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Introduction:
As is the case in many literary periods, disability studies have only recently been applied to medieval studies. Over the last ten years, however, there has been a steady and significant wave of medieval disability studies scholarship. Most of this scholarship has utilized the social model, which distinguishes disability (a social construction) from impairment (a physical condition). In 2006 Irina Metzler published an extensive account considering a range of recorded instances of physical impairment in the Middle Ages, and concluded that although impairment was certainly prevalent, it is impossible to locate any consistent medieval construction of disability (190). In response to Metzler’s extensive findings, Edward Wheatley proposed a major model in response that suggests a way in which disability could have been present in medieval societies – the religious model.
 As the name indicates, Wheatley’s religious model proposes that largely through New Testament views of Jesus as physician as well as through parish systems of charity, the Church was the primary agent behind the social construction of disability in the Middle Ages (10).
 In response to Wheatley’s model, Joshua R. Eyler notes that a central problem with the religious model is that it assumes a homogenous following of Church ideology and practices (Eyler 7). In pointing out this difficulty with using the religious model as an all-encompassing guide to understanding the social constructions of disability in the Middle Ages, Eyler underscores a need in the field for alternative models that are developed directly from the medieval texts themselves (7). 
Influenced by Eyler’s call for a more textually-based approach to medieval disability studies, Julie Singer proposes a model for exploring the poetics of therapy specifically through the rhetorical devices of irony, metaphor, metonymy and synecdoche in her recent book Blindness and Therapy in Late Medieval French and Italian Poetry. Singer’s study is located at a significant site of connection between rhetoric and the body, and her embodied formalist methodology points to what I think is a promising approach to future medievalist disability studies. Over the course of her study, however, Singer’s focus tends to gravitate towards the poetics of therapy, thereby exposing a need for further development of the specific poetic figuring of impairment; it is in this gap in scholarship that my specific project is grounded. My research examines the narrative treatment of disability and woundedness in several high to late medieval texts. More specifically, I explore the ways in which physical impairments are dislocated (that is, stripped from the concrete bodies of characters or narrators), and relocated into the larger body of the text itself. This relocation occurs by way of what I will call the textual performance of disability. Although this textual relocation and performance of disability has many effects and consequences, its most immediate and significant result is that it allows the audience to share in the experience of disability. Furthermore, because in these texts disability is effectively disembodied (that is, relocated outside of the individual body of the character/narrator), there is a way in which disability assumes its own voice – it speaks for itself through the performance of the text. 
Textual Analysis:  
The first text I will consider is Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. First published in 1485, this text tells the story of the rise and fall of King Arthur and the knights of the roundtable. Although this text does many interesting things with wounds and injuries, my current project begins by specifically considering one episode in which a single wound is textually dislocated and shared across the bodies of two characters. In Book XVIII, Sir Lancelot has (another) tiff with his lover, Queen Guinevere, and as a result he decides to fight in disguise against Arthur and his knights in the Winchester Tournament. During the tournament, Lancelot’s disguise is successful, and he is gravely wounded in his side by his own cousin, Sir Bors. Aware of Lancelot’s true identity, Sir Lavaine brings the injured knight to a hermit in order to be healed, and the hermit agrees after he recognizes Lancelot because of “a wound on his cheek” (Malory 809). During his convalescence, Lancelot asks Lavaine “to make aspies in Winchester for Sir Bors if he came there, and told him by what tokens he should know him, by a wound in his forehead” (Malory 815). Although it may not seem so at first, this is a tricky passage that deserves significant attention. By this point in Le Morte Darthur, Lancelot has been wounded again and again, and each time the wounds barely seem to actualize themselves upon Lancelot’s body – that is to say, the text seems to avoid giving us a sustained image of Lancelot as wounded. Considering the specific passage at hand, though, scholar Catherine LaFarge interprets the referenced forehead wound as belonging to Lancelot, and uses this identification to highlight the significant way in which Lancelot’s wounds seem to continually move and multiply at this point in the text.
 As tempting as LaFarge’s argument is, a literal reading of the passage also requires us to understand the forehead wound as a mark by which Lavaine might recognize Bors. I maintain that this deceptively simple passage describing the forehead wound is ambiguous, and in many ways is best understood as working to dislocate and disperse the wound between Lancelot and Bors . . . giving the audience a picture of shared skin and shared vulnerability, then, in a certain kind of way. Naturally, Bors is extremely upset when he finds out that he unknowingly injured his cousin, and he immediately sets out to reconcile with Lancelot. Bors finds Lancelot in the hermitage, begs his forgiveness, and restores their friendship. After narrating their reconciliation, the text concludes: “and so they [Bors and Lancelot] talked of many more things. And so within three days or four Sir Launcelot was big and strong again” (Malory 817). Thus, we see that the wound is dislocated from Lancelot’s individual body, and relocated, so to speak, in an incorporeal space between the bodies of Lancelot and Bors. That is, the wound comes to serve as a metaphor for the broken relationship and communication between Lancelot and Bors – as soon as this relationship is healed, however, so too is the actual wound. I identify this textual moment as dispersing woundedness between the bodies of characters, but another significant way in which disability is likewise dislocated is by being mapped onto the bodies of the texts themselves.
To consider the example of Lancelot and Bors a bit further, it is important to note that the ambiguity of the shared wound is reflected throughout Le Morte Darthur. Generally speaking, Malory’s Le Morte Darthur is best understood as a fragmented, or wounded text. Although I do not have the space to go into all of these sites of fragmentation in detail, there are three ways in which Malory’s narrative of the Arthurian legend is wounded – a distorted sense of history, ambiguous references to space, and character inconsistencies. In terms of the text’s sense of history, it is important to remember that although Le Morte Darthur is supposed to take place at some distant point in the past, most of its details make it feel much closer to Malory’s own time period. Next, the text is often distorted in terms of setting; for example, the Winchester tournament in which Bors wounds Lancelot is described by Malory as taking place at “Camelot, that is Winchester” (Malory 799) What does not make sense with this description, however, is the fact that Arthur and his knights have to “depart” from court for the tournament (Malory 800). Perhaps seeking to unify Malory’s narrative to a certain extent, the original publisher of Le Morte Darthur, William Caxton, identifies Camelot as a city in Wales; nevertheless, the discrepancy between Malory and Caxton leaves the reader with an ambiguous sense of space in the text. That being said, it is important to note that throughout Le Morte Darthur, although places are occasionally named, the text never gives the reader a firm sense of where and how things are located. Finally, the character inconsistencies in Le Morte Darthur are numerous – there are several figures who can be identified as the Fisher King, for example, and there are two different “Elaines” who both are lovers to Lancelot. I argue that in a certain kind of way, these three sites of narrative ambiguity and fragmentation perform the elusive wound of Lancelot and Bors. On a more general level, I mentioned earlier that throughout the text Lancelot’s wounds, though often quite serious, never seem to truly register upon his body; rather, any sense of reality of these wounds must be felt in the body of the text itself. That is, by reading the distorted narrative of Le Morte Darthur, we all feel a sense of woundedness as readers.  
In the next text I will consider, the Showings of Julian of Norwich, we see a similar blurring between the boundaries of Julian’s impaired body and the body of her text. Julian of Norwich was a fourteenth- and early fifteenth-century anchorite, who, at the age of 30, became seriously ill and received a divine vision from God; after her experience ended, Julian proceeded to spend the rest of her life writing and revising her account of her vision. Before narrating her revelations, Julian summarizes a trajectory of the illness that she suffers prior to her vision, noting that she gradually becomes paralyzed and nearly blind. Specifically, Julian explains, “my body was dead from the middle downwards” (179), “after this my sight began to fail,” and “after this the upper part of my body began to die, until I could scarcely feel anything” (180). It is at this point in the narrative that Julian’s vision begins; significantly, although this is the last time that Julian directly refers to her individual blindness or paralysis, the body of the text comes to mirror her physical symptoms. Scholars have noted the ways in which much of Julian’s account of her vision tends to dwell (almost immobilized) in a state of darkness – darkness in terms of color and darkness in terms of incomplete insight.
 For example, at one point in her vision, Julian describes how Christ’s face is obscured because it is “covered with dried blood,” and Julian describes that she sees this dark moment “dimly,” desiring “more of the light of day, to have seen it more clearly” (193). When we consider moments like this in terms of Julian’s initial blindness and paralysis, it becomes clear that Julian’s text performs her impairment. After the initial reference to her paralysis and blindness at the beginning of Showings, we hear no more of Julian’s specific afflictions; rather, her blindness and paralysis are effectively relocated and dispersed throughout the textual body of Showings. For example, Julian frequently admits impediments in understanding and conveying the contents of her vision: “And about the spiritual vision, I have told a part, but I can never tell it in full” (322). The blindness and immobility of the text, however, is most clearly demonstrated in Julian’s parable of the lord and the servant. In this example, a servant sets out to do his lord’s will, and in the process, falls; most importantly, however, in falling, the servant becomes immobilized and can no longer see his lord: “And soon he [the servant] falls into a dell and is greatly injured; and then he groans and moans and tosses about and writhes, but he cannot rise or help himself in any way. And all of this, the greatest hurt which I saw in him was lack of consolation, for he could not turn his face to look on his loving lord, who was very close to him” (267). Thus, like Julian, the servant is effectively blinded and immobilized. As many scholars have pointed out, the parable of the lord and the servant is truly at the heart of Julian’s text – as she ponders it for several chapters, much of her theology comes into focus. Nevertheless, as Julian works to make meaning out of the story, the audience becomes aligned not only with her struggles, but with those of the servant as well. The meaning that Julian ultimately derives from the parable cements this bond between herself, the servant, and indeed, all Christians: “I also had more understanding of his revealing to me that I should sin. I applied it merely to my own single self . . .  but by the great and gracious comfort of our Lord which followed afterwards, I saw that he intended it for general man, that is to say, every man, who is sinful and will be until the last day” (333). Thus, Julian concludes that we all must “fall,” and notes that this does not contradict, but rather, is a necessary part of God’s message that “all will be will” (225). Most important, though, is Julian’s insistence that her vision and her insights are intended for everyone, and indeed, by dislocating her initial blindness and immobility into the larger body of the text, we are all given a way to share in Julian’s experience
Critically, this dislocation and dispersal of disability allows the audience of both Showings and Le Morte Darthur to experience the effects of woundedness, immobility, and blindness – that is, it places the burden of disability on all of us and exposes a way in which sharing vulnerability is a necessary aspect of the human condition. Judith Butler observes that “There is a more general conception of the human . . . one in which we are, from the start, even prior to individuation itself, and by virtue of our embodiment, given over to an other: this makes us vulnerable” (23). In this quotation, Butler demonstrates that the nature of embodiment has always demanded shared vulnerability. With this in mind, I propose that in the spaces where medieval texts effect collapsed boundaries between bodies, those bodies (both textual and otherwise) speak their disability as they simultaneously speak the experience of what it means to be human.
Conclusions and Future Work:
In this paper I have emphasized the ways in which the textual performance of disability allows the audience to share in experiences like blindness, immobility, and woundedness. One issue I have not addressed, however, concerns the stakes involved in this performance. On the one hand, texts like Showings or Le Morte Darthur simulate the experience of physical impairment for the audience, and as much as we may want to appreciate this, I think it is also important to bear in mind the following question: at what cost? In other words, what is lost in this textual appropriation and simulation of disability? Most importantly, I think it is crucial not to lose sight of the fact that in these texts, disability is never returned to its original body – the body of the character. Thus, it seems that disability can be a group experience, but not necessarily an individual identity. In my future work on this project, I plan to spend more time working through this very issue of the critical difference between communal and individual disability. On a different but related note, I am also interested in exploring the way this dynamic shifts during the early modern period. Again, I have not completely worked through all of my ideas yet, but I think there is a way in which characters like Shakespeare’s Coriolanus might be understood as sites where individual and communal disability come into more direct conversation with one another, pushing on significant questions concerning the boundaries of the human and the extent to which disability can (or should) signify meaning. 
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�. It is worth noting that Metzler's and Wheatley's work is largely indebted to Henri-Jacques Stiker. Stiker's work looks at systems of charity and almsgiving as practices that located the disabled individual in medieval society. See Stiker 65-89.


�. For a comprehensive definition of the religious model, see Wheatley 10-19.


� See LaFarge 271-72.


� See Gillespie.





