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The Book of Margery Kempe: Summary 
 
The Book of Margery Kempe is a Middle English devotional narrative, written as an 
autobiography in the third person by an author who refers to herself as this creatur. The 
text includes Margery’s life and travels, visions and prayers, as well as conversations and 
confrontations with lay and clerical figures. The text is generally chronological, although 
Kempe from time to time narrates events that occurred at earlier times (analepsis), covering 
Margery’s life from her marriage to John Kempe in her early twenties to his and one of their 
sons’ deaths about forty years later. The body of the text is divided into a preface and two 
books, 89 and 10 chapters, respectively. Book 2 is dated to April 1438. 
 
Although the main intention of the text is to relate Margery’s devotional experiences and 
autohagiographical events, we also learn about her private life and social circumstances: 
Kempe was born into the merchant family of John Brunham from Bishop’s Lynn, Norfolk 
(after the Reformation, King’s Lynn). About age 20, she married John Kempe, son of a local 
skinner, and gave birth to fourteen children. After her first child was born, she suffered from 
a severe depression, which was resolved by a visionary experience in which Jesus assured 
her he would always abide with her. From age 20 to 40, Kempe undertook several 
businesses, but was not successful at any of them. Deeply depressed, Kempe experienced 
further religious visions and at one point decided to abstain from sex and live chastely with 
her husband. In 1413 John consented to the arrangement if she repaid his debts. 
 
Kempe’s visions persisted, and her behavior became more extravagant. She wept, fainted, 
rolled on the floor, cried out, thrashed around, especially at key moments during liturgical 
services. To the end of her life, Margery continued to find solace in her visionary 
conversations with Jesus and saints and in her contemplative prayers, although at times she 
doubted whether her visions were truly from God. Sometimes she thought they had 
distracted her from more proper observances. 
 
Many people were either annoyed, or worse, with Kempe because she caused them such 
discomfort and scolded them for swearing and other lapses. Others regarded her as a holy 
woman seeking to “speke abut Gode.” Some considered her a heretic. She was examined by 
numerous clerics and sometimes was arrested by secular or religious authorities. Each time, 
she successfully negotiated her position verbally and escaped direct punishment. 
 
Kempe undertook pilgrimages to the Holy Land, Assisi and Rome, Santiago de Compostella, 
Hailes, Danzig, Wilsnack and Aachen, stopping at many other places along the way and often 
living on alms. She traveled sometimes with and sometimes without official permission. Her 
remarkable life and travels brought Margery into contact with many distinguished 
contemporaries, notably the mystic Julian of Norwich (1343-c.1416) and more 
controversially Thomas Arundel, archbishop of Canterbury (1353-1414), his successor, Henry 
Chichele (c.1364-1443), and the Archbishop of York, Henry Bowet (c.1350-1423). Kempe did 
not write or read herself, but she was read to by at least two priests, becoming 
knowledgeable about a collection of devotional works including the Bible and selected 



writings by St. Bridget, Richard Rolle, Walter Hilton, and the Pseudo-Bonaventure written or 
translated into English. The text is ambiguous as to her knowledge of Latin. 
 
The Book survives in a single manuscript (British Library, Additional 61823), dated to around 
1450 and kept for a long time in the Carthusian Charterhouse of the Assumption of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, Mount Grace, Yorkshire. Kempe initially dictated her text around 1432 
to an Englishman, but the script was indecipherable. In 1436 she dictated her life and visions 
again to a second scribe, perhaps Kempe’s confessor and parish priest Robert Spryngolde, 
who re-transcribed Book 1 and encouraged her to dictate Book 2. The surviving manuscript 
is a copy of that exemplar, probably written by the priest of Lynn who “signed himself 
Salthows on the bottom portion of the final page [fol. 123]” (Staley, 1996: Introduction). 
 
The Book continued to be of interest into the sixteenth century and was read outside 
Kempe’s immediate circle in Bishops Lynn. The manuscript contains later annotations by 
four hands (one of them possibly that of Salthows). Excerpts from The Book were printed by 
Wynkyn de Worde in 1501 and reprinted by Henry Pepwell in 1521 (Staley, 1996; Foster, 
2004). 
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