect Mind’?

The vacuity of the social and physical landscape can free the bodies within it – at 
least for a time. The paradox, of course, is that this freedom is described by those 
who observe it: we, as readers, are constrained by what is physical. Nor, in the end, 
do the ascetics themselves escape these relational ties. Indeed, it is noticeable that 
when the real world and its inhabitants intrude, it is often a cue for the ascetic to die, 
and, in the cases of those ascetic women who have been living as men – as Pelagia – 
that is often the moment when their biological gender is discovered.48 We can argue 
about the meaning of these narrative events: that the body can be transfigured through 
discipline; that the body cannot be escaped. Either way, these stories of metamor-
phosis reveal the fluidity of the self: they present men becoming unmanned, women 
who had become men, bodies becoming corpses; mortals becoming angels.

Some of these stories seem to linger on this component: the anecdote above, 
about Apelles of Achoris and the demon, offers a rich example. As Brakke has de-
scribed, there is a ‘striking transfer of corporeality’ in this account: ‘the body of the 
male monk loses its reality as a human body, becoming impervious to searing heat, 
while the thin, attenuated body of the demon acquires feminine corporeal solidi-
ty’.49 Apelles’ story reveals ‘the power of monastic discourse to materialize the 
“woman” it constructed’.50 I would argue that the story of Mary of Egypt also fo-
cuses on the theme of the transformation of the corporeal: far from secluded, she 
roams the desert naked and sun-blackened; she is not male or female; she is not 
demon or mortal. Alongside Zosimas, we, the audience of this story, are being 
asked – how should we see this figure?

POLYMORPHY

This leads me to a final suggestion about the topos of metamorphosis, and the ways 
in which this story reveals it, itself, to undergo a change. My argument is that the 
story of Mary is interacting here with another genre of transformation narratives, 
which invoke not only metamorphosis but polymorphy – that is, as Lalleman puts 
it, ‘(…) a metamorphosis of such a kind that the person or deity can be seen differ-
ently by different people at the same time’.51 I think the narrative is written in order 
to portray Mary simultaneously in several different ways – and with very particular 
implications.

Polymorphism had particular associations in Christianity. In Apocryphal Acts, 
both Jesus and the apostles are polymorphous. But as Foster has argued, although 

48 For example, HM 10.19, 11.8, 14.23. For examples of those monks who are discovered to be 
women on their death, see discussion Brakke, 25 of Apoph. patr. N63 and Apoph. Patr. Bessa-
rion 4; the later Vita Pelagiae offers another well-known example.

49 Brakke 2005, 36–37.
50 Brakke 2005, 37.
51 Lalleman 1995, 99, where he argues that polymorphy is a subcategory of metamorphic ap-

pearances (see discussion in Foster 2007, 67, who observes that the use of the term polymor-
phos in Acts of Thomas 48.153, refers to a change in form, not an appearance in multiple 
forms).
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the idea was docetic, it is also used in a variety of expressions of early Christianity, 
especially to describe resurrection encounters, emphasising Jesus’ transcendence 
over the realm of death.52 In the context of her Life, the idea of a polymorphous 
transformation of Mary of Egypt is highly appropriate. It would also be only one of 
a number of parallels with Jesus that occur elsewhere in the text including her wan-
dering in the desert, the loaves that miraculously feed her, and her walking on wa-
ter; while the lion that behaves like a sheep is also a familiar motif.53 Indeed her 
appearance also recalls Messianic imagery: ‘the hair on her head was white like 
wool’ brings to mind the description of ‘the one like a son of man’ in the book of 
Revelation.54

This suggestion concerning polymorphy brings this paper full circle to the story 
with which I started this paper: Macarius and the horse-woman. As we have seen, 
the author of the Latin version of the HM made some significant changes to this 
story: where once there had been a woman changed into a horse, the later version 
describes only a mis-seeing. Andrew Cain has suggested that Rufinus made these 
alterations for two key reasons. The primary reason is that it superimposes ‘a dis-
tinctly Evagrian template’: Macarius ‘as the consummate Evagrian “gnostic” monk 
(…) has reached such a high level of discernment, and acquired such intimate 
knowledge of creation in its visible and invisible dimensions, that he sees things for 
what they truly are.’55 Cain argues that he is subverting, or even rejecting, the genre 
of metamorphosis, that Rufinus’ approach was made as ‘a conscious concession to 
contemporary western readers, who might find the idea of an actual bodily meta-
morphosis to be too fantastical (i. e. the stuff of mythology or of novels)’, and he 
gives as an example Apuleius’ Metamorphoses. In contrast, I want to suggest that 
this is a metamorphosis, but one that has undergone a metamorphosis itself – to 
become a story of polymorphy. As such, it may reveal a polymorphic strand of 
thought that can be traced to Origen, who in Contra Celsum explains that ‘Although 
Jesus was one, he had several aspects; and to those who saw him he did not appear 
alike to all.’56 He then explains that the polymorphy was linked with the capacities 
of the persons who met Jesus.

The polymorphic strand in Mary of Egypt may have been the product of similar 
influences. There are certainly some parallels that can be traced between the details 
of her story, and Origen’s observations about the life of Jesus. For example, Mary 
of Egypt was quite clear that no one other than Zosimas should see come to see her; 
while Origen observes that since ‘he did not appear in like fashion to all those who 

52 Foster 2007, 77–78. Rather than looking for a single source as an influence for these ideas, 
Czachesz (2014, 102) suggests that ‘all of them represented the widespread religious idea that 
divine (or demonic) beings have no fixed appearance and are capable of manifesting them-
selves in several forms’.

53 In the wilderness: Mt 4.1–11, Lk 4.1. Feeding the multitudes: Mt 14.13–21, Mk 6.30–44, Lk 
9.10–17, Jo 6.1–15. Walking on water: Mt 14.22–36, Mk 6.45–56, Jo 6.16–24. Christ is re-
ferred to a lion and a lamb in Revelation 5.5–6.

54 Revelation 1.14 (hair). See Cox Miller 2005, 94.
55 Cain 2016, 263.
56 Orig. Contra Celsum 2.64.
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saw Him, but according to their several ability to receive Him’. He says that this 
will be obvious to those who notice that ‘at the time when He was about to be trans-
figured on the high mountain, He did not admit all His apostles (to this sight), but 
only Peter, and James, and John, because they alone were capable of beholding His 
glory on that occasion, and of observing the glorified appearance of Moses and 
Elijah, and of listening to their conversation, and to the voice from the heavenly 
cloud’ (64).

Even if we do not accept this suggestion, the idea of metamorphosis and specif-
ically the imagery of polymorphy is, I would argue, a crucial addition to our under-
standing of this story of Mary of Egypt. She is neither simply gender-bending nor 
even grotesque – she is beyond that. Her body, like the desert in which she wanders, 
is both emptied of, and replete with, meaning. Indeed, she can be read quite differ-
ently by different people in different ways at the same time. Importantly, this is not 
to argue for the depiction of Mary ‘as vast – and as uncompromisingly elemental in 
her passions – as the desert itself’.57 My argument is, rather, that to appreciate the 
polyvalent symbolism of this narrative, we need to be aware of the multiple topoi 
that shape it. 

CONCLUSION

In his immensely learned and stimulating paper, Veit explored the inner and cultural 
diversity of particular aspects of the ascetic lives of monks. I have tried to build on 
this to consider the ways in which that complexity to which he alluded might be 
illustrated and extended by introducing female ascetics. Veit raises this aspect very 
briefly in his consideration of forms of asceticism, when he quotes Theodoretos of 
Kyrrhos, who, as he describes, explains the many variants in ascetic practise, using 
the imagery of the ladder. Theodoret writes (30): ‘Old and young and women should 
have virtues, and every one may find his standard and model for the chosen form of 
life in our book.’ As Veit notes, this is almost a postmodern statement. It seems to 
suggest that, although potentially inspired by other examples of this kind of prac-
tise, everyone should seek to find their own kind of religious habit. One can be in-
spired by the examples, but also develop one’s own variant of asceticism.

For Veit, this becomes a question about the positive or negative nature of the 
variant of asceticism, and he asks, in that case, where are the limits, and is there an 
asceticism that is no longer positive? In terms of female ascetics, we can answer 
this question in several different ways. In the worldly church, it was considered to 
be not a good thing. As Castelli has argued, ‘On the one hand, their holiness was 
marked by the abandonment of socially sanctioned gender roles; on the other hand, 
that same abandonment was seen as dangerous to the natural and hierarchical order 
of social relations.’58 But at the symbolic level, it was precisely this danger, this 
abnormality that was so powerful: when Zosimas sets out into the desert, he is look-
ing for a monk to guide his spiritual development – and he finds a woman. In part, 

57 As Burrus 2010, 147.
58 Castelli 1991, 46.
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this story is about the importance of ignoring the usual social and relational pres-
sures, a constant theme of these hagiographies, and, indeed, one raised explicitly 
and significantly by Zosimas in this account.59 But to understand the full import of 
this story, I have suggested that we need to build on Veit’s observations about the 
polyvalence of ‘floating signifiers’ and the complex relationship of fact and ‘fic-
tion’. With that in mind, I have argued that the story of Mary of Egypt encompasses 
not only the familiar topos of redemption, but also that of metamorphosis, both 
physical and metaphysical. Moreover, in this Vita, these topoi are realised not only 
in the transformation of Mary, but also by the adaptation of the topoi themselves, as 
the redeemed becomes redeemer and a metamorphosis becomes polymorphous.
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