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Farewell for evermore, my dearly beloved lady and sister; farewell, most precious half of my soul.

Rudolf, The Life of St. Leoba, trans. C. H. Talbot, p. 224

    Everyone who is unequal to his own task and distrusts his own judgment seeks a faithful friend upon whose counsel he can rely and in whom he can have such confidence that he will lay open to him every secret of his heart. As is said: “what is sweeter than to have some one with whom you can talk of everything as with yourself?” . . . Long have we sought, and now we believe that we have found in you the friend whom we have wished, prayed, and hoped for. . . . “A friend is long to seek, hard to find, and difficult to keep.”

Letter from the Abbess Eangyth and Bugga to Boniface, trans. E. Emerton, VI [14]: 38

    You, who, because of your dignity, are a mother to me and [who]are my sister by the privilege of friendship, you to whom I pay homage involving [all] my heart, faith, and piety, you whom I love with a divine, entirely spiritual affection devoid of the guilty complicity of the flesh and senses . . .

Poem 6, Fortunatus to Agnes, MGH, AA, 4, VI: 260



TWO

The Making of the Mulier Sancta: Public and Private Roles

Saints, as we have noted, were “made.” In modern, rather crass, terms, they were often popular “products”: they were “packaged,” “promoted” or “advertised,” and then “sold” to the faithful. Although their promoters frequently focused on the “otherworldly” and intercessory aspects of their invisible patrons, sainthood in itself was a very “this-worldly” and public business. A halo of sanctity was not won by simply leading a quiet, private, “otherworldly” life in blissful seclusion. No matter how exemplary or holy they were, without some sort of public role, or visibility, and the presence of others as witnesses and supporters, these uncommon lives would have been lost. Escaping the collective memory of their age, they would have faded into oblivion. Sainthood therefore required a public: a dedicated company of friends, relatives, or faithful to witness and provide evidence of one’s extraordinary acts or miracles. In many cases, the success of a candidate for sainthood initially relied on a public groundswell, an organized local pressure group or lobbyists—including churchmen and women—who over time promoted the cult of their patron saint. While many of the early medieval cults had popular origins, they were then formalized, organized, and given their official shape and direction by the Church. However, the fame of sanctity and cults of the holy dead were frequently precarious and ephemeral. The collective memory could be frail and short-lived. Saints and their cults often needed intermittent revalidation; they required the remobilization of popular support through the introduction of fresh proof of their efficacy by means of new miracles and other evidence of the saint’s presence. Thus the continued success of the saint and her cult was never assured; rather it depended on a sustained “advertising” campaign waged by the church or community which guarded the saint’s remains. Through such a concerted effort, cult centers attempted to continue to attract the support of the local faithful, as well as pilgrims, who flocked to the saint’s tomb in expectant hope of a personal miracle.

In the making of women saints, however, an environment or milieu favorably disposed toward members of their sex—one which encouraged and valued their participation in the Church and society—was required. Opportunities which would lend women a certain prominence or visibility had to be available. They needed the chance to excel in the various professions they had adopted in their pursuit of the vita perfecta. Furthermore, in order to attract the attention of the faithful and to fuel their imaginations, the actions and miracles of the would-be saints had to be perceived as extraordinary, in some cases extravagant and extreme; yet, at the same time, they could not transcend the boundaries of permissible diversity, but needed to conform on some level in order to be “acceptable” to the Church and society. It was therefore imperative that the social and religious climate of the period allow, or encourage, the saintly candidates to function in a manner that would accentuate the exceptional aspects of their behavior and provide them with the visibility, the “power profile,” necessary for promotion to sainthood.

A study of the typology of women saints is thus able to reveal significant patterns with regard to female power, prominence, and visibility in society and the Church. In general, for the early Middle Ages, access to sainthood came essentially through worldly power, high status, public office, and social and economic prominence. Power on earth frequently provided entrée to power in heaven. At this time popular sanctity was often predicated on “public” acts—exterior actions, often practical in nature—rather than the more “private” interior, mystical traits which would become so important during the later Middle Ages.

Male saints were recruited from among the upper secular clergy (popes, archbishops, and bishops). By far the greater number of these early male saints were bishops: they assumed immense secular and religious power in their dioceses and won special recognition as founders or builders of new churches. André Vauchez has noted that the high percentage of bishops recognized as saints during this early period stems in part from the practice of attaching “blessed” to the names of many of these early bishops. Thus in the following centuries, these figures continued to be recognized among the ranks of the saints.3 A high concentration of male saints was also recruited from the cloister, from among the abbots and monks, while only a very few male saints for this early period came from the ranks of kings and emperors.4 Women, in contrast, denied access to the secular church hierarchy, were rewarded with recognition of sainthood for their roles as generous patrons of religious projects, pious queens, abbesses, consecrated virgins, nuns, hermits, and martyrs.

What social and cultural arrangements provided the necessary opportunities for women to achieve positions of power and visibility which could in turn promote fama sanctitatis and candidacy for sanctity? During this period, in the absence of strong, impersonal governmental institutions, royal or aristocratic families assumed the political, economic, and social authority in Europe. Thus within the context of the irregular powers of the early medieval family, women could achieve positions of authority and control over landed property and movable wealth. With political and economic power situated within the family, aristocratic women were particularly well placed, and their households became the locus of power. The early medieval household therefore provided nearly limitless opportunities for women whose families were politically and economically powerful. It is, then, through the family that women were able to achieve a prominence and visibility which could lead to recognition of sanctity.5

In recent years there has been a proliferation of scholarship, especially among anthropologists, sociologists, and historians, on the roles and status of women as defined by the public/private paradigm. In their pioneering studies, Michelle Rosaldo, Nancy Chodorow, and Sherry Ortner, for example, argued that “in all human societies,” as summarized by Rosaldo, “sexual asymmetry might be seen to correspond to a rough institutional division between domestic and public spheres of activity, the one built around reproduction, affective, and familial bonds, and particularly constraining to women; the other, providing for collectivity, jural order, and social cooperation, organized primarily by men. The domestic/public division as it appeared in any given society was not a necessary, but an ‘intelligible’ product of the mutual accommodation of human history and human biology.”6 Thus in the cultural evaluation of the sexes, power, authority, and prestige were attached to the activities of men and the public sphere. In contrast, women—as wives and mothers—were confined to the private or domestic sphere, where they were denied access to the sorts of public roles and exercise of power that were viewed as the special prerogatives of men.7

This public/private dichotomy has then been used to explain women’s “lower” status in society, and specifically their lack of access to public power and positions of authority. It has served to account for the devaluation or “invisibility” of their activities. “This model has also been used to explain why women took different avenues from men to gain prestige or influence and why the exercise of public authority by women is often viewed as illegitimate.”8

While scholars continue to explore these gendered spheres and the ideologies of sexual stratification, the universal applicability of the public/private construct has been challenged. There are problems, for example, in applying this model in an unqualified or inflexible way to social realities and to total cultural systems. There are difficulties in attempting to establish rigid or unchanging boundaries between public and domestic spheres, or of allocating women on a permanent basis to one domain or to the other.9 Furthermore, there are questions in regard to the relative value of the “spheres,” and whether the domestic or private sphere should be viewed as secondary, or subordinate, to the public realm. However, while scholars perhaps agree that this universal bipolar model of gender inequity does not fully capture the complexities of social relationships of a given period, the paradigm still remains a useful analytical device for studying the relationships between women, men, and power.10

In the medieval period, for example, the social, economic, and institutional arrangements which affected public/private dichotomies and women’s roles and conditions appear to have shifted dramatically from the early to the late Middle Ages. The newly established Church and society of the early Middle Ages failed to designate strict divisions between public and domestic spheres of activity; rather, the conditions of the period seemed to promote a basic intersection of public and private rights, powers, and space. This arrangement in turn, seemed to favor the acquisition of power by women and worked to enhance their status and visibility. But with the development of the Carolingian Empire and a growing concern with Church reform, and especially with the multiplicity of changes of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, these early conditions seem to have been fundamentally transformed. A greater emphasis was now placed on institutional organization, regularization, and reform, an increased sacramental formalism and liturgical specialization, with a concurrent attempt to rigidly delineate public and private spheres, male and female activities. These changes were strongly biased in favor of the augmentation of men’s roles in the Church. They promoted an exaggerated sexual asymmetry: they worked (although without total success) to gradually exclude women from the public sphere and to relegate them to the personal, private, or domestic realm.11

This chapter will focus on the importance of women’s public roles, power, and disposable wealth in their selection as saints. It will explore some of the channels though which women had access to power and how they used this power. The important roles of queenship and royal patronage, as well as peacemaking efforts, reforming practices of slavery, and the freeing of captives will be examined. However, considering that the majority of female saints were recruited from the cloister, this chapter will especially focus on monasticism and the various opportunities which this institution provided to women as patrons, abbesses, and nuns. Primary roles in administration, education, building campaigns, the collection of relics, hospitality and the dispensing of charity, and prophecy helped to enhance their dossiers and move these monastic candidates for sainthood closer in their quest for holiness. This chapter will also look at the growth of gender-based restrictions beginning with the Carolingian reforms of the ninth century as well as some of the basic shifts in the ideals of female sanctity.


TABLE 1   Women Saints in the Middle Ages, 500–1099
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Source: Saints listed in the Bibliotheca sanctorum.

Note: Because of the nature of our sources, the figures shown are only approximate.



* Average = 14.9

PERIODIZATION AND TOPOGRAPHY OF FEMALE SANCTITY

Several years ago in an article entitled “Sexism and the Celestial Gynaeceum,” I attempted to provide a general statistical overview of the holy dead from ca. 500 to 1200.12 Based on a collective examination of some 2,680 male and female saints listed in the Bibliotheca Sanctorum, this study surveyed changes in the ratio of female to male saints who lived in the regions of Britain, France, Germany, the Low Countries, and Italy.13 Very briefly, I found that despite claims of spiritual egalitarianism by the Church, it was clearly much more difficult for women to be recognized as saints than it was for men. Over this period of some seven centuries, women represented less than 15 percent of the recognized saints. Table 1 summarizes this information for the years 500–1099. Although overall, the percentage of mulieres sanctae remains quite low, it appears that certain periods during this time were more conducive than others to the making of female saints. The years 650–750, for example, emerge as a rather flourishing period for female saints. Then, in general, after 751, with the establishment of the Carolingian dynasty and the subsequent Church reforms, the total number of both male and female saints fell, as did the relative proportion of female saints. This downturn is temporarily modified in the tenth century, which witnessed an increase in female sanctity tied to ecclesiastical developments in Saxony and a revitalization of monasticism in England. But after the year 1000, the decline was further exacerbated and the percentage of female saints reached its nadir between 1050 and 1100, when only approximately 9.8 percent of all saints were female. This approximate data, then, provides an indirect index of a progressive deterioration in the valuation of women and their active roles in the Church.14


TABLE 2   General Geographical Distribution of Saints at Death, 500–1099
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Note: Approximate numbers based on the saints in the Bibliotheca sanctorum.

* Average = 14.7



Moreover, just as some periods proved to be more favorable than others in the recognition and making of women saints, there also seems to have been a certain topography of female sanctity, with some geographic areas more conducive than others to the recruitment of the mulieres sanctae. Table 2 presents a rough statistical survey of the geographical distribution of the loca sanctorum (based on the saint’s recorded place of death and burial for this period of ca. 500–1100).15 Out of a total of approximately 2,206 popular saints, the great majority, some 974 male and female saints, were recruited from France. This is more than twice the number claimed by Italy (442 saints), followed by Germany with some 362 saints, Britain with 232 saints, and Belgium with 196.

Thus in the general distribution of saints for this early period there appears to be a basic split between Italy and France on the one hand—which together produced nearly two-thirds of all the saints—and the northern countries of Britain, Germany, and Belgium. This disparity in numbers can perhaps be explained, at least in part, by the fact that during this early period France supported the greatest population in Europe, followed by Italy.16 Nevertheless, it is especially noteworthy that while France and Italy clearly produced the greatest number of saints during these centuries, they also provided the lowest percentage of female saints: only 8.8 percent of their total number of saints were female (7.2 percent for Italy and 10.4 percent for France) in comparison to the average percentage of 14.7. In contrast, while the total number of saints promoted by the northern countries of Britain, Germany, and Belgium did not equal those of France, their percentages of female saints were more than twice that of France. Britain, over all, emerged as the country most favorable to the making of mulieres sanctae with over 27 percent women saints, followed by Belgium with 25.5 percent female saints and Germany with 21.2 percent. (Although we need to be careful not to give too much credence to some of these statistics, since they are frequently based on less than thirty saints per fifty-year period.)

For France, the most favorable period in the promotion of female saints occurred between 650 and 799 when slightly over 17 percent of those elected to sainthood were women. It is important to emphasize that during this period the mulieres sanctae came primarily from the areas of the north of France, in contrast to those in the sixth and early seventh century from the south of France.

In Britain the “golden age” of female sanctity occurred between 650 and 750 when nearly 40 percent of the saints were female. It should perhaps be noted that the percentages of women saints in Britain would have been further enhanced if one “counted” in this number the Anglo-Saxon women who came to be recognized as saints by their adopted monastic communities of France and Germany. In general, throughout this six-hundred-year period, the numbers and percentages of women saints remained rather high and impressive in Britain.

The statistics for Germany were in some ways similar to those of Britain. Although its initial “flood” of women saints occurred ca. 700–799 (39 percent mulieres sanctae), the later part of the ninth century and the eleventh century also provided impressive percentages of women saints. These increases or resurgences in sanctity were, again, related to new opportunities provided for women in the Church through the expansion of monastic life into various “frontier” regions of Germany.

The rough statistics for Italy do not seem to indicate that any age during this early period was particularly favorable to the promotion of women saints. It is important to note, however, that this is in contrast to the impressive number of women found among the early Christian saints and martyrs, and also the high percentages of female saints of the late Middle Ages (especially the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries) which would be recruited from Italy. Also, perhaps in light of the wealth of early Christian saints and martyrs, and impressive collections of relics, Italy did not experience the same pressing need to “make” new saints during this period, as was the case, for example, for the countries of the north of Europe and Britain.

An important indirect index of the loca sanctorum (the sites where the saints “chose” to leave their mortal remains) can be seen in the use of place-names. Many saints have left an indelible imprint on the topography of medieval and modern Europe in the form of placenames. As the saints were impressed on the consciousness of their age or that of subsequent periods, various forms of their names came to be attached to settlements, villages, towns, as well as the natural features of the countryside such as hills, forests, streams, etc. It appears that many of these place-names containing the names of saints were appropriated by villages or towns which grew up around monasteries and which then adopted the name of the monastery’s patron or titular saint. Although, through popular usage, many of these place-names have been altered over time and are sometimes rather difficult to recognize, the number of towns in Europe which still bear these hagiographic traces is indeed amazing. For example, a simple perusal of a geographic dictionary of France, a French postal dictionary, or the Michelin Tourist Guides, or a trip through the French countryside, serves to remind us of the great numbers of localities which have adopted saints’ names. (It should also be noted that through the tenth century the Latin terms domnus and sanctus were frequently interchangeable and therefore many French place-names with the prefix of “dom” or “don” can also be attributed to saints.)17 The following brief sampling of French place-names contains the names of a few male saints of our period: St. Gildas, St. Amand, Donnement (Domnus Amandus), St-Antonin-Noble-Val, St-Guilhem-le-Désert, St. Aubin, St. Malo, Domremy (Domnus Remigius). In Britain, there is Boston (named for St. Botolph) or Congresbury (St. Congar).18 Examples of place-names identified with female saints in France include Faremoutiers (St. Fara), Baignes-Ste-Radegund, Ste-Enimie, Ste-Geneviève-des-Bois, Ste-Maure-de-Touraine, Ste-Avoye, or Getruydenberg (Brabant), and Odilienberg (St. Odilia, Rhine); and in Britain, Peakirk (St. Pega), St. Bees (St. Bega), or Ebb’s Head (St. Ebba of Coldingham). The adoption of these place-names, then, provides another indication of the prominence of the holy dead and their cults in various regions of Europe and Britain. However, as might be expected in light of our other indices in regard to women saints, place-names based on the names of women saints (excluding those identified with Mary) form only a small proportion of these place-names.19

In general, the broad patterns related to the topography of sanctity indirectly reflect the movements of expansion of Christianity and especially of monasticism in medieval Europe. Beginning in the south, in Italy and southern France, the new faith spread into the north of Europe and Britain. It is, then, these new frontiers which frequently provided a combination of favorable circumstances, a climate of exceptional opportunity for women in the Church and society which was particularly conducive to the making of saints.

QUEEN-SAINTS AND ROYAL PATRONAGE

During this period, women’s power or office on earth was frequently translated to power in heaven. For the early Middle Ages, the household served as the royal or noblewoman’s “powerhouse.” With the intersection of the domestic and public spheres, the household was located at the very center of power and authority.20 It is therefore within the context of the family and household that a substantial number of noblewomen and queens of this period achieved sainthood. The early queens were recognized, for example, for their successful work as “domestic proselytizers.”21 While such missions might in some ways be viewed as “privatized,” they were in fact part of a concerted “public” strategy of conversion carried out in close cooperation with contemporary popes and bishops. Their indispensable roles in the missionary effort were clearly recognized by the church hierarchy. The queens’ success in their proselytizing activities had immense public/political repercussions, for the freshly baptized Christian king was followed in his new faith by all of his retainers and the entire realm. Thus, for example, through her successful work in converting her husband, Clovis, to Christianity, St. Clotilda, queen of the Franks, established a precedent which would be followed by many other queens and noblewomen who would also win recognition of sainthood.22 (See chapter 4, “Marriage and Domestic Proselytization,” for a more extensive look at this topic.)

The early medieval queen-saint achieved prominence or visibility through her role as consors regni, consocia or partner to the king, as regent, and especially as dowager queen. In these positions, queens actively participated in the king’s council (curia regis) which was small, personal, and itinerant.23 Through their royal offices, pious queens appointed bishops and abbots; they worked to formulate alliances between the crown and bishoprics or monasteries; they influenced and effected religious policy and organization. These queens also seemed to exercise an inordinate amount of power over royal revenues and essentially held the “purse-strings” of the realm. Thus, they assumed major roles as patrons of the church. This proved to be an especially important way for them to leave their mark on society, and it clearly provided visibility and a route to fame. These queens and noblewomen endowed churches, founded monasteries and hospitals, and ransomed slaves, as well as dispensed substantial amounts in charity toward the needy. In this context Gregory of Tours, for example, praised St. Clotilda’s pious activities: “She endowed churches, monasteries and other holy places with the lands necessary for their upkeep; her giving was so generous and so eager that already in her lifetime she was looked upon not as a Queen but as the handmaiden of God whom she served with such zeal.”24

Clotilda’s impressive patronage of the Church, however, was eclipsed by several other royal saints. The Merovingian queen-saint Radegund was especially famous for her extravagant donations. Fortunatus provides us with detailed accounts of her acts of generosity toward the Church and the poor. He notes, for example, that while she was still queen and at court, she dedicated her time and wealth to charity. The king handed over to Radegund a portion of the tribute which he had levied. This she distributed to monasteries, and when she could not carry these gifts in person, they were sent in her name. In underscoring her great generosity, Fortunatus states that even the hermits were not able to escape from the queen’s largess!25 After fleeing from the court and demanding the veil from Bishop Medard at Noyon, Radegund removed all of her expensive clothing, costly jewels, and ornaments, and placed them on the altar. She broke her heavy gold belt and distributed it among the poor.26 As she made her way to Poitiers, Radegund provided rich donations to all of the churches and monasteries on her route. While in Tours, for example, the saintly queen visited all of its churches, and after hearing Mass she deposited on the altars the rich clothing and ornaments she had carried with her from the court. Thus in order to avoid this heavy burden, Fortunatus notes, she distributed all that was given to her. She never ignored the voice of the poor; she even disposed of her own clothing, seeing in the indigent bodies that she clothed the body of Christ. Fortunatus then observes that her charity was indeed great in order for it not to be overwhelmed by the pressing demands of the poor: while the requests were not lacking, so, too, the queen did not lack alms for distribution. According to Fortunatus, it was a miracle that Radegund was continually able to meet this demand. How as an exile, he asks, was she continually provided with such stores of treasure and wealth?27 Radegund also established in Tours a monastery for men, and in Poitiers she founded her major monastery for women which was financed by her ex-husband, King Clothar.28

The Merovingian queen-saint Balthild (d. ca. 680) also won recognition for her generous patronage of the Church and acts of charity. According to her vita, “she loved the bishops as her fathers, monks as her brothers, and was the mother of the poor.” She therefore provided for them all with large donations and charitable works. In fact, the sancta regina became so preoccupied with the administration and distribution of charity that the king provided her with a special officer, Abbot Genesius, to serve as her minister of largess. He was directed to serve the bishops and poor: he was to nourish the indigent, clothe the naked, bury the dead, and distribute gold and silver to monasteries of monks and nuns. The saintly queen proved to be especially generous toward monastic communities, and her hagiographer provides extensive information on the scope of her patronage in this area: “Who can enumerate the wealth that Balthild bestowed on the monasteries; how many entire estates and vast forests she gave them? . . . She considered them as God’s own dwelling places.”29

The queen’s generosity was aimed at the promotion of both male and female monasticism. Among her many bequests were rich endowments for the rebuilding of the monastery for women at Chelles, and extensive lands, including Villa Nova, for the female community of Jouarre; she also enriched the women’s houses of Logium and Faremoutiers with impressive grants and donations. Moreover, Balthild used her influence over her son Clothar III, as well as her own resources, to establish the male monastery of Corbie, where she selected Theudofred to be abbot. The queen-saint provided Abbot Philibert of Jumièges with a large forest and pastures, as well as other landed properties; to Abbot Laumer of Corbion (modern St-Laumer-de-Moutier) she gave a rich villa, large sums of silver and gold, and her royal girdle, along with other presents; to Fontenelle (St-Wandrille-Rançon) she donated many estates, and in response to their desperate straits, she sent them carts filled with provisions when their cellars were empty. Balthild also gave several villas and substantial sums of money to Luxeuil, as well as to other monasteries in Burgundy. She similarly enriched the churches and monasteries of holy men and holy women of Paris. According to her hagiographer, her charity even extended beyond the frontiers of the kingdom: the Roman basilicas of Sts. Peter and Paul, for example, received considerable donations from the queen, while the poor of Rome were also recipients of her abundant and frequent charity. In sum, notes the author of her vita, it is impossible to enumerate even half of Balthild’s good works.30

In addition to her generous donations to monasteries and churches, Queen Balthild also exercised a strong public role in attempting to regulate monastic life in the kingdom. According to her vita: “Nevertheless, we must not be silent about that which she did for the abbeys of St. Denis, St. Germain, St. Medard, St. Peter, St. Aignan, and St. Martin, and all of those where she was able to intervene. She wrote to the bishops and abbots in order that they establish among the monks a regular, common order, the sanctus regularis ordo. To the weight of her royal word she added privileges and immunities liberally granted to the communities which obeyed her and those that she recommended to pray to Christ for the king and for the peace of the kingdom.”31 By granting special immunities and privileges to these monasteries, Balthild freed them from episcopal authority and placed them directly under royal control, making them dependent on and answerable only to the Crown. Moreover, one of the major areas of her ecclesiastical policy concerned the appointment of bishops. Balthild appears to have exercised her influence in the appointment of at least four bishops: Erembert to the bishopric of Toulouse; Genese to the bishopric of Lyons, Leodegar to the bishopric of Autun, and Sigobrand to the bishopric of Paris.32

While the queen’s extensive donations for the advancement of monasticism provided her with public recognition and a significant reputation as a patron of the Church, it was, however, her restoration of the monasteries of Corbie and Chelles that would be of special importance for the future promotion of her candidacy for sainthood. For these great monastic communities would preserve the memory of her political life, her social and religious work: they would become the primary foyers of the cult of the sancta regina Balthild.33

A number of other saintly queens and noblewomen won public recognition and praise for their patronage, and particularly for their generous benefactions toward the establishment of churches and monasteries. The queen-saint Richarde (d. ca. 909), wife of Charles III (the Fat), assumed an important role in the royal diplomas involving economic interventions in a number of monasteries and churches of the Frankish kingdom. As noted by Robert Folz in his important study, Les Saintes reines du moyen âge en occident (VIe–XIIIe siècles), Queen Richarde received the usufruct of the monasteries of Sackingen and Sts-Felix-et-Regula at Zurich; she obtained in life annuity the Abbey St-Marin at Pavia and the monastery of Zurzach; she also intervened on behalf of the churches of Liège, Aix-la-Chapelle, and Langres. Richarde’s major contribution, however, was the royal monastery for nuns, which, with the consent of her husband, she established on her own lands at Andlau. She provided a special privilege for her house, freeing it from local episcopal authority and placing it directly under the protection of the pope. And it was here at Andlau that Richarde spent her final years. The queen also provided a substantial donation to the abbey of Etival and received from the king the small monastery of Bonmoutier; both monasteries were then placed under Andlau. It is, therefore, the monastic communities of Andlau and Etival which became the main centers of promotion of the cult of their patron saint, Richarde.34

The Ottonian queen-saint Mathilda (ca. 895–968) wife of Henry I, was provided by her husband with a very generous dowry which consisted of Quedlinburg, Nordhausen, Pöhlde, Grona, and Duderstadt. Along with the right to alienate any of these properties as she pleased was the specific condition that she was not to remarry after her husband’s death. A strong supporter of the Church, Mathilda used her influence and extensive wealth and lands to establish a number of very important Familienklosters. Clearly convinced of the value of, and need for, female houses, Mathilda therefore founded three impressive royal monasteries for women located at Quedlinburg, Enger, and Nordhausen, as well as monasteries for men at Pöhlde and Quedlinburg. She also exercised a strong influence over her son, Otto I, and “encouraged” him to provide donations and special privileges to the monasteries of St. Maurice of Magdeburg, Nordhausen, and Hilwartshausen. Although toward the end of her life she appears to have especially favored her new community of Nordhausen, she chose to die and to be buried beside her husband in her model foundation of Quedlinburg which was under the rule of her granddaughter, Abbess Mathilda.35

The tenth-century empress St. Adelaide (d. 999) was also well known for her generous donations to various churches and monasteries, as well as for the commissioning of a number of new monastic foundations. She had a particular interest in the great center of reform, the monastery of Cluny, which became the privileged beneficiary of her royal patronage. In his vita of St. Adelaide, Odilo of Cluny notes several of the great abbeys which were recipients of her munificence. We also learn that in her later years, as a thank-offering to God, Adelaide founded a monastic church or community for each of the three crowns worn by her husband and son (namely, those of Germany, Italy, and the Empire). According to Odilo, the first of these foundations for monks was at Payerne, Burgundy. (It had originally been established by her mother and was her mother’s place of burial.) Adelaide then undertook the actual construction of the monastery. She placed this community under the care of St. Mayeul, who subsequently became abbot of Cluny. Her second major foundation was the monastery of St-Sauveur, located near Pavia. She extravagantly endowed this male community and also gave it to Cluny. And finally, toward the end of her life, she built the monastery of St. Peter and Paul at Selz in the Alsace. As a royal abbey for monks, it was given an immunity and placed directly under the papacy. The empress provided this foundation with a considerable endowment consisting of landed estates, buildings, gold, jewels, precious vestments, and various household furnishings. According to Odilo, she made generous donations to many other monasteries and churches including Monte Cassino and Souvigny; she also provided assistance for the restoration of the abbey of St. Martin of Tours, as well as bestowed the emperor’s best cloak to the shrine of St. Martin of Tours.36 It is, however, interesting to note that Adelaide, with her great fondness for the very masculine reform order of Cluny, apparently did not have any special commitment toward assisting female religious. Thus, unlike several other queen-saints for the period, Adelaide did not move to establish any monasteries for women. And in line with this masculine preference, at the end of her life she elected to retire to her monastery at Selz, and it was here among its monks that she chose her place of burial.37

The queen/empress-saint Cunegund (ca. 975–1033), wife of St. Henry (duke of Bavaria, king of Germany, and emperor), assumed the position of partner in rule. In collaboration the saintly couple endowed and built many churches, monasteries, and hospitals throughout Germany. Cunegund’s advice was frequently sought and she was involved in many of the charters of the period concerning ecclesiastical matters such as the establishment of bishoprics and donations to the Church. At least partially through the empress’s initiative and encouragement, Henry established the monastery and cathedral of Bamberg. However, Cunegund seemed to be especially interested in furthering monasticism for women and established her own foundation at Kaufungen in Hesse. In 1024, on the anniversary of her husband’s death, Cunegund arranged for the dedication of her church at Kaufungen. During the ceremony, she provided the church with a piece of the “true cross” and took the veil. Cunegund thus spent her last years living as a nun at Kaufungen, where she died on March 3, 1033.38

Another public religious role and responsibility assumed by these aristocratic and royal women, which was related to patronage and charity, was that of providing prayers for their family and remembering its dead. These women were believed to possess a special efficacy as intercessors for their families’ this-worldly and otherworldly needs. As noted by Karl Leyser in regard to the women of the Saxon aristocracy: “Their good works and prayers were felt to secure the successes of their menfolk, fathers, uncles, brothers, husbands and sons, in this life and they were responsible for the welfare of their souls in the next. The two vitae of Queen Mathilda were as deeply concerned with this duty and its performance as was Thietmar in his Chronicon. Mathilda’s prayers, pious works, endowments and personal sanctity secured Otto’s safe return from his second Italian expedition and by them she expiated Henry I’s sins as did Adelheid those of the emperor.”39 In this crucial female religious tradition of securing the salvation of the souls of one’s family, providing the family memoria, Queen Mathilda shortly before her death (d. 968) entrusted this function to her young granddaughter, Mathilda, abbess of Quedlinburg. She turned over to her a calendar containing the names of the dead Saxon princes and asked her to pray for the soul of her husband, Henry, and for her own soul as well as all of those the queen had formerly commemorated in her prayers.40 Thus, many of these queens and noblewomen assumed this primary role of remembering the dead through their own prayers, fasting, and penance, and on the anniversary of a relative’s death, they provided special charity to the poor to keep his or her memory alive. These gender-specific functions were sometimes carried out by aristocratic women while they lived in the secular world; however, frequently the liturgical acts of memoria and intercession for the dead were assumed by noblewomen who retired to convents to serve as abbesses or as simple nuns in their family monasteries.41

Thus, through these few selected examples, we can note the extremely important role that many of these queens and empresses played as generous donors and patrons of the Church. (The case of St. Margaret of Scotland, also in this tradition, will be discussed later in this chapter.) Their donations were often tied to the establishment of family monasteries which provided opportunities for family members to assume the office of abbess, or a place of retirement at the end of one’s secular career; the cloisters also furnished special privileges of burial in the family mausoleum and liturgical acts or perpetual prayers for the “safety” of the souls of the founders and their kin. These queens and empresses were therefore particularly active in using their resources and influence in the building of churches and promotion of monasticism for both men and women. And it is in this context that Jo Ann McNamara has so aptly noted: “God’s work on earth needed money as well as holiness and the road to sanctity for the women of Merovingian Gaul was paved with their familial fortunes.”42

PEACEMAKING ROLES OF THE MULIERES SANCTAE

During this early period, queens and noblewomen assumed significant public roles in the strategies of securing peace for their lands or kingdoms. In many ways “peacemaking” and the maintenance or protection of peace came to be viewed as a special female responsibility for early medieval society: only later did this activity come increasingly under the auspices of the Church. As an ideal, it seemed to be especially attached to royal and noblewomen. It was viewed as one of their proper Christian duties: they were looked to as protectors of the peace or “peace-weavers.” This same activity also came to be viewed as an important criterion for female sanctity.43

On one level, as peace-pledges, queens or noblewomen became the principals involved in strategic marriage negotiations which were contracted between various kingdoms or countries that wished to effect peace. Leaving their families and homelands behind to become princesses and queens of other kingdoms, these women, as instruments of peace, also enhanced the strength and connections of the families involved in these marriage alliances.44

A number of women saints also assumed active roles in the peace initiatives of their period. The life of St. Radegund is again particularly informative in regard to this queen-saint’s peacemaking role in her realm. Although at this point in her life she had left the court and resided within the cloister of Ste-Croix, Radegund still managed to remain well-informed in regard to the political climate: she followed with great concern the intrigues, factionalism, and disorders of the time. In the interests of her monastery and its holdings, as well as her country, she continued to maintain close ties with those who wielded power. As noted by Baudonivia, she was always concerned with these relations, semper de pace sollicita, de salute patriae curiosa. Greatly disturbed by the violence and devastation brought about by the kings Sigebert and Chilperic in their disputes over their landed inheritance (which included Poitou—the area in which Ste-Croix was located), Radegund attempted to intervene as an agent of peace. According to Baudonivia, she wrote letters of emotional appeal begging these rulers to make peace in order to avoid the risk of ruining their common country. Radegund also addressed the kings’ circle of advisors and attempted to enlist their assistance “in order to assure the safety of the people and of the country.” In addition, the queen’s acquisition of the important relic of the Holy Cross was closely tied to her role as promoter of peace. She hoped that her treasured piece of the “True Cross” would serve as “an instrument through which the salvation of the kingdom could be secured and the welfare of the country assured.” Moreover, the queen called on her own monastic community of Ste-Croix (which was to serve as “an agency of intercession on behalf of kings”) to assist in furthering the cause of peace: its nuns prayed without interruption; they undertook vigils and inflicted upon themselves corporal penances for peace. Baudonivia then concludes, rather optimistically and in the tradition of hagiographic license, that it was in fact through her protagonist—through St. Radegund’s intercession—that peace was ultimately brought to the realm. Thus relieved of war, the country had been saved by the saintly queen.45

Similarly the Italian queen-saint Theodolinda also received praise for her peacemaking efforts in Lombardy. In a letter to the queen (598), Pope Gregory the Great wrote: “We have learned by the report of our son the abbot Probus, how kindly and zealously, according to your wont, you have exerted yourself for the conclusion of peace. We knew that we might reckon on your Christianity for this, that you would by all means apply your labour and your kindness to the cause of peace.”46

The Life of Queen Balthild, which was influenced by St. Radegund’s vitae, also credits this queen for her initiatory role as peacemaker in the kingdom of the Franks. According to her biographer, it was specifically through Balthild’s faith and God’s rule that peace was effected between Austrasia, Burgundy, and the Franks.47

Similarly Odilo of Cluny’s vita of the empress-saint Adelaide notes her commitment to her responsibility as peacemaker. According to the Abbot of Cluny, she was always a friend of peace, “pacis ut semper arnica,” and therefore, at the end of the empress’s life, during her last voyage, she traveled to Burgundy in order to reestablish peace.48 Thus, for a number of these women saints, peacemaking activities assumed an important role in their programs of sanctity.

THE REFORM OF PRACTICES OF SLAVERY

Another significant public role which provided visibility for a number of these early women saints was that of reforming practices of slavery, as well as the actual buying of captives or slaves and restoring their freedom.

Among the mulieres sanctae who were depicted in their vitae as actively involved in this area of social reform and charity was St. Genovefa/Geneviève (d. 502). According to her Life, King Childeric had planned to kill a group of prisoners. Although the king had great respect for Genovefa, he also realized that she would attempt to rescue some of his captives and thus thwart his plans. He therefore left Paris and took his prisoners along with him. Warned by messengers, Genovefa followed him and, through her powers of persuasion, she was able to convince the king to spare the prisoners.49

In this same tradition Radegund, through her prayers, was said to have broken the chains of captives and freed them from their prisons. Radegund also appeared in a dream to a certain tribune named Domnolenus who was ill. In curing him she asked that he release all of his prisoners.50 St. Waldetrude was also involved in arranging for the freedom of captives. According to her vita, “prompted by divine compassion [she] took up the pious intention under vow to free captives. She arranged the ransom price [pretium], weighed out the silver. . . . When the captives had been bought back with the ransom money out of her own purse, at her command they returned to their families and homes.”51

The queen-saint Balthild also showed a special concern for the freeing of captives and slaves. In this context it is interesting to note that Balthild was said to have been of low social origins. While the vast majority of saints of this early period were selected from the noble classes, Balthild’s social background is quite unusual. As a young child she had been captured and sold into slavery in Britain. She was then exported to France and bought by the mayor of the palace at a “cheap price.”52 Thus until her marriage to the king, she had lived as a servant among the lower classes at the Frankish court. These early experiences perhaps made her more sympathetic to the problems and needs of the poor and unfree classes as well as to the plight of captives. As queen, for example, she ordered the abolition or reduction of a very unpopular tax which had weighed especially heavily upon the poor. According to her vita, unable to escape the heavy exactions of this tax, many of the desperatedly poor wished for the death of their children rather than the expense involved in having to nourish and raise them. Balthild was particularly remembered, however, for her attempts to reform the practices of slavery of her time. Her hagiographer comments on her significant role in this area: “It is necessary to make known that which crowns all of her merits. By orders dispatched to all the cities, she forbade the trading of Christian slaves so that henceforth not any [slaves] could be sold. She also bought a great number of captives; she restored freedom to some, placing others in monasteries and applying herself to rescue those of her country and especially young girls whom she fondly nurtured and whom more readily still, she guided toward the cloister.”53

The ransoming of slaves and captives provided, then, another important public role which was highlighted in the holy dossiers of these women and satisfied another criterion for their fama sanctitatis. (See also Margaret of Scotland’s role in the ransoming of slaves, discussed later in this chapter.) A charitable activity, it also served a missionary function as the newly freed slaves were sometimes incorporated into the Church or given over to monastic life. These groups of freed captives, no doubt, expressed their special gratitude to these saintly women—who had “saved their lives”—by becoming their loyal supporters and promoters of their cults.

MONASTICISM AND THE RECRUITMENT OF WOMEN SAINTS

While some of the most famous saints of this early period were princess- or queen-saints who were recruited from the royal courts, in many cases their primary claims to sanctity were in fact based on their “second careers,” or the roles which they assumed as patrons or founding abbesses after their retirement from the court to monastic life. (This close identification or the overlapping of categories of queens and abbesses was noted, for example, in the ninth-century Liber vitae of Lindisfarne, which classified queens and abbesses together: nomina reginarum et abbatissarum.)54

For this period, more than one-half of the female saints were abbesses and nuns of the newly founded monasteries. The early flourishing of female saints of the mid-seventh through mid-eighth century in France, Belgium, and Britain, and the resurgence in tenth-century Britain and Germany, were intimately connected with new opportunities for women in the Church—specifically with the early popularity of female monasticism and the enthusiastic establishment of convents by the nobility. The Life of St. Sadalberga/Salaberga (d. ca. 670), for example, notes the expansiveness of this movement in the Frankish countryside under the influence of the Irish monks: “At that time throughout the provinces of Gaul, a multitude of monks and swarms of virgins under the rule of the blessed fathers Benedict and Columbanus began to spread not only in the fields, towns, villages, and castles, but also in the desert of the hermits, whereas before this time scarcely a few monasteries were found in these places.”55 Similarly the vita of St. Leoba describes the charismatic role of women saints in inspiring conversions and the adoption of monastic life in Germany: “The people’s faith was stimulated by such tokens of holiness, and as religious feeling increased so did contempt of the world. Many nobles and influential men gave their daughters to God to live in the monastery in perpetual chastity; many widows also forsook their homes, made vows of chastity and took the veil in the cloister.”56 Thus the proliferation of new monastic communities for women—with the concomitant opportunities for patronage coupled with women’s direction of these new foundations—is in turn reflected in the increasing number of women saints.

I have explored in another study some of the general patterns of the expansion and decline of female monasticism from ca. 500 to 1100.57 Very briefly, according to our rather rough statistics, collected in tables 3 and 4, for the period from 500 to 1100, the total number of new religious houses established for male and female religious in France/Belgium and Britain was approximately 3,178. Of these settlements, fewer than 300 foundations were established for women; that is, less than 10 percent of the total number of new houses were founded for female religious. The era of most intense activity for women in monastic life in France/Belgium and Britain (as reflected in the founding of new female houses) was the seventh century. During the first half of the seventh century approximately 24.5 percent of the new foundations established in France/Belgium were women’s communities. For the years 650–99, this increased to 32.7 percent. For the first half of the seventh century in Britain it appears that new foundations for women comprised approximately 31 percent of the total number of monastic foundations, and for the period 650–99, approximately 40.4 percent of new houses belonged to women. The proliferation of new monasteries in France/Belgium and Britain were closely tied to the expansion of the fledgling Church in the north, and new missionary activities of these regions. Also many of these new communities were coeducational, double houses, or affiliated communities (which housed nuns and monks), and were located in the countryside or suburbs. These monasteries then provided important institutional frameworks in which royal and noblewomen, as patrons, founding abbesses, and nuns could exercise power and wealth and win promotion to sainthood.


TABLE 3   New Religious Foundations: France/Belgium, 500–1099

[image: image]

Source: Based on the monastic foundations listed in L. H. Cottineau, Répertoire topo-bibliographique des abbayes et prieurés (Mâcon, 1935–37), 2 vols., and E. de Moreau, Histoire de l’église en Belgique: Circonscriptions ecclésiastiques, chapitres, abbayes, couvents en Belgique avant 1559 (Brussels, 1948).

*Average = 7.9 percent.




TABLE 4   New Religious Foundations: Britain, 500–1099

[image: image]

Source: Based on the monastic foundations listed in David Knowles and R. Neville Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses: England and Wales (London, 1971), and the Ordnance Survey, Monastic Britain (Southampton, 1978).

* Average = 21.3



As Karl Leyser has noted in regard to the impressive development of monasticism for women in Saxony, the nobility’s eagerness to establish often lavishly endowed family monasteries seems to have owed much of its momentum to the opportunities provided by the new frontiers of these freshly Christianized lands—the rapid influx of landed wealth, spoils of war, and the enhancement of power and lordship. In part, this initial desire to establish convents seems to have been the response of a self-protective aristocratic caste to its own special needs.58 The family monastery in this early period was in many ways regarded as simply an extension of the noble household. From the perspective of the founders of these new communities, the often substantial endowment did not constitute a permanent alienation of property; rather, it was viewed as perhaps a temporary “loan” or investment in a complementary sphere of influence. Therefore, as a type of strategy, the founding families often attempted to maintain control over their monasteries and properties by safeguarding the election of the abbesses and advocacy of the convent for their heirs.59 These communities also answered the practical concerns of the noble households by providing a proper place of security or refuge for daughters who did not wish to marry, or for whom marriages were perhaps inexpedient in light of family strategies. Moreover, they provided a convenient place of retirement for widows or repudiated wives of the court.60 Finally, these family houses furnished privileged space for the burial of their founders and family members; their communities also provided prayers and liturgical memoria for the salvation of their souls.

Thus many of the saints of this early period were recruited from the cloister, specifically from among founding abbesses and their immediate heirs. We can, then, see a correlation between the flurry of activity in the founding of new communities for female religious and the designation of these royal/noble patrons and founding abbesses as saints.

At the outset it is interesting to note that despite the very practical or “this-worldly” basis of these women’s sanctity, one of the ideals frequently underscored in the monastic vitae is the dramatic withdrawal from the world by these saintly queens or noblewomen. Their hagiographers focus in some detail on the severing of their “this-worldly” connections and cares, as well as their remarkable renunciation of wealth and status. They are called regina ancilla or ancilla dei. Moreover, the pious acts of these women of privilege, now under monasticism, are described as “disinterested” and apolitical. In reality, however, as noted in the case of St. Radegund, and as Susan Ridyard has argued in regard to royal Anglo-Saxon saints, this “renunciatory ideal” strayed rather far from the truth and it had little in the way of practical consequences.61 In fact, far from “cutting themselves off” from the political life of the court, these royal saints/abbesses continued to maintain close ties with their families and friends. For example, as Ridyard has noted in regard to St. Edburga, this saint’s royal foundation was physically located only a “short stroll” from her father’s palace in Winchester.62 Other abbesses occupied monasteries located within cities held by their families, or within family defenses or castles, or on family lands. This physical proximity of their new foundations then encouraged their continual involvement in the political and economic affairs of their families; and not infrequently these saintly queens used their special connections to provide, for themselves, further access to corridors of power (e.g., the king, bishop, etc.), or to bring additional privileges, wealth, and property to their communities.63

The biographer of St. Balthild, for example, notes this queen’s forced retirement into her monastic foundation at Chelles. The queen is described as publicly adopting the attributes of humility and submissiveness in her relationship with the abbess of the community. On the other hand, the author also provides us with a fascinating description of Balthild’s continuing preoccupation with the prosperity of her monastery and how she often discussed matters of strategy, power, and reputation with the abbess. “Thus she demanded that they maintain good relations with the king, queen, and the worthy nobility of the palace, that they give them offerings of eulogies, according to the custom, so that the house that she had established for the glory of God did not lose any of its fame, but, on the contrary, it was more beloved and valuable to those who loved it.”64

The critical relationship between economics (landed wealth) and sanctity was clearly not lost on the hagiographers. In addition to praising the saint’s great generosity in favor of the Church, the Lives frequently provide detailed accounts of the extensive landed estates which the saint or her parents had employed in the establishment of their family monastery. While many of these early family houses were created for daughters of kings or queens, aristocrats, or, frequently, sisters of bishops or abbots, who would then assume the position of founding abbess, a good number of religious houses were established by widows acting in their own names. They founded these monasteries on their dower lands as places of retirement and security. Many of these noble widows became abbesses of their new communities or as patrons continued to exercise an immense amount of influence and control over their establishments without officially assuming the position of abbess. A number of these women handed their foundations over to their daughters or nieces who subsequently assumed the position of abbess.

The vitae frequently underscore the immense autonomy and power found among these early medieval widows whose use, and, in some cases, manipulation of power were manifested in a number of ways.65 Many of the holy widows refused remarriage and insisted on taking the veil and entering monastic life. For example, through the use of a clever ruse—(acting “not womanlike but manlike”)—the seventh-century St. Rictrude, founding abbess of the monastery of Marchiennes in Hainault was said to have tricked the king (perhaps Dagobert), and escaped from a forced second marriage. She then used her vast resources to build a monastic foundation for women at Marchiennes, alongside the monastery for men that her husband and St. Amand had previously built. Assuming the position of abbess of her popular new foundation, she then ruled Marchiennes for some forty years.66

The autonomy of these widows became especially apparent in their rather liberal alienations of family properties in favor of the establishment of new monastic communities and churches. While the saints’ Lives praised and encouraged their independent acts—that is, the generous or extravagant donations in favor of the Church—in reality, many of these bequests appear to have been accomplished as overt acts of defiance, acts of “holy robbery” carried out against the express wishes of the widow’s family. These actions emphasize the helplessness of the family at this time to effectively control widows’ activities—specifically, their inability to prevent widows from making what appeared to some as impulsive or excessively generous donations, at odds with family strategies and at the expense of the future interests of the patrimony.67

The vitae also tell of the success of the founding abbess-saints and their successors in augmenting their community’s original endowment, especially through attracting additional bequests and donations from the local nobility. Women of the aristocracy who wished to join monasteries were expected to bring with them landed estates and other wealth which were then deeded over to the community. The initial popularity of the movement, along with the widespread fame of the founding abbess-saints, served to attract impressive numbers of noblewomen to some of these newly established communities. Although a good number of these proprietary houses appear to have been fairly small, with communities of only a dozen or so female religious, and survived only a generation or two, other monasteries were extremely large and successful, and housed several hundred inmates. According to Baudonivia’s vita of St. Radegund, the foundress wanted her new monastery to be able to accommodate the greatest possible number of nuns (see plate 4).68 Therefore, at the death of St. Radegund in 587, her monastery of Ste-Croix at Poitiers had approximately two hundred nuns, plus clergy and monastic familia.69 Some three hundred women flocked to live under the rule of the founding abbess-saint Aurea in her monastery in Paris while approximately three hundred nuns joined Salaberga’s monastery in Laon. St. Sexburga’s new foundation at Sheppey had some seventy-seven inmates, and St. Mildred’s monastery at Minster-in-Thanet had seventy. St. Tetta, an eighth-century abbess of Wimborne, was said to have had approximately fifty nuns under her care.70 Many other vitae mention the large communities of nuns, and monks in the case of the double monastery, over which these abbess-saints ruled. Thus in the early enthusiasm of monastic life for women, a number of these communities were very large and impressive religious centers. Filled with women from wealthy and powerful families, they provided a significant power base for the rulers of these communities. They would also prove to be immensely important in promoting the cults of their founding abbesses or patron saints.

FEMALE SAINTS AND BUILDING CAMPAIGNS

The early medieval founding abbess-saints, like their male cohorts, also exercised their authority and won immortality through impressive building campaigns. The significant role which they assumed as patrons of major building campaigns or as “builder-saints” is again related to the special needs and opportunities, as well as the early fervor, found in these newly Christianized lands. The great numbers of new churches and monastic buildings, as well as the rapidity with which many of these construction projects were completed, appear to be truly amazing—indeed “miraculous” in themselves. Although today very little remains of these early medieval buildings, archaeological finds, the vitae of saints, chronicles, and cartularies all provide hints as to the size, numbers, and extent of these structures.71

It was apparently traditional for many of these early monastic complexes to have several churches: one specifically for the nuns (or for the nuns and monks, or nuns and parishioners), another which served as a funerary basilica or a mausoleum for the community, and perhaps another for the male component of the monastery, the priests and monks.72 The abbess-saint Salaberga, for example, was said to have built a large monastery with six churches for her nuns. For the men attached to the community, she constructed a smaller monastery with its own church.73 The female communities at Nivelles and Soissons each had four churches. We learn from our sources that in the seventh century St. Begga made a pilgrimage to Rome and on her return she built a monastery at Andenne. In imitation of the seven churches of Rome she built seven churches at her new foundation at Andenne.74 According to the vita of St. Austreberta, abbess of Pavilly (d. 703), she “built a wonderful monastery dedicated to Mary, God’s mother. She also constructed basilicas to Saint Peter, Saint Martin and other saints, housing them as saints should be, with all prepared swiftly and properly.”75 Toward the end of her career, St. Bertha, eighth-century abbess and founder of Blangy, enlarged and redecorated her monastic buildings. She was also said to have built ten churches (chapels?), eight of which were dedicated to St. Martin, one to St. Audomar, and the other to St. Vedast.76

The abbess “builder-saints,” like their contemporary abbots and bishops, appeared as commissioners of ecclesiastical buildings. Many oversaw the actual construction of these buildings.77 An eleventh-century text, for example, praises St. Sexburga for her building activities. “Then for delight and for honour, it pleased the holy woman Seaxburh to found and build a minster for herself there [on the island of Sheppey] so that men of old said that the sound of creaking cart and complaining harrow never stopped for thirty years.”78 The German saint Hadeloga, founder and abbess of Kitzingen, was also remembered for her building activities. According to tradition, she was responsible for having built a stone bridge over the river Main at Kitzingen, one which took some thirty-two years to be constructed.79

A few of the vitae, however, tell of a more direct involvement in these building activities by female saints. The Life of St. Rusticula, abbess of Arles (d. ca. 632) is especially illuminating in regard to her role as a “builder-saint.” According to the vita, Rusticula was an extremely successful abbess and she was inspired by the Holy Spirit to provide her nuns with “a larger place for prayer.” “Meanwhile she built churches and put up walls for the holy [nuns]. At the commencement of the church, when the foundations were being laid, the most holy mother rejoiced with her own hands to carry stones to the workmen; when the building was complete with the Lord’s favor and inspiration, she dedicated the church to the Holy Cross.” We then learn that “after this, Rusticula had a vision of a church of huge dimensions built in heaven, and as she gazed upon it she received a command from the Lord to build one like it on earth. She therefore hastened with joy faithfully to fulfill the Lord’s command and she built a church of resplendent loveliness. She likewise decided that since this church was the larger, to dedicate it to the Holy Cross and the church she had built earlier she rededicated in honor of St. Michael the Archangel.” We also learn that she established seven altars in her new church. “Thus indeed in accord with the Apostle’s instruction, Rusticula, as a wise builder, laid her foundation; she built on earth what afterwards she found in heaven, because those saints whom she venerated with such love on earth, prepared celestial habitations for her in paradise through their intercession.”80

The seventh-century abbess-saint Landrada was also said to have worked with her own hands in the construction of her church in honor of the Virgin Mary. According to our sources, she worked “like a man” in preparing the foundations. After clearing away the briars, she dug up and transported stones, and personally erected the altar of her church.81 The vita of the eighth-century abbess-saints Herlinda and Renilda also describes the building activities of these two sisters. Each morning they would get up early to work on the family monastery at Eyck, where they carried sand and immense stones for the building. According to their hagiographer, their monastery was completed with amazing rapidity.82

St. Hathumoda, founding abbess of the famous monastery of Gandersheim, wanted to construct for her community an impressive church of stone rather than of wood, as was traditional at this time. And allegedly, through a miracle she was led to an area which held all of the stone that she needed to build her new church.83

In the Life of King Edward the Confessor we learn that the king and queen competed with one another in the construction of their special churches. The author then provides the very important observation: “Also, nowhere did she [Queen Edith] believe alms better bestowed than where the weaker sex, less skilled in building, more deeply felt the pinch of poverty, and was less able by its own efforts to drive it away.” Edith then began rebuilding the royal abbey of Wilton (previously built in wood) in stone. “Impetuously she urged the workmen to make haste. . . . But the prudent queen’s building, because it was more modestly planned, was completed more quickly. No delays she wove for this undertaking; and when a few years had slipped by it was finished nobly with all things necessary to, and becoming, such a work and also royal honour and glory.” The vita also notes that together with the bishop, Edith presided over the dedication of her new church at Wilton.84 This source then underscores two important gender-based differences: the poverty indigenous to many female houses as well as the smaller scale of their churches in comparison to male foundations.

A number of abbess-saints won recognition for enlarging their churches and monastic buildings; others were lauded for their work in decorating and enriching their new foundations. The vita of the seventh-century abbess-saint Eustadiola, founder of the large monastery of Moyen-Moutiers at Bourges, notes that she embellished the walls of her church with magnificent embroidered wall hangings and covered the altar with expensive cloth fringed with gold. With their own hands the abbess and her nuns had made these works of art. St. Eustadiola also commissioned crosses, candelabra, chalices, and reliquaries for the adornment of the church.85

Several founding abbess-saints were remembered for assisting their new foundations in other ways. We learn, for example, that St. Eanswith’s monastery, built on a cliff at Folkestone, experienced serious problems with its water supply. Thus, according to legend, St. Eanswith dug a canal with the tip of her crozier (the symbol of abbatial power) and made the water run uphill to her foundation!86 A similar incident is associated with St. Bertha, the founder of a convent near Avernay. This monastery also lacked access to a water supply. Through a vision, however, St. Bertha learned of a nearby garden with a spring. She then purchased this land for one pound of silver and traced with her crozier a small ditch which connected this spring to her monastery. According to tradition, the saint called the stream “Libra” since it had been bought for a pound.87

Thus another important area of activity of these abbesses and patrons of the early church, which aided the progress of the conversion movement in the Church as well as being among the criteria of individual sanctity, was the patronage and the actual construction of churches and monasteries. These works then provided a certain visibility and fame to those who had initiated the building campaigns, and strongly contributed to these women’s saintly dossiers.

COLLECTORS OF RELICS

Building campaigns were frequently associated with the procurement of precious relics by monastic communities and churches and the establishment of pilgrimage centers. For many houses the acquisition of a major relic could mean the difference between the economic survival or well-being of a religious community, and its neglect and ultimate oblivion.88 However, the acquisition of holy relics also provided an occasion for public visibility, for prestige—another criterion for sanctity—for the person who obtained them. As noted by Peter Brown, relics were believed to discern the personal status or merits of their owner and could declare in no uncertain terms whether or not they approved of this relationship. Thus success in acquiring relics was viewed as a sign of the special merit or holiness of the person who obtained them.89

A number of vitae and other sources describe the prominent role female saints assumed in the collection of relics of the holy dead. According to the early tradition attached to the fourth-century Empress St. Helena, she discovered the True Cross during her pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Subsequently she promoted the cult of the Cross. Helena was then to exercise an important role as an exemplum for medieval queens and other women in regard to the acquisition of relics.90

Perhaps one of the most celebrated cases of a female saint involved in the procurement of major relics and the establishment of a cult center is that of St. Radegund. While she was still living at the villa of Saix, Radegund began her collection, which was to include relics of all of the saints. She petitioned a priest named Magnus to bring her relics of St. Andrew and a number of other saints, which she then placed above the altar. However, according to Baudonivia’s vita: “Since her entry into the monastery, the East is able to attest, the North, South, West are able to say, what an immense quantity of relics she had diligently requested and amassed. For these precious pearls, hidden in heaven, for these joys of Paradise, from all sides her devotion multiplied the presents and requests and she ended by obtaining them.” In her desire for the relics of the martyr Mamas of Caesarea, she sent a certain priest named Reoval to Jerusalem. Baudonivia notes that the patriarch of Jerusalem received the priest, and three days later, after celebrating Mass, he approached Mamas’s tomb along with his congregation. He then requested of the holy martyr that if Radegund was truly a handmaid of the Lord, he would make it known by permitting her to receive the relic she requested. The patriarch touched each finger of the right hand and the little finger came away easily. The petition of the queen was successful and her wish fulfilled. And with fitting honors he sent the finger to the blessed Radegund and God’s praises were sung in her honor from Jerusalem even to Poitiers. As stated by Baudonivia: “For God does not refuse to his faithful servants those things which they ask of him.”91

Radegund’s greatest coup, however, specifically followed in the tradition of the imperial legacy of St. Helena, namely, her acquisition of a piece of the Holy Cross from the court at Constantinople. As noted in the vita: “Thus, like Saint Helena, imbued with wisdom, full of the fear of God, glorious with good works, she eagerly sought to salute the wood where the ransom of the world was hung for our salvation that we might be snatched from the power of the devil. . . . That which [Helena] did in the East, the blessed Radegund accomplished in Gaul.” Through the use of her political connections, Radegund was successful in acquiring this important relic, as well as the relics of a number of other apostles and martyrs. After the relics were finally placed in Radegund’s convent with all due honor, the monastery changed its name from Saint Mary to Ste-Croix or Holy Cross, and the relic became the focus of a local cult. It was responsible for attracting crowds of pilgrims and also contributed to the fame of Radegund’s thaumaturgical powers through the working of miracles. According to her vita, anyone who came to the cult center with faith, whatever the infirmity, would leave healed by the special virtu or potentia of the relic of the cross. Thus, despite the lamentations of the nuns on Radegund’s death and their fear for their future lives without the benefit of their holy patron, according to Baudonivia’s vita, Radegund did not leave her daughters bereft or in disorder but rather was the provisatrix optima (“the best provider”). For through the procurement of the precious and important relic of the Holy Cross, she had in fact made provisions for their continuing economic security.92

The seventh-century Belgian saint Reyneldis/Reineldis also won recognition for her important role in acquiring relics. As related by her vita, she embarked on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land and after some seven years was said to have procured a number of precious relics, including a splinter of the True Cross, a piece of the Holy Sepulchre, and a fragment of the tunic of the Virgin Mary. According to tradition, on her return home all of the inhabitants of the neighborhood of Saintes welcomed Reyneldis and the relics with great joy.93

There are a number of other sources which mention women saints and their acquisition of relics. The eighth-century Anglo-Saxon saint Mildred was said to have obtained a number of relics of saints, including the nail of the cross of Christ, while she was a nun at the monastery of Chelles. She then brought these relics with her when she returned to Britain and entered the monastery of Minster-in-Thanet.94 The parents of the ninth-century St. Hathumoda, the sancta mater Oda and her husband, Liudolf, duke of the Saxons, went on a pilgrimage to Rome and brought back to their new monastery of Gandersheim the sacred relics of popes Anastasius and Innocent.95 The sources also note that St. Adela, countess of Flanders (eleventh century), as a widow traveled to Rome where she received the veil from the pope as well as some relics of St. Sidronius. She brought these precious relics back to her monastic foundation of Meesene.96 The saintly reputation of Irmgardis, countess of Zutphen (late eleventh to early twelfth century) was also enhanced by her involvement in procuring relics. Irmgardis apparently made three pilgrimages to Rome. On her first trip the pope asked her to bring him relics of the 11,000 virgins of Cologne; in return she was given part of the head of St. Silvester which she then carried back to Cologne.97

In contrast to these cases of authorized, or at least somewhat legitimate, acquisition of relics, there are a number of fascinating transactions which occurred under somewhat nefarius circumstances in the tradition of the furta sacra.98 One of the earliest and most detailed accounts of the theft of relics concerns the indefatigable popular sixth-century St. Tygria/Tigre of Maurienne whose activities are described in several works, including Gregory of Tours’s Libri miraculorum. Tigre’s sanctity seems to have been essentially predicated on the fame and visibility which she achieved in procuring a valuable relic of St. John the Baptist for the church at Maurienne. According to tradition, excited by the stories related by several Irish monks of miracles which had occurred on the site of the relics of St. John the Baptist, Tigre made a pilgrimage to Alexandria for the specific purpose of acquiring a relic of the saint. However, after spending two years of extraordinary austerities and prayer at the tomb of St. John the Baptist, she was still unable to convince the guards to part with any of their precious relics. At the beginning of the third year, while prostrated on the ground before the tomb, she vowed that she would neither eat nor leave this position until her mission was accomplished. We are told that on the seventh day, weakened by fasting, she received an answer to her prayers: apparently the thumb of St. John the Baptist miraculously appeared on the tomb. Tigre promptly deposited this relic, which she believed was a gift from God, in a gold reliquary which she had prepared for this occasion. And according to tradition, she then returned to Maurienne with her precious relic. Her successful venture in procuring the relic for Maurienne made Tigre a local celebrity. She died (ca. 565) a few days after having assisted in the consecration of the new cathedral of St. John of Maurienne.99

There are also a number of cases of nuns involved in the stealing of relics. One interesting example concerns the relics of St. Werburga (d. ca. 700), abbess of Ely and founder of the monasteries of Hanbury, Threckingham, and Weedon. According to the sources, St. Werburga’s final request was to be buried at the monastery of Hanbury. However, the abbess died at Threckingham and the nuns of this monastery, unwilling to lose this valuable possession—the body of their founding abbess—prepared to bury her in their own church. In order to safeguard their holy relics, they locked their gates and kept a close watch over St. Werburga’s body. The community of Hanbury, aware of their foundress’s last wishes and also wanting possession of her relics, came to Threckingham. Surprisingly, when they arrived, they found the gates of the monastery and church open and the watchman in a deep sleep. They therefore were able to remove the saint’s body from Threckingham without any resistance, and they brought it back to Hanbury for burial.100

The economic impact of relics can be clearly seen in a mid-ninth-century case which concerned Ermentrude, abbess of Jouarre. Apparently moved by the desperate economic straits of her monastery, she approached her relative, the bishop of Sens, to ask him to assist her in securing the relic of St. Potentien for her community. The bishop ultimately acquiesced to this request; nevertheless, he realized that he was acting against the interests of his own city in giving this relic to Ermentrude. He therefore advised the abbess to secretly transport the famous relic to Jouarre, which she then did in all haste. At Jouarre the saint’s body was welcomed by the congregation with transports of joy. And hereafter, we learn, the monastery no longer experienced indigency nor troubles; rather, it became famous through their new saint’s exorcisms and cures.101

Similarly the vita of St. Gislenus notes that ca. 930 the nuns of Maubeuge stole the body of St. Gislenus from the neighboring monastery of Mons. It was only through threats of excommunication that they were forced by Stephen, bishop of Cambrai, to return the body.102 (See also chapter 7 for the attempted furta sacra of the relics of St. Attala.)

We therefore see in our sources many examples of saints and other female religious actively involved in the procurement of relics. The successful acquisition of an important relic would provide an important economic base for their monastic community, church, or town through the establishment of a pilgrimage or curative center; this activity would also contribute to their own fama sanctitatis.

MONASTIC CHARITY AND HOSPITALITY

Like their secular sisters at court, many of these patron saints or abbesses also won praise for their active roles (and frequently extravagant behavior) in dispensing charity and hospitality. This area of pious activity was one of the highest priorities in the criteria for sanctity. Descriptions of saints’ numerous acts of charity occupy a substantial portion of many of the vitae. As wealthy patrons of their new monasteries, these women distributed their wealth freely to those in need who visited their foundations. They provided the indigent with food, clothing, and money. However, for many communities, this emphasis on charity placed a definite strain on their limited resources. And in a number of cases, these saints appear to have been “generous to a fault,” or economically irresponsible (at least from our perspective); for their acts of charity frequently had the end result of dissipating their monastery’s resources and leaving their nuns in a state of very real poverty. A number of saints’ Lives, in fact, underscore rather clearly the ambivalence or even strong resentment on the part of the community toward their patron’s excessive generosity or profligate behavior toward “strangers.” Nevertheless, these open-handed acts of charity were unanimously endorsed by the vitae of the period as one of the important measures or “signs” of sanctity. The Lives also strongly condemned calculated or cautious policies in regard to the sharing of one’s food or wealth as mean-spirited or selfish.103

An interesting example can be found in the life of the Irish St. Brigid who was especially renowned as a profligate saint. She was said to have bestowed on the poor the monastery’s only milk cow as well as the very oxen used for ploughing their fields. On one occasion, according to tradition, the queen of Crimthan gave Brigid a silver chain with a human image on one end and an apple on the other. Brigid then turned this chain over to the nuns of her monastery who immediately hid it, since they knew that the saint would inevitably share it with the poor. When a leper came to Brigid, she gave him the chain without her nuns’ knowledge. When they learned of this, they confronted her with anger and bitterness: “Little good have we from thy compassion to everyone, and we ourselves in need of food and raiment!” Brigid then reprimanded them for their “sinful behavior” and told them to go into the church to the place where she traditionally prayed, and there they would find their chain. They did as they were told, and according to tradition, although it had been given to the poor man, the chain was miraculously restored to the nuns.104

It is, then, following in this tradition of extravagant behavior, or open-handed generosity or charity, that many of the miracles of these abbess-saints focus on the very real poverty of these early monastic foundations. The vitae describe various miraculous “antidotes” provided by the saint in response to the general poverty of the foundation, which, in some cases, was due to her own profligate behavior. These miracles, frequently in the biblical tradition, concern the fortuitous appearance of fish, bread, wine, milk, water, clothing, and so forth at their time of desperate need.105

In addition to their reputations of extravagant charity, many of these abbess-saints were renowned for their hospitality and the personal care and attention which they showered on their guests. We learn, for example, that every day St. Radegund dispensed charity to the poor and received them at her table. On Wednesdays and Saturdays, with her head wrapped up in a linen cloth, she prepared a bath and washed the heads of the indigent. According to Fortunatus, she was not repulsed by the various diseases of the scalp which she encountered; she did not turn away, for example, from the sight of crust, scabies, ringworm, or abscessed sores from which she sometimes extracted worms. She removed from their sores the rot which ate away at them. When she had finished washing her guests’ heads, she then combed their hair. Moreover, according to Fortunatus, like the Good Samaritan, she covered their wounds with an unguent or oil. If a guest were female, Radegund had the woman step into the bath where she then washed her from head to foot. Afterwards Radegund served them a meal: she personally waited on each of them—cutting their bread and meat. When they left, if their clothing was too worn, Radegund provided them with new robes.

The saintly queen was particularly concerned with the welfare of leprous women. Fortunatus tells us that when lepers approached the monastery and had announced themselves according to their ordinary signal, Radegund sent someone to greet them and to inquire as to where they had come from and how many there were. When Radegund received this information, she set the table for her guests and secretly retired to a place where no one would see her. Fortunatus notes that she then took into her arms these leprous women, covered with sores, and with great love kissed their faces. Radegund then proceeded to wash their faces, hands, and fingernails in warm water; she also cleaned their sores and served them food. When they retired, she gave them gifts of gold or clothing, while barely admitting one of her nuns as witness. It appears that at Ste-Croix there existed a certain ambivalency, or, actual physical revulsion on the part of some members of her community of noblewomen in regard to Radegund’s extravagant behavior toward women with leprosy. For, according to Fortunatus, one day one of Radegund’s nuns got up the courage to ask her: “Most holy woman, in the future who would wish to kiss you, you who have kissed in a like manner lepers?” “In truth,” responded Radegund with enjoyment, “if you do not wish to kiss me, I am already consoled.”106

The Life of St. Odilia, first abbess of Hohenbourg (d. ca. 720) describes her hospitality to pilgrims. The location of her monastery on Mont-Sainte-Odile, rising over two thousand feet above the Rhine valley, discouraged the visits of many pilgrims. Thus with the approval of her community, Odilia built a new foundation at the base of the mountain which housed some of the members of her large community. It was later called Niedermünster. Here the saint received many women pilgrims from Ireland and Britain as well as religious men from various provinces.107

The vita of St. Leoba also notes that “she was extremely hospitable. She kept open house for all without exception, and even when she was fasting gave banquets and washed the feet of the guests with her own hands, at once the guardian and the minister of the practice instituted by our Lord.”108

The vitae and chronicles of the early Middle Ages then recognized these mulieres sanctae for their many “public” activities—especially their broad economic roles and their practical talents, as well as their extravagant acts of generosity and hospitality. The dossiers of these holy women also endorsed their administrative skills, prudence, and wisdom.

SANCTITY AND MONASTIC ADMINISTRATION

During this early period, many of the abbesses, and perhaps especially those ruling over double monasteries or affiliated houses, had an impressive amount of public power and authority. Although they could not be consecrated priests and celebrate Mass (which was indeed a critical gender-based disability), many of the administrative roles which these early abbesses assumed closely approximated those of abbots or bishops of the period. The early ceremonies of ordination or investment emphasize this near equality of office (see plate 5). Abbesses were invested with insignia indicative of their public office, which included the pallium, alb, stole, crozier (staff), pectoral cross, ring, gloves, and miter. For example, the fifth-century Visigothic Sacramentary, which provides instructions for the ordination of abbesses, notes that the candidate is to be clothed in sacred religious vestments and crowned with a miter. While investing the abbess with a pallium before the altar, the bishop was to repeat a prayer which stated that before God there was no discrimination of sex (apud quem non est discretio sexuum) and that women, like men, are called to collaborate in the spiritual struggle. According to the Moissac Sacramentary (ca. 800), the ordination rite for abbesses was the same as that for abbots. They were to be given an alb and stole and then prostrate themselves before the altar.109

An especially interesting case which has caused some controversy concerning the power, authority, or position of these early abbesssaints is that of the late fifth-/early-sixth-century Irish saint, Brigid. Cogitosus, writing approximately a century and a quarter after Brigid’s death, describes the immense popularity, among both men and women, of the saint’s early monastic foundation at Kildare. He then explains Brigid’s role in the designation of a churchman to assist her in her administrative and sacramental duties: “wishing to provide in a wise manner and properly in all things for the souls of her people, and anxious about the churches of the many provinces that had attached themselves to her, she realised that she could not possibly do without a high priest (bishop) to consecrate churches and supply them with clergy in various grades. She sent accordingly for a distinguished man, adorned with all virtues, then leading a solitary life in the desert. Going herself to meet him, she brought him back in her company to govern the church with her in episcopal dignity, that nothing which depends on orders should be wanting in her churches. Thereafter the anointed head and chief of all bishops and the most blessed chief of virgins, in pleasant mutual agreement and with the directing aid of all the virtues, erected her principal church. At the same time, through the merits of both, her see, episcopal at once and virginal, spread like a fruitful vine, rich in growing branches, and took root in the whole island. In Ireland, therefore, the archbishop of the Irish bishops, and the abbess whom all the abbesses of the Irish revere, hold a preeminent position in a prosperous line and in perpetuity.”110

A number of scholars have discussed the relationship of Brigid, as abbess, and her bishop in regard to power and authority. Todd, for example, has argued that “it is equally clear that she had her bishop under her own jurisdiction. She engaged him to govern the church with her.”111 In contrast, other scholars have concluded that this relationship was more of a partnership where the abbess and bishop exercised a type of joint rule.112

It is, however, interesting to note that according to the anonymous ninth-century Life of St. Brigid, Brigid was ordained as a bishop. This claim that the saint had received the episcopal order was perhaps an attempt to explain Brigid’s unique position of honor and authority in the Church, as well as that of her successor abbesses at Kildare. According to the vita, as Brigid knelt to receive the nun’s veil, Bishop Mel “being intoxicated with the grace of God there did not recognise what he was reciting from his book, for he consecrated Brigit with the orders of a bishop. ‘This virgin alone in Ireland,’ said Mel, ‘will hold the episcopal ordination.’ While she was being consecrated a fiery column ascended from her head.”113 Later versions of this story, however, attempted to discredit or dismiss this incident, arguing that it had clearly been a mistake: Bishop Mel had consecrated Brigid while he was drunk, thus making it invalid!114

Lisal Bitel has argued in regard to this event: “Everything historians know about religious women in the age of conversion makes it unlikely that Brigit or any other woman actually became a bishop, and no other document described a woman performing recognizable episcopal duties. The literary incident in which Brigit became a bishop is hard to reconcile with the wives and sisters of historical reality, but it was no accident. Brigit’s hagiographer meant for Mel to bungle the ordination, for although male hagiographers described women saints of the conversion period as wifely surrogates, they also sometimes cast them as ecclesiastical chiefs, landowners and the lords of clients. What better illustration of the complex, contradictory ideas about gender interaction flourishing among the early Irish: most women were guided into traditional roles of wife and mother, and Christian theology limited its female professionals to chaste imitations of these real-life roles; yet the most admirable and saintly nuns were not real women at all, at least by early Irish standards, but ersatz men.”115

Thus, taken together, these sources clearly serve to underscore the immense authority, the prominence, and the preeminent public position—equal to that of abbot or a “quasi-episcopal” power—which some of these abbesses assumed during this early period. Moreover, the strong denial of the validity of Brigid’s episcopal ordination by churchmen of a later period might perhaps reflect a changed atmosphere or tolerance in the Church toward women. It might also have expressed the need to allay any potential fears, on the part of churchmen, in regard to Brigid’s successors at Kildare, or other abbesses, who might have recourse to this rather irregular “historical precedent” which could be used to justify their attempts at usurping male power and prerogatives.

Many of these early abbesses, then, like their male colleagues, held extensive power as well as landed properties and rights. A number of these abbesses received privileges or special political immunities which freed them from the overlordship of their bishop or local lord and placed them directly under the protection of the pope or king. They collected “taxes” from their lands as well as tithes from the churches under their control. They held court and dispensed legal decisions concerning civil and criminal cases. They had their own seals which they affixed to their official charters, diplomas, and letters. Some of these abbesses received grants of economic immunity, along with rights of marketplace and coinage. They also exercised “quasi-sacerdotal” functions: they preached, heard confession, and gave absolution and benediction to their nuns and monks.116

Many of these abbess-saints were singled out for their exceptional administrative abilities. In the tradition of the virile woman, Abbess Bertilla of Chelles was said to govern her monastery very well, “like a man with great sanctity and piety” (viriliter cum summa sanctitate et religione). Or, Abbess Ethelburga was praised for running her convent “in a manner worthy of her brother.”117 The early abbess-saints were called upon to attend royal councils and synods. In one of the Lives of St. Brigid we learn, for example, that Brigid along with Bishop Mel attended “an assembly of the men in Ireland” held in Teltown. There they were confronted by a difficult case in which a woman accused Bishop Bron of fathering her child. The question was brought to Brigid to be resolved, and it was then through Brigid’s intervention that Bishop Bron was exonerated.118 The great Synod of Whitby (663/64) was held at the double monastery founded and ruled by St. Hilda. Abbess Ebba, aunt of the king, participated in the deliberations of a Northumbrian council of 680–81. St. Mildred, abbess of Minster-in-Thanet, along with four other abbesses, attended a council (ca. 696–716) at Baccanceld, in Kent.119 In the description of Abbess Aelffled’s attendance at the Synod on the Nidd (706), she is called “the best of advisers, and a constant source of strength to the whole province.” At this synod she addressed and advised the archbishop, king, bishops, abbots, and chief nobility of the kingdom “with inspired words.”120 In the vita of St. Cuthbert, St. Aelffled is involved in an important political discussion with St. Cuthbert and is described as appearing with “womanly daring” (audacia feminea) (see plate 20).121 While the dignity of the position of abbess enhanced the prestige of these noblewomen, it also extended their networks beyond the family into the hierarchy of the Church, providing increased access to further sources of power. Frequently, through these important connections, abbess-saints were able to secure special monastic privileges and immunities which helped to ensure their communities’ continued autonomy and to safeguard their landholdings.

MONASTIC EDUCATION AND SANCTITY

In addition to providing abbesses with opportunities to achieve a visibility in administration as well as an active involvement in the political activities of the period, the early monasteries were also important centers of learning and education. Many of these monasteries were located in the newly converted regions of northern Europe and Britain where they served as local missionary centers or stations, with their abbesses and nuns assisting in conversion efforts through the establishment of schools. These women were also active, well-educated scribes who produced an impressive number of liturgical books and other works for their own use as well as aiding the missionary effort by providing the new churches of their region with the necessary texts.122

A rather large number of female saints of this period were singled out in their vitae for their impressive learning and teaching. The Life of St. Ita of Ireland (d. ca. 570) notes the important role she played in establishing a school in her monastery of Cell Ide. Both boys and girls were educated here. St. Brendan of Clonfert, for example, received his formative education from St. Ita and spent five years studying under her. At this point, according to her hagiographer, Ita was said to have told the young Brendan to “go off now and learn the rules of holy men, who have practised what they preached; and do not study with virgins lest evil should be spoken of you by men.” According to tradition, St. Mochoemoc spent twenty years studying under St. Ita, after which time he completed his studies in Bangor.123

The Life of Caesarius of Arles notes the scribal activities carried out by the successor of Caesarius’s sister, Abbess Caesaria the Younger, and the nuns of her community. “Her work with her companions is so outstanding that in the midst of psalms and fasts, vigils and readings, the virgins of Christ beautifully copy out the holy books, with their mother herself as teacher.”124

Fortunatus, in a letter to a friend, praises Radegund’s intellectual attributes: her mental superiority, he claims, surpassed even St. Jerome’s circle of learned women, including Eustochium, Fabiola, Melania, and others. “She exemplifies whatever is praiseworthy in them.” According to Fortunatus, “I come across deeds in her such as I only read about before. . . . All pious teaching is food to her.” He then enumerates her wide acquaintance with the major sources written by both Greek and Latin Fathers—Gregory, Basil, Athanasius, Hilary, Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, Sedulius, and Orosius.125 Baudonivia, in her vita of Radegund, notes that during the nighttime hours the holy queen stayed awake and spent her time reading—semper lectio legebatur.126 Gregory of Tours mentions that after Radegund’s funeral he returned to the convent and visited the particular sites and relics associated with the saint—where she had been accustomed to read or pray as well as the book which she read.127

The vita of St. Rusticula, abbess of Arles (d. ca. 632), notes that she had committed to memory all of the Scriptures.128 St. Gertrude of Nivelles (d. ca. 658) was also recognized for her intellectual abilities. We learn from her vita that both day and night she occupied herself with holy readings. She was especially famous for having memorized nearly the entire body of the divine law and for her ability to lecture to her nuns on the obscure mysteries of scriptural allegories. When establishing her monastery of Nivelles as a center of conversion and learning, St. Gertrude recruited monks from Ireland to teach the nuns of her new community divine law in verse and psalmody. She also sent messengers to Rome for sacred books for her community’s library.129

The Life of St. Aurea, seventh-century abbess of a Parisian monastery founded by St. Eloi, notes in passing an incident which perhaps sheds light on this saint’s education. On one occasion, after hearing the deacon of her convent stumble through a reading of the Gospels, Abbess Aurea lost all patience. She seized the book out of the incompetent churchman’s hands and read it herself to the congregation. (Later, we learn, she imposed a stiff penance on herself for this “irreverent” act!)130

The vita of St. Anstrude (late seventh-century abbess) notes that in the early years of her childhood she learned her letters and learned to sing praises to Christ. “Through divine clemency, she also waxed strong of memory in listening and reading, and she exercised herself in the teaching of doctrine . . . she was full of eloquence, but much more of wisdom.”131

St. Bertilla, abbess of Chelles (d. ca. 705), was also renowned for her learning in Holy Scripture. She was summoned by Queen Balthild from Jouarre, which had a reputation for its quality education, to become abbess of the queen’s newly refounded community of Chelles. At Chelles she continued to be recognized for her learning and for producing erudite disciples. In fact, according to her biographer, “even from over the seas, the faithful kings of the Saxons, through trusted messengers, asked her to send some of her disciples for the learning and holy instruction they heard were wonderful in her, that they might build convents of men and nuns in their land. She did not deny these religious requests which would speed the salvation of souls. In a thankful spirit, taking counsel with her elders and heeding her brothers’ exhortations, with great diligence and the protection of the saints, she sent many volumes of books to them. That the harvest of souls in that nation might increase through her and be multiplied by God’s grace, she sent chosen women and devout men.”132

It was, then, the early Frankish monasteries that served as centers of education for the aristocratic women of Anglo-Saxon England. Bede notes in his History of the English Church and People that “for as yet there were few monasteries built in English territory, and many who wished to enter conventual life went from Britain to the Frankish realm or Gaul for the purpose. Girls of noble family were also sent there for their education, or to be betrothed to their heavenly Bridegroom, especially to the houses of Brie, Chelles, and Andelys.”133 Thus, according to tradition, the Anglo-Saxon saint Mildred (later abbess of Minster-in-Thanet) was sent abroad to Chelles for her education. And from this monastery she sent her mother a psalter she had copied.134 Many other noble Anglo-Saxon women with religious leanings crossed the channel to pursue their education; some even became abbesses of their adopted Frankish communities. The princesses of East Anglia—Ethelberga and Saethryd, daughter and stepdaughter of King Anna, for example, both became abbesses of Faremoutiers-en-Brie and later won recognition of sanctity. Their niece, Ercongota, daughter of St. Sexburga, was also sent to Faremoutiers to be educated. Later, she too was elected abbess of this prominent Frankish house and, following in the footsteps of her aunts and mother, she also came to be recognized as a saint. Hereswith, sister-in-law of King Anna of East Anglia and sister of St. Hilda of Whitby, became a nun at the monastery of Chelles. Hereswith also won popular recognition of sainthood.135 The English St. Hildelith had apparently received her education in France and then, at the request of Bishop Earconwald of London, returned to Britain to settle at Barking Abbey where she was named abbess. The fame of her erudition as abbess-saint has been preserved by Aldhelm’s prose treatise, De virginitate, which was dedicated to Abbess Hildelith and her companions at Barking Abbey. In this tract Aldhelm thanks the nuns of the abbey for the various writings which they sent to him and praises their high degree of learning, calling them “gymnosophists” in the arena of discipline. Aldhelm uses the analogy of the chaste bee to describe their prodigious educational activities: like bees they collect everywhere material for study. He also describes in some detail their curriculum, which includes the study of the prophets, the ancient laws, the four Gospels, history, grammar, verse, and other topics. He concludes his treatise with the appropriate designation of these learned inmates at Barking as alumnae scholasticae.136 (See plate 21.)

There are many other examples of Anglo-Saxon mulieres sanctae who were recognized by their contemporaries for their impressive learning. One of the most famous figures is that of St. Hilda of Whitby. Hilda had originally planned to follow her sister, Hereswith, to the Frankish monastery of Chelles, but she was summoned by Aidan of Lindisfarne, who requested that she remain in her newly converted native Northumbria. Here Hilda was to establish a monastic center of education and life similar to that found among the Franks.137 The Venerable Bede describes the school which she established at Whitby as one of the first and greatest centers of learning in the North of England. He says of the learned Hilda, “so great was her prudence that not only ordinary folk, but kings and princes used to come and ask her advice in their difficulties and take it. Those under her direction were required to make a thorough study of the Scriptures and occupy themselves in good works, to such good effect that many were found fitted for Holy Orders and the service of God’s altar.”138 Bede then notes, as testimony to her excellence in education, that five men who had studied under Hilda later became bishops.139 In his Life of St. Cuthbert, Bede also praised the abbess-saint Aelffled of Whitby for her extraordinary erudition. He described her as a “wise woman and learned in holy scriptures” (sapiens femina et in sanctis erudita scripturis).140

The Anglo-Saxon missionary abbess-saint, Leoba, was also singled out for her impressive learning and her excellence in teaching. According to her biographer, she had been educated by Abbess Tetta of Wimborne Abbey. Here she was taught to have a primary interest in “the pursuit of sacred knowledge” and “fixed her mind always on reading or hearing the Word of God. Whatever she heard or read she committed to memory, and put all that she learned into practice.” Moreover, while Leoba was a nun at Wimborne, she was said to have had a marvelous dream which foretold her special role as a great counselor and teacher. According to her hagiographer, in this dream “she saw a purple thread issuing from her mouth. It seemed to her that when she took hold of it with her hand and tried to draw it out there was no end to it; and as if it were coming from her very bowels, it extended little by little until it was of enormous length. When her hand was full of thread and it still issued from her mouth she rolled it round and round and made a ball of it.” A nun who could foresee the future was called upon to interpret this dream. She explained that this vision revealed that because of Leoba’s “teaching and good example” she would “confer benefits on many people. The thread which came from her bowels and issued from her mouth, signifies the wise counsels that she will speak from the heart. . . . the ball . . . signifies the mystery of the divine teaching, which is set in motion by the words and deeds of those who give instruction and which turns earthwards through active works and heavenwards through contemplation.” It was, then, because of Leoba’s “reputation for learning and holiness . . . [which] had spread far and wide” that Boniface requested her assistance in his mission to convert the Germans.141

In Germany, Leoba became abbess of an important monastic community at Bischofsheim where she dedicated herself to education. Here she “made such progress in her teaching that many of them [her nuns] afterwards became superiors of others, so that there was hardly a convent of nuns in that part which had not one of her disciples as abbess.” Her biographer provides us with this wonderful, detailed description of Leoba’s commitment to learning and her extensive curriculum: “So great was her zeal for reading that she discontinued it only for prayer or for the refreshment of her body with food or sleep: the Scriptures were never out of her hands. For, since she had been trained from infancy in the rudiments of grammar and the study of the other liberal arts, she tried by constant reflection to attain a perfect knowledge of divine things so that through the combination of her reading with her quick intelligence, by natural gifts and hard work, she became extremely learned. She read with attention all the books of the Old and New Testaments and learned by heart all the commandments of God. To these she added by way of completion the writings of the Church Fathers, the decrees of the Councils and the whole of ecclesiastical law. . . . When she lay down to rest, whether at night or in the afternoon, she used to have the Sacred Scriptures read out at her bedside, a duty which the younger nuns carried out in turn without grumbling.” He then adds, “It seems difficult to believe, but even when she seemed to be asleep they could not skip over any word or syllable whilst they were reading without her immediately correcting them.” It is also significant to note that Leoba’s fame, respect, and authority among contemporaries were in fact closely tied to her education. Her hagiographer observes, “and because of her wide knowledge of the Scriptures and her prudence in counsel they [i.e., bishops, princes, and the nobility] often discussed spiritual matters and ecclesiastical discipline with her.”142

The eighth-century Belgian abbess-saints Herlinda and Renilda won praise from their biographer for their wide learning. They were educated at the monastery of Valenciennes where “they were instructed in reading, chanting, psalmody, and also in what today is considered wonderful, writing and painting, a task considered laborious even for the strong men of this day and age” (scribendo atque pingendo, quod hujus aevi robustissimis viris oppido onerosum videter). Their biographer also noted that they transcribed the four Gospels, a psalter, as well as many other works of Divine Scripture which still (in the ninth century) remained “splendid in new and shining gold and glowing with jewels” in their monastery.143

Another example of the impressive tradition of monastic learning for this early period can be found in the vita of St. Hathumoda, the first abbess of Gandersheim. According to her biographer, from childhood, Hathumoda, of her own free will, wanted to be admitted to serious study. “No one could have shown greater quickness of perception, or a stronger power of understanding in listening to or in expounding the Scriptures.”144

A number of these early female saints who were recruited from the cloister were also famous for their practical medical knowledge and their successful cures. The early Irish St. Daveca was said to be an expert in medicine: “For the Most High gave to her the grace of conferring health upon the sick and of driving out demons.”145 The Lives of St. Radegund provide interesting detail on this saint’s successful treatment of a number of patients. One case in particular, related by Fortunatus, concerned a nun at Radegund’s monastery of Ste-Croix (see plate 6). This woman had suffered with a serious fever for a year; for six months she had not been able to walk and lay stretched out on her bed like a corpse. When Radegund learned of this nun’s illness, she had a warm bath prepared and had the woman brought into her own cell where she immersed her in a tub of water. Sending away all of her companions, Radegund, in the capacity of a physician, remained alone with the nun for about two hours. Examining her entire body from head to foot, she touched the nun’s sore limbs one after the other. Everywhere that Radegund’s hands passed, the pain disappeared. Thus, according to this account, the sick woman, who had required two nuns to help her into the bath, was able to leave on her own—restored to perfect health.146 Queen Balthild, while an inmate at Chelles, devoted much of her time and energies to personally nursing the sick.147 According to tradition, the popular Anglo-Saxon saint Milburga was endowed with a special gift of healing. Like Radegund, she restored sight to the blind, brought children back to life, and effected other miraculous cures.148 The abbess-saint Leoba was also celebrated for her healing abilities. For example, she cured a nun of her community who had been incapacitated by her bleeding hemorrhoids and pain of the bowel.149 In this same tradition, St. Walburga, abbess of the monastery of Heidenheim, was known for her medical abilities (see plate 7). Our sources describe how Walburga was called upon by a nobleman to make a “house call” and to care for his daughter who was dying. Walburga not only restored the young girl to perfect health, but through this act the saint also achieved the conversion of the father.150

The significant role of women saints as experts in health care and medicine, and their special concern for the care of other women, then provided another valued attribute for their spiritual dossiers. And while their “miraculous” cures were directed toward both sexes, we find in many of the Lives of female saints that a heavy preponderance of cures especially effected during the saint’s lifetime were aimed at women’s health problems. For example, Fortunatus’s vita of St. Radegund reports that among her miracles of healing while still in the world, ten concerned women (several of whom were nuns) and only two pertained to men. A similar concern of women saints for the diseases of members of their own sex can be found in a number of collections of posthumous cures: for example, all of the twenty miracles which were recorded as taking place at the tomb of St. Anstrude (monastery of Laon) applied to women (with eleven of the beneficiaries nuns), and of the recipients of the posthumous miracles attributed to St. Austreberta (abbess of Pavilly), twenty-one were women and four were men.151 This very important role of saint as healer, as miracle-worker—using her special potentia or virtu to effect astonishing or wondrous cures (while alive or posthumously)—would therefore become one of the basic criteria for recognition of sanctity.

POWER AND PROPHECY

Another special ability providing visibility and empowering abbesssaints and other mulieres sanctae was that of prophecy. This role was traditionally open to women in both early Christian and pagan Germanic societies. Members of early Christian communities believed that the Spirit could be given to all Christians, regardless of their gender. Women prophets therefore functioned as charismatic, inspired leaders with their special authority based on divine revelation. A number of women prophets are mentioned, for example, in the New Testament, and in The Acts of Paul and Thecla.152 Among the Germanic tribes, women seemed to hold a near monopoly of prophetic powers, and they were held in extremely high esteem for their possession and exercise of this special “gift.” Tacitus, in his Germania, explained that the Germans “believe that there resides in women an element of holiness and the gift of prophecy; and so they do not scorn to ask their advice, or lightly disregard their replies.” (This observation is amazingly similar to those already noted in regard to the special wisdom of the abbess-saints Hilda of Whitby and Leoba, for example.) Tacitus then notes, “In the reign of the emperor Vespasian we saw Veleda long honoured by many Germans as a divinity; and even earlier they showed a similar reverence for Aurinia and a number of others—a reverence untainted by servile flattery or any pretence of turning women into goddesses.” In his Histories, however, Tacitus explains, “it is an ancient custom in Germany to credit a number of women with prophetic powers, and with the growth of superstition these develop into goddesses.”153

We find an impressive number of women in leadership roles, particularly among early Frankish and Anglo-Saxon saints, who were also involved in prophesying. Frequently the visions of these saints foretold the time of their own death or that of other prominent individuals. According to Bede, for example: “Some say that [Etheldreda, abbess of Ely] possessed the spirit of prophecy, and that in the presence of all the community, she not only foretold the plague that was to cause her death, but also the number who would die of it in the convent.”154 According to Baudonivia, St. Radegund, before her own death, had experienced a vision of Christ appearing to her as bridegroom. During his visit he assured her that she would be a precious gem in his crown.155 Balthild was said to have experienced a remarkable vision shortly before her death. In this vision she saw before the altar of the Virgin Mary a ladder which seemed to touch the sky: she then climbed this bright ladder accompanied by angels of God. According to her vita, this revelation clearly demonstrated to the saintly queen that through her merits, patience, and humility she would soon be transported to the throne of the eternal king and receive her heavenly rewards.156

The seventh-century St. Aldegund, founding abbess of the monastery of Maubeuge, gained a certain amount of fame for her rather extensive visions of Christ and the heavenly kingdom. According to her vita, Aldegund had been favored with celestial visions from the time of her early childhood. She dictated her visions and spiritual revelations to Abbot Subnius of nearby Nivelles, who then wrote them down. We learn that her visions were also read aloud to the nuns of her community at Maubeuge. Unfortunately, Aldegund’s book of visions is no longer extant, although her biographer, who claimed to know Aldegund, states that he has summarized their contents in her vita. Her earliest vision was one in which Christ appeared to her and called her to a life of monasticism. Her visions also provided glowing details on the heavenly kingdom with its mansion, fragrant aroma, angels, Christ as bridegroom, St. Peter, and others. A few of her visions focused on the devil who appeared to Aldegund as a fierce lion and as a wolf. When the devil tried to persuade Aldegund to turn away from the ascetic life, an angel appeared to her and exhorted her to “act like a man”; for by preserving her virginity she would gain the crown which God had shown to her.157 In another vision, Aldegund witnessed the ascent of her friend St. Amand into heaven, where he received his rewards for his earthly labors. She was also warned of her own impending death by St. Peter, who reassured her that she would be counted among the elect and she should not fear death, as “perfect love casts out fear.”158 As Suzanne Wemple has noted, Aldegund’s visions emphasized the theme of love rather than fear. “Unlike the visions of the female saints described by men,” Wemple argues, “Aldegund’s experiences were not designed to convey instruction on how women might overcome the weaknesses of their sex. Aldegund’s heavenly messengers intended to draw the messages of love, a lesson that was also proclaimed in the lives of Radegund and Balthild.”159

There are a number of other saints of the period who gained a certain fame or reputation for their prophetic visions. This special, gender-free “gift” provided its recipients with an inspired “voice” and power, or authority, which was believed to come directly from God. These women saints were seen as “instruments of God’s purpose” or channels of divine authority. For many of these abbess-saints, this special ability furnished further proof of their holiness. With the decided curtailment of other approved channels or opportunities for female power in the central and later Middle Ages, this gift would be used increasingly by religious women as a means to exercise influence within the Church and society.160

MIRACLES OF PROTECTION

As public figures and leaders of their communities and of the surrounding areas, these women saints were also frequently called upon in times of disaster to provide miracles of protection. An early hagiographic exemplum of a woman saint assuming a strong protective leadership role can be found in the Life of Saint Genovefa. According to the vita, threatened by an imminent invasion by Attila the Hun, the inhabitants of Paris were terror-stricken. Assuming the initiative, St. Genovefa called together the matrons of the city and proposed that, in the tradition of the biblical examples of Esther and Judith, they might ward off this impending disaster. Following her plan, the Parisian women spent a number of days in the baptistery fasting, praying, and keeping a vigil. Genovefa also convinced the male citizens of Paris not to take their goods and money out of Paris to the safety of other cities, as she foresaw that Paris, guarded by Christ, would not be attacked by the invaders. Thus by her prayers she was said to have repelled the Huns from Paris and saved the city.161

Similarly, the seventh-century abbess-saint Godeberta assumed an important protective role while a devastating plague raged in Noyon. She recommended that in order to placate the divine wrath responsible for the plague, the people of Noyon observe a fast for three days, wearing sackcloth and ashes. They followed her advice and, according to our sources, the plague was dissipated. On another occasion, while Godeberta was extremely ill, she was carried by the faithful to the scene of a great fire at Noyon. According to her saint’s Life, with the sign of the cross she was able to extinguish the fire.162

In this tradition St. Leoba was called upon to organize the village of Bischofsheim in order to extinguish a threatening fire. Her hagiographer notes that when the village was inundated by fire, “the terrified villagers . . . ran in a mob to the abbess and begged her to avert the danger which threatened them. Unruffled and with great self-control, she calmed their fears and without being influenced by their trust in her, ordered them to take a bucket and bring some water from the upper part of the stream that flowed by the monastery.” She then sprinkled some salt which had been blessed by St. Boniface into the water and told them to pour this special mixture back into the river. They were then ordered to gather water from the lower part of the stream (which had absorbed this “holy salt”) and throw it onto the fire. We learn that after they followed the abbess’s directions, the fire was miraculously extinguished and the buildings were saved. And the vita concludes: “At this miracle the whole crowd stood amazed and broke out into the praise of God, who through the faith and prayers of his handmaid had delivered them so extraordinarily from a terrible danger.” Leoba’s miracle-working abilities were also sought out to calm a devastating storm. Fearing for their lives and convinced that the last judgment was at hand, all of the villagers took refuge in the convent’s church. Leoba tried to calm their fears and asked them to join her in prayer. Through her intercession, we are told, the storm changed its direction and the village was miraculously saved. According to the vita, “thus did divine power make manifest the merits of His handmaid. Unexpected peace came to His people and fear was banished.”163

Although special privileges and immunities, as well as the presence of advocati, bishops, and abbots designated as guardians, provided a certain level of security and protection for the monasteries, the female communities still faced frequent attempts of usurpation on the part of the local nobility and bishops—in some cases from those who were designated as their protectors. It was then particularly at these times—when their monasteries’ lands were threatened—that the abbess-saints displayed their formidable powers and appeared as protector saints.

It should be noted, however, that while most of the saintly activities we have been tracing thus far occurred while the saint was still living “in this world,” many of the cases in which patron saints exhibited protective powers over their properties were accomplished posthumously, from the saint’s tomb. It was generally believed that the saint, although deceased, remained a living force, as powerful (or perhaps even more so) in death as in life. The vita of St. Waldetrude, for example, notes that “daily she is entreated that what she did when she was alive may be continued by her dead bones. For it is no wonder that her dead bones still live in wonder-working when she did such wonders in her life.”164 Thus residing in her tomb, the saint continued to watch over and protect her foundation, its lands, and its people—generally the same constituency she had served during her lifetime. And from this most sacred vantage point she could easily reveal herself (in many marvelous ways), and make her feelings or position quite clear to all involved. Therefore in times of dire necessity, the patron saint could be invoked to use her special potentia on behalf of her community of nuns.165 And as can be noted in the vitae, the supernatural powers of these female patron saints (and particularly their vengeance) were clearly recognized and feared by men and women of all classes of medieval society.

A fascinating incident of the exercise of power and protection by the holy dead over their properties can be found in the case of the popular late-seventh-century Belgian saint Aya. A wealthy noblewoman who had taken the veil at Mons under the abbess-saint Waldetrude, Aya donated extensive properties to the monastery. According to tradition, however, about eighty years after Aya’s death, her relatives came to reclaim their “family” lands. Since no title deed could be found, the case went to court. Following the nuns’ request, the court proceedings were to be held at the tomb of the saint. During the hearing, the nun who was apparently handling the case spoke in a loud voice, “Great Saint, they wish to take from us Guesmes, Nimy, Maisières, and Braine, which you gave us. Speak in favor of your daughters, and confirm the gifts you made in your life.” At this point a voice broke forth, allegedly from the depths of the tomb, clearly audible to all present, declaring: “I ratify all these gifts which I made to the church.” Thus through her “supernatural” intervention (this post mortem miracle), the saint confirmed the monastery’s landholdings. (And appropriately enough, Aya became one of the patron saints invoked in lawsuits!)166

Another case in this tradition can be found in the Translatio of St. Edith (d. 984), patron saint of Wilton. During the reign of Canute, a certain magnate of the king by the name of Agamundus seized some land belonging to Saint Edith (i.e., the monastery of Wilton). The usurper then died suddenly (impenitens morte) without returning the property which he had taken. As punishment for this act, St. Edith directed her wrath toward the dead man and would not allow his soul to rest. At his wake, the corpse “awoke” and told those around him of St. Edith’s anger and asked that the lands be restored to the saint. This accomplished, he was then permitted to die in peace with Edith now his protector. The Translatio records a similar case in which St. Edith visited her wrath on a certain Brixius who had usurped some of her monastery’s property.167

These diverse examples, taken from the vitae, serve to underscore the significance for women of access to political and economic power, education, and prophecy in the pursuit of sanctity. During this early period, the intersection of public and private spheres favored the acquisition of wealth and the exercise of power by women. Also many of the activities which led to recognition of sanctity for the mulieres sanctae were essentially indistinguishable from those of their male contemporaries. As Eleanor McLaughlin has observed: “It was a sanctity powerful, public, practical, even administrative, and it was a power and holiness to which women were called coequally with men.”168 It is of special interest to note that at this time, when the newly organized Church needed the participation and material support of all of its members, it particularly appreciated women’s active involvement and cooperation: we do not find churchmen questioning the propriety of the public roles which these powerful female figures had assumed, nor do they fear for their souls because of their close working relationships with these women. This, then, is perhaps the type of inclusive or cooperative atmosphere which was reported to have been found among the “first order” of Irish bishop saints which “did not spurn the administration or company of women . . . nor fear the wind of temptation.”169

CHURCH REFORMS AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF EXCLUSIONARY POLICIES

Beginning in the mid-eighth and ninth centuries with the emergence of the Carolingian Empire and Church reforms, we can see in some regions of Europe a concerted attempt by the reformers at redefining authority and reorganizing society and the Church. In general, the reformers tried to reassert the Church’s autonomy and power. Bishops and abbots came to assume increasing power over abbesses and women’s houses. With the Church now established and organized, with its strict hierarchical ordering and its emphasis on sacramental formalism and ritual purity, the earlier practical need for women’s talents and special patronage seems to have subsided. For example, many of the early female monastic communities had originally served the very important function of missionary and educational centers, as well as providing the services of a parish church. With the success of the missionary movement and the organization of parishes, these monasteries lost these indispensable roles. The Church therefore found itself in a position to attempt to enforce its gender-based restrictive policies which had been ignored or necessarily mitigated during its initial stages of development (especially during the period of the missionary movement in the north of Europe and Britain). Thus the reforms of the Carolingians (followed by those of the Cluniacs, the reforms of Gerard of Brogne, Gorze, and Richard of St. Vanne, the tenth-century English reform, and papal or Gregorian reform) introduced policies which tried to control and regularize religious activities. They worked, in general, to limit women’s public involvement and their leadership activities in the Church and society through the demarcation of a “proper” feminine sphere and a delineation of female nature, abilities, rights, and responsibilities.

The reforms aimed at regularizing monasticism or restoring an earlier strictness to monastic life; they also worked to reestablish monastic foundations which had been destroyed by the Viking, Saracen, or Magyar invasions, or had fallen victim to other disorders of the age. Since an impressive percentage of the mulieres sanctae from this period gained access to sainthood through the cloister, these basic changes in monasticism had an indirect effect on the fluctuations of the numbers and percentages of male and female saints. We can therefore see a definite correlation between periods of Church reform, the decline in the number of new monastic foundations for women, and a drop in the number and percentage of women saints. Concurrently we can discern a substantial increase in new communities for monks, followed by a rise in the number of male saints recruited from among their founders, abbots, and monks.

Very briefly, according to the sources of the period (which are reinforced by our rough data as noted in tables 3 and 4), in the eighth century there appears to have been an overall decline in the total number of new monasteries for both men and women in Britain and France. However, what is of special significance is that along with an apparent waning in enthusiasm for monastic life in general, there occurred a sharp fluctuation in the percentages of new female communities. This decline in women’s houses, in turn, seems to be indirectly reflected in a similar decline in the mulieres sanctae, since the cloister had been the source of fama sanctitatis for many women. In the first half of the eighth century, for example, France/Belgium witnesses a dramatic decline in the percentage, among new monasteries, of those established for women—from the previous 32.7 percent for the years 650–699 to 12.7 percent for the period between 700 and 749. This is the beginning of a radical decline in new foundations for women which will continue in France through the late eleventh century. This decline will, in fact, become especially exaggerated in the eleventh century, when between 1000 and 1049 only approximately 5 percent of the monasteries were established for women. For the years 1050–1099 this growing disparity became even more blatant, for during this fifty-year period, only 3.4 percent of the total number of houses were designated for women. Thus for the entire eleventh century in France, only approximately 4 percent of the new foundations were established for female religious. This low point in the foundation of new communities for women in eleventh-century France is paralleled by a similar nadir in female sanctity in which women comprised only 4 percent of the newly promoted French saints. At the same time we can also discern a substantial increase in the numbers of new orders and new communities for monks paralleled by an impressive rise in the number of male saints.

Beginning with the second half of the eighth century, Britain also witnessed a decline in the number and percentages of new monastic settlements for women. During the years 700–749, the percentage of new foundations dropped from a previous high of approximately 40 percent down to approximately 27 percent; between 750 and 799 new monasteries for women declined sharply to approximately 6 percent.170 With the tenth-century reforms of Sts. Dunstan, Ethelwold, and Oswald, we see a strong revival in monastic life for men accompanied by a limited interest in female monasticism. Nevertheless, in contrast to the exclusionary policies of the Carolingian and Cluniac reforms, the queen of England (Queen Aelfthryth), as well as abbesses and nuns, appear to have been allowed a certain limited formal involvement in the early stages of the English reform movement. They attended the synodal council at Winchester (ca. 970) and were involved in the acceptance of the reform customary which was called the Regularis concordia anglicae nationis monachorum sanctimonialiumque. This reform customary, as its title denotes, recognized the roles of both monks and nuns in England. It also specifically designated King Edgar as guardian of the rule of monks and the queen as “the protectress and fearless guardian of the communities of nuns; so that he himself helping the men and his consort helping the women there should be no cause for any breath of scandal.”171

However, despite the early formal involvement of the queen, abbesses, and nuns in the ecclesiastical revival in England, the priorities and agenda for the actual restoration and founding of new monasteries were set by Dunstan, Ethelwold, and Oswald and heavily favored male monasticism. Therefore the number of new houses for women created or reformed during this period remained relatively modest in comparison to those for men. It appears that only a few of the larger, more prominent female houses which were under royal patronage, and had suffered at the hands of the invaders or through lay usurpation, were refounded or restored for nuns. Thus it became nearly a formula for the destroyed and abandoned women’s foundations to be reestablished by the reformers as houses for monks or canons. The unwritten policy of reestablishing monasteries that had formerly belonged to communities of female religious is exemplified by a 963 entry in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Saint Ethelwold asked King Edgar “to give him all the monasteries which the heathen had destroyed, because he wished to restore them: and the king cheerfully granted it.” According to the Chronicle, “the bishop [Ethelwold] went first to Ely [which had been a double community founded by St. Etheldreda], where St. Ethelthryth [Etheldreda] is buried, and had the monastery built, giving it to one of his monks. . . . He consecrated him abbot and peopled it with monks to serve God, where formerly there had been nuns.”172 Hence, if we consider the actual numbers of new houses created or reformed for women, the results pale in comparison to the foundations established for women in the seventh and early eighth centuries, or in comparison to contemporary foundations for men. Knowles, for example, has attributed approximately forty new and reestablished monasteries to the half century between the reestablishment of Glastonbury in 940 and Dunstan’s death in 988. Of these houses, only six or seven appear to have been principal convents of nuns.173

In eleventh-century Britain the number of new foundations for women declined, both in absolute numbers and relative to those for men. For the years 1000–1049, only 6.3 percent of the new monasteries were founded for women; during the years 1050–1099 the number increased, but only to approximately 10.5 percent.174 Although the Norman Conquest encouraged and facilitated the foundation of numerous new communities for men, very few women’s communities were founded in its wake.

Consequently, although the reform movements or ascetic revivals of the period, particularly those of the tenth and eleventh century, offered new choices and opportunities to men in the Church (as reflected in the multiplicity of new monastic movements and new foundations), this does not seem to have been the case for women. In fact, the founding of new monasteries for men during this period frequently appears to have occurred only at the expense of women.

Briefly, the problem of the decline in the establishment of new houses for women was based on a complex of factors including shifting preferences in patronage and church reform attitudes toward women. The increased emphasis on the mass, liturgical specialization and the intercessory value or efficacy of the prayers of monks/clerics (over and against those of aristocratic women or nuns) placed women religious at a distinct disadvantage. While women were unable to celebrate mass, they also came to be seen as primary rivals of the reformed monastic tradition in the domain of preserving memoria. Thus, as Patrick Geary has noted, with the Cluniac reform, monks in France were perceived as best qualified for the liturgical commemoration of, and intercession for, the dead.175 Lay patrons viewed their endowments to the Church as essentially spiritual investments: they were cautious in placing them where they were convinced they would accrue the greatest benefits in regard to salvation and rewards in the next life. They were therefore concerned with endowing monastic foundations which would insure privileged burial space for their family, as well as responsible and competent guardians of their family’s memory in liturgical memoria. Thus lay patrons, in general, increasingly preferred to sponsor and establish male monasteries rather than female foundations. In this context it is important to note that royal and noblewomen were also supportive of many of the values and basic priorities of the reform movements. For example, they were involved as important patrons and donors in the foundation of Cluniac monasteries and took an active role in the reforming of other communities; in Britain they displayed an impressive level of participation in the tenth-century monastic reform.176 Thus while female patrons continued to be the major force behind the new communities established for women during the ninth through eleventh centuries, a substantial number of women during this period chose to financially support the foundation of men’s monastic communities or other religious establishments. (Also, in the reform tradition, a few aristocratic women initiated the eviction of communities of nuns, only to reestablish these foundations for monks.)177

In addition to changing priorities of patronage and support, the ascetic revivals and reform movements of the tenth and eleventh centuries were initiated and led by churchmen who were interested almost exclusively in male monasticism. In their emphasis on celibacy, fear of the female sex, and attempts to avoid women, some of the reformers seem to have shared an extreme reluctance, if not an active disdain, for providing for women’s religious needs. Moreover, this fear of female sexuality and pollution, and the encouragement of ritual purity, served as an excuse for the growing segregation of the sexes and sharpened the boundaries between them. Women’s options and expectations within the Church were indeed being narrowed: they began to diverge substantially from those of their male contemporaries.

The reform councils, for example, repeatedly legislated strict enclosure for female religious—thus attempting to circumscribe the autonomy and active involvement of abbesses and nuns in the “public sphere.” In this context Stephanie Hollis has argued in regard to the English reform: “Under the stricter segregation and enclosure of the English monasteries envisaged by Regularis Concordia, restrictions on abbesses’ dealings with the world at large produced an enhancement in the role of the queen at the further expense of abbesses’ autonomous rule. Regularis Concordia, instructing abbesses to seek assistance from no other secular but the queen, formally endowed her with the position of protective patron of the convents and Mother of the Church; to the queen, effectively, passed the role of paramount abbess of all England.”178 Strict claustration also contributed to a loss of economic independence and resulted in very real hardship and poverty for many women’s communities. With a loss of autonomy came a similar loss in public influence and general visibility for the abbess and her monastery. As Suzanne Wemple has argued: “Abbesses of both types of monasteries, for Benedictines and canonesses, lost not only their freedom of movement but also their former influence. Although emperors and kings periodically summoned them, undoubtedly to discuss the disposition of monastic resources, abbesses, unlike abbots, did not participate in reforming assemblies.”179

Jacques de Guise, in an entry of the Annales Hanoniae (written some five and one-half centuries after the events he purported to record), describes the attempts on the part of the Carolingian church to put into effect its new reform agenda among a group of female monastic communities. It should be noted at the outset that this late source has been the subject of some debate: it has been dismissed by some scholars as pure fiction, while others admit that it has an undeniable foundation of truth and it therefore must not be totally rejected.180 Despite some problems, it is nevertheless worth looking at this incident in light of the reform movement, the obligation of the ecclesiastical hierarchy to disseminate its canonical decrees, as well as the response of a number of women’s monasteries to these new regulations. Entitled “Concerning certain secular abbesses and certain of their colleagues,” this fascinating source records the difficulties, particularly the strong resistance that Walcand, bishop of Liège, encountered from several women’s communities in his attempts to enforce these unwelcomed statutes. According to the chronicle, the bishop paid a visit to the famous monastery of St. Gertrude of Nivelles, where he presented the statutes which had recently been promulgated at the Council of Aix (816). He explained the new rules and constitutions as they affected the community at Nivelles. Apparently the abbess and nuns did not take the news very well; for afterward, we are told, he “departed from there without eating; he dismissed the sisters because they were murmuring in chapter, and he was unable to quiet them.” Thereafter Bishop Walcand traveled throughout his diocese and publicized the new reform regulations. Furthermore, observing the discontent in her own monastery, the abbess of Nivelles inquired of a number of other female communities of the region, including Mons, Maubeuge, and others, to see if the same “heavy provision” of the council had similarly been imposed upon them. And she found that they had all been equally affected by the new legislation.

We then learn that “these nuns in an organized fashion sent to Cologne and found many convents of nuns in accord with them—that is, unwilling to observe the statutes of the council. At length, in a concerted and organized fashion, not observing the statutes, the nuns appealed to Pope Paschal for a future council as regards encumbrances passed and levied and as regards the yoke imposed upon them.” (Among the new regulations which affected the nuns was the requirement that all female religious were to follow a strict or literal observance of the Benedictine Rule.) Meanwhile, when the emperor learned that the nuns had appealed the statutes of the council, he asked Pope Paschal to confirm these acts, which he did. Later the pope wrote to Bishop Walcand and requested that he induce the nuns to at least assume the vow of chastity, if they were unwilling to adopt the Rule of St. Benedict.

In response to this, the nuns of one accord petitioned for a council to be held, within six months, at which time they might respond to these regulations which were being forced upon them. And thus, after the six months had expired, all the organized abbesses who were adherents of the appeal met at Nivelles. Here Bishop Walcand delivered a special sermon to them, and when it was concluded, in the presence of the duke of Louvain, the count of Mons, and other nobles, the abbesses and nuns who were adherents of the appeal replied, in one voice: “First, we declare before God and all present that we will never profess the rule of St. Benedict. Second, we propose to observe chastity, but we will in no way bind ourselves to it by vow. Third, we are ready to vow obedience to our abbesses and to vow an honest life. Fourth, if this response does not suffice, we are prepared to pursue our appeal.” We then learn that the bishop attempted to remind the nuns of their necessary obedience or required subordination to the male power structure: “When Walcand heard these [declarations], he convinced the princes there assembled and under whom the nuns dwelt and held their possessions to convince the nuns that from the time they had taken up their religious lives they owed obedience to their bishops, the emperor, and consequently to the Council of Aix, and especially to the pope who had approved the council. Doda, the abbess of Mons, replied in a somewhat disorderly fashion while the rest of the nuns held their peace. Doda’s response displeased the princes and Bishop Walcand.” Everyone then apparently departed from this meeting without having resolved any of the issues. Bishop Walcand sent a report of these proceedings to the pope and emperor who “saw that the women were obstinately and pertinaciously determined to pursue what they had begun.” Therefore, in order that they not remain without a religious rule, they sent them a short formula, or rule, without any sort of vow (except as other Christians observed), along with a few statutes and instructions. They also added that these women would be called secular religious and not nuns (religiose seculares et non sanctimoniales appellarentur.)

This early episode, however, concluded with the following rather telling, punitive measure directed toward these “insubordinate” women: “And as perpetual punishment for the women, [it] deposed the abbesses from many of their churches and established in their place many secular princes as abbots.” The source also notes that Count Albon, “at the time of dissension in the Church of St. Waldetrude, in opposition to the emperor and the Council of Aix, procured the perpetual deposition of the abbess of the Church of St. Waldetrude.”181

Moreover, in this context we also learn that the reform Council of Verneuil (755) had stipulated that bishops were to excommunicate female monastic communities that refused to accept the Benedictine rule. As for individual nuns who failed to conform, they were to be imprisoned and required to endure forced labor. However, as Suzanne Wemple has noted, similar punishments were not provided for recalcitrant monks who failed to adopt the Rule.182

This episode, which focuses on the famous Monastery of St. Gertrude of Nivelles, underscores the increasing authority of bishops and councils over abbesses as well as the concurrent loss of abbesses’ autonomous control over their monasteries. And although these forceful Carolingian abbesses provided a rigorous challenge to the new regulations, and on one level won a small victory, these events also clearly demonstrate women’s rather disadvantageous or restricted position in the Church during this reform period. Not allowed to actively participate or provide advice in these church councils, and having only limited influence, these abbesses and their communities suffered serious consequences when they refused to cooperate or accept the regulations which were forced upon them. They remained particularly vulnerable in the area of economic retribution. In this case, as we noted, a number of the abbesses were deposed for their involvement in this incident and then replaced by abbots.

Thus beginning with the reform movements of the Carolingian period we see in some areas an erosion of the abbess’s former public role and power. For the enclosed communities, the emphasis was now placed on the abbess’s “private” role within the cloister. The Church councils also stipulated the necessary separation of the sexes in monastic schools, and nuns were specifically forbidden to teach boys in their monasteries. This in turn led to a growing disparity between the levels of male and female education and the exclusion of female religious from the mainstream of education.183 Moreover, the physical arrangement of the double monastery, with its close association of male and female religious, came under attack by the reformers. Eventually this very special experiment in monastic life, which had been extremely favorable to women’s autonomy and power—particularly in rural areas—disappeared. The reform councils also strictly excluded women from sacred space, especially within many major male monastic churches (i.e., they were forbidden to enter the altar area, or approach holy tombs and relics), which again worked to their disadvantage in religious activities.184 Thus these changes, which were strongly biased in favor of the augmentation of male authority and male positions in the Church, operated to effectively erode women’s public status, influence, and power. Rather than rewarding women for their pious exercise of power and their leadership roles in the Church, the reformers now attempted to restrict women to a more privatized, invisible domestic realm.

One of the most blatant examples of this deliberate attempt to sharpen the boundaries between the sexes can be found in the following edict said to have been promulgated at the reform Council of Nantes (895), which warned: “It is astounding that certain women, against both divine and human laws, with bare-faced impudence, act in general pleas and with abandon exhibit a burning passion for public meetings, and they disrupt rather than assist, the business of the kingdom and the good of the commonweal. It is indecent and reprehensible, even among barbarians, for women to discuss the cases of men. Those who should be discussing their woolen work and weaving with the residents of the women’s quarters should not usurp the authority of senators in public meetings just as if they were residents of the court.”185 It is, then, within this context that the churchmen specifically prohibited nuns from attending general councils except if called by their prince or by their bishop.186

Thus as an example of late-ninth century reform attitudes, this edict attempts to establish a strong dichotomy between public and private, between male and female jurisdiction and space. As dictated by “divine and human laws,” men’s proper roles included public meetings at court, discussion of the business of the realm, and law cases; women’s proper sphere, in contrast, was confined to the “gynaecea,” that is the women’s quarters, where they were to be usefully employed in “women’s work” and discuss issues appropriate to their sex, such as their “woolen work.” And, therefore, in light of these gender-based policies, and perhaps influenced by the ideal of female enclosure, nuns, both virgins and widows, were not to venture out into the public sphere and attend general councils.

This strong condemnation of the assumption by female religious of “improper” public roles was not an isolated example; the need to control women’s power and space, with perhaps an underlying fear of women usurping male prerogatives, appears to have been a major force at work in the agendas of reform. Another rather well-known ninth-century case, which underscores the reformers’ need to monitor women’s public roles and their attempts to silence them, recounts the story of a German woman named Theoda. In 847 Theoda was condemned by the bishop and council of Mainz for her “unofficial” prophesying. According to the Annales of Fulda and the Council of Mainz, a certain “pseudo-prophetissa” called Theoda, “roused with her prophecies” great crowds of people in the regions through which she traveled. She preached that the end of the world was close at hand and claimed to be privy to “the Lord’s secrets” and therefore to know the exact day on which the dreaded end would arrive. Filled with fear, large crowds of men and women offered the prophetess gifts and asked her to pray for their souls “as if she were a saint.” (This mention here of the Church’s fear of “false saints” or “self-proclaimed” saints corresponds to the Carolingian reform emphasis on the need for episcopal control over the process of recognizing or the making of saints.) According to the churchmen, however, “What is more serious, [these people] turned away from church doctrines preached by clerks of holy orders to follow her as though she were a teacher sent from heaven.” We learn that under Theoda’s influence even monks and priests abandoned their vows. Theoda was then brought before the archbishop, Rabanus Maurus, where, after extensive questioning, she admitted that she had indeed said such things, but had only been following orders—that is, she only did what she had been ordered to do. When questioned further as to the “source” of her orders, she named “some priest.” The archbishop and synod then forbade her to preach and determined that she should be punished by a public flogging. “Whereupon with shame she gave up the ministry of preaching that she had irrationally seized upon and presumed to claim for herself against the custom of the church, and perplexed, she put an end to her soothsaying.”187 Thus this episode ends rather tragically with the humiliation of this popular woman preacher, who, through her public role as prophetess—and here acting outside of the institutional framework or controlled sphere of the monastery—had dared to defy the authority of the Church.

Another notorious instance in which women’s public roles and power within the Church were condemned occurred in eleventh-century pre-Gregorian-reform Italy. It concerned Abbot Guarinus of Settimo, a reformer who preached against simony and clerical concubinage. When the abbot presented his business before Bishop Hildebrand of Florence, he received his answer not from the bishop whom he had addressed but from the bishop’s wife, Alberga, who sat at court beside him. Disgusted and insulted by her defiant behavior, the abbot railed against the woman: “Accursed Jezebel, are you so sunk in your sinful condition that you dare to speak before a meeting of bonorum hominum vel clericorum?”188 In this incident, the abbot’s rage and offended sense of propriety were directed against Alberga’s pretentious intrusion, as a woman and wife of a bishop, into the realm of “good men and clerks”—that duly constituted public male sphere.

This effort to limit women’s visibility and privatize their existence can be found in many of the reformers’ writings of the period. St. Odo of Cluny warns that “the highest virtue in a woman is not to wish to be seen.”189 In his vita of Saint Adelaide, St. Odilo of Cluny praises the empress’s public roles of charity toward the poor, and generosity toward the Church, as well as her adoption of the virtues of humility and suffering. However, he particularly stresses the cura domestica as one of the basic criteria for her sanctity and as a role model for contemporary queens. Odilo also downplays the importance of her public role as miracle worker. As noted by Patrick Geary, in Odilo’s characterization of Adelaide, she is “the passive, emotional supplicator. . . . he proclaims that by her tears of supplication, she did more than if she had worked miraculous cures. Her passivity is more prized than the active power of a wonder worker.”190

Cardinal Humbert of Romans, originally a Cluniac monk from the Lorraine and an enthusiastic supporter of the reform program of Pope Gregory VII, emphasizes in his writings against simony the necessary exclusion of women from public roles. In his fear of female power within the Church, he specifically reminds the faithful that women were “permitted neither to speak in church nor to rule over men.”191 In this same tradition, the twelfth-century reformer Idung of Prüfening argues for strict female claustration. He warns that members of the female sex should not appear in public. He also contends that it is inexpedient for women to have their own monastic governance because of their natural fickleness and the outside temptations which womanly weakness is not strong enough to resist.192

Therefore, with the various reform movements and ascetic revivals from the ninth through the eleventh centuries, we can see in some areas of Europe and Britain a distinct privileging of men in the Church, accompanied by an increased emphasis on the necessary subordination of women to male authority and a proliferation of exclusionary policies. In addition to a general decline in opportunities for women to exercise a certain autonomy and assume leadership roles in the Church, churchmen attempted to segregate female religious from the public sphere (through policies of enclosure and other means), and to restrict their activities to the domestic or private domain. Consequently, for many of these abbesses and nuns, their sphere of influence was substantially reduced as was their prestige or status.

NEW IDEALS OF FEMALE SANCTITY

Thus, with the reform ideology, new ideals and modes of behavior were presented for women. Based in part on ideas of the early patristic writers, these concepts of the vita perfecta denigrated women’s participation in the public realm while they glorified the private role or cult of domesticity. As Suzanne Wemple has observed, these shifts began in the ninth century and brought with them a new style of female sanctity.193 Several saints’ Lives of this period, wishing to justify and promote their protagonists’ careers, now singled out for praise the exceptional domestic skills of the mulieres sanctae. They lauded and sacralized the expertise of pious women in household management, domestic arts, and motherhood.

St. Maura of Troyes (d. ca. 861) is a good example of this new type of domestic ancilla saint or “holy housekeeper.” Selflessly devoted to serving the bishop and cathedral of Troyes, she is described as spending her time filling the lamps of the church with oil, purchasing ecclesiastical vestments with her own money, or making an alb for the bishop-saint Prudentius after having bleached and spun the flax.194

The vita of the contemplative recluse, St. Liutberga of Wendhausen (late ninth-century), also portrays, at least in part, a domestic or professional housekeeper saint. After spending her formative years as a pious household servant (ancilla), overseeing her patron’s household and properties, she retired to live as a recluse. We learn that she was especially “skilled in many feminine labors,” (muliebrium operum), including the “art of weaving.” In her cell she kept a charcoal burner with a vat in which to dye cloth or yarn. Here she held a weaving workshop, teaching the daughters of the nobility the arts of weaving and dyeing cloth in many colors and other similar arts. According to her vita, in her decision to adopt the life of a recluse, Liutberga displayed a “virile self-confidence.” And it is, then, after receiving episcopal sanction, that she retired to her cell: she also preached, prophesied, and experienced visions. As her fame grew, important men and women, as well as churchmen came from distant places to ask her advice and to hear her preach.195

The domesticity of St. Wiborada (d. ca. 926) was also praised in her vita. She devoted much of her life to caring for her brother Hitto, who became a priest at St. Gall. She made his clothing and provided for all of his needs in the ministry. In addition, Wiborada worked for the monastery of St. Gall, where she proved to be especially adept at making covers for the books produced in the scriptorium. She also spent a good part of her life living as a recluse—immured in a cell—near the monastery of St. Gall.196

Perhaps the epitome of this type of domestic or ancilla saint was the noblewoman-saint Hunna. According to her popular local cult, Hunna’s fame rested on her pious activity of washing the clothing of the poor: thus her name, “the holy washer-woman.”197

Another aspect of this “new” type of domestic, privatized saint can be seen in the vita of the eleventh-century St. Godeleva/Godelieve of Gistel (d. 1070). She served as a pious example of conjugal patience, obedience, and necessary submission. Godeleva is praised by her hagiographer, Drogo, as an efficient housewife: she provided for the servants, cared for the poor, and occupied much of her time with spinning and weaving. Trapped in an abusive marriage to a nobleman by the name of Bertolf, she spent her evenings alone, in tears, begging God to bring about a change in her husband’s behavior toward her. At one point, the long-suffering Godeleva escaped from her violent husband and her cruel mother-in-law and returned to her parents. They petitioned the count of Flanders and the bishop; however, the Church refused her request for a separation. Thus, in obedience to the bishop, she returned to her husband’s house only to be strangled by two of Bertolf’s servants. Moved by the violence of her death, Godeleva was immediately recognized as a popular saint—a martyred saint of marriage. Her vita glorified the privatized, passive virtues of suffering, patience, perseverence, obedience, and the essential subservience required of the wife to her husband.198

While the Church perhaps attempted to exercise social control through the promotion of a new female image (a domesticized, privatized saintly ideal for women), it was not entirely successful in removing women from the public sphere. England, Scotland, and certain regions of Germany, for example, still presented “new frontiers” with fresh opportunities for women to exercise a great deal of power and influence in society and the Church. In addition, the office of queenship and patronage to the Church continued to provide visibility for women and access to sainthood.

Perhaps one of the most famous women saints of this later period was Queen Margaret of Scotland (d. 1093). The roles which she assumed in the Church and society are in many ways reminiscent of those of the prominent Merovingian and Anglo-Saxon saints. As queen (consocia) at court, St. Margaret assumed a major public role. She exercised a great deal of influence over her husband, King Malcolm: according to her contemporary vita, “she had made the king himself very readily inclined to works of justice, mercy, alms, and other virtues. He learned from her also to prolong vigils of the night frequently, with prayer; he learned by her exhortation and example to pray to God with groaning of heart, and shedding of tears. . . . He was fearful of offending her in any way, a queen of such venerable life, since he perceived that Christ truly dwelt in her heart; but rather hastened in all things to obey very quickly her wishes and prudent counsellings; he too to reject the same things that she had rejected, and for love of her love to love the things that she had loved.” Turgot, her biographer, notes that the queen also enhanced the royal dignity through the institution of more ceremonious service of the king and the extravagant decoration of the royal palace.199

The vita describes how the queen built a church in honor of the Trinity, “with threefold purpose of salvation; that is to say, for the redemption of the king’s soul and of her own, and in order to obtain for her children prosperity in this life and the life to come. This church she decorated with various kinds of adornments. . . .” The queen was also known for her generous acts of charity to the poor both in her country and other countries as well. Occasionally she gave things which belonged to the king to the destitute; “a pious robbery which he always took altogether willingly and gladly.” Moreover, she supplied ships to carry pilgrims across the sea to St. Andrews and established hostels for the pilgrims. (The names of North Queensferry and South Queensferry on the Forth still reflect this arrangement.) In addition, Queen Margaret also won praise for her work in freeing slaves and attempting to reform the practice of slavery. As noted by Turgot, “who can tell in number how many men, and how great, she restored to liberty, by payment of a price; men whom the ferocity of their enemies had led away captive from the nation of the Angles, and reduced to slavery? She had even sent secret spies everywhere throughout the provinces of the Scots, to find out which of the captives were oppressed with the harshest servitude, and treated most inhumanly; and to report to her minutely the place where and the people by whom they were oppressed: and she had compassion upon such [slaves] from her inmost heart, and hastened quickly to help them; to ransom them, and restore them to liberty.”200

The queen was also closely involved in matters of church policy and was a supporter of the reform policies of Pope Gregory VII. Turgot recounts her active role in church councils: “For when she saw that many things were done in that nation contrary to the rule of the true faith and the holy custom of the universal church, she appointed many councils, in order by Christ’s gift to bring back the wanderers, in whatever way she could, to the path of truth.” He then describes an especially difficult council where the queen, along with only a few supporters, fought for three days against “the defenders of perverted custom.” At this point Turgot compares the saintly queen to the “model queen-saint” Helena: as she had formerly “confuted the Jews with verdicts from the scriptures, so now did this queen also confute the erring.” During this religious conflict the king “continued as her chief helper,” proving to be especially useful as a language interpreter for both sides of the dispute.201

Another contribution to the Church and the reform movement in Scotland attributed to St. Margaret came about through her friendship with Lanfranc, archbishop of Canterbury. Lanfranc was said to have sent the queen a group of Benedictine monks from Canterbury who then initiated monastic life at her new foundation at Dunfermline.202

Queen Margaret also was praised for her educational achievements. According to Turgot, from her youth she began “to occupy herself in the study of divine readings, and to employ her mind upon them with delight. She was endowed with keen acuteness of intellect, to understand any matter; with much tenacity of memory, to retain it; with gracious facility of words, to express it. For (what I used to admire much in her) among the discords of law-suits, among manifold cares of state, she applied herself with wonderful zeal to divine reading; concerning which she very often discussed even minute points with the most learned men who were present. But just as none present among them was of deeper intelligence than she, so none was clearer in eloquence. And so it very often occurred that the teachers themselves went away from her much wiser than they had been when they came.” Her biographer then provides us with a most illuminating comparison of the queen’s erudition with the illiteracy of her husband, King Malcolm: “Thus, although ignorant of letters, he used often to handle and gaze on the books in which she had been accustomed either to pray or to read.” He would then, as a special favor to the queen, have her most valued books adorned with gold and jewels.203

In addition to the queen’s public roles and proficiency in learning, Turgot also praised her active involvement and patronage in the area of needlework. He furnishes us with a wonderful description of her special quarters: “Her chamber was never empty of these things (that is of the things that pertained to the adornment of divine service); it seemed to be a kind of workshop, so to speak, of celestial art. There were always seen copes for the cantors, chasubles, stoles, altar-cloths, and other priestly vestments, and decorations for the Church. Some were being prepared by the artist’s hand: others, finished, were kept as being worthy of admiration.”204

It should be stressed that during this period needlework or embroidery—although essentially “women’s work”—was quite rightly regarded as a serious, highly valued “fine art.” Women from all classes of medieval society were involved in embroidery work, and their artistic skills brought them a certain recognition in society and the Church.205 Lisa Bitel has noted, for example, that among early Irish women the well-trained embroideress, druinech, “was so skilled, her talents so rare, and her product so richly valuable, that she was irreplaceable. Her artistry earned her more prestige than any queen had, according to one law.”206

Thus, among the ranks of the mulieres sanctae, a number of women were singled out and praised for their impressive skills in needlework. The Irish martyrology of Oengus, for example, relates that Ercnat’s sanctity was based on her role as an embroiderer and seamstress for St. Columcille/Columba of Iona. “Ercnat a virginal nun, who was cook and robe-maker to Columcille. . . . Her name, however, in truth was Ercnat, i.e. embroideress, for eread in the Old Gaelic is now rinnaigecht ‘drawing’; for it was that virgin who was embroideress, cutter and sewer of raiment to Columcille cum suis discipulis.”207

In this tradition, the abbess-saint Eustadiola was remembered for her fine embroidery work, which she used to decorate her church. With her own hands she made holy vestments, altar cloths, and wall hangings which she embellished with embroidery and gold fringe.208

One of the most important and popular of all Anglo-Saxon saints, Etheldreda, founding abbess of Ely, was known for her great skill in orphrey, or gold embroidery work (see plate 8). According to the Liber Eliensis, she made, with her own hands, a stole and maniple which she offered to St. Cuthbert. This fine and magnificent embroidery was worked in gold and precious stones.209 The author of the vita of the abbess-saints Herlinda and Renilda also glorifies the skills of these women in the making and decorating of cloth. The sisters were “carefully trained in every area of work such as is done by women’s hands, in various designs and in different styles; thus they attained a high standard of excellence in spinning, weaving, designing, and embroidering interlace in gold and flowers in silk.”210

Similarly, the empress-saint Cunegund was known for her expertise in the production of marvelous embroidery work. She was said to have made a sumptuous coronation mantle for her husband, which was then presented by Henry and Cunegund to the cathedral of Bamberg.211 Several other female saints of this period also won recognition for their skill in embroidery work.

In general, however, the attempts of the reformers to relegate women to a privatized, domestic sphere resulted in an increasingly limited visibility for women. Despite the promotion of the feminine religious ideal of domesticity, these activities were less likely to capture the popular imagination and to inspire the enthusiastic support required for the making of saints. Greater value was still attached to the public sphere. (We do not find, for example, a parallel development of the ideal of a domestic or custodial male saint emerging at this same time; rather, men saints continued to be recruited essentially from among those active in the public spotlight—abbots and bishops.)212 Thus, in attempting to define and circumscribe the functions and space of women, the reformers also contributed to the further restriction of their access to sainthood.

Although Church politics, beginning with the Carolingian reforms, encouraged gendered spheres and worked to shrink public boundaries for women, the effects of these efforts were further bolstered by a complex of other political, economic, and social factors of the period.

With the growth of feudal monarchies in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, governments ceased to be ruled on a personal basis but rather developed into large, impersonal institutions. Public power, which had previously been exercised by great aristocratic families through the household, was recaptured by kings who were assisted in their governance by professional bureaucrats. The loss of public power seems to have been particularly felt by queens and aristocratic women, for with the removal of the power base from the household, noblewomen witnessed the decline of much of their formal, public position of influence. The intersection of public and private spheres had encouraged and facilitated women’s exercise of power: this convergence was now replaced by an increasingly rigid separation of public and domestic spheres of influence.213

Other important changes began to occur within the structure of the family which worked to diminish the economic independence of noblewomen in the feudal world. In general, early medieval families had bilineal or cognatic kinship networks which traced descent through both females and males. This arrangement was favorable to women and allowed them to inherit along with their brothers. With the eleventh century, however, there emerged in some areas of Europe a new lineage pattern, that of patrilineage, which discounted the importance of ties through women and inheritance by women, and favored the firstborn male.214 Other shifts which would be detrimental to women’s economic independence involved the replacement of the customary bride gift or reverse-dowry with the dowry, which was now supplied by the bride’s family, as well as changes in the dower.215 Moreover, at this same time it appears that families were attempting to keep closer surveillance over the alienation of their properties and especially to curb “extravagant” acts of patronage or generosity to the Church which might prove detrimental to the family’s economic strategy. In the charters of the eleventh century, for example, we begin to see greater involvement on the part of family members in witnessing economic transactions to the Church. We also find in the vitae acts of extreme generosity or “pious robbery” by widows increasingly checked by male family members.216

Noblewomen were now frequently forced to remarry and to use their possessions to build up territorial lordships rather than piously disposing of them by establishing new religious foundations for women.217 These economic changes in family networks and strategy worked to limit one of the important avenues by which aristocratic women could gain access to sainthood. Since sanctity was so closely tied to economics and patronage, these shifts made it increasingly difficult for noble or royal women to gain a reputation which would lead to sainthood.

Moreover, with the majority of the mulieres sanctae of this period recruited from the cloister, changes in monasticism had a direct effect on the making of women saints. The rather flourishing era of female sanctity (the seventh and eighth centuries) coincided with the initial popularity of monastic life for women and the enthusiastic establishment and support of family monasteries. Many of these early female communities, along with the double or affiliated monasteries, had originally served the crucial functions of missionary and educational centers, as well as parish churches. However, with the success of the missionary movement, destruction and dislocation caused by the invasions, the closing of the new frontiers and diminished opportunities for new lands, the initial momentum of the founding of family convents began to wane.218 Furthermore, beginning with the various Church reforms, we see a preference for male power and authority, and attempts at increased episcopal control over the abbesses and their convents. The reformers’ insistence on celibacy, ritual purity, along with sex-segregated spheres, fostered a heightened fear of women and female sexuality which often led to a full-blown misogyny. Many of the reformers therefore had little interest in the establishment and maintenance of women’s monasteries. Reform ideas also had a profound impact on patronage which increasingly favored male monastic foundations over and against female houses.

Thus these various complex political, social, economic, and religious changes contributed to a deterioration in the formal power and economic independence that these aristocratic women had enjoyed within their families and the Church. These shifts also seemed to have contributed to a decline in women’s religious prestige as reflected in the number of mulieres sanctae.

Nevertheless, in contrast to this later period, which witnessed a shrinking of boundaries for women, it appears that, in the early centuries of Christianization of the north of Europe and Britain, women enjoyed a certain potentia and, indeed, wider opportunities in the “public” realm, as confirmed by their selection to the celestial gynaeceum. In this pioneering society, when the very survival of the Church depended on the contribution and cooperation of everyone, restrictions upon the activities of the allegedly inferior sex were ignored or temporarily abated. Women with power and property were actively recruited by churchmen to aid in missionary work, to establish churches, monasteries, and centers of education, and to assume positions of leadership with very real power and authority. Their assumption of public roles within the Church apparently did not engender fears, on the part of churchmen, of female sexuality or of women usurping male prerogatives. As partners, friends, sisters, and collaborators, they partook of the rights and privileges of the newly Christianized lands and were frequently rewarded for their essential contributions through recognition of sanctity. And although this period appears as a rather flourishing or positive age in regard to female sanctity, when the Church and society acknowledged women’s worth (as witnessed by the relatively high percentage of female saints for the period), the Church still failed to recognize women’s equivalence fully. This failure is highlighted by the asymmetrical patterns which emerge from our broad survey of these dossiers of female and male saints.

