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INTRODUCTION TO MEDIEVAL
AND EARLY MODERN
EXPERIENCES OF GENDER
AND FAITH

The pre- and early modern world has often been described as an inherently reli-
gious one. There was no sphere of life where religion was irrelevant. Religion
explained the basics of cosmology and society. Belief systems influence social
relations even today, and in the medieval and early modern eras, religious ideas
shaped some of the most important secular institutions as well as the overall social
theory: the three estates were God-ordained with specific duties, and the idea of
the two swords — that is, religious and secular power governing the world — was
well established (even if constantly debated) by the Late Middle Ages. As such,
religion was played out within the web of power relations inherent in societies.
In addition, religion stipulated times of work, worship and leisure for everyone; it
instructed what people were supposed or allowed to eat and when, and how, they
lived, woke up and went about their daily tasks. Furthermore, religion justified
social hierarchies, relationships of power and taxation, economic relationships,
and politics and warfare. There were, however, many different interpretations of
how exactly religion’s demands were to be interpreted. Everyone had their own
opinions about which of the many aspects of religious or more mundane life was
to be given priority in any situation. More importantly, the relationship between
religion and mundane private or social life was not one-way. Rather, religion
developed in society to meet society’s needs, and society developed in a religious
culture that guided both expectations or aims and the means to meet them.
This book has two thoroughgoing themes that we intend to investigate from
the late medieval period (ca. the 14th century) to the early modern period (until
ca. the 18th century). These themes are religion (or faith) and gender, both of
which we also understand in a specific way, as lived and experienced. The mean-
ing of these two concepts, religion and gender, has changed in time, space and
culture: people in the 14th century understood them differently from those of the
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Reformation period and from what we do today. In the medieval and early mod-
ern period, they were evolving processes, not fixed categories. As experienced
and lived, they were both individual and shared, and thereby they created the
bonds that bound individuals to their communities and ultimately formed societ-
ies. Religion created the sense of belonging essential for fostering connectedness
within communities. Religion and gender also offered a means of engagement,
for example in collective ritual participation. As lived and experienced, religion
and gender were also always meaningful and important. They had tangible con-
fluences in people’s lives and the ways societies were structured — if they did not,
religion and gender were not lived, but remained theoretical, which we are not
interested in here. Rather, this book will show people investing energy, time and
a considerable amount of emotional, social and economic resources in matters
of religion and gender — not, of course, for nothing, but because they found this
investment at least potentially productive.

Lived religion, lived gender

There have been numerous attempts in the last four decades to shed light on the
history of popular religion as opposed to official theology and highflying ideol-
ogy. This move reflects the democratic idea that the ‘popular’ must have had
more practical importance for ways of life, economic choices and even political
acts than theological jargon, which the not-so-well-educated nobility and uned-
ucated ‘real people’ probably understood and cared for as little in the medieval
or early modern period as we do today. Trying to get at ‘popular’ conceptions of
religion and faith as separate from what theologians thought or taught — to shift
the focus from what a few men thought to what many people did — has led to a
dichotomous still-life picture still with often inherently judgemental or devalua-
tive underpinnings. Another problem has been that the members of the populace
rarely sat down to write coherent explanations of how they saw their religion.
Rather, they went from day to day conducting their lives. Their thoughts on
religion were generally only recorded when the authorities tried to pin them
down and control them, for example in catechism hearings or church or secular
court investigations of religious matters or offences. Such situations are likely to
emphasise the dichotomy between the ‘popular’ and the ‘elite(s)’.

Rather than recording what they thought about religion and faith or gender,
people lived out their concepts in daily life. This process of living one’s life in a
way that reflects concepts of religion and gender — in short, whatever they did:
signs, gestures and bodily practices — is what this book uses as a channel to access
medieval people’s concepts of religion and gender. We approach them as normal
and inseparable parts of the day-to-day lives of lay people.

We have decided to use lived religion' as our conceptual tool. Lived religion is
not a particularly new concept. La religion vécue was used already by French social
historians in the 1970s, although it originally meant largely the same as popular
religion in the English-speaking world. Nevertheless, La religion vécue emphasised
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the impact and influence of faith and belief in people’s daily lives, which later
came to denote the essential core of ‘lived religion’.? In the anglophone sphere,
lived religion was first adopted and developed by the 20th-century US historians
and religious anthropologists Robert Orsi, David Hall and Meredith McGuire.
The essential starting point was the observation that people did not adopt reli-
gious or theological systems in their coherent totality, nor as given, but rather
they picked and chose as if from a buffet table. Hall, Orsi and McGuire thought
this was an element of modern religion, but since their time, many historians of
the medieval and early modern have pointed out that the people of those eras
did the same. It was nevertheless important for lived religion scholars, especially
perhaps for the historians, that not every action qualified as lived religion: it had
to be a purposeful and structural — ritualised — action through which the com-
munity or the church defined what it was to be religious or believed. As such,
lived religion emphasised practices, intentionality and orientation.?

As far as medieval and early modern societies are concerned, it is much more
difficult to separate intentional or purposeful ritual religiosity from the less con-
scious and less directly religious. The spheres of the religious and the secular
were inexorably intertwined and entangled. Faith was part of mundane life. We
see religion essentially as an element of daily life, a way to live, interact and
participate in one’s community. For the book at hand, the links between reli-
gion and daily life are essential, and we focus on how people used religion in
their communal interaction when fulfilling their duties as parents, husbands and
wives, and members of the community. The term ‘religion’ as we use it here does
not refer to a single creed or a set of beliefs as defined by one institution; rather,
it includes the multiplicity of religious cultures of the period. We aim to show
variations in late medieval and early modern versions of Christianity in different
strata, in rural and urban cultures, and in trade and political cultures.

We wish to explore how religion worked as a medium between various levels
of society, and this book will discuss dogma, theory and institutions as well. So,
our focus is not solely ‘from below’: theological ideas and institutions were inher-
ent elements in religion, and we do not deny the importance of elite teaching or
political relations in the study of religion: quite the contrary, they were present
in lived religion as integral background elements. However, we see the essence
of religion as an active dynamic process; it created a performative space and gave
meaning to people’s experiences. Hence, religion was not solely defined by the
clerical elite, nor was it a superstructure of culture bestowed from above that was
deliberately, mundanely or even cynically used to achieve the goals of the elite.
Lived religion is formed at the core of communal life, where ideas and religious
concepts are experienced, and they are expressed by ‘living them out’ in every-
day life, performance and ritual.

We hope to avoid the dichotomies between elite and popular and theological
and mundane. Boundaries were fluid and did not always run according to accus-
tomed lines. For example, allegations of some clergy being illiterate — i.e. not
understanding Latin — are not unknown in the Middle Ages, while some laymen
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were literate in both the medieval and modern sense. Clearly enough, there
were differences in terms of learning and comprehending the basics of the faith
according to one’s social status and background, but in our view strict categori-
sation does not seem to add much to the understanding of the complexity and
plurality of medieval and early modern religiosity, although admittedly they do
offer tools for constructing neat narratives. Therefore, this book will shift back
and forth between theology and church politics, religious teaching and lay life in
a way that might be considered eclectic. The intention here is not to provide a
systematic categorisation of who believed what, but rather to follow how ideas,
events and people influenced other ideas, events and people. Lived religion in the
lay context did not have the coherent and ordered structure of a learned dogma,
nor was it mere outward ritual. Religion as a lived practice was a social process
created by the participants’ experiences, expressions, senses, emotions and per-
formances. It meant ‘living out’ sometimes unexplainable concepts of the world
and one’s relations with the sacred and the supernatural.

The ‘living out’ of religion and faith was connected to theory and theology,
but it was much more situated in people’s own personal lives and the local and
cultural communities. The living out of the concepts of faith, magic and super-
stition not only reflected but also created one’s relationship with the sacred and
supernatural powers, not to mention one’s relationships with other people in the
community. However, magic, too, requires faith in its effectiveness: it requires
belief in there being a higher power that can be coerced into interaction. Rela-
tionships with the sacred and supernatural powers included amicable collabora-
tion as well as the acting out of tensions and conflict. Psychologically, this means
that one was more likely to describe one’s own relationship with the sacred as
faith — and to experience it as such as well: the same deeds would be considered
faith or diligence and carefulness when performed oneself, but as ritual magic
when performed by others. Magic, despite its alluring potential, seems to have
been something which one would suspect others of. Moreover, superstition was
always a label imposed from above. The complexity of the lived experience of
the concepts prevents narrow definitions at the outset: indeed, the terms ‘faith’,
‘magic’ and ‘superstition” will inevitably evolve throughout this study, and one
of the aims of this book is to see how.

Religion was not merely spirituality either, even if it offered spiritual experi-
ences for the participants. The performance of many religious rituals was private
and individual while also partly public, communal and shared. In the surviv-
ing evidence, the aspect of publicity, communality and sharedness dominates —
indeed, communality has been considered one of the key elements of traditional
pre-modern religion. Orthopraxis — visible, public deeds, like confessing one’s
sins yearly and taking the communion; praying in a certain way; and perform-
ing pilgrimages, penitential practices and other rituals linked to the calendar and
agricultural year with the rest of the community — was a method of ascertaining
one’s position within community. Instead of being hollow ceremonies or super-
ficial forms, as some traditional criticism would have it, such acts were essential
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elements of lived religion; they created experiences and emotions, enhanced the
community’s coherence and explained cosmological and social hierarchies. Reli-
gious practices were a means of interacting with one’s community, and religion
was an element of shared identity. The practices of lived religion could work
both ways; they could enhance social cohesion but also lead to the disintegration
of the community and social exclusion. Religion could break up communities by
delineating the boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’.*

The dominance of communal practices in the source material may also reflect
the fact that few lay people wrote down descriptions of their religious sentiments
and experiences unless they had an audience in mind. Furthermore, some themes
were unspeakable. A lack of faith — and through it, despair — was thought of as a
sin that threatened both the individual and the whole community; it was a taboo
and therefore unlikely to be discussed by the laity. Consequently, at least two
parties had to be involved for any historical source material to be created. During
the era of religious change discussed here, ideas of proper dogma and praxis were
no longer understood as fixed and stable; rather, certainty was replaced by the
experience of doubt and hesitation. We argue that negotiations on and between
various social levels manifest the needs, aspirations and resistance behind reli-
gious change. The way people lived their religion was intricately linked with
questions of the value of individual experience, communal cohesion and interac-
tion, and power relations. Thus contextualised, the trials against people accused
of heresy, witchcraft and superstitious practices can be treated as material on the
religious life and sentiments of the wider culture. However, religious diversity
and flexibility in accommodating different viewpoints and practices to the point
of toleration seem essential in the religious atmosphere of the early modern era,
which has nevertheless been termed the ‘age of persecution’. Religion — as it was
lived out in daily life and personal encounters with other people — was different
from the dramatic disruptions of the witch hunts or the religio-political wars
and massacres.’

One part of the interdependency of the religious and the social was the under-
standing of gender. Modern scholars have approached this interdependency in
various ways. Gender historians have often treated gender as a social category
that produces social hierarchies and relationships of power. This was highlighted
in research focusing on medieval misogyny as reflected in clerical rhetoric,
which for the major part dominated the first works on medieval or early modern
women. Since women do not particularly stand out in many sorts of medieval
source material, the first phase of research was dedicated to finding women in
the sources. Negative stereotypes — in addition to saints and queens, women with
actual political power — were most easily found; the early phases of the study of
medieval women were dominated by the opposite poles of hierarchy, depicting a
black and white image of medieval gender order.®

Understood as a component of hierarchies and power relationships, gender
was also a tool in researching medieval and early modern workshop produc-
tion and profit division, trade and production, and household order and human
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reproduction. The first developers of medieval and early modern gender history
theory were in fact economic historians. The questions that arose from this kind
of understanding of gender concerned the exclusion of women from the labour
market — especially skilled labour in the early modern period — and from the
control of economic means of power, capital and the kind of labour that pro-
duced the control of resources. While women certainly worked in households,
in care, and even in workshops, gender historians pointed out that their work
did not give them power. Trends of explaining gender in the pre-modern at first
emphasised either a deterioration of women’s positions after the ‘golden age’ of
the Late Middle Ages or a gradual embitterment of everything, gender included,
with modernisation. Finally, the emphasis of gender historians, especially eco-
nomic historians, settled on the notion Judith Bennett epitomises in her History
Matters. She states that history shows a ‘patriarchal equilibrium’ where, despite
many changes in women’s experiences over the centuries, women’s status vis-a-
vis that of men has remained unchanged — they are and have always been infe-
rior and oppressed. Bennett claims that traditional historians continuously reject
such terms as ‘women’s oppression’, ‘gender order’ and ‘gender hierarchy’, instead
favouring other concepts emphasising difference instead of inequality; this hides
from sight the ongoing and major feature of all historical and contemporary
societies: men’s domination over women.’

In this framework of hierarchical gender relationships, religion often is seen
as a tool of oppression and a major force of history that holds back both societ-
ies and women, preventing freedom, activity and subjectivity. Modern femi-
nism has therefore long advocated secularisation in the hope that it would, with
modernisation and rationalisation, bring racial, gender or economic equality.
Nevertheless, as Joan Scott says in Secularism and Gender Equality, the hope that
secularisation would bring equality did not work particularly well for non-
modern, non-western societies. This is becoming especially evident in globalisa-
tion and migration into western societies. In the west, too, secularisation failed
to bring the hoped-for equality, whereas various religious and neo-religious
movements have different kinds of feminist agendas. Especially for women who
want to subscribe to a religion, a version of feminism that condemns religion
may not be empowering.®

The need for a different kind of understanding of gender is especially visible
if we look at pre-modern history or any kind of ‘lived histories’, histories that try
to connect the messy stuff of individual people’s action and agency to big pictures
of societal structures, policies and ideologies.” Studies trying to link ideologies
and structures to individual or shared experiences tend to disrupt the neat nar-
ratives, descriptions of development or categorisations of analysis. Such studies
often show that the modernist stance — where not only the rights and status but
also the subjective self of a person depends on free will — may not be the best
way to assess gendered agency in connection to religions or faiths where the
subjective self can come into being and exist only as subordinated to (a) greater
powerf(s).!”
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Historians of medieval and early modern religion have found Judith Butler’s
understanding of gender as a performance more fruitful than defining gender
as a categorical power relationship.!’ This approach allows for more culturally
sensitive ways of dealing with gender also in contexts where human subjectivity
was supposed to be always subjected to a higher power and where human power
relationships were therefore by definition of less importance than those between
humans and the Divine or transcendent. Therefore, God could be understood
as a nurturing mother and monks as brides of Christ.'”> We follow this lead and
understand femininities and masculinities as a way of being and doing, as a
matrix or net of qualities where the men and women — also those living in close-
knit hierarchal societies — can choose to construct identities. Our aim here is
to speak of masculinities and femininities in the plural, allowing for not only
gradation and a continuum but also varying scales and directions. For us, then,
gender is a lived and experienced process, not a category into which one must fit.
Such a gender is not only a tool for research or a category to produce answers, it
is also an open question that historians must seek answers to, and ultimately, a
result of research.!?

It is evident from the ample research on medieval and early modern source
material that people of the time did not understand gender merely as biological
sex. On the contrary, gender was socially and culturally constructed in a matrix
of other qualities, such as age, lineage, marital status, wealth, occupation and a
number of other hierarchies in workshops, schools, cloisters, marketplaces, fields
and cattle sheds. Gender consisted of expectations, roles, practices and possibili-
ties, which people in turn used, re-created and reinterpreted. This book will
provide examples of such manoeuvring in various situations and points in time,
with different people acting as agents.

The medieval world had its own gender theory, which was largely based on
the Bible and the writings of early Christian moralists. The key narratives in this
respect were Genesis and the doctrine of the fall, which categorised the gender
hierarchy and characteristics of masculinity and femininity. Adam was created
first; he was more important, the more perfect image of God. Eve, on the other
hand, was created second, which reflected her rank in the hierarchy. Just as
important was the fall: since it was Eve who succumbed to the temptation of the
Devil, she was deemed to be the weaker vessel with less willpower, rationality
and virtue. She was the Devil’s gateway and the reason for mankind’s fall from
grace.!

More importantly, this was no singular slip. Eve represented the whole of
womankind, revealing its innermost qualities and faculties. Neo-platonic bina-
ries associated men with rationality, logic and reason, and women with emotions,
illogic and immorality. The basic hierarchy of genders and their categorisation
was clear — except it was not. The Bible itself offers various sources for gen-
der construction, showing it was fluid and inconsistent, and the later exegetical
tradition added to the confusion, even creating contradictions. The Bible both
affirms and contests gender hierarchy.!> To begin with, there are actually two
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different version of Genesis. The first one implies that man and woman were
created simultaneously. The other, longer version tells how Eve was made out of
Adam’s rib. The position of Eve also caused widespread dispute: she was made
second, but not from the foot, which would posit her clearly as inferior. She was
not made from the head either, which would have made her superior. Indeed,
did not the rib imply equality?

The fall was no easier to interpret. Yes, it was Eve who fell into temptation,
but should not Adam, if he was indeed more rational and logical, have been
stronger in resisting temptation? Could it have been that the sin of Eve was
understandable, in a way? She was, after all, the weaker vessel that Adam was
supposed to guard and govern. If so, the logical outcome of all this was that
Adam’s sin was graver.

Even the most misogynistic of moralists could not escape these dilemmas; the
interpretation of Genesis and the fall was problematic and led to contradictory
arguments. Sure enough, Eve was used as a prototype of Woman, a warning
example in exempla, cautionary moral tales used in preaching to educate and
entertain the audience. It was clear that every Christian was a potential sinner,
and a considerable part of clerical rhetoric was targeted against the dangers of
sin. Gendered stereotypes were a tool in this enculturation process. It has also
been pointed out that exempla did not claim that all women were like this all
the time; they merely showed what women were alike when they were sinful.
A potentially more significant caveat is that gender was not the only hierarchy
and power relation constructed by such tales. Recent works have shown that
the misogynistic tales of women could have been a method to gain or claim
control, acquire an elevated hierarchal position for the clergy, and recreate the

16 Misogyny could have been just a tool to utilise within

proper order of society.
other societal discussions. Clearly enough, handy rhetorical tools are not mere
coincidences. Rather, they reveal wider cultural expectations and social customs.

Gender was a complex matter in theological ponderings: the inferior position
of women was based on interrelated physiological, mental and spiritual matters.
Female corporeality was not only an aspect of physiology or an individual fea-
ture; its interconnection with spiritual matters made it a shared concern. Women
and especially their bodies were connected with lust: as an inheritance of early
Christianity and the desert fathers, medieval Christianity nurtured the idea of
carnal desires arising from the flesh. The urge to repudiate earthly pleasures
and see sexuality as a threat to the salvation of one’s soul was prominent among
patristic writings, where renunciation of the flesh and praise of ascetic ideals
were crucial. For early Christian authors, carnality was the main cause of sinful-
ness, and women were more tightly bound to corporeality.”” However, medieval
approaches to the body were neither simple nor straightforward, as has been
reckoned by the numerous scholars working with the interconnection between
gender, the body and religious practices. Especially in literary criticism, one
may speak of a ‘corporeal turn’ because of the popularity and significance of this
topic. These works have reassessed the dualism between mind and body. It has
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been shown that bodies — and in the context of late medieval religiosity, female
bodies in particular — were ample vessels for the practice of penitence, abstinence
and asceticism. The body could be a positive element in religiosity, and it could
be a means to both salvation and damnation.!®

The body was not only biological but also a malleable cultural construct.
Female bodily perfection was thought to be achieved via chastity. In addition to
a distinct sexual orientation, chastity was a constructed state that needed recog-
nition. It was not just a physical category, since physical virginity did not ensure
virtue. Conduct was a crucial element in its construction, and spiritual chastity
was more important than its bodily analogue. Virginity and chastity were not
necessarily identical. This made chastity also a hierarchical construction; the
church insisted on authority in recognising and confirming its crucial compo-
nents.!” To confuse things further, chastity was not a lack of desire but a way of
redirecting it to matters of the spirit: the erotic could overlap with the spiritual,
which had its clearest manifestation in the mystical marriage between the mystic
and Christ.?

Chastity bound together corporeality and spirituality. Furthermore, these
notions were manifested and created by affective elements. The production of
emotions was an essential part of religiosity. The rhetoric of affectivity emerged
first in the writings of the Cistercians in the 12th century and then spread to other
orders and the laity, and it can be seen as an evident element in all literary genres
from the 13th century onward. The use of emotions and affect was encouraged
in devotional literature, contemplating Christ’s passion and the Virgin Mary’s
grief at the loss of her son were constitutive.?! An increased focus on religious
emotiveness promoted a greater emphasis on praising typically feminine virtues,
such as weakness, humility and weeping.?? Since women were more carnal than
men, their corporeality gave them easier access to identification with the suf-
tering Christ. The misogynistic and patriarchal basis of culture that connected
the feminine to weakness and emotion gave women the incentive and option to
cultivate religion in a way that promoted their own way of practicing religion.
The cultivation of affectivity turned the fabric of inferiorisation — misogynistic
notions of women’s uncontrollable emotionality — into practices of empower-
ment, shaping understanding of both gender and religion.

Chastity and affective elements were particularly pronounced elements in
mysticism, but they were prevalent parts of later medieval culture and discussions
of gender and religion in particular. These rhetorical constructions had implica-
tions in the lived practices of religion. Men, too, had to be humble and weak
before God to be pious, while simultaneously all Christians needed to fight the
feminine side of their nature, especially feeling of sexual lust.

Emotions and their production are shaped by the cultural and temporal con-
text, for example by religious practices, and emotions, in turn, shape the com-
munities, rituals and practices they are produced within. The word ‘emotion’ did
not exist before the late Middle Ages, and the concept was understood differently
from contemporary notion. Especially in the religious context, emotions were
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comprehended as ‘movements of the soul’ leading to either salvation or damna-
tion. In addition to the moral component, they included an important inner
part.2> We use emotion as an analytical category without an intention to advo-
cate ahistorical human universals. For us, emotions are constituents of ‘experi-
ence’ since they were expressed, produced and observed collectively.

The gender theory of medieval and early modern Christianity and its applica-
tions within daily life were unstable, leading to multiple gender identities. In the
early modern period, especially in northern Europe, gender expectations gained
a new emphasis based on Luther’s ideas of one’s social duties and occupation as a
religious calling. Crudely speaking, this meant that everyone had been placed by
God Himself into an earthly occupation, the fulfilment of which was not only
a social duty but also a duty towards God and the best method any individual
could have to worship God. Luther’s ideology here was related to the abolition
of closed religious orders — the monasteries and cloisters, as well as beguine and
similar lay religious organisations — but it also meant a renewal of the connection
of the mundane and the religious in terms of gender expectations, along with
everything else. Marriage was obviously an important social institution during
the Middle Ages, but in Luther’s formulations it became a calling. When they
were not widows or servants or children, women were presented as housewives
and mothers and men as husbands and fathers. However, both also belonged to
the classes of parishioners, listeners to the word of God and — in certain situa-
tions, like in household devotions — groups of religious teachers.

Sometimes the social construction of gender — situation by situation, in the
matrix of other qualities that defined expectations and opportunities — showed
that gender was not tied to biological sex in any simple or unambiguous way.
Sumptuary codes restricted clothing and appearance according to birth and
occupation, sometimes also according to ethnic origin or religion, and cross-
dressing was legally forbidden in many European countries. Nevertheless, sto-
ries of women presenting as men and men presenting as women were frequent
enough to show that the idea was far from surprising to medieval and early
modern communities. Religious vocabulary also abounds with descriptions of
people experiencing a gender change or giving up their gender identity as a
mode of ultimate religious experience, true union with Christ, and humbleness
towards God and creation. Religious texts let us encounter men who feel like
women, and women who have the hearts of men. This may lead one to question
whether the long history of heteronormativity is really so long, as early modern
and medieval people understood gender in less binary terms than we think they
did. It also leads us to ask whether historians could conceptualise medieval and
early modern gender in ways that better accommodate the questions that arise
from our current society and the collision of new feminism, LGBT, and non-cis
sexuality and gender with conservative ideologies, macho cultures and religions
that are today labelled as ‘traditional’. This book suggests that this need may lead
to a concept of lived gender — gender that is performed but also structural — or
perhaps a multitude of gender performances that create societal structures. This
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kind of approach enables us to evaluate critically the modernist view of religion
as deterring progress and independence, especially that of women. Pre-modern
histories and ‘lived religion’ history, and perhaps ‘lived histories’ in general, sug-
gest that to acquire a more accurate and sensitive understanding of the connec-
tion between religion and gender, gender needs to be approached as an open
question rather than as a category.

Experience: from lived reality to analytical category

We approach ‘experience’ on three different levels. First, it is part of social real-
ity, what happens to people; second, it is a cultural process to explain and to give
meaning to what happens; and third, it is an analytical category to analyse the
first two. For us, ‘experience’ is both a method as well as a result. We ask how
experiences were constructed within and by religion and how they, in turn,
contributed to the construction of a gender as lived practice.

Works on lived religion often describe their findings as lived experience or
even religion as lived experience. This is meant to emphasise the practicality
and pragmatic nature of lived religion: it consists of real people’s experiences
in real life, how things really were as opposed to how things were supposed to
be or how they were hoped to be in prescriptive, legal, ideological or didactic
materials. Nevertheless, ‘experience’ is not to be understood as a self-defining
collection of anecdotal ‘evidence’, nor anything universal or a-historical. Rather,
experience is, for us, a culturally and situationally bound social process.

Experience has been defined in various other disciplines, as well as in history.
The definitions are slightly different, but they point to similar directions. Among
philosophers, the definitions approach the concept from two directions at the same
time. First, experience is understood as a subjective feeling or understanding of the
world or the events in the world, guided to an extent by real facts and events but
also, and to an even greater extent, by subjective prejudice and expectation. At the
same time, experience is the process of encountering the world that is intersubjec-
tively shared by oneself and other people, and a test of one’s subjective understand-
ing against the shared concepts.?* In the current post-truth or post-factual culture,
this type of understanding of the world is often evoked as a kind of alternative evi-
dence: it matters not whether it was ‘actually’ or factually true, people’s experience
of the success of a president or an encounter with social workers is seen as valid
regardless. The unclear relation between experience and subjectivity — or indeed,
experience, fact and fiction — is made explicit when the concept is used in literature
studies and the study of different art forms that explicitly work on fiction and even
speech communication — fields that are interested in how the art work or speech
act can make the audience ‘feel’ or ‘experience’ something.?

In historical study, the focus is less clearly on the purposeful performance of
communication: a vast number of factors in the material or social world can trig-
ger experiences. Therefore experience is less self-evidently fictional, and it may
be easy to forget that it is still interpretative. Experience may reflect physical and
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social or cultural realities in the lives of those who experience, but it also reflects
the ways people make sense and explain those realities to themselves and to oth-
ers. The explanations and interpretations given will not only influence each other
and the ways people make sense of what has happened to them but also guide
what people expect to happen to them in the future. These expectations, in turn,
may guide people’s behaviour and expectations, and thereby experiences also have
an effect on what actually happens to individuals and groups of people. Moreover,
new experiences will add to the framework in which people explain their pasts:
therefore, their explanations will evolve and experiences will keep adjusting, too.
Historians — who generally try to avoid overly restrictive definitions — might
describe experience as mental experimentation with and observation of the world
that always includes an attempt to explain and interpret the observations made.
As such, experience is an ongoing social, contextual and situationalised process.

As pointed out by Joan Scott during the linguistic turn,? if experience is
allowed to remain anecdotal, it really is just a collection of random examples, and
it provides no more evidence or argument of the real past than general ‘what-
aboutism’. A similar critique was presented by Gareth Stedman Jones regarding
the early modern period, especially pointing out, for example, that though one
of the early modern meanings for (religious) experience given by the Oxford
English dictionary was conversion, the Reformations in England and Sweden
are poorly explained with any reference to the conversion experiences of Henry
VIII of England and Gustav Vasa of Sweden.?” Both Scott’s and Jones’ critiques
highlight the need to ask what experiences are we talking about exactly. To be
useful, experience needs to be conceptualised analytically.?® As such, experience
is understood to be something more than just a singular occurrence in an indi-
vidual’s life; it is something shared, and it encompasses emotions and corporeal
and sensory elements and memories. An experience is something meaningful,
and this process of giving meaning is the focal point. The authentic experiences
of illiterate lay people of the medieval or early modern era can, at best, be acces-
sible only in mediated form. Indeed, ‘experience’ is not necessarily something
that actually happened to a certain individual at a certain point in time; it can
also be something evoked, provoked or imagined, providing a bridge between
structures, ideology and individual and communal agency.

The above understanding of experience as a social mechanism is modern, and
made to serve a modern historian, but it is not whole foreign to the medieval and
early modern not objects of our study. The Oxford English Dictionary defines
experience as both a noun and a verb. As a noun, the meanings of the word start
from the later Middle Ages: an experience can mean an event, the action of put-
ting to the test (1393); a procedure or operation performed in order to ascertain or illustrate
some truth, an experiment (1384, now obsolete), Proof by trial and practical demonstration
(1393, now obsolete), Observation of facts or events (1377), A state or condition viewed
subjectively, What has been experienced (1607), Knowledge resulting from actual obser-
vation or from what one has undergone (1553). As a verb, the meanings are slightly
younger: to experience means fo make trial or experiment of, to put to the test
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(1541); to ascertain or prove by experiment or observation (1541); To have experience of,
to feel, suffer, undergo (1588); To learn by experience (1586).

Two things are apparent in the definitions, as well as also in the correspond-
ing German concept of Ehrfarung (vs Erlebnis): the first is the active and purpose-
ful nature of the term, and the second is its process-like nature. Experience is
not just something that exists or that one is given, it needs to be got and gained,
produced even. As experience is produced, the observation of the world through
one’s senses — and the interpretation of that world through understanding and
previous knowledge — also shapes one’s expectations of the future. As these
observations and interpretations are tested and shared with others through inter-
subjective communication, it is also possible —and, we believe, advisable — to pay
attention to and analyse how they are produced, shared, controlled, appropri-
ated, approved of or discarded. After all, they shape how people understand the
world in which they —and we —live. While experience is based on both observa-
tion and interpretation, and while always communicated between humans, it is
created not merely in language; it is an essential part of social reality.?

Experience is not only an object of study, however. It is also an approach and
a method. As Barbara Rosenwein once noted about ‘emotional communities’
these same communities could also be a lot of other things: families, groups
of friends, certain political circles or something else, it was only the historians’
interest in emotion which turned them into emotional communities.** In our
understanding of experience, the same is true, and not merely about communi-
ties, but the rest of history as well. Experience is an approach that guides what we
think is interesting, and also in how we see it. For us, experience gives a holistic
and intersectional approach to the past: as a process and something that is done
by people instead of given to them completed. Logically, it follows that experi-
ence cannot be looked at only as a top-down process, nor a from-below-type
of social history: experience is a way to draw attention to the in-between com-
munication, negotiation and transmitting of physical realities and interpretations
thereof. Since it looks at both ideals and realities, communication and thought, it
is also by definition a trans- or multidisciplinary way of doing history.

Methodologically, we hope that the nature of experience as a social process
will give us a way to connect the micro and macro levels in historical observa-
tion, investigation and explanation, and bridge the gap between empirics or
source material and theory or explanation and generalisation. In the following,
we will concentrate on what people do, to get at how they think and experience
things that they do not talk about. Since experience is action as well as an ana-
lytical category, it can be used to study the forms of action and interaction that
eventually create both individual self and the community. But as a contextual
and situational phenomenon and approach, experience must always be a genu-
inely open question throughout time and space. This is what we hope to bring
out with a longue durée discussion crossing the traditional boundary between
medieval and early modern, and by taking a variety of geographical locations
with different cultural and social preferences in each point of time.
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Medieval and early modern Europe

The purpose of this volume is to investigate the religious and gendered experiences
of lay people from the late medieval period to the early modern era — that is, across
the traditional period boundaries of the Renaissance and the Reformation. We
look for change in time, but even more so, we end up showing continuities across
the divide between the periods. Indeed, one of the results of this book is that we
end up showing that things lived and experienced are at the same time more flex-
ible to adaptation and slower to profound change than any of the written analyses
of these changes — either by contemporaries or by later sociologists or historians —
are apt to show. The lived and experienced are at the same time rooted in the
momentary, contingent and changing situation, and in the basics of life, society and
survival. They change radically only when the living conditions of people change
equally radically. New kinds of wealth, innovation and disease entered the Euro-
pean universe at the break between the medieval and the early modern. However,
most of the basic modes of life nevertheless remained the same in the agricultural
milieu and even in the mostly small towns’ inherently rural conditions.
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The Renaissance and the Reformation are among the crucial thresholds of
the shift from the medieval to the early modern. The Reformation has been
described both as an abrupt break that revolutionised (or ought to have revolu-
tionised) thinking and religion in a very short time and as a long process over
the centuries with phases of turmoil and crisis as well as gradual adaptation over
time. The longer version has been termed the ‘Long Reformation’. The critical
tone towards what the Protestant Reformers would later label the failures of the
papacy had become increasingly apparent in the areas of lay and regular piety
and theology, and it manifested as a slowly forming nationalist critique of the
papacy from the late 14th century onwards. The Avignon papacy and the follow-
ing schism can be seen as low points for the Church hierarchy, but disapproving
voices against the practices of Renaissance popes grew in volume during the 15th
and 16th centuries. The need for modifications was also acknowledged within
the Church, and attempts to achieve conciliar reforms in religious practice and
theology were made throughout the history of the Church.?! Likewise, the reli-
gious changes continued, were reversed and acquired yet new directions in vari-
ous locations across Europe for at least a century or more after the “Wittenberg
affair’. Other scholars have emphasised the different phases of the crises (rather
than the phases of gradual adaptation and establishment) as constitutive of the
changes, by discussing Reformations — Lutheran, Calvinist, English, Swedish,
Counter-Reformation, Tridentine, people’s and princes’ — in the plural.3?

We will be using both of these terminologies and both of the related emphases
on where in society and culture, religious and cultural change took place. We
acknowledge times of upheaval, but a large part of this book will showcase the
importance of the ordinary and expected everyday in shaping, interpreting and
establishing change. The everyday is when people have the time and means to
create ritual and reinterpret it. The everyday is when some experiences of cri-
ses are either forgotten or institutionalised into new social orders. Crises may
destroy societies, but in the everyday, societies rebuild themselves and choose
new directions.

All of the above obviously affected gender order and the comprehension of
masculinities and femininities, but the changes were not simple or straightfor-
ward. The interconnection of societal change and gender order has been a crucial
question at least since 1977, when Joan Kelly published her seminal work ‘Did
women have a Renaissance?’ Tellingly, the article was published in a compila-
tion titled Becoming visible, as this was the era when women were emerging —
becoming visible — in both society and academic research. Kelly’s main argument
was that societal changes affect different people in different ways. We, too, focus
on temporal changes, but we do not propose a simple evolution. Societal and
cultural changes at the end of Middle Ages had an effect on various levels of
society and various groups based on wealth, ethnicity and gender, but they were
not straightforward, simple or simultaneous. Since Kelly’s article, however, not
only have women become visible, so too have various forms of gender and sexual
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identity, the understanding of non-cis and non-binary gender, and LGBT rights.
This has, however, not removed the need for this kind of research — quite the
contrary. Now it is clear that we need a sharper lens to focus our view on these
issues.

One of our methods of achieving this is the careful contextualisation and
understanding of geographical and cultural nuances rather than the construction
of one universalising discourse of gender and its temporal changes. Geographi-
cally, the book covers western Europe from Italy to the Nordic countries. A large
part of the material we use is from Italy, England, Finland and Scandinavia, but
various cases come from other areas in Europe. As this volume also covers the
northern areas of Europe, it will offer some insights and viewpoints that are dif-
ferent from the usual canon of either late medieval or early modern European
history, which concentrates on British, German and French areas or the Mediter-
ranean. Especially during the Middle Ages, teaching and dogma created a univer-
salising discourse, but the wide geographical setting enables us to see the nuances
and fractures within it. On the other hand, the emerging nation states often form
the confines of research, sometimes too rigidly and even anachronistically.

Comparative perspectives and cross-cultural analysis offer us the tools to scru-
tinise these boundaries, including in terms of if and how they had an effect on
the concepts of feminine and masculine. Simultaneously, we acknowledge that
histories of gender and religion in Europe were entangled with the histories of the
rest of the world, as well as non-Christian faiths and religions within and outside
Europe. Nevertheless, the reader should not expect this volume to provide an
overview of everything even in European history, or even an equal amount of
detail or generalisation for every European area. A detailed country-to-country
overview is neither the purpose nor a possibility here. This book is not meant to be
a conclusive ‘History of the Reformation of Gender in Different Parts of Europe’.
We will merely point to comparisons, contrasting notions and similarities in an
attempt to gain a wider comprehension of how understandings of religion and
gender interacted in the situated and contextualised changes of the everyday.

The structure of the book

The book has a two-fold strategy: we develop the concept of lived religion from
the viewpoint of experiencing religion on various levels, from the institution
of the church, control and dogma to daily life, work and family. Secondly, we
combine our conceptual work on religion as lived practice into developing an
understanding of gender in the intersectional context of religious experience.
The book combines conceptual development with empirical history. We use
significant case studies — at least one medieval and one early modern in each
chapter — and tell the stories of individual persons and groups of people, which
we hope will make the book interesting and easy to read. However, we use them
to make a point and to develop the concepts of lived religion and gender, and
to compare the medieval and the early modern. Lived religion is explored via
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various themes, such as the Reformations, power, agency, gender, work, family,
miracles and witchcraft. The book is divided into three main chapters, which
discuss the interplay of gender and lived religion in different spheres of life, and
a conclusion. Each chapter connects the source materials used for the historiog-
raphy and conceptualisation of lived religion and lived gender.

Chapter 1 asks how religion and gender were performed and experienced in
the home, household and family. Marriage was the basic unit of society in reli-
gious, legal and social theories as well as in the experiences of daily life. Being
a wife and mother or a husband and father were roles society expected of its
members — even during the celibacy-admiring Middle Ages. Parenting and tak-
ing care of one’s household and dependants were religiously prescribed positions
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and moral responsibilities. Correspondingly, a major part of religious participa-
tion took place within homes and among family members and kin. Religion
as a lived practice influenced the milestones in a person’s life course, gendered
parental roles and the socialisation of children, respectively; performing these
duties formed the nucleus of lived religion. Familial and religious responsibili-
ties, options and choices were amalgamated.

At home, women were often regarded simply as wives and mothers and men
as husbands and fathers. This view is justified because most laypeople did indeed
marry, and the marriage bed and marital relationship with its joys, sorrows and
duties therefore largely defined ordinary people’s lives. The source material
clearly demonstrates the significance of marriage, especially for women. Court
records, for example, typically defined women through men, either as the wives
of their husbands or, in case of unmarried women, the daughters of their fathers.
From a legal perspective, it was important to know under which man’s guardian-
ship and guidance a woman belonged.? Legal and religious theories supported
this view, and a similar categorisation was utilised by the clergy during the Mid-
dle Ages. It emphasised the moral value of women according to their marital
status, but such a classification was also a value-laden political act.?*

The chapter discusses family roles, parenthood and spousal relationships
within the religious or devotional context. We do this by using case studies,
especially the miracle story of the drowning and recovery of the five-year-old
Johanna because of her parents’ devotion to Thomas Cantilupe, and the story
of Maria from Ulvila and her son-in-law, who accused each other of witchcraft
as they fought for years over the control of a household, farmstead and family.
The chapter uses original material from medieval and early modern canonisation
processes and secular court records.

Chapter 2 asks how religion and gender were performed in the public sphere,
and how those performances interacted. Not only was it ideologically inappro-
priate for women to have public power, it was also ideologically inappropriate for
women to spend time in a public space. Religious teachings highlighted that in
their own homes and under the control of their husbands, fathers, or other men
of the family, women were safe from dangerous temptations. Space therefore
held a moral dimension: virtuous women stayed at home.?* Dividing space into
the masculine public space and the feminine private space was not a mere myth
created by moralists; everyday tasks and duties tied women to their homes more
closely than they did men. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to think that women
were entirely absent from the streets and marketplaces of medieval or early mod-
ern towns and villages: just like men, women also had to take care of their chores
and responsibilities, taking them outside the home sphere. In addition to leaving
home for everyday jobs, women also attended church, went to the marketplace,
appeared in court, visited relatives and embarked on pilgrimages.

The chapter discusses women’s and men’s public religious devotion and public
speech, as well as the interplay between religion and work outside the home or
in business. It uses various case studies, including a story of interactions between
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two widows — one living as a secluded noble lady and the other continuing her
late husbands’ shop — and case of Hans Smek, a knight of the Swedish king who
was taught the earthly and heavenly hierarchies by Saint Birgitta and demons.
The chapter investigates the ways religion, politics and the economy were inter-
related: women could, for example, make political statements by their pilgrim-
ages. Like Chapter 1, this chapter uses original material from medieval and early
modern canonisation processes and secular court records.

Chapter 3 discusses how gender and religion were performed in the overtly
religious sphere. What roles did women and men play in the church? In medieval
and early modern ideologies, lay people in general belonged to the home and
the economy, not to guiding the spiritual, despite the Reformation rhetoric of
the priesthood of all believers. This was even more clear in the case of women.
Both secular and ecclesiastical texts emphasise that women were committed to the
home and that women’s chores and duties took place in the private space. Accord-
ing to the canon law, for example, women were not allowed to teach, rule or tes-
tify in public. The latter restraint was laid down in Gratian’s Decretum (circa 1140),
although it presumably only applied to criminal cases.*® Nevertheless, it was never
the whole picture even in ideological or didactic teaching: husbands, masters
and housewives were always expected to provide spiritual guidance within their
homes, and in practice most of the religious rituals that marked parish life both
before and after the Reformations were performed by lay men and women.

How was devotion made to suit feminine or masculine roles or identities? We
discuss the roles that Mary, Joseph and a range of saints were given in the medieval
era and the Long Reformation Catholicism and Protestantisms. We also consider
how these roles were used and imitated by lay devotees. This chapter returns
to questions of power, motherhood and sexuality through narratives of heresy,
demonic possession and witchcraft trials, including stories of women having cop-
ulated or made a pact with the Devil. The chapter uses original material from
medieval exempla, canonisation processes and early modern secular court records.

Finally, the Conclusion returns to the questions posed in the introduction:
how can this performance be conceptualised as a lived experience of gender and
religion? Most importantly, how does such a conceptualisation change the histori-
cal investigation of either religion or gender? Our longue durée analysis will also
deconstruct and challenge the traditional periodisation used in history research.

Churches as institutions, theology and philosophy are present in the back-
ground, but they are not the explicit focus of research in this book. We are inter-
ested in uncovering how the micro and macro levels were interconnected, how
individual experiences and daily life contributed to and were shaped by dogma
and societal factors. We use the conventional English names of rulers and other
well-known individuals, while the original version found in the source material
is used for persons otherwise unknown. All translations from the original sources
were made by the authors.

This chapter is open access with funding from The Academy of Finland proj-
ect Catholic Reformation in Lutheran Finland 1550-1700.
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1

LIVED RELIGION AND LIVED
GENDER IN FAMILY LIFE

Family life, domesticity and the household were essential constituents of the medi-
eval and early modern world. Since the private and the public were not yet distinct
and separate spheres, the home was the site for intimate relationships and the provi-
sion of daily necessities, but also for political and economic negotiations and daily
labour. The household provided the physical structure for daily life, and the family
could include members other than the nuclear family or closest kin. Nevertheless,
the idea of domesticity, reflecting privacy and comfort, was emerging during this
time.! For medieval and early modern people, the home was a physical, social and
mental space incorporating care and affection, but also conflict and competition.
Within the home, children were raised and socialised, gendered expectations were
negotiated and fulfilled, and religion was practised. Obviously, the physical frames
for this space, the material means and the culture varied greatly according to the
geographic area, urban or rural space, age, wealth and social status of its members.
Domestic and familial ideologies form the background for the discussion, but as
our intention in this volume is to illuminate the lived experiences of medieval and
early modern people, family relations are approached from the perspective of two
narrations constructed from court cases. The first casts light on a peasant family near
the English-Welsh border at the turn of the 14th century, and the latter describes the
occurrences of a peasant family in western Finland at the end of the 17th century.
Both cases include young women, their parents and potential spouses as protagonists.
Intra-family negotiations, both between parents and children as well as between
spouses or siblings, are discussed as we follow the fate of Johanna and Dordi.

Saint Thomas’ virgin in the tavern

The life-changing event for the Schirreve family took place on a Sunday after-
noon in April, just before Saint George’s Day (celebrated on 23 April), as the wit-
nesses testifying before papal commissaries reported. They were not, however,
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unanimous about the year; some witnesses reported the events that had taken
place fifteen years earlier while others claimed that twenty years had already
passed. The case and its details were recounted to papal commissaries in 1307,
when they interrogated people about the sanctity of Thomas Cantilupe and
the miracles he had performed. Ten witnesses testified to the Schirreve family
miracle.?

It all happened around the year 1290, when Adam Schirreve and his wife
Cecilia left their home to visit the tavern in Walterus de la Wyle’s house in the
nearby village of Marden. The Sunday in question was not a public holiday, but
a time for recreation nonetheless: many locals had gathered in the tavern to enjoy
themselves. Adam and Cecilia had prepared for an evening out by leaving their
children at home, but when they were nearing the tavern, they noticed Johanna,
their five-year-old daughter, had followed them.

Adam and Cecilia decided to let Johanna stay at the tavern because other chil-
dren were also present. Johanna soon started playing in the de la Wyle garden
with her godmother’s son, Johannes, who was only a little younger than her. The
tavern’s atmosphere was rowdy and buzzing with conversation; later estimates of
the number of people present ranged from sixty to one hundred. Both men and
women were present, the conversation was lively, and people started dancing,
forming a long line that snaked around the tavern and garden.

Moral writings considered visits to the tavern and dancing in particular as
highly condemnable activities. Drink and the revolving movement of dance
could confuse even the most sensible men. The physical closeness of dancing
made the act lewd, and dancing brought colour to people’s cheeks, making even
the most modest-looking women look charming and attractive. Moral ruin was
thus inevitable. The movement itself was lewd — it was an insult to God and
pleasing to the Devil, as the moralists of the era put it.?

As spaces, taverns were ambiguous. On the one hand, taverns were usually
private homes, like in this case — people had gathered in Walterus de la Wyle’s
house. On the other hand, taverns were public spaces in the sense that every-
one was welcome. Regular visits could, however, gain women in particular a
questionable reputation.* The peasants making merry at the de la Wyle tavern
did not agree with the notion that tavern visits marred people’s reputation: the
witness statements showed no sign of condemnation towards any of the attend-
ees, including the women. When asked by the commissaries, all the witnesses
described each other as reputable people and good Christians. The attendance of
the women — at least with their spouses — at the local tavern gathering therefore
presumably did not tarnish their reputation or violate the unwritten moral rules
of the peasant community.

General merriment was probably why Cecilia and Johanna Wase, little
Johanna’s godmother, failed to understand what little Johannes was trying to say.
Thomas Schonk, the father of Johannes, however, did understand his son, and he
quickly dragged the boy home: while the adults had been celebrating in the tav-
ern, there had been an accident in the garden. A group of dancers later happened
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on the spot and noticed something terrifying: in the middle of the garden there
was a deep pond, and in the pond there was a drowned child. How terrible — and
how troublesome. This meant that the finders had to call the coroners and later
give testimony in court. That was the end of merriment, but worse still, attend-
ing court took time and effort, and the people concerned might even be fined
for some offence.’

The witness statements are not entirely clear on whether the dancers included
any women, but it would seem that only men took part in negotiating and plan-
ning the actions after the accident. This was understandable because among
English peasants, it was mainly the men’s right and duty to appear in court.
Men pleaded women’s cases in court for them, especially in the case of married
women, and men were thus more familiar with not only the legal ramifications
but also the troubles and dangers of attending court.®

Johannes de Pirebok, one of the dancers, was the tavern owner’s relative, and
he wanted to tell the owner what had happened. The tavern owner was respon-
sible for running the business and ensuring the patrons’ welfare, and he also
answered for them in court. Others, however, came up with what they thought
a better plan: they wanted to dump the body in a nearby river at night to make
someone else the finder and pass the responsibilities and legal consequences on
to that person. Although this plan may seem cold-blooded and ruthless, it does
not necessarily indicate social insignificance of children or demonstrate a lack of
emotional commitment towards them. The men assumed the victim was a local
beggar’s daughter: they thought that the beggar woman had drowned her daugh-
ter because of her poverty, misery and hopelessness. So, this was no unforeseen
accident, and there was no longer anything they could do about it.

The men did not abandon their idea even after Thomas Shonck learned the
victim’s true identity from his son: Johannes had pushed Johanna into the pond
in the heat of play. Because the pond was deep, with steep edges where only
tender grass grew, Johanna could not get out on her own, and so she drowned.
Instead of telling Johanna’s parents about the accident, Thomas quickly took his
son home, possibly believing he was protecting the boy by doing so. However,
Johannes ran away from his nurse and at sunset returned to the tavern. He told
Cecilia and his mother again what had happened. This time the women under-
stood Johannes and went to the pond in the garden.

Johanna Wase could not swim, but she climbed down into the pond and man-
aged to drag the drowned child out of water. Cecilia looked down on the body
Johanna had pulled up. The victim had muddy clothes, a contorted face, and a
swollen tongue that stuck out from between her teeth. Was this creature sup-
posed to be her daughter? But then Cecilia noticed the girl’s shoes: they had red
laces. They were the shoes she had bought her daughter the previous day. Cecilia
realised that the victim was indeed her Johanna and burst into tears.

Philippe Aries, a pioneer in the research of the history of childhood, claimed
that in the Middle Ages, childhood was not acknowledged or recognised as a
separate period of development in a person’s life. He also argued that parents
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and children did not share a strong emotional bond. Ariés’ book was originally
published in 1960; it is nowadays outdated, and his claims were discredited soon
after its publication, but they persist stubbornly, especially in more popular ideas
of medieval family life.” His work has had a tremendous affect, and even today
scholars feel obliged to dispute and discuss his arguments.

Events at the de la Wyle garden tell another tale of emotional bonds within
the family. Cecilia was not the only one crying — everyone mourned — but her
grief was so deep that it worried others. Cecilia was with child and near her
time, and others worried her distress would cause her to miscarry. When Cecilia
refused to let go of her daughter, instead holding the limp, wet, and cold body in
her arms, they decided to move Johanna first to the tavern and from there to her
own home. When Cecilia still refused to let go of her little daughter, the mother
and daughter were tucked up in a bed by a fire.

Expressions of grief and distress are common at the scene of an accident, and
parents sometimes displayed extreme emotional reactions. Johannes Piscatoris,
for example, was reported to have fallen to the ground unconscious when he
found his son Nicholas drowned. One mother, a certain Diomisia, is said to have
gone nearly insane after she realised her two-year-old son Rogerus had fallen
into a moat in the middle of the night and died. Tears, wailing and the rending
of hair are common expressions of emotion at accident scenes.?

Obviously, these signs may have been genuine expressions of emotional stress
due to the sudden accident remembered vividly and described in detail fifteen years
after the accident. At the same time they were, however, part of the proper ritual and
narration of a miracle. A desperate situation beyond human help was the prerequisite
for a recovery to be considered divine grace. For the commissioners carrying out the
official interrogation, these emotions — the desperation, fear and sorrow — were sign
and served as a validation of the case as a miracle, as they were the expected responses
at this stage of the miracle process, i.e. before divine intervention. From a theological
perspective, these ‘movements of the soul’, if we are to follow medieval understand-
ing of what we today call emotions, were essential constituents of religion leading to
either salvation or damnation.’ At the same time, emotions functioned in the social
context producing and manifesting change: tears and wailing were symbolic com-
munication, both towards the surrounding community manifesting parental loss,
but also towards the heavenly intercessor, thus manifesting subordination and the
need for help. Pleading for a saint’s intercession was a coping strategy in a moment of
distress, and it encapsulates the way religion-as-lived intermingled with daily options
and responsibilities without leaving spirituality aside.

From a modern perspective, medieval parents often portrayed a confusing
mix of strong emotional bonds and trust in their children’s ability to make it on
their own. Adam and Cecilia, for example, were apparently not concerned about
losing sight of their five-year-old daughter for hours on end in a strange place.
Diomisia, the mother who went beside herself, first refused to leave an overnight
wake to go look for her child, even though the boy’s father reported that the
two-year-old had gone missing from his bed.



Lived religion and lived gender in family life 29

In Johanna Schirreve’s case, the actions of the people present were not limited
to mourning. When the victim had been recovered from the pond, they tried
to restore the girl to life. When the physical attempts were unsuccessful, they
decided on Adam’s initiative to plead to a local saint — the former local bishop,
Thomas Cantilupe — who they believed could perform miracles. In addition to
the parents, many others at the tavern took part in the pleading rituals. They
were very persistent in their pleas and called for Thomas’ help both by the pond
and at the tavern. Later, the helpers followed the Schirreve family home and
stayed all night to pray for the girl.

The first signs of life came at sunrise, when Johanna replied to her mother’s
question. According to Cecilia’s statement, she was lying in bed and whisper-
ing into her daughter’s ear, asking what she had been doing in the water, when
Johanna had replied to her mother that Johannes had pushed her. Cecilia told
the others this, and people praised God and Thomas Cantilupe. It was a great joy
to see Johanna, presumed dead, restored to life, and many community members
also participated in offering ritual thanks. A mass was celebrated to give thanks
for the miracle at the parish church, and later a large group made a pilgrimage to
Thomas Cantilupe’s grave in Hereford to express their gratitude.

The Schirreve family’s gratitude was long-lived. At the time of the inter-
rogation, more than fifteen years after the incident, the parents reported that
the whole family still made annual pilgrimages to Thomas Cantilupe’s grave —
usually barefoot. In the miracles witnessed by English peasants and recounted to
commissaries, the whole family typically took part in both pleading for help and
giving thanks. Ensuring children’s welfare, even if it required divine interven-
tion, seems to have been the duty of both the father and the mother. In light of
this story, canonisation records and other legal sources in general, it seems that
the caregiving was not — especially in rural areas north of the Alps — solely femi-
nine, and fathers also actively looked after their children.!

This may be an illustration of agrarian society’s gender roles in general:
running a farm required collaboration. Although work and duties were often
assigned based on gender, they were guided by a common interest. This is per-
haps why in an agrarian society, childcare was also considered a shared duty
more often than in other cultural spheres. For example, the miracles recounted
in Italy’s urban areas portray the caregiving role differently: women and mothers
in particular looked after children and the ill, and the carer’s role was a feminine
duty. Looking after children and the ill was not just a selfless, or indeed, tax-
ing duty — caregiving also awarded the nurturer considerable power. The carer
could, for example, decide which cures to use. University-trained physicians and
lay healers were available in the urban areas of Italy in the Middle Ages. In addi-
tion to asking for the help and advice of seasoned healers, carers also regularly
turned to spells and/or saints. Asking for a saint’s help created a spiritual bond,
because the petitioner had to offer the divine intercessor a counter-gift. It was
a grave sin to act ungratefully or break this promise, which was also a financial
commitment.
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In medieval and early modern social theory and philosophy, parenthood was
gendered, authority in parenting even more so. Both parents were supposed to
love and guide their children, but the mother’s role was expected to be greater
with smaller children, and the father’s role was expected to grow as the children
grew into young adulthood. Expectations of what parental care included were
also divided. Whereas mothers were expected to care, feed and comfort, fathers
could also be occasionally required to rock cradles and soothe babies. Physical
discipline was more often understood as the father’s duty of love: mothers were
thought to be too weak to discipline their children in an orderly and rational
fashion. In particular, the education of boys older than seven was considered the
father’s duty.!!

Maternal care could also challenge masculine authority, as clearly happened
in the case of Boniacobus and Angelucia’s two-year-old son, Manfredus, who fell
into boiling water and hurt himself badly. Boniacobus was a doctor and tended
to his son, but to no avail: the boy’s right arm was still paralysed a year after the
incident. Angelucia then decided to take charge of her son’s care and pleaded
to Saint Nicholas of Tolentino for help. Manfredus was cured within a month.
Only Angelucia’s version of the events has survived, but she was certain that
she had had a decisive role in the events: she claimed that Manfredus was cured
thanks to her plea and Saint Nicholas” help, not by Boniacobus’ treatment.!?

As the Schirreve family case shows, counter-gifts offered to saints could be
socially very demanding: the family was committed to revering Thomas Canti-
lupe even fifteen years after the miracle. Johanna’s incident was a life-changing
experience; it had far-reaching effects for the whole family. The miracle identi-
fied Johanna if not for the rest of her life, then at least up to the point when she
and her parents gave statements to the papal commissaries in Hereford in 1307.
In his witness statement, Johanna’s father reported that even at the time of the
interrogation, high-born guests from faraway places were still coming to see
Johanna because of the miracle, proving that the memory of the miracle still
lived on. After the incident, Johanna was commonly known as Saint Thomas’
virgin. Children were often named after the family’s patron saint or the saint
celebrated on the child’s birthday. Although naming practices varied greatly
from one cultural sphere to another, it was very common to name miraculously
rescued children after their patron saint, and Johanna’s case was no different.
What was different, however, was that this kind of identification seems to have
been uttermost meaningful: Johanna seemed to take her reputation as the virgin
of Saint Thomas very seriously. She wanted to remain a virgin and refused to
marry, despite her parents’ wishes, because of her miraculous cure.

Voluntary celibacy was not unheard of among medieval peasants, but it was
rare. At the time of the interrogation, Johanna was probably just over twenty
years old. This was presumably the typical age for English peasants — and central
and northern European peasants in general — to marry, so Johanna had not yet
exceeded the average marrying age. The story’s ending remains in the dark:
witness statements do not reveal whether Johanna eventually acquiesced to her
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parents’ wishes and agreed to marry, or whether she remained the virgin of Saint
Thomas for the rest of her life.

Johanna’s miraculous cure is an interesting illustration of the social relations
and family interactions of English peasants. The story’s beginning, the events
that took place before the tragic accident and the drowning itself, portray a rela-
tively equal relationship between the husband and wife, the father and mother.
Both spent time with their friends and neighbours at the tavern, and both were
extremely shocked to discover their daughter’s accident, although the mother’s
emotions are reported to have been somewhat stronger. Childcare seems to have
been the duty of both parents, as is emphasised by the fact that both pleaded
for the saint’s intercession and repeatedly offered their thanks, along with their
shared concern and responsibility for their daughter’s future in later years.

In her witness statement, Johanna recounts that both her father and mother
tried to talk her into taking a husband. Marriage was therefore not solely the
father’s preference, contrary to what clergymen’s writings often suggest. In these
writings, the father’s responsibility is to offer his household members guidance
and instruction and to choose spouses for his children. In the case of the Schir-
reves, Cecilia also seems to have participated in family negotiations. Witness
statements clearly suggest that there may have been an internal conflict within
the family, but it appears that Adam and Cecilia did not force Johanna to marry.
Her marriage was indeed something the family negotiated and discussed, and
perhaps even argued about, but Adam does not appear to have wielded absolute
authority on the matter.

Medieval modes of record-keeping strongly influence our ability to gain
information about unmarried people, especially women. Women were associ-
ated with the reproductive sphere by clerics and secular authorities, meaning
they were often identified by the men of their families in documents: they are
noted as the daughters of their fathers or the wives (or widows) of their hus-
bands. Unmarried women ruptured the ideal gender order of legal and religious
theories, and their marital status is often ignored in documentation.'” Plenty
of information about unmarried women and men who worked all their lives is
available from later times."* Often in the Middle Ages, the only alternative to
marriage presented was taking the veil. This was financially possible for upper-
class women only, because convents typically required a considerable dowry of
their initiates. Hereford and its surrounding areas hosted several monasteries
and convents. Perhaps Johanna wanted to settle down in a convent and live
not only as the virgin of Saint Thomas but also as a bride of Christ. We cannot
be sure, because her witness statement does not explicitly mention a desire to
become a nun.

A daughter’s marriage was very important in determining the family’s future.
Although peasant marriages did not form political alliances or significant trade
relations, the family nevertheless had a considerable say and influence in the
choice of spouse. Families wanted to ensure the viability of the upcoming union,
the suitability of the couple and the security of their financial standing so that
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the couple could become independent. Choosing a religious career was likewise
something that interested the whole family, because this career choice affected
everyone in the family. When family members adopted an ecclesiastical career,
they became responsible for the family’s relations with the religious sphere: they
were expected to pray for their family and elevate their family’s social standing.
This strategy was not unknown to families of modest background either.!®

The Schirreve family was also familiar with a family member assuming a life
in the church, but the child chosen to pursue a religious career was Johanna’s
brother, also called Johannes. Witness statements do not reveal whether this
choice had been made before Johanna’s accident or perhaps as a result of it. In any
case, the decision was not simple: Johannes could not be ordained and promoted
to the clergy without titulus, a sufficient inheritance or income. Adam Schirreve
enjoyed fitulus, but he did not want to give it up for his son. Adam himself does
not mention this, but it is possible that his reasons related to the financial impos-
sibility of giving up an income that supported the family. Cecilia mentions her
son’s career but does not explain Adam’s reasons; she only states that Adam did
not want to renounce his inheritance for his son. Nevertheless, Cecilia did not
remain idle. She again pleaded to Saint Thomas, promised her son to him and
took Johannes on a pilgrimage to Saint Thomas’ grave in Hereford cathedral.
This solved their problem: a nearby knight soon offered Cecilia’s son an income
at his own chapel, where Johannes was later promoted. Cecilia was convinced
that this, too, was Saint Thomas’ doing.

The commissaries conducting the judicial hearing may have disagreed,
because this miracle is not included in later summaries of miracles in the can-
onisation process. The role of divine help in the events remains unclear, but it is
clear that both Johanna and Cecilia seemed to have openly challenged Adam’s
authority. This detailed story of the everyday life and family interaction of an
English peasant family does not exactly confirm the clergy’s teachings on the
proper place of a man and woman, the husband’s authority, or the duty of the
wife and children to obey the head of the family.

As the case of Johanna shows, religion offered norms and regulations but at
the same created a performative space. Invoking a saint’s aid for their drowned
daughter and manifesting their gratitude after the recovery offered Adam and
Cecilia the opportunity to show their parental care and piety. The repeated
pilgrimages to the shrine were also a way to construct a collective identity for
the whole family and refresh the memories of their experience, positioning
themselves as the beneficiaries of a saint. Clear enough, (near-)drowning experi-
ence could have been a life-turning incident for anyone, not least because of the
potential physiological consequences. Rather than a singular occurrence, the
family took measures to make this unfortunate accident a culturally significant
and approved religious experience for the whole family. This was further under-
lined by the paths taken, namely the repeated pilgrimages as a ritual of collective
memory, Johannes’ ordination and Johanna’s sense of self as a virgin of Saint
Thomas. By their ritual practices and repeated narrations of the event, they were
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not only telling a story of a drowning but also of their position and identity.
The intended audience was the Divine and themselves, but also the surrounding
community inspecting them. The performance of religion, gender and family
roles were entangled. Religion as a lived practice and especially the construction
of their experience as miraculous guided their life course.

Domesticity could mean the comfort of one’s own home, the affective rela-
tionships between family members, and care and commitment. At the same
time, it meant responsibilities, hierarchy, and the renunciation of personal pref-
erences for the general benefit of the family. This meant different things for
different family members. Men were not necessarily the heads of the household,
as will be shown shortly; furthermore, taking care of one’s dependents did not
necessarily mean uncontested authority or just drawing the ‘bigger picture’ of
the future. The connection between femininity and nurturing was and is strong
in western imaginary. Maternal caregiving was considered natural in medieval
clerical rhetoric, and it is often taken for granted even today. In clerical rhetoric,
day-to-day nurturing was traditionally considered to be the mother’s task. Quite
often, the parental responsibilities were concretised in daily caregiving, which
comprised of many aspects — also for men. It included taking care of daily needs,
socialising the child into norms and customs, and moral upbringing. Religion-
as-lived was inherent in all these elements.

Concrete nurturing was part of paternal responsibilities, and this was the case
especially among the lower strata. The survival of a child, not to mention many
children, required collaboration and commitment from both the mother and
father, since both parents had to simultaneously work long days. This does not
exclude a gendered division of labour in agrarian production. The categorisation
of work was not fixed, but women in general were more involved in dairy work
and tasks involving small livestock, while men worked in arable farming and
forestry.'® The mixture of labour division and joint responsibility for nurturing is
reflected in a harsh way in the findings of Barbara Hanawalt. While studying late
medieval English coroners’ rolls, she found that fathers were nearly as often as
mothers the first to find their son after an accident. To be the finder of the victim
of an accident obviously implies an interest in the well-being of a child. Mothers
and fathers seem to have been equally active in taking care of their sons, while
mothers were clearly more often the first finder of their daughters, which may
imply their heightened interest compared to fathers. The reason for the fathers’
activity in the case of sons may have been their greater commitment to their sons
compared to their daughters, but fathers and growing boys also shared many
of the daily routines and spaces — as did mothers with their daughters — which
facilitated the finding and made it more plausible.”

On the whole, we know of actual medieval caregiving practices only through
these kinds of occasion — when something had gone wrong and the events were
reported to the officials. In addition to secular court records, canonisation pro-
cesses offer a similar window on the daily performance of parental practices.
As many accidents took place during daily tasks, this background situation is
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often also vividly described in the depositions and miracle narrations. Miracles
may have been extraordinary occurrences, but they took place in everyday life.
Sometimes the depositions offer a glimpse of the flavour of real experience. For
example, one morning in the village of Jider in central Sweden in 1374, the hus-
band of Katerina was lying in bed taking care of their sons, aged eighteen months
and four years. The mother was occupied with other tasks when the father stayed
with the boys. This morning idyll was broken when the boys were suddenly in
pain and soon appeared to be dead. They were recovered through the merits
of Saint Birgitta; the mother was apparently the more active in the invocation,
but the father participated throughout the miracle process. When Saint Birgitta
responded to the prayers by reviving the boys, the parents embarked on a pil-
grimage to Vadstena with them. They offered their oblation at the shrine, and
both parents were interrogated about the event.!®

A collective invocation made by both parents was a regular practice in north-
ern Europe. The illness suffered, type of accident and age or gender of the child do
not seem to dictate the mode of activity or the active participant.!” Furthermore,
neighbours seem to have anticipated this shared responsibility in nurturing — it
was seen as both parents’ responsibility, and negligence was equally seen as a joint
failure. Occasionally, a direct accusation of neglect was aimed even at fathers. For
example, when the aforementioned infant Rogerus had in the beginning of 14th
century strayed from home during the night and fallen into a moat and died,
the local official of Conwy accused the father, Gervasius, of deficient custody.
Rogerus’ parents had been attending a vigil at a church nearby, but this was not
seen as an excuse; ‘you were not vigilant enough — male custodiasti’ was the
response.?’

Fathers were seen as just as responsible, and they could also take the initiative
in the field of nurturing alone.?! For example, Gudwasti invoked Saint Birgitta’s
help when his eight-year-old daughter lay mute for nine days without eating.?
Similarly, Swenonis, a peasant, was desperately concerned about her daughter,
who had been in pain for weeks. The daughter was cured after a plea to Saint
Birgitta was made by the father.?? A recurrent theme in the depositions of can-
onisation processes in central and northern Europe is, however, parental collabo-
ration in searching for a cure, invoking a saint and embarking on a pilgrimage
following a cure. Only Italian urban spheres seem to have been an exception to
this pattern; there women of the same kin group and neighbourhood seem to
have collaborated with each other, and nurturing appeared as a feminine duty.>*
North of Alps, especially among the peasants, this kind of gendered nurturing
cannot be found regularly. A case in point is the aforementioned Adam Schir-
reve, an active participant in the annual pilgrimage made by the whole family to
the shrine of Saint Thomas. More than simply participating, many fathers delib-
erately made their nurturing role visible in the manifestation of their gratitude
after a recovered child.

Being a father and a husband was a question of authority, but it was more than
that. Fatherhood was one element of masculinity-as-identity; it did not comprise
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only patriarchy but also emotional ties, caregiving and commitment to one’s
family. Men’s commitment to their children affected their identities and sense of
self, t00.25 This was also acknowledged by late medieval authors. For example,
Leon Battista Alberti in his Art of Parenting sees fatherhood as a rational cratft,
yet he also stresses that emotion is equally important in the process of raising
children. Fathers needed to experience parenting not only as a responsibility or
a burden but also as a joy.2°

Thus, caregiving could form an element in adult masculinity as well. In soci-
eties with high rates of child mortality, a healthy and strong child was a source
of pride and happiness, and successful nurturing increased both the father’s and
mother’s status in the community.?’ Interaction with a saint could require inver-
sions of traditional modes of the manifestation of manliness, as humility and sub-
missiveness were part of the proper invocation. Nevertheless, to take care of one’s
dependants — even by humbling oneself in front of a heavenly intercessor — was
a statement of masculine identity. Therefore, the rituals and practices of invoca-
tion to cure an ailing child seem to have been such a moment when the tradi-
tional manifestation of masculine authority and power was, quoting Alexandra
Shepard, ‘eclipsed by other determinants of status and identity’.?® Masculine
identity was formed not only in opposition to femininity but also in comparison
to other forms of manliness and masculinity.?’

Husband and wife

From early Christianity on, questions over celibacy and marriage troubled mor-
alists. The hierarchy was encapsulated in the exegesis of the Gospel of Matthew
(13:8), which argues that the seed of chastity yields a hundred-fold reward in
virgins, a sixty-fold reward in widows, but only a thirty-fold reward in wives:
marriage was a morally inferior option to celibacy and virginity. Celibacy’s supe-
riority in the teaching was evident, but arguments for the worth of marriage
were aired already by patristic authors in late Antiquity. Despite its negative
attitude towards sexuality, the medieval church did see something positive in
marriage: it was a sacrament that produced offspring and created marital fidelity,
summarised as proles, fides, sacramentum.>°

Nevertheless, the church could not control marriage. Throughout the Middle
Ages and early modern period, matrimony remained primarily an agreement
between two families, and it was an important institution in securing the fam-
ily’s interests and wealth. The family’s interests were therefore of the utmost
importance in contracting a marriage — even if the choice of spouse and partner
belonged to a person’s most private and intimate sphere. Protestant churches
relinquished marriage as a sacrament, but in doing so, they also relinquished
the notion of the omnipotent virtuousness of virginity. Marriage, although no
longer a sacrament, was nevertheless a God-given way of escaping the sins of for-
nication into which unmarried people would inevitably lapse. In the early mod-
ern marriage, sexuality was not a sin — it was a duty.?' The change was far from
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abrupt: Dyan Elliot argues that the changing approach was already underway
during the Middle Ages: the church renounced prohibitions against sex during
lengthy penitential periods in the 12th and 13th centuries. According to Elliot,
the emphasis on sexual abstinence during marriage was replaced by an increasing
concern for rendering the marital debt by both husbands and wives.?> Through
marriage, women could gain some religious respect as mothers and wives. Even
Mary, the eternal virgin, was made a proponent of marriage: after Jesus was
born, she married and also helped plan the Marriage at Cana.*

The Protestant Reformations solidified the home as the woman’s place and
the family as the woman’s purpose in life. In Protestant areas, adopting a clois-
tered life or taking other religious vows lost its meaning as an alternative life
path for both women and men, and marriage became the new preferred path
for both sexes, the one most people pursued and many ended up adopting. Men
could assume other social roles as well, but marriage was often a prerequisite for
becoming a master craftsman or a full member of a guild. In rural areas, neither
women nor men would be considered autonomous adults until they married;
the running of a farmstead needed a husband and a wife, even if, once married,
either could be absent for long periods due to war, migration labour or business
trips. Marriage was a sign of adulthood, taking on full God-given duties, and,
thereby, having rights. For the large part, unmarried men and women worked as
hired labour and were ruled by their master and mistress.>*

Even if men had a wider range of options in terms of social duties than solely
becoming husbands and fathers, these events created the core of adult masculin-
ity, a crucial milestone in the life course. A household of one’s own gave men
power and responsibility simultaneously, as men were regularly held responsible
for managing the property of the married couple as well as protecting, educat-
ing and disciplining their dependants, which ideologically meant also the wife
in addition to the children and servants. Alexandra Shepard, for example, sees
manhood as an estate, a positive category of status and a form of privilege. It
was based on the age that was between youth and old age, but also on a social
position. ‘Husbandry’ and being a husband, a married head of a household with
a respectable social status, were core elements. These age- and wealth-based ele-
ments were not enough, however, as behavioural characteristics were required
as well, and they, in turn, were often based and defined by religious values. Self-
restraint — avoiding gluttony, lust and pride — was not only a manifestation of
devotion but also simultaneously a statement of masculine authority, especially
for middling-status men in charge of a household.?

Patricia Simons argues that it was virility, not the siring of children, that was
the crucial element of manliness and social power for men. Such questions espe-
cially troubled celibate men during the Middle Ages, as they could not prove
their manliness by sexual acts even if they were considered an essential element
of masculinity. Virginity was presented as an ideal model for men as well, and
celibate men proved their manliness through the struggle with self-control; they
also burned with libidinous desires, but they were able to resist them using their
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willpower and sanctity.’® Just like femininity, masculinity and manliness were
(re-)created by a performance that was guided by both secular and religious val-
ues. They were not the same, but they enhanced each other heavily. This is also
manifested in the idea of parenting: a fertile household was a functioning house-
hold. Its members did not practise the hidden sins of contraception or abnormal
sexual acts. Infertility was a disaster especially for women, but it was considered
God’s punishment for both men and women.*’

In theory, the hierarchy of marriage was clear in both the Middle Ages and
the early modern period: marriage followed God’s order. The husband was the
head of the family, and the father had absolute authority in the home. He was
to rule, guide and discipline other household members. His job was to see that
all the members of the household lived a godly life, had no time to sin and were
corrected if they did. The other members of the household were supposed to
repay him with deference and obedience. This ideological gender hierarchy did
not simply build on the notion that men were supposed to be more rational and
sensible and women more easily led by their emotions.

In practical life, women were not seen as worthless beings, and their influ-
ence and opinions were not considered insignificant — on the contrary. Teach-
ings reflected the need for women’s subordination but also highlighted the
importance of wives: a disobedient, unruly and quarrelsome wife destroyed the
foundation of a functioning household.?® Women held considerable power in
ensuring domestic order and, hence, they held the capacity to threaten it. Part of
this threatening authority was the power of their words: they were persuasive.
Tongue could be a dangerous weapon. Medieval and early modern religious
rhetoric associated women and their speech with their bodies — i.e. with their
sexuality and sensuality.? Even if talkativeness and nagging were vices typically
associated with women and femininity, the situation was not so simple. Not all
of women’s speech was to be condemned, as women could use their powers of
persuasion for both good and bad.

The initiative, talk and actions of a wife are described in a favourable light in a
13th-century exempla recorded by Caesar of Heisterbach. In the story, a usurer’s
widow travels to the Roman Curia to beg for the right to bury her sinful hus-
band in a Christian graveyard after a bishop had denied her this right. The pope
rejects her plea, but the wife does not give up. Instead, she criticises the deci-
sion and, according to Caesar, justifies her request by pleading that as a married
couple, she and her husband were of the same flesh. She cites Saint Paul: ‘For the
unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife’ (1 Corinthians 7:14). The
widow promises to lead a pious life for her husband, and so she does: she prays,
gives alms and fasts. In the end, the pope yields to her request and the widow’s
acts of piousness release her husband from purgatory.*

The words and actions of a wife could also have the completely opposite effect
on the salvation of the husband’s soul. As a cautionary example, Caesar also tells
the tale of a heretic couple. In the exempla, a group of heretics is captured and
placed under arrest near Strasbourg. One of the heretics repents, confesses his
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sins and, by the grace of God, is able to carry a fiery-hot iron rod in his hands
unscathed, passing the test the accused were subjected to. The man in question is
freed and he returns home to tell his wife about the miraculous event. However,
his wife is not happy. In a fit of pique, she scolds her husband: “What have you
done, you miserable thing, what have you caused? For a moment of pain, you
gave up your healthy and holy faith!"*! Caesar continues the story by stating that
anyone could be lured by the snake’s voice. So, the man yields to his wife’s will
and returns to his original faith, and God punishes them both by making them
feel the hot iron’s burns on their hands. To hide their pain from their neighbours,
the couple runs to the nearby forest and howls like wolves. Since exempla had
clear didactic purposes, the wicked are punished: both the husband and wife are
captured, taken to the city, sentenced to be burnt at the stake and are immolated.

As Caesars’ tales show, exempla — educative short stories containing a moral
lesson in a simple form — are relevant in revealing both positive and negative
stereotypes as well as theological ideas and daily practices. Exempla were used by
preachers in their sermons to keep the audience focused and especially to educate
the laity that was not learned in theology or philosophy. Therefore, the context
of the stories needed to be a familiar everyday situation to which the listeners
could relate and recognise. This material was a nexus of learned and lay cultures:
exempla were shaped and written by clerics, but the contents needed to resonate
with the lived experience and worldview of the audience.*?

‘What these stories have in common is that they both display the bond between
the spouses and the intertwining of their fates. Moreover, the stories highlight
the power of the wife’s words and the significance of her actions. Virtuous wives
used their powers in their husband’s favour, whereas vicious wives dragged oth-
ers to ruin with them. Medieval and early modern gender constructions associ-
ated various qualifiers with femininity, women and womanhood. In matters
related to women, it would in fact be more natural to use the plural and talk
about femininities. The context of a text’s creation and the purpose of the text
affected how it defined femininity. Wives were therefore seen in a very different
light in practical sermons aimed at married couples than they were in traditional
lamentations about the miseries of marriage.*’

In the early modern period, the importance of the religious role of wives
was by no means reduced. In the first century of the Reformation, wives were
considered by both the Catholic and the Protestant church to have a great sig-
nificance in converting their husbands to the correct faith — whichever that was.
This was important particularly in 16th-century France and other countries
where Catholics and Protestants lived side by side and where interfaith marriages
were not only common but also politically necessary. In the 17th century, Prot-
estants in particular gave up any hope in this matter; they encouraged women
to concentrate on raising their children in the right faith instead of trying to
convert their spouses. Interfaith marriages remained common in France, but the
discussion of interfaith marriages is not relevant in countries with a more unified

religious situation.**
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Medieval and early modern women are not portrayed as a unified group or
defined solely by their gender and body even within the same source type; women
differed from one another due to their individual characteristics and their social
background. Sermons, for example, could target different sins depending on
the audience’s social status. Lower-class people — both men and women — were
associated with the body, corporality and sins arising from the flesh, including
lust. Middle- and upper-class women were instead thought to be better able to
control their bodies and desires; after all, it was their duty to also control others,
for example their household’s servants.*

Women and men of different social classes were also expected to manifest
different virtues. Catechisms usually highlight quietness, humility and modesty
in actions, words and appearance as women’s virtues, but mistresses also had to
give orders and run a household. Men also faced different expectations in the
Catechisms according to their status and occupation. It mattered — including to
one’s religious duties — whether one was an aristocrat, a burgher or a commoner,
a master or a labourer.*®

Ecclesiastical writings used allegorical gender depictions for various purposes.
God, too, had maternal qualities and Jesus, for example, could be depicted as a
mother. Similarly, monks sometimes described themselves as feminine, referring
to themselves as the brides of Christ. In doing so, they underlined their own
humility: they voluntarily gave up signs of power and their higher position in
the hierarchy. They were the humblest of the humble and therefore worthy of
salvation. The diverse or ambiguous use of gender images did not alter or remove
gender hierarchies; in ecclesiastical literature, masculinity was generally valued
over femininity. In everyday life, however, the value scale could be more fluid.

Married life in practice

In practice, the strict gender hierarchy and the authority of men were not set in
stone. With the hierarchy in need of regular renewal, the theme of hierarchy
runs through various writings and teachings from Antiquity via the Middle Ages
to the early modern period and onwards. Ecclesiastical works discussed this topic
for centuries, but secular sources also defined the power relations between the
sexes.

Mental authority was not always enough to secure power relations, and hierar-
chy was sometimes enforced with physical violence. This did not in itself violate
medieval or early modern notions of the relationship between a man and wife or
some other family member, as violence was, up to a certain point, an accepted
and sometimes even expected part of hierarchal relations — be they familial or
communal. In fact, several legal acts specifically mention that a man has the right
to discipline his wife and children.*’ This is yet another aspect where legal and
religious instructions were in accord, which was seen, for example, in manu-
als for married life. This genre emerged during the 15th century, especially in
Italy. For example, in his Regole della vita matrimoniale, friar Cherubino of Siena
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recommended that a husband use gentle persuasion and teaching when his wife is
committing an offence. Only a wife of rude and poor manners was to be threat-
ened with harsh words. If this did not work, only then was the husband permit-
ted to use a stick to beat the bad behaviour out of his wife, since it was better to
harm the body and save the soul than vice versa. Regole della vita matrimoniale, like
many other manuals, was written in vernacular, which may imply it was aimed
at women readers. Cherubino did grant a similar responsibility to correct one’s
spouse also to wives. However, they were instructed to use soft words only. If
this method did not suffice, wives needed to resort to clerical help.*® Similar
guidelines can be found in early modern catechisms as well as in household
books.* Early modern marriages sometimes showcase how the man’s right to
discipline his family members could result in violence and marital unhappiness.
In Sweden, for example, physically disciplining one’s wife, children or servants
only became an issue if it caused permanent damage. It was acceptable to slap a
maid in the face, but not so hard as to make her deaf.>®

Traditionally, medieval and early modern culture has been seen as particu-
larly violent, although theories of social civilisation have long been questioned.
However, it has been suggested that medieval societies were actually not remark-
ably more violent than modern ones. They were only violent in different ways.
A right to behaviour that modern culture defines as violence was a privilege of
those higher up the hierarchy. Visibility was another difference: righteous vio-
lence was not shunned or hidden, but openly displayed.>!

Violence was generally frowned upon in marriage and the family, although
it could sometimes be expected of both men and women in the rest of the com-
munity, for men especially as a part of a carnevalistic masculinity that required
drinking and brawling. Men undoubtedly sometimes brutally abused their
wives. Whether domestic violence was more common or more brutal then than
it is now is a question that medieval and early modern sources cannot compre-
hensively answer since reliable quantitative analysis is challenging; statistics on
homicides and all cases of domestic violence are not systematic and cases are
underreported. It seems, however, that cases of extreme domestic violence were
rare. During the Middle Ages, intrafamilial homicide ranged from two to eight
per cent of all homicides, while in modern western societies, the proportion
can be as high as fifty per cent.>® Barbara Hanawalt has studied 14th- and 15th-
century English peasants in light of court materials. She cautions that using court
cases to study marital relationships risks overinterpretation. Most normal mari-
tal relationships never appeared in court, and the relationships found in court
records highlight rather more practical aspects of the union: spouses selling or
buying land, acting as witnesses or inheriting property. Violent case materials
often gain disproportionate attention and should therefore not be used to draw
general conclusions about the relationships, emotional bonds or power relations
between husbands and wives.>

In some cultures, a certain aggressive defence of one’s rights and advantages
against rival villages and townspeople was expected of both men and women
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from the farming landowning class and the lower bourgeoisie.>* These were
situations where their authority could be legitimately contested and therefore
had to be legitimately defended. If a man had to resort to violence within his
family, however, the situation was different. The need to defend his authority
within the family already showed a loss of it, and rumours about violence circu-
lating in a village were shameful. Although people were reluctant to intervene
in domestic affairs, they would if the situation required it. Generally, the man in
question was reproached by the magistrate or parish priest. Countries and towns
in which middle-class men were investigated and reproached by magistrates —
their peers, neighbours, partners and competitors — tolerated violence better.
Examples of such areas include German and Italian independent trading towns
and Hanse towns. By contrast, attitudes were stricter and punishments harsher in
places where the accused was investigated and either punished or conciliated by
external authorities — parish priests, dean’s or bishop’s assemblies, local cathedral
chapters, or, in the most severe case, secular court judges. Examples of such areas
include Sweden and rural areas in general.

In any case, people generally thought that if a man’s domestic issues had to be
settled in court, he did not have the authority to deal with them himself. In other
words, he had failed either to prevent his family’s women from straying sexually
or to use suitable means to maintain discipline in the household. All instances
of law nearly always sided with the man or the head of the family, who could
nevertheless sometimes be a woman.>

Resorting to violence was a failure for men in the performance of masculine
authority. Although violence was condemnable, it did not cause marriages to dis-
solve or power relations to shift within the marriage. Marital disagreements were
conciliated whenever possible. Conciliation included expressing disapproval of
the use of excess violence in maintaining discipline and reproaching the man.
Men were sometimes sanctioned to fines or church punishments, but wives were
also instructed to show greater humility in future. Parish priests in particular
could also advise men to turn to prayer to gain greater self-control. God’s will
was used as a justification when reproaching either party. Spouses were then
encouraged to love one another, live in peace and think of themselves as ‘of the
same flesh’, as both the Bible and catechisms ordered. Becoming one flesh was
not just a reminder about the importance of sexual intercourse and especially
its reconciliatory effects; instead, it referred to the notion of treating the other
person’s body as one would one’s own: one should not punish one’s spouse any
more than one would oneself, and one should tend to one’s spouse’s needs for
physicality, food, warmth and nearness as one would one’s own.

Despite the importance of conciliation and the disapproval of violence, many
researchers have underlined the problematic nature of violent marriages, espe-
cially because they were hard or even impossible to leave. Research quotes
lengthy and detailed accounts of violent marriages from legal sources to prove
women’s weaker marital position and their paltry chances of fighting their case
in court. In Finland, Anu Pylkkinen pointed out in 1991 that only the grossest
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abuse cases ended up in secular court; the church court managed to successtully
conciliate many cases of domestic discord or even violence. Swedish rural courts
rarely handled marital disagreements because these were solved in the dean’s or
bishop’s assemblies or cathedral chapters. In many European city states, magis-
trates handled domestic violence cases. This meant that husbands were judged by
their peers —i.e. fellow neighbours — who were likely to support men in the same
position and be somewhat reluctant to intrude in their neighbour’s business. This
could make marital relationships more difficult than when matters were dealt
with using outside help, such as the church.>¢

In Protestant areas, divorce was possible, but not easy. The grounds for divorce
were strictly regulated: they included adultery, life-threatening violence and
desertion. Before a divorce was granted, the couple was advised and sometimes
even forced to live together. A formal separation, however, was easier to obtain
than a divorce.’” In these cases, the couple separated permanently. As marriage
was a sacrament according to the Catholic church, humans could not dissolve it;
nevertheless, unofficial divorces are known from the Middle Ages, and a mar-
riage could be annulled, for example, for too close a consanguinity. In the early
modern period, marriages could dissolve in various ways. In France, it was not
uncommon for a couple to claim that they had never entered into matrimony at
all. Couples could claim to not have been wed because two legal systems existed
side by side: the church emphasised the couple’s consent, which was both suf-
ficient and necessary for marrying, while the secular law emphasised that mar-
riage was an agreement between two families and the consent of the families was
essential. In a church court, a marriage could thus be annulled due to the couple
not consenting, and in a secular court, a marriage could be annulled due to
the parents not consenting.>® In many cultures in northern and eastern Europe,
older notions of marriage based on sex and consummation, which constructed
part of the legal bond, were also present in early modern lay, legal and clerical
thinking.>

In Finland in 1664 (then a part of Sweden), the Turku cathedral chapter
granted Per Christersson Broberg, an inspector and a minor customs officer from
Turku, a divorce or separation (the wording in the court records could mean
either)® from his wife, Brita Palm, who was found guilty of adultery. Theoreti-
cally, it would have been possible — or maybe legally necessary — to sentence Brita
to a capital punishment because of her adultery, but, though legal, such punish-
ments were rarely thought necessary in practice in Sweden. However, the couple
could not keep their hands off each other. In 1667, the Turku court of appeal
validated the town court’s sentence for crimes against chastity because the couple
had had a child together after their divorce and committed further fornication
with each other even after that. The town court sentenced Per to a fine of 10
taler for the first case of fornication and 20 for the second, and Brita to fines of 10
and 15 taler. In addition, both were issued a church punishment by the cathedral
chapter. When the cathedral chapter later revisited the case, it stated that Brob-
erg could no longer abandon his wife and that the divorce had lost its meaning



Lived religion and lived gender in family life 43

when the couple had continued to have sexual relations. However, Broberg was
unwilling to live with his wife. To escape this obligation, the cathedral chapter
ordered Broberg to prove that Brita had had illicit sexual relations with other
men after the couple had got back together after their divorce. According to the
chapter’s view, he had forgiven the first adultery by moving back in with her.
Broberg could not prove his wife had had any other illicit relations, but he was
nevertheless unwilling to consent to continuing the marriage. Since the couple
had caused ‘public indignation’, the court of appeal imposed an 80-taler fine on
Broberg and church punishment on both. Brita was pardoned the fines because
in a way, she had been faithful to her husband after the child had been conceived
and the divorce had lost its meaning.°!

This is not a story of domestic violence, but of the instability of a highly
exceptional marriage. As evidenced by this example, it was indeed possible,
albeit very difficult, to get a divorce. The story also shows that marriage was in
the mid-17th century still — even in urban areas and in the eyes of the Lutheran
church —largely about sexual alliances. Finnish folklore also includes various sto-
ries, customs and spells that highlight the compatibility and the complementary
characteristics of spouses. Laura Stark, who has researched spells used by Finnish
women in the 19th century, suggests that the spells related to enhancing sexual
compatibility. According to Stark, the emphasis on finding a spouse and recov-
ering from childbirth suggest an equal cultural emphasis on marital solidarity
and compatibility.®? Peasant marriage researchers stress partnership and common
interests that guided the spouses’ actions.

Such sources emphasise the peaceable and companionable nature of marriages
and the partnership of spouses. People did not marry for love in the modern
passionate sense of the word, but spouses were expected to love each other as a
charitable duty. In practice marriages were warm and spouses mostly cared for
each other. Although romantic love was not a good reason for marrying, spouses
were expected to be fond of and to take care of each other. Securing a livelihood
and raising children together created a strong bond between spouses.®?

In northern European peasant marriages, spouses were typically of roughly
the same age. Spouses had experience of each other’s spheres of life and could
better evaluate and appreciate each other’s work. Compatibility played an even
greater role when people did not marry young, because the couple’s empirical
world and character had already been formed. Their experiences of the world
were not similar, but wide enough to be able to respect each other’s duties.
Similar stories about finding a compatible partner are, however, also found in
southern parts of Europe, for example in Italy, where the situation was different.
In southern Europe, the age difference between spouses was often considerable,
because men did not marry until they were in their thirties, but girls were mar-
ried off in their late teens, or even earlier among the nobility. A considerable age
difference could further increase inequality in the relationship.®*

Researchers offer different interpretations of the marriages of patricians and
nobles in Italian urban areas. David Herlihy, for one, considers the relationships
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between family members and spouses to have been very idyllic. According to
him, wives fell between generations age-wise, thus making them mediators
between their children and considerably older husbands. Herlihy also emphasises
that mothers had a deep emotional bond with their children.®

Focusing on Venice, Stanley Chojnacki also emphasises the role of women as
mediators, both between generations and between families; through their mar-
riage, women linked together two families. Chojnacki also highlights women’s
well-recognised and respected role in caring for and raising children. How-
ever, some researchers interpret the status of women very differently. Chris-
tiane Klapisch-Zuber has studied Tuscany in the Late Middle Ages and early
modern period, focusing on nobles and important merchants. She discusses the
same features as the above-mentioned researchers: women married young and
stood between families. However, Klapisch-Zuber’s interpretation of the situa-
tion is completely different. To her, the position of women between two families
was proof of their subordinate position: women were exchanged between men.
Klapisch-Zuber argues her theory using the financially and otherwise insecure
position of widows: if a widow remarried, she could be forced to surrender the
children from her first marriage to her deceased husband’s relatives. Wives did
not belong to their husband’s family, and therefore they could not always get
custody of their late husband’s fatherless children.®¢

Nordic customs prior to the 18th century demonstrate that a woman belonged
to her own family and not her husband’s, even after they married. Since children
were part of both parents’ families, a wife could be part of her husband’s fam-
ily through the children if she so wanted. Women could live on their husband’s
family estate as wives and mothers, but they would have individual rights only
to their birthplace. Children were therefore not only women’s and men’s reli-
gious calling but also important for women’s financial security. In addition to
marriage, having children and keeping them safe through early childhood were
important milestones towards ‘adulthood’ and full independence. According to
Swedish legislation, widowed mothers acted as their children’s guardians and
marriage brokers, but, similarly to Italy, only until they remarried. This did
not mean that women were barter goods or commodities; widows were their
own marriage brokers and therefore decided whether they wanted to remarry. If
they did remarry, however, they became subject to their husband’s authority. In
such a situation, it was necessary to separate the children’s inheritance from the
mother’s possessions so that the children’s inheritance was not put in the hands
of an outsider.®’

This difference in interpretation is also visible in how researchers approach
the dowry, the property that women brought with them to the marriage. The
purpose of the dowry was to secure a widowed wife’s livelihood. Dowry prac-
tices varied according to time and place. During the marriage, the dowry could
be administered by the husband or sometimes, like in Sweden, by the wife her-
self.® On the one hand, families competed with each other for power by increas-
ing their daughters’ dowry, but on the other hand, potential husbands and their
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families also demanded increasing sums for marriage. In late medieval Italy,
this led to a situation that could be interpreted as dowry inflation. According
to Klapisch-Zuber, this phenomenon is the culmination of gender inequality,
because the lack of an adequate dowry forced many unwed women to join a
convent. Moreover, wives who demanded their dowry back when they widowed
were considered greedy and evil tyrants who did not care about their children’s
future. Chojnacki points out that according to legislation, the dowry belonged
to the wife. Inflation thus considerably increased women’s wealth, which they
could control independently as widows. After all, widowhood was relatively
common due to the large age differences between spouses. However, families
paying large dowries for their daughters also weakened the position of sons: some
upper-class sons could not afford to marry because the family wealth had already
been used for the daughters’ dowry. Families also had to prepare to pay back their
daughter-in-law’s dowry, should the son die.®

Laws, decrees and teachings therefore regulated the lives, everyday routines
and worldviews of European women and men in the Middle Ages and the early
modern period. Laws and church teachings were nonetheless normative and
reflected the author’s ideal world more than the reality that people lived. Peo-
ple’s liberties, responsibilities, powers and hierarchies were formed differently
in different cultural spheres, but what they all had in common was that they
were not rigid, unchanged and automatic categories into which people had to
cram themselves and their actions and wishes. Legislation and teachings naturally
affected and sometimes even directly defined what people could do and think,
but inter-family power relations were characterised by negotiation, flexibility
and reassessment, if anything.

The violent witch, his whoring sister-in-law
and their grieving mother

In addition to the connections between husbands and wives and parents and chil-
dren, family relationships included those between the adult generations. Wealth
and work, and through them law, played an important role in many family dis-
agreements, but they also influenced the ways people would experience and
live out religious convictions in their daily lives. Wealth, work and status also
affected the roles of good and evil that people were expected to or could choose
to perform. Wealth work and status within the family also had an effect on what
kind of experiences they were expected to have, and what they were allowed
to experience. This is exemplified in the following story, pieced together from
Finnish rural court records.

In 1693, Dordi Matintytir, the eldest daughter of Maria Pertuntytir Sawo
from Pomarkku, Finland, sued her brother-in-law Heikki Janckari for defama-
tion: Heikki had called Dordi a whore. Women in early modern Finland would
also start their own illicit intercourse cases if they were pregnant or suspected
they were, or if rumours of their affairs kept circulating in the community. If
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a child was on the way, women were legally obliged to make the news public,
but there were other reasons for taking legal action as well. First, concealing
a pregnancy could lead to an infanticide charge if complications arose during
childbirth. Second, taking legal action allowed the mother to demand that the
father support his child. Third — relevant if only rumours were born of the
affair — long-term gossiping often led to the parish priest excluding the couple
from communion until the case was closed and any punishments were com-
pleted. When the case was closed, the couple could re-enter the community
whether or not they married.”’ In defamation cases women took legal action
in such matters fairly often, although there was always the chance that the case
could turn against them and result in charges of illicit intercourse. Regardless,
a bad reputation had to be cleared. If people were allowed to gossip, rumours
would crop up eventually — most likely as accusations of illicit sex. It was thus
better to deal with the matter immediately.”!

At least for family reasons, one could have assumed Heikki would have taken
back what he said, but he did not. Instead, Heikki admitted to calling his sister-
in-law whore and claimed he could prove that she had kept two suitors at the
same time. He implied that both relationships had involved illicit physical con-
tact. Why did Heikki accuse a member of his household? Indeed, they all lived
under the same roof: Heikki, his wife (Dordi’s sister), Dordi, Dordi’s mother and
father, and Dordi’s maternal grandfather, who owned the sizable place while his
daughter ran the business. Families and households were entities in which one
member’s doings and reputation affected all other members.”? It could be that
Heikki defamed Dordi out of resentment. He did have a reputation as a short-
tempered man. Heikki might also have had a rational reason for his behaviour: it
was up to the head of the family to ensure that his family members acted morally
and to punish them for any misconduct, if necessary. Any disciplining was usu-
ally done within the family, but sometimes the court’s help was needed.

In this case, however, Heikki was not the head of the family, even though
he was a man living in the same household as his sister-in-law. The head of the
family was Perttu Laurinpoika Sawo, the grandfather of Dordi and Heikki’s
wife. Because Perttu was elderly, he had transferred some of his responsibilities,
power and estate representation to his daughter Maria, the mother of Dordi and
Heikki’s wife. In practice, Maria ran and represented the estate, and she should
have made sure her daughters acted morally.

By taking Dordi’s alleged misconduct to court, Heikki tried to usurp his
mother-in-law’s authority, both within and outside the home, and implied that
Maria and Perttu were not handling the household members’ moral guidance as
well as they should. Heikki called his sister-in-law a whore because she had two
suitors at the same time and had had sexual intercourse with both. An Anders
Skriddare had boasted around the village of having bedded Dordi when the ser-
mon was about the wedding and Cana Galilee. But Heikki had ‘on prayer days
and other Sundays when everyone else was listening to the sermon at the church’
caught Dordi with one Juha Ristonpoika in the bedroom. Once, Heikki had
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even confiscated Juha’s shirt as proof that they had not been fully clothed. He
implicitly claimed that he had to experience ungodly and licentious behaviour
from his family, and, since no-one else took action, he alone was the true godly
authority. By taking the matter into court, Heikki tried to validate his experience
and impose his interpretation on the rest of the village and the neighbourhood.

When Heikki had confiscated Juha’s shirt as evidence, he had been called a
thief. Dordi and Juha explained that Juha had taken off his shirt for Dordi to
mend. Nothing illicit had happened, except for Heikki taking the shirt and not
giving it back. In court, Juha said that although nothing illicit had happened, he
had indeed intended to marry Dordi, but nothing had been decided yet. Juha
had two reasons for bringing up his intention to wed Dordi. The first reason was
common: in Finland at the time, though couples found guilty of illicit inter-
course were rarely forced to marry even if they had child together, no punish-
ment was usually imposed if they did marry. The second reason was specific and
personal: Dordi was the heir of a wealthy house, and rather than distance himself
from a shamed woman, Juha wished to stake his claim for when she eventually
decided to marry. This was also the basis for why they demanded the accusations
be dismissed: Heikki spread such rumours about her to keep her from marrying,
because he was afraid that ‘Dordi and her husband would turn him out of the
estate because he was only married to the younger sister’.”?

Clearly, several interpretations could be given to the same events, and dif-
ferent experiences could be created. Some of those experiences were then con-
tested, negotiated and legitimated in community gossip, and eventually in the
court trials. The rest of the Sawo household agreed with Dordi: Heikki’s only
goal was to prevent Dordi from marrying. Heikki himself was only the husband
of the younger sister and thus stood a poor chance of becoming the estate’s mas-
ter if the older sister married. At the time, Swedish legislation did not grant the
eldest sibling the first right of inheritance, but primogeniture was nevertheless
a common custom.”* Heikki’s chances of ever running the estate were made
even poorer by him not being in favour with his mother-in-law or the estate
owner. On the contrary, Perttu testified in court that Heikki had ‘come to the
estate against his will, only because he had seduced the family’s daughter’. With
all things considered, Heikki was facing the usual fate: he and his wife would
eventually have to move out to allow the actual master couple, Dordi and her
husband, to take full possession of the estate. Heikki himself had vocalised his
concerns publicly in a loud argument with Juha’s father, Risto. Heikki had yelled
at Risto: ‘How could you and your son drive me away from the estate when I
have already settled there with my children!’

And as clearly as Heikki had tried to set himself up as the Godly authority,
he was now trashed as the ultimate un-godly evil. As the argument contin-
ued, Heikki and Juha’s father Risto ended up accusing each other of witchcratft.
Heikki accused Risto thusly: “You have bewitched the Sawo son!” Risto replied
to Heikki: ‘If I have, you were the one who asked for him to be bewitched’.
Mikko, Dordi’s only brother, had died some time ago. On his deathbed, Mikko
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had had nightmares about Heikki and Risto. Many people heard Heikki and
Risto’s row, and rumours about Mikko having died due to witchcraft started to
spread around the village. At first, suspicions centred on Risto, who had been
known as a sorcerer for decades. His witchcraft had been the topic of court cases
since the 1680s, and he was also involved in a few active cases. It would have
been easy to believe he was the culprit even now. The Sawo family repudiated
the rumours and said Risto was not the one to blame for Mikko’s death, and that
if anyone had cast spells, it was Heikki in his jealousy and anger.”

The tide had turned. What began as an accusation of fornication had turned
into one of witchcraft against the original accuser. Both accusations combined
religious and communal blame and shame with claims of misused power and
religiously determined vice.

In 1694, Dordi and Juha were ordered to either marry or take an oath of puri-
fication on their innocence (or pay a fine, if they could not take the oath). They
decided to marry, which hardly came as a surprise to anyone except Heikki, who
seems to have hoped that whereas his premarital affair had opened a way into
the household, Dordi’s would shut her out of it. This was not to happen. The
family clearly sided with Dordi and Juha. When around the same time Risto had
to take a group oath of purification in a witchcraft trial that had started in the
1680s, people from the Sawo household were there to swear to his innocence.
The whole affair would probably have died down had not Antti Skriddare, Dor-
di’s alleged second suitor, pressed charges against Heikki for defamation. From
Antti’s point of view, this was a mistake. Heikki stood by his claim that Antti and
Dordi had had illicit relations. He even claimed that he had seen Maria and her
sister find Antti and Dordi in flagrante delicto in the sauna, and Maria had slapped
Dordi’s face. When the judge inquired about this, Maria denied remember-
ing any such affair. It soon turned out that Antti had been drunkenly running
around the village, boasting about his successes with the heiress girl. Nobody
took Antti’s drunken babbling seriously, and in the end, the matter was forgotten
with no court ruling.”®

So, Heikki lost his battle. In a final attempt, he even accused Maria of witch-
craft. Maria had previously been charged with practising witchcraft with her
mother, but Heikki’s charge did not stick. Throughout the affair, Maria’s posi-
tion as the head of the household and estate never wavered in the eyes of the
villagers or the court. Maria had the full support of her father and the whole
estate — with the exception of Heikki, of course — and, to a large extent, the vil-
lage and court. As the witchcraft trials proceeded, Heikki’s situation only grew
worse. Despite their public arguments, the whole family still lived on the estate.
During the witchcraft trials, Perttu and Maria accused Heikki of a much graver
crime, a crime that would be much more likely to end in a death sentence than
witchcraft: they claimed that Heikki had physically abused them. It was claimed
that Maria had tried to intervene when Heikki had hit and kicked Dordi and
pulled her hair when drunk, and Perttu had been met with punches and shoving
when he had urged Heikki to rock his crying child’s cradle. At first, the matter
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was unresolved because witnesses had not been invited to court in time. Maria
withdrew her charge at the next court session — only to renew it a year later.
Maria explained that out of a mother’s love and ‘because she was old and because
Heikki Janckari had promised to move out and leave her and her father in peace
and treat them with obedience and respect in future, she had helped Heikki as
much as she could, even against her better knowledge. However, because Heikki
was unwilling to respect his promise’, she was now forced to level the charge
against him again. Maria said that all she wanted was to live in peace with her
husband and father. This meant that Heikki had to leave the estate.””

Heikki had tried to find himself somewhere to live, but his reputation as
an angry, rowdy and violent drunk — as described to the court by Perttu — had
spread far, making it difficult to find a new home. He was probably not wanted
in any village in the Greater Ulvila area. It is telling that when Heikki realised he
had to leave the estate, he refused to do any work and also forbade his wife from
working. At the same time, Heikki began to demand that Maria pay them a full
salary for the years they had worked on the estate. This venture failed as well: the
court ruled that Maria had already paid the couple what they had earned in addi-
tion to their upkeep. It was not until 1698 that Heikki found a farm — it had been
abandoned because the previous inhabitants had failed to pay their taxes — and
moved in with his wife and children. Out of motherly love, Maria withdrew the
charges of witchcraft and violence. As a mother, she said she had been so worried
about her son Mikko that it had made her too suspicious, and all she wanted now
as an elderly mother was peace.

And so, Maria and Perttu got their peace and Juha and Dordi got their estate,
and they seem to have lived fairly happily ever after. The court records do not
reveal whether Heikki’s wife and children also enjoyed a happy ending. The
accusations of whoring and witchcraft were simultaneously very mundane, at the
centre of the village life and clearly religious in their nature. They were a way
of bringing religious roles into daily life in both virtue and vice. Maria, Dordi’s
mother, provides a third example of such a religious-mundane double position
when she emphasised her role as a good mother grieving for her son — almost
like Mary in the priest’s sermons. What Heikki had tried to undermine, Maria
managed to use to her advantage.

Bad and holy mothers, caring and punishing fathers

It 1s no coincidence that Maria Pertuntytir Sawo repeatedly appealed to her
‘motherly love’, which she used as the reason for both bringing and withdrawing
charges against Heikki. Maria and Perttu’s attack against Heikki was aggressive,
and yet they managed to portray themselves as loving parents and peace-loving
elderly people while simultaneously portraying Heikki as a rowdy and violent
drunkard who could not even take care of his baby boy. Perttu’s story of Heikki
abusing him began with a depiction of a crying baby that Heikki had ordered a
farmhand to rock. The farmhand did not consider it his duty to soothe the baby,
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and so Perttu told Heikki to lull his own baby himself. Throughout the duration
of the case, Perttu kept appealing to his old age and his long-suffering tolerance
of Heikki’s behaviour due to his age and their family ties. Maria fared even bet-
ter in explaining how she had stepped in to protect her daughter from Heikki’s
abuse and been struck herself,”® further highlighting the contrast between the
parents, who were authoritative and caring, and the adversary, who was a lout, a
neglectful father and a bad husband. Perttu and Maria made it look like Heikki
deserved to be pushed out of the family community, which was undoubtedly
their intention.

Maria earned part of her authority through her role as a mother, which prob-
ably helped the people of the estate and village choose her side. As the mother of
three adult children, she had proved her experience and capability, and she had
become a natural authority for the younger generation. This posed a problem for
Heikki: he had to fight an older woman — a mother — for control of the estate,
with the community supporting Maria. Yet it was Maria’s role as a mother that
Heikki attacked when he repeatedly criticised the questionable morals of Maria’s
daughter, Dordi. Maria had failed to raise her daughter properly, then failed to
control her properly and finally failed to punish her properly — or this at least was
how Heikki portrayed it. When Maria denied having seen any illicit encounter
in the sauna, the court believed her. One could attack a woman by criticising
her motherhood and parenthood, but these roles also yielded women authority.

In the Middle Ages and early modern period, motherhood was an uncertain
and frightening state, because it involved assuming responsibility for keeping
children healthy and raising them. The more absolute power a mother held over
her child, the more frightening it was to use that power. On the other hand,
women who held great power — like Maria — were usually older women who
were tried and tested mothers. Their children had already survived into adult-
hood and perhaps had children of their own. Motherhood was a milestone for
younger women as well, since having children marked the transition into adult-
hood and signified an important turning point in emotional life. For young
women even more than seasoned mothers, motherhood may have been a trou-
blesome tangle of demands and mixed feelings.

Luther’s Reformation defined wifehood and motherhood as the religious pur-
pose of a woman’s life. Many historians have pointed out that of the two, wife-
hood is often emphasised in literature because it portrays a subordinate hierarchy
more clearly than motherhood. The same historians have viewed the Protestant
mother’s role in the age of Reformation and Orthodoxy as binding, often even as
oppressive. According to the new doctrines, married women could serve God in
their everyday lives, but historians state that Luther’s model of good motherhood
was no easier to follow than that of the Virgin Mary. According to them, impos-
sible expectations were placed on mothers and motherhood. In theory, mothers
should have fully devoted themselves to raising their children, but this was not
possible because they also had to support their children. Managing a household
also came with many responsibilities, some of which took women out of the
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home, not to mention the work women did in the fields, in rearing cattle, at
communal baking ovens, in their husband’s shops and so forth. These research-
ers view the discrepancy between expectations and practice as oppressive. They
argue that the Reformer’s way of making motherhood the only way for women
to serve God was a form of oppressing women while praising them. Only one
kind of motherhood was acceptable, and it was impossible to fulfil in practice.
Women were set up to fail no matter what they did.”

Motherhood, like managing a household, was a role that could offer women
not only great pleasure but also respect and power. However, it was also possible
that something could go badly wrong. Children’s lives were fragile. At worst,
their short lives could be full of heartbreaking suffering that even their mother
was unable to ease. This caused mothers to become anxious and start doubting
their worth, which, in turn, could make them aggressive even towards their
own children. Few mothers, however, could admit to their inability or aggres-
sion, and so women blamed witches for their own failures and sufferings and
used them to project their own feelings of hatred and insecurity. In their view,
witches turned cream sour and made children fall ill. Women blamed the people
they considered witches for their own fears and failures.

According to Roper, a typical witch was an older woman who was past her
child-bearing days, and she was therefore thought to be jealous of mothers with
children. Ageing women and their barren bodies were also considered signs of
death. Instead of feeding children, witches were assumed to suck the blood of
babies. Instead of preparing food, they prepared poisons. Instead of cultivating
fields, they caused crops to fail. They were everything young women feared.®

These thoughts were encapsulated already in the medieval concept of vetula,
a negative stereotype of immoral and often lewd old woman. Vetulae featured
particularly often in didactic exempla, where they were typically depicted as
devious go-betweens, for example, between illicit lovers or between demons
and sinners. Quite often they contested clerical authority. The medical lore sup-
ported the moralists’ teaching, and older women, especially poor ones, were
potentially dangerous and poisonous. Post-menopausal changes meant toxic flu-
ids no longer exited their bodies with the menses, and they were thought to be
able to poison a child with one look. The medieval concept of vetula may have
served as a prototype for the later stereotypical image of the witch.5!

While motherhood and parenthood certainly were fragile and dangerous,
blaming them for the witch trials is a biased view indeed. In fact, the accused were
not nearly always older women: in the Sawo case, for example, the accused was a
young man. This is also a very narrow view of motherhood. Admittedly, Luther’s
descriptions of good mothers are depressingly perfect and uniform. These descrip-
tions do not account for any other needs, aspirations or wishes women might have,
because they assume that a Christian’s only wish is to serve God. Examining the
lives of peasant women in early modern Finland, it is obvious that even less than
perfect mothering could offer women joy, respect and — like in Maria’s case —
status and power. Maria may have failed in raising her daughters: both seemed
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to have engaged in premarital relations, and both may have had these relations
with unsuitable men (Heikki and Antti). Regardless, at least one of her daughters
seems to have conducted her experiments as part of what was indeed expected of
her — essentially to ensure the compatibility of marriage partners. This daughter
ultimately married well and suffered no significant economic or social loss for her
experience. With her daughter’ status maintained, Maria mother also succeeded
well enough in motherhood to use it and the capability it extended to fend off
Heikki’s grab for power.

Maria’s authority was supported by her father and husband. She ran and rep-
resented the family estate from the early 1690s, her father Perttu probably being
too old and perhaps too tired for the role. Perttu did, however, occasionally
attend court even in the late 1690s. Maria’s husband may have been sickly, but
he too had represented the estate for some time in the 1680s, until he began to
face recurring problems in presenting cases and finally disrupted a court session
by turning up drunk. The family and the household chose Maria over other
candidates, including men, to represent the estate, and neither the village nor
the court objected.

Maria’s case also shows how much a woman’s position in her household influ-
enced her status in the community. Acknowledged as the head of the estate,
Maria had the support of the village community and the rural secular court.
Dordi was protected by her family, and that might explain why no witnesses
showed up to testify that she had engaged in premarital sex. Researchers often
note that in witch trials, a woman’s position in her home and family determined
who accused her and how. If a woman was respected in her immediate circle and
a jealous neighbour tried to use her to attack the whole family, the family would
protect her. If a woman was not respected in her family, the family could aban-
don her. A woman’s position in her family also determined the kinds of roles she
had outside the family: she might be a mistress or a maid, or she might stay in the
comfort of the home entirely.

The events also show how experience influenced the interpretation of the
situation: while Heikki accused Dordi of illicit sexual intercourse with Juha, she
herself seems to have thought her actions rather normal. In fact, it seems Dordi’s
conduct was more or less what was expected of her as the daughter of a size-
able farmhouse: to find herself a capable spouse with whom she could in future
manage the farm, and, in fact her actions were not unusual. Tiina Miettinen
shows that especially daughters of wealthy father could enjoy considerable sexual
freedom and still end up in good marriages, both economically and emotion-
ally. On the other hand, previous experience also led the community to judge
Heikki as a quarrelsome and untrustworthy drunkard. Nevertheless, both these
examples also point that those who had power and wealth were more likely to
have experience on their side — and probably more able to get their interpreta-
tion and their experience shared by others This power was gendered, although
women had a considerable amount of it, through their positions as mothers and
houschold mistresses as well as through village gossip and town rumour. It may
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be that it is only in cases where a man was left powerless that a historian is forced
to notice that the important thing was not so much whether women or men were
allowed to experience certain things but who had the power, in each situation,
to determined which experiences were acceptable, to all individuals of different
genders, ages and statuses.

Conclusions

Family relations and the home were essential in both religious teaching and ele-
ments of daily life. Family and home formed some of the social and physical
structures that bound individuals to communities and events and interpretations
into experiences. Religion and gender were lived out and experienced at home.
Secular and religious values regularly supported each other and guided the con-
struction and performance of gender. Being a wife and mother or a husband and
father were crucial constituents of adult identity, and these identities were imbued
with religious thought and devotional responsibilities. Family roles were a com-
plex matter, though, and theological theories and teaching on gender were often
inconsistent and even contradictory. A good wife and mother, for example, also
possessed the attributes of a pious Christian: she was meek, humble and obedient,
but also dutiful and diligent. However, if the need arose, she needed to correct
her dependants. Furthermore, humility and especially self-restraint were also part
of being a husband in the religious context. Religion formed the basis for fam-
ily relations, but it also offered an option for contesting them. Therefore, even if
learned ideas generally agreed upon the gender hierarchy, they did not agree on
the uncomplicated categories of feminine and masculine. Obviously, the lived
experiences, situated in time and society, of medieval and early modern women
and men were even more multifaceted.

Since homes and family structures changed slowly, their influence on religion
and gender was gradual. It is said that the Renaissance domesticated religion, and the
consumer revolution of the time brought a new volume of religious paraphernalia —
and thereby new forms of religious experience to the home.®? This is completely
true. However, Reformation ideals of marriage and motherhood were not com-
pletely new to society, nor to religion. While the Protestant Reformation’s ideals
lifted marriage and motherhood up as sacred, the home and the family had long
been central to everyday practices of faith and piety. What may have been new
was a more forceful divide in the development of the meaning of the home and
family in religion: The Catholic church sought to make the holy family as pure
and divine as possible while the lay Catholics sought to make it as relatable as pos-
sible.®® The Protestant churches sought — in varying ways and to varying degrees —
to extend the purity into the earthly homes and families — the everyday of which
the actual members and inhabitants of those families then moulded according to
their possibilities, virtues and vices. Home was not merely a built space that formed
the material conditions of experience, but an experienced space where the mean-
ing of objects as well as people came from experienced relationships between the
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members of the experiencing community — a community built and defined by
those same experiences. In these relationships in the home and the family, the
past, the present and the future were intertwined; religion and gender both played
multiple roles defining, but also defined by experience.

Of course, different cultural areas of Europe were not alike in every respect.
Family structures varied from the southern and eastern multigenerational and
sibling households to the north-western nuclear types. Furthermore, no area
was uniform: there were large households in England and Scandinavia as well
as individual couples with children in nuclear-type households in the Mediter-
ranean. It is essential to understand the contingent nature of all patterns: people
lived in many different circumstances. This is essential for understanding the
fluctuating nature of gender and piety. Since both were something that people
did, performed and lived in connection with other people and other demands
around them, something that had to be negotiated, approved and interpreted
with others in the community, both gender and piety were also things that
could be adapted, appropriated and changed according to situational needs. The
communal aspect gave meaning to singular events, turning them into cultural
practices, making an individual occurrence into an experience. The next chap-
ter will take these situations from the sphere of the home and the family outside
to public religious life.
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1694. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO a 3:35-7 (new page numbers: 42—43). NA;
Ulvila 17 & 19 June 1693. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO a 1:180-181. NA; Ulvila
16 & 18 June 1694. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO a 3:251-255 (new page numbers:
151-153). NA, from which also the quote ‘hon eij welat see Janckaris ofird opa sin dlder-
dohm, utan som han ldfwat hemmanet afstijga och sig om annat huusruum forsee, sampt lembna
henne med sin Man och Fader i roo pd hemmanet quwarblifiva, och dem med lydno héidan effter till
handa gaa, hafwer hon sa myckit moijeligit warit, honom emot sitt bittre wetande hulpit, Men som
Janckari sin lafwen icke fullgiora—"; Ulvila 8~10 January 1695. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II,
KO a 5:26-28. NA; Ulvila 23 & 25 January 1698. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO al1:
29v-33. NAE See also Heijden, ‘Contradictory Interests’, pp. 355—370 for the relation-
ships between children and their step-parents and parents-in-law.

Ulvila 3-5 June 1683. Ala-Satakunta II KO a 1:185-186 (425-v). NA; Ulvila 12-13
March 1694. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO a 3:35-37 (new page numbers: 42—43).
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NA; Ulvila 17 & 19 June 1693. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO a 1:180-181. NA; Ulvila
16 & 18 June 1694. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO a 3:251-255 (new page numbers:
151-153). NA; Ulvila 8-10 January 1695. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO a 5:26-28.
NA; Ulvila 23 & 25 January 1698. Vehmaa ja Ala-Satakunta II, KO al1: 29v-33. NAE
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Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality and Medicine.
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GENDER IN PUBLIC DEVOTION

In the medieval and early modern world, inner spirituality was an essential part
of religion, but it was nevertheless only one part. Religion was encapsulated in
symbols, gestures and rituals — acts that could be inspected by others. Quite often
these performances were also meant to be inspected. Proper religious practice, be
it Catholic or Protestant, required the use of spaces outside the home. Religion
was simultaneously private — intimate even — and communal, visible and public.
One could say a quick silent prayer when hearing the bells for Matins ringing
and turning on one’s side in bed, but religion was on the whole a communal
practice. By attending masses, listening to sermons or embarking on a pilgrimage
together with one’s family, kin and neighbours, a collective identity — a devo-
tional community — was created. Collective performance in a widely accessible
space lay at the very core of religion as a lived practice.

The medieval and early modern public sphere in general has been thought of
as dominated by men if not men only, perhaps even more so when it related to
religion. Ideology often pointed that way. In practice, women could not escape
entering the public sphere entirely. Women bought and sold things at markets,
baked at communal baking ovens and had grain ground at mills, but they also left
their homes to conduct their duties as mistresses or tradeswomen, serve penance,
go on pilgrimages and attend church. The image is further complicated by the
fact that even if ‘private’ and ‘public’ were as spaces and concepts present in the
pre-modern world as well, they were not formed following the same categorisa-
tions as today. Judicially, medieval and early modern people comprehended space
according to the public-private divide: some places were under private owner-
ship and some in communal usage. Sometimes these elements commingled: a
marketplace could have been judicially privately owned yet in communal usage.
In addition to judicial definitions, the social meaning of a space was crucial.
The public and publicity were elements that could be negotiated, contested and
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re-created. In fact, the status of a space and significance of a performance was a
social process requiring constant redefinition.

This chapter deals with how life in the public sphere was reflected in terms
of what lived gender and lived religion meant to late medieval and early modern
people. We focus on people’s actions; on symbols, rituals and performances; and
on forms of devotion that were intertwined with mundane activities lived among
everyday routines and troubles. One major element consists of rituals that were
public or deliberately made so. We start with pilgrimages, which were public
rituals often having a background motivation in domestic relations and family
life. In addition to pilgrimages, medieval and early modern religiosity embraced
various other public performances as constitutive elements. They were a way to
contest and confirm gendered expectations. A heated topic, for example, was
the act of preaching by both lay men and women. It challenged not only gender
expectations but also essential societal hierarchies.

Making the private visible: pilgrimages

A journey to asacred place was a typical mode of religiosity from antiquity onwards;
physical contact with a saint’s shrine, relics or other place connected to the cult was
crucial in experiencing the sacred. It created a bond between the Christian and
the Divine. Being physically present at the sacred place, seeing, hearing and even
smelling it, as well as touching its objects, was a particularly relevant element of
medieval religiosity. Sensory elements lay at the core of understanding and living
out religion, making it tangible and comprehensible, creating an experience of
the sacred. The Reformation did not erase the need for a sacred space in religious
practice, nor the need for bodily practices and sensory elements. In Catholic areas,
pilgrimages as devotional performances continue to the modern day.

Pilgrimages were such a typical form of medieval religiosity that it has been
estimated every Christian embarked on such a journey at least once in his or her
lifetime. This indeed seems plausible, as the length, background motivation and
actual performative practices varied a lot. Some pilgrims travelled to the other
side of continent from Finland to Santiago de Compostela or from Iceland to
the Holy land, but a journey to the next village or other side of one’s hometown
could just as well have been meaningful as a religious experience.

Pilgrimages were in principle devotional practices that were available to
everyone. Needless to say, geography, age, economic status and health signifi-
cantly dictated if and how these rituals could be performed, as they required
time, effort, and money.! Travels could be tough and even dangerous. They seem
to have been quite a gendered phenomenon: men formed the majority of long-
distance pilgrims, whereas women were eager to travel to nearby shrines. This
was undoubtedly due to quotidian conditions: household tasks, small children
and cattle were not easily left behind for longer periods. Therefore, to embark
on a journey to a sacred space was not a decision made lightly or purely out of
devotion. Some of the risks of travelling outside the home were also gendered:
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only women faced the risk of rape, for example. Some of the hindrances were
also based on cultural expectations put forth especially in the moralists’ writings.
In them, straying too far and for too long from the home and its environs would
tarnish a woman’s reputation. The basic cultural assumption linking domesticity
and femininity influenced the image of women as pilgrims as well: all widely
travelled women could be seen suspicious or wanton.?

As is the case for the majority — if not all — of medieval and early modern
religious performances, pilgrimages were not only a question of piety or spiritu-
ality. They were acts of devotion but inextricably linked to the political power
relations of the area as well as the social demands and communal position of
participants. Travelling to a sacred space could sometimes be considered a liminal
moment of direct communication with the Divine. However, pilgrimage was
seldom performed alone. They were joint efforts and visible to others: they were
public rituals involving formalised, collective and repetitive symbolic action.
They communicated various aspects to the travelling companions and congrega-
tion at the shrine. They were thus a way to make the private public.

There were many grounds for medieval Christians to embark on a pilgrim-
age, but interaction with a saint was a major motivation. Petitioners sought the
saint’s assistance at his or her grave or gave thanks for the help received. Since the
saint’s aid was sought for within daily troubles, the interaction and invocations
for help as well as manifestation of devotion were also closely linked to daily life.
By participating in a pilgrimage, the participants could manifest various aspects
in their status and identity. Successful nurturing, devotion and even political
opinion could be made visible by embarking on a journey to a local shrine.

The visibility of the performance could be enhanced by adopting ascetic
modes of travelling. For example, Zona Ricii promised to whip herself while
entering the city gates of Tolentino on her way to the shrine of Saint Nicholas
of Tolentino. Similarly, domina Cathalina’s pilgrimages to the same shrine were
a real spectacle, as she promised to take her son Nanczus there as well and lead
him with his hands bound. She also promised to offer a wax leg to the saint. A
few years later, she promised to do the same with her daughter Andriola, but in
addition to leading the girl there with the child’s hands bound, she also prom-
ised to walk barefoot. The mother would carry a candle as long as the girl to the
shrine. Nanczus had fallen from a wall and injured his leg badly, and he had lain
unconscious for two days; the doctors had abandoned all hope of his recovery.
Andriola, in turn, suffered from falling sickness. Hence, the situation was pre-
carious and both children suffered from a severe condition.?

These common devotions also created a freer space for women to operate.
They were a way for women to combine their gendered everyday duties with
their religious practice, perhaps even increasing their spiritual prestige or social
status in the process. One way to combine everyday duties with the practice of
faith was interacting with a saint. Saints had supernatural powers, an ability to
save and cure, and so people often pleaded for a saint’s help in the midst of every-
day chores, for example in finding a cure for a sick child.*
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An integral part of this interaction was offering a gift to the divine inter-
mediary in return for help. The gift was often a wax figure in the shape of the
ailing limb, but saints were also offered other material and immaterial gifts. For
example, the gift could be a promise to name a child after the saint or to give the
cured child to the monastery or convent dedicated to the saint. These promises
were binding and could not be abandoned lightly. Although churchmen con-
sidered decisions about a child’s future to be the father’s, canonisation processes
offer practical examples of such decisions being made by mothers.

Personal penances were also offered as gifts, such as prayers, fasting and char-
ity. Women were free to create a binding bond with a divine intermediary and
commit themselves to various religious practices — sometimes even for life — by
promising to give annual gifts on the saint’s feast day. Some promises of gifts,
such as jewellery or silverware, could cause financial distress or power struggles
in the home, but all promises affected the whole family in one way or another.
Some promises were also noticed outside the home, in the village or town com-
munity. Such promises included cutting one’s hair, making drastic changes to
one’s appearance by giving up jewellery and other ornamentations, or making an
ascetic pilgrimage barefoot, in a hair shirt or while flogging oneself.’

The surrounding community interpreted these manifestations to mean that
the person’s plea for help had been answered and that the person had formed a
particularly close relationship with the divine intermediary. Humbling oneself
to public penance could indeed be a way of stressing one’s spirituality; being a
beneficiary of a miracle could elevate a person’s religious standing in the com-
munity.® It also signified successful nurturing: help had been received and the
patient had been saved. Gifts of thanks to saints therefore linked everyday life
and the demonstrations of one’s position in the community. Quite often the
intention was not, it seems, to break the boundaries of gendered behaviours,
but rather to strengthen them and manifest the success one had in fulfilling the
expectations of the surrounding society, by being an observant mother, produc-
tive nurturer and a devout Christian — even a saint’s chosen one.

Even if men could also invoke a saint’s help for others and engage in ascetic
practices as a counter-gift, both of these features seem to have been heavily gen-
dered in the Italian context. In Italy, it was especially mothers and other relative
women who occupied the nurturing role and invoked a saint’s aid in the welfare
of family members. In other parts of Europe, this responsibility seems to have
been more equally shared, as argued in the earlier chapter. Typically, the Italian
form of interaction seems to have been the highly public mode of the pilgrim-
age as a gift to repay a saint’s intercession.” As the example of Cathalina shows,
such acts were not enough in themselves; she promised material offerings as well.
However, as public rituals, these pilgrimages were a form of communication,
towards the Divine in expressing one’s gratitude, but simultaneously towards the
surrounding community. In this case, they told a story of piety and devotion,
obviously, but also one of successful nurturing. References to barefoot pilgrim-
ages can be found all over Europe, but walking with one’s hands bound seems
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to have been typical solely of votive offerings to Saint Nicholas of Tolentino. A
saved and cured child was a source of pride and joy in a society with high levels
of child mortality, and the reason for these pilgrimages and Cathalina’s successful
interaction hardly went unnoticed when she was carrying a human-sized votive
oblation and her children were travelling in an ascetic mode.

Cathalina was clearly making her private caregiving role visible by these ritu-
als. This is particularly emphasised in the cure of Andriola, as Cathalina said she
made the vow silently in her heart while watching her daughter suffer a seizure.
The successful result was, however, presented to everybody. It seems that a pil-
grimage was a way to emphasise an accomplishment in the demands of daily life.
Religion reinforced both gendered responsibilities and options.

The Italian urban sphere was an eminently suitable context for noticeable
modes of pilgrimage. The city states had their own patron saints, and the petition-
ers had various options, saints and shrines, to choose from. At the same time, the
area, and also the cult of saints, was clearly connected with political strife. Cults
of patron saints were used in political propaganda, and the choice of intercessor
could be a politically laden act. As an example, we may take the aforementioned
cult of Saint Nicholas of Tolentino. Didier Lett has estimated that Pope John
XXII (1316—1334) may have wanted to reward reliable allies by opening a can-
onisation hearing on their patron saint’s sanctity in 1325. In pre-modern Italy,
regions, cities and elite families were in constant aggressive competition with each
other. The political turbulence was by no means alleviated by the rivalry of the
Guelphs and Ghibellines, the two powerful political factions active in the area,
the first supporting the pope and the latter the Holy Roman Emperor.?

Canonisation was a papal privilege, and popes also used it in their claims for
power; it could be a way to reward loyal supporters by granting official recogni-
tion of — or at least opening a hearing to investigate claims about — their patron.
Nicholas himself had not been a political figure, nor was he connected to the
power struggles between the Guelphs and Ghibellines. He was an Augustinian
friar well-known for his humility and ascetic way of life, but his cult and the
way his canonisation process was carried out were closely linked to the mani-
festation of political power. The canonisation hearing was held in the cities of
the Marches of Ancona, which belonged to the Guelph faction that supported
the pope. The local elite families of Guelph background dominated the hearing
as witnesses. Their political adversaries and allies of a more modest background
were not interrogated on the matter.” Therefore, when the local elite — both men
and women — embarked on a pilgrimage to Nicholas’ shrine, they were not only
living out their personal piety. Pilgrimages may have been connected to personal
tribulations and recoveries, like in the case of aforementioned domina Cathalina.
In a politically turbulent era and in an area divided by two political factions, the
journeys simultaneously contained political messages proclaiming devotion for a
Guelph saint and support for a Guelph city.

Some miracles themselves draw their origin from the political milieu or pub-
lic incidents. This was the case, for example, in the miraculous liberation of
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Bartholoctus in Montefalco Umbria at the beginning of the 14th century. Bar-
tholoctus, the husband of Andreuctia, had got into a fight and severely injured a
man. He was taken captive and put in prison. Andreuctia and Bartholoctus’ kin
were afraid he was going to face the death penalty, as the injured man seemed
to have died. The kinsmen took very practical measures at this point to avoid
this outcome: they tried to break into the prison to help Bartholoctus escape.
The reason for the aggression and killing is not mentioned, but since the kin
was active in course of action, it may have been a wider affair. Late medieval
Italian towns were notorious for vendettas between families. A vendetta was
considered a legitimate means of resolving a conflict by the participants. Active
participation by the relatives may imply this was the case here, as the kinsmen
did not show a heightened respect for the official judicial system. Breaking out
of prison was not a completely unknown survival strategy, as medieval prisons
were not particularly enclosed institutions. For example, family visits were quite
common. Bribing the guards may have been more typical a procedure than con-
cretely tearing down the walls, though.!

Andreuctia did not take part in this endeavour. It was a risky business and
required a lot of physical strength. As a woman, she did not have many legal
options to resolve the case either, since the legal capacities of women were heav-
ily restricted in medieval Italy, even if there was no clear consensus on the limits
of women’s judicial power and the different legal systems were partly contradic-
tory. For example, Roman civil law did not grant mothers the right to serve as
the guardians of their children, but canon law did. Ius commune and some author-
itative commentators claimed that women could serve as arbitrators or procuratrix
for their relatives.!! This may have been optional for Andreuctia, but she chose
another way to solve the situation. She may have been in a disadvantageous posi-
tion in regarding physical strength or judicial capacity, but she was by no means
helpless or inactive: she resorted to divine help. Andreuctia invoked a local holy
woman, Saint Clare of Montefalco, saying: ‘Blessed Saint Clare, I beg you to
help me in this tribulation so that my husband will not die such a death, and if
you do this, I will come barefoot to your grave and bring a wax of two pounds —
and I will make my husband come there, too’. Andreuctia was soon comforted,
as Saint Clare appeared to her urging her to pray to her mother — meaning Clare
herself — and her husband would soon be liberated. This indeed happened; the
next morning the town council (curia) set him free unharmed.

The inquisitorial committee was interested to know by what means Bar-
tholoctus was liberated — after all, an administrative decision hardly qualifies as
divine grace — but the case was nonetheless accepted among the miracles inves-
tigated in the canonisation process of Clare of Montefalco. Liberations from
captivity were a topos among miracles, and quite often the background element
was a sense of injustice; the beneficiary was typically a victim of elite tyranny and
imprisoned for unfair reasons. These miracles were not necessarily too marvel-
lous or fantastic; the bounds could have been loosened miraculously, but just as
typical was taking advantage of the right moment: the guard could have left the
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door unattended and the captive could have just walked out.!? Therefore, Bar-
tholuctus’ case was not completely atypical among this kind of miracle. Further-
more, Andreuctia’s vow and vision functioned as certifications. Sure enough, this
case was not among the most popular or well-known miracles: it did not make it
into the miracles listed in the official list of questions,'* and Andreuctia was the
only witness in the case. However, a barefoot pilgrimage to the shrine while car-
rying wax was a clear indicator of special status and the occurrence of a miracle.
It was a method to make the caregiving role visible, but in addition to that, in
this particular case, it was also a comment on family hierarchies. Andreuctia had
indeed been a dutiful wife and saved her husband, but by doing this she had also
gained control over some matters in family life — she was responsible for their
relations with the Divine. Therefore, she could boldly promise to make her hus-
band participate in the ritual of thanksgiving, thus commixing public and private
roles, gender hierarchies and inner spirituality with public performance.

Case of Andreuctia and Bartholuctus shows the different ways the public and
private intermingled in the field of religion. Another kind of commixture can
be found in the following cases. One October at the beginning of 14th century,
Cecca was helping her relative with the harvest. She was outside her home and
apparently alone. Mediterranean culture had a strong prejudice against wom-
en’s activities in the public sphere, but even here — not to mention the rest of
the Europe — the gendered allocation of space could not be enforced outside the
elite. In the lower strata of society, one salary was not enough to provide for the
family, so women also had to work for a living. Sharon Farmer has shown that
in medieval Paris, for example, the poorest women, even if they were married,
had to beg to support their family."* Presence in the spheres outside the home
was not necessarily a sign of privileged status — it could be the exact opposite.
This unprivileged position was clear in Cecca’s case, too, since along came the
rasbaldini — a band of seven robbers — who tried to rape her. Cecca was terrified,
but she explained that she would have rather killed herself by one of their knives
than surrender to them. She recommended herself to Saint Clare and defended
herself with such vigour that the robbers did not molest her.!

Others were not so lucky. In 1370s, a mad woman — a rape victim labelled as
a demoniac — was cured at the shrine of Charles of Blois in Guincamp, Brittany.
Reportedly, she was raped by powerful men of ‘high society’. Afterwards, due to
the assault and her fear that her husband would hate her for it, she lost her mind
and became demens ac demoniata.'® Brittany was ravaged by the Hundred Years
‘War and violence was endemic. The case may be connected to this background.
She had been wandering around aimlessly and had happened on Charles’ shrine
apparently by chance. We may ponder whether Clare actually helped Bartoluc-
tius and Cecca or whether some other way of explaining the result is more plau-
sible. However, it is indisputable in all these cases that religion offered a coping
mechanism in times of distress. This element is particularly underlined in this
case of a raped, unnamed woman. In modern terminology, this woman’s condi-
tion would likely be defined as post-traumatic stress disorder. Medieval people
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were obviously not familiar with such terms, but it was understood that violence
and forced sex caused severe anxiety. Religion may have increased the pain, since
she had engaged — even if unwillingly — in an illegitimate sex act. Religion,
however, also offered a coping mechanism: the intercessions of saints were suc-
cesstully sought for various aftlictions. In this case, religion added an extra layer
to the coping mechanism. This woman and the people seeing her had translated
her experiences into the language of the demonic by explaining the symptoms
in terms of demonic presence. It was a means for the victim to voice her distress,
to make it known to the surrounding community, and to allow the community

to comprehend and help ameliorate it.!”

Religion was a way to make private
tribulations public. It offered a way to make situations comprehensible and to
communicate personal experiences to others.

During the era of the Reformations, many religious ceremonies and rituals
had a particularly public nature. Various performative practices often includ-
ing the laity’s ritual participation were traditional already in the Middle Ages.
In the struggles over proper religious belief and correct religious practice, the
political messages of these customs were heightened. Protestants labelled many
Catholic traditions vain or even superstitious, but for Catholics they were a
useful tool to activate and incorporate the congregation in the practice of reli-
gion. This is concretely illustrated in cases of demonic possession, which were
a prominent phenomenon especially at the beginning of early modern era.
Demons as active forces were present in Christianity from Antiquity onwards,
but some doctrinal and political turning points made their presence more evi-
dent. The first milestone was the Fourth Lateran council, which defined the
Devil as a fallen angel and thus clearly inferior compared to God. He was
a mighty adversary nonetheless, and Christians needed to be careful, as the
Devil and his demon minions enticed them to sin and sought to lead them to
eternal damnation. The declaration of the annual confession of sins for every
Christian, also made at the Fourth Lateran Council, produced an upsurge of
warning examples of demonic tricks and the birth to new source material, such
as exempla and manuals for confessors.

Since they were superior in their physical and intellectual powers, demons
did not only entice people to sin, they could also violently possess an inno-
cent victim’s body. Demoniacs and delivery miracles had biblical prototypes,
and examples can be found through the Middle Ages. This phenomenon was
particularly significant during the early modern era, however, which has even
been defined as ‘“The Golden Age of a Demoniac’.'® A case in point illuminat-
ing the usefulness of public exorcism for denominational propaganda was the
possession and subsequent exorcism of Nicole Orby in 1566. Her case gained
widespread notoriety in France, and she was exorcised in a particularly public
way by a bishop. The ceremony included long processions in front of large
crowds, allegedly 150,000 people. A host in a monstrance was used first to pro-
mote a hostile response from the demon inside the possessed girl and then to
drive it out. The demonic presence was a personal tragedy, but it also enabled
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the airing of various kinds of religious fears. Simultaneously, the exorcism prac-
tices offered assurances of the efficiency of the sacramentals and traditional reli-
gious practices. Nicole Orby’s case was part of the power struggles between the
Huguenots and Catholics: it was the polluted France itself that was purified by
driving out the malign spirits within the girl. Since Protestant denominations
did not embrace such a variety of ceremonies and were hesitant if not outright
hostile towards the sacramentals, they were not equally well equipped to handle
public exorcisms: joint prayers and hymn signing were not such an ostentatious
display of religious character and authority compared to the Catholics’ proces-
sions, sprinkling of holy water and oil, relics and official exorcism ceremonies
performed by priests. Potentially, because of this, there were far more Catholic
than Lutheran — not to mention Calvinist — demoniacs."”

During the early modern era, the deliveries for demonic powers were turned
from a miracle that was uncontrollable by humans into a priest-ordained cer-
emony. Women had a prominent role in these public rituals, but as objects,
not as independent agents. On a general level, the early modern period wit-
nessed sterner attitudes to women’s public devotions and rituals. The church’s
objective of compartmentalising various phenomena and institutions more
strictly may also explain the increasingly negative attitudes towards women’s
public expressions of faith. This objective was already strong in the Middle
Ages, but it only grew stronger in the early modern period. A previously per-
missive attitude to different manifestations of faith became more controlled
and organised, leaving less room for informal initiative and innovation. Devo-
tional guidebooks, prayer books, exemplum collections and catechisms came
out in the Middle Ages, but their number grew larger in the early modern
period as books became cheaper thanks to advances in paper-making and
printing. Codes of conduct and ‘oeconomia’ — books — collections of maxims
and tips with advice on just about everything — were also published for the
nobility. The starting point for quite a few of these works was that women
should stay in the privacy of the home, away from the public sphere, while the
men handled public responsibilities.?”

At the same time, a public presence was required of women. This presence
involved the field of religion but also their roles as carers and household mis-
tresses, representatives of their family and managers of their businesses. These
roles were all intermingled. When ‘Ménagier’ of Paris instructed his newlywed
fifteen-year-old bride, in addition to providing food recipes and instructions on
growing roses and raising hounds, he advised on proper behaviour in church.
Regular attendance at mass was expected, and therefore religious practices took
the women outside the home even while religious teaching warned against it:
contradictory requirements were inherent in gender construction. When going
to mass, the young bride should be attended by respectable matrons and avoid
suspect company, especially dishonourable women; she should keep her head
high (after all, she was of noble background) but her eyes lowered to avoid con-
tact with other people, especially men. This was not enough, though, as proper
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attire was part of publicity as well. Therefore, the elderly man advised his young
wife not to have her hair in disarray or dress in a muddle. Indecent dress, like
new fashions, excess ostentation and a disgraceful way of walking, would bring
dishonour and shame to her husband and her family.?!

Meénagier de Paris was a household guide for a wife. It included not only liter-
ary loans and narrations, practical recipes and advice but also prayers and direct
advice on pious behaviour. These elements were not so eclectic as one might
think at first glance; they were all aspects of proper conduct. Religious practices
penetrated both the private and public spheres, and together they formed an
amalgam that could be labelled the good life —i.e. a respectable, orderly kind of
life that follows status and gender expectations. To attain this, public appearances
did not need to be completely avoided by women, only appropriately controlled.
This kind of advice and regulation was gender-specific but not exclusive; men
faced similar expectations of conduct and attire, even if they were not often so
clearly propagated.

Some researchers, including Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, a researcher of early
modern women’s history since the 1980s, think that people stopped viewing the
opinions contained in the conduct books as mere opinions and started taking
them as scientific or religious truths. According to these researchers, the notion
that women should stay at home was no longer just an opinion to early mod-
ern people; it was a simple fact that followed from what women actually did.
Women were best suited for minding children and managing the household. As
ideologies gradually became lived truths, everyday practices began to reinforce
these ideologies.?” Lyndal Roper also suggested in 1989 that German teach-
ings focused on Luther’s notions of women as wives and not as mothers partly
because the woman’s subordinate position was perfectly clear in the relationship
between the wife and husband. People did not want to muddle this clear hierar-
chy by exploring the different relationships between mothers and their children
or women and their servants.>> In Sweden, too, the relationship between the
husband and wife was considered to reflect all social relationships between men
and women, or in fact any reciprocal relationship in general.

This kind of interdependence between ideologies and real life was enforced
by codes of conduct, the works of religious philosophers, confessor’s guides and
sermon collections. These texts often illustrate teachings with examples taken
from real life — or at least examples allegedly taken from real life. People had
to be able to believe these stories or imagine themselves in a similar situation.
When they did, the stories could be used to describe normal life. It is of course
clear that the stories had been chosen and modified to reflect the church’s teach-
ings and serve a specific purpose. The clergy’s writings took a stricter tone on
women in the Late Middle Ages, and speech and writings likewise extolled
patriarchal power relations and the withdrawal of women from public life in the
early modern period. This rhetoric was caused by women, wives, widows and
daughters being more open and daring in public, in the market, in the economy
and in religion.?*
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Manhood and masculinity as lived practice of religion

People — men and women — and their activities were also evaluated by social
norms and standards in daily life. An important field for closer scrutiny was
work, and this could be accomplished by guild systems in towns. In the coun-
tryside, there was no such official system, but the evaluation took place as a
natural part of people’s everyday actions and interactions. Masculinity was sim-
ilarly expressed in work and competence within it. In rural areas, masculin-
ity was closely tied to farming and the representation of the household in the
spiritual world. All around Europe and especially in the rural areas, the official
church calendar was complemented by a range of unofficial religious celebrations
according to the calendar and harvest year. These formed the platform for regu-
lar religious performance, tying daily life, work and devotion tightly together.
These feasts included celebrations of church holy days — Easter, Christmas, etc.
Spring in particular was a time for various official and unofficial rituals and cel-
ebrations to ensure the fertility of the fields. For example, Rogation Days, the
timing of which days varied according to the date of Easter, were celebrated with
processions to secure the harvest, as was the Feast of the Invention of the Holy
Cross (celebrated on 3 May). Typically, these days were celebrated by processions
and the Litany of the Saints prayer, but there were also festivities of a less peni-
tential nature. Saint’s day celebrations connected to mid-summer festivities, for
example, were often celebrated by dancing. Sometimes the disputes between the
clergy and laity over proper ritual practice — who was allowed to dance, where,
when and in what company — led to accusations of heresy, superstition, and
demonic presence. Even if dancers were typically of both genders, these conflicts
were gendered: dancing was a corporeal practice seen to lead to promiscuity, a
sin typically connected to femininity in the minds of medieval moralists.?
Saint’s day celebrations were part of the liturgical calendar and the rotation of
the agricultural year and seasons. They were important constituents of religion
in action and shared public practices. The marking of the passage of time with
certain rituals was deeply rooted in agricultural societies. Interaction with the
saints had a spiritual meaning, but ritual participation was also a way to mark
one’s position as a member of the community. These needs were not displaced
simultaneously with the intercessory position of saints during the Reformation.
For example, in Lutheran Finland, Corpus Christi continued to be an important
feast in post-Catholic times. In Jaiski in 1686, a villager called Tuomas Pullinen
testified against his neighbour, Berend Tappain, and incriminated himself at
the same time by explaining that he knew of his neighbour’s practices because
‘he did well celebrate the same Corpus Christi and Saint Catherine’s days, by
putting on his best Church clothes, and drinking special beer, with no strang-
ers or servants but only those born at home and their own folk’. Furthermore,
Pullinen said that he slaughtered a lamb and cooked it as a dedication to God.2®
The celebration of most Catholic saint’s days had been renounced by the Swed-
ish church at various points around the turn of the 16th and 17th centuries, but
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the neighbours also admitted to celebrating Saints George and Olaf of Norway
with special ale. Usually the celebrations included psalm singing and prayers. In a
couple of cases, the lay people were also reported to have celebrated an ‘irregular
Mass’ — these descriptions include elements of blasphemy, although at least some
of these celebrations seem to have been done in all earnestness.?’

These features also likened the celebration in various ways — by dress, singing
and prayer — to the celebration of holy days in church. The villagers and house-
holders had brewed special beer or ale and drank toasts in honour of the saints
celebrated. Such toasts to the Virgin Mary or the saints had been an important
part of convivial piety throughout Europe. The late medieval Baltic Sea region
was no exception in this, and this form of devotion was particularly important in
Livonia.?® A special meal was also a common feature: a lamb or calf was slaugh-
tered and prepared beforehand to be consumed in honour of the saint, especially
Saints Catherine of Alexandria and Olaf. Sometimes the meals took place in the
cattle sheds, sometimes in the house, and occasionally the meals included presen-
tations in specially built or ad hoc offering places.?’

Finnish historians used to locate these celebrations in the remote and therefore
peripheral areas, arguing they were held among the poorest and least educated pop-
ulace, who were thought to have been subject neither to the proper teachings nor to
the control of the church. In reality, however, saint’s day rituals were not restricted
to the peripheries, nor to the poor and ignorant. They could occur in densely inhab-
ited areas, where the vicar and chaplain could see everything that went on, as well as
in the more remote regions, where catechism hearings and sermons were more eas-
ily avoided. The participants were often relatively well-to-do freeholding or land-
owning peasant farmers, sometimes wealthy ones, people who were familiar with
the generally accepted manners and rules, even if not formally educated. The types
of masculinity the participants represented were therefore at the centre of the rural
community, the most hegemonic but also the most contested.

In the Jaiski case, for example, the first offender, Berend Tappain, was a local
peasant farmer. Whereas all of the ordinary people living in the rural country-
side are today sometimes called ‘the peasantry’, at the time those who considered
themselves to hold some sort of ownership or permanent right to a landholding
distinguished themselves from the rest of the rural folk as ‘the settled folk’ — bofast
bo(e)nde in Swedish or talonpojat in Finnish (literally meaning ‘sons of the house’).
Ownership meant different things to different people, and in the eyes of the
elites, some of these people were only renting the land from the crown. Never-
theless, the talonpojat, be they freehold or tenant farmers, were the better-off stra-
tum of the rural non-gentry. At the end of the description of the court session,
when the parties had been sentenced to fines and the sentence was referred for
the approval of the Court of Appeal, the records also note that both parties were
‘well able to pay their fines. This was not always the case, and especially when
servant folk and landless people were sentenced, the monetary fines had to be
commuted to corporal punishment: consequently, the ability to pay is evidence
of relative prosperity.*”



Gender in public devotion 77

Tappain seems to have worked as a juror in the court sessions of the previous
year. In the Swedish secular courts (Finland was a part of Sweden at this time),
the office of juror was a position of trust in the community: the same men held
the office from one year to the next. Jurors were often used as local experts in
court, not only to give an opinion on how matters should be judged but also to
act as tools of the crown in carrying out both court decisions and all other sorts
of local government business.>' Tappain was certainly not poor or ignorant by
contemporary village standards, but rather a prominent member of the commu-
nity. While this tells little about Tappain’s religious or other education, it shows
both that he was in a position to know how the legal court operated, and that he
probably knew very well what kind of customs were generally accepted in his
village. It should not be assumed that he naively admitted to behaviour he would
think could be considered suspicious. His testimony, therefore, reflects what a
good if not major part of the community thought.

These saint’s day celebrations were calendar festivals held to cater to the needs
of a northern agricultural society well into the Protestant 17th century. They
abound with hierarchical references to kin members and outsiders or landowners
and the workforce, and there is much eating and lighting of fires in reference to
the sufficiency of food, warmth, light and so on. Travel to sacrificial places is
also sometimes recorded, but these rituals away from the homestead lack the sort
of domesticity and intimacy of the devotional pilgrimage rituals in the medieval
cults of saints in the southern parts of Europe. One of the reasons could be a
different gendering of the ritual. This may account for some differences in the
expressions of intimacy, since intimacy between men and between women was
different. Even when both men and women performed the rituals, however, they
worked differently: in southern Europe, many of the pilgrimage rituals were
performed by women for reasons that related closely to their personal and family
circle — to pray for a miracle or express gratitude for the curing of their children
or family members — as part of their care and duties as mothers and wives. In
Finland, the regular calendar celebrations were often masculine events, although
women did take part in some of them. Whereas people did request cures for their
family members or cattle, they seem to have performed the duty as household
masters and mistresses, representatives of the household rather than fathers or
mothers of a close family. Nevertheless, as we will show below, different meth-
ods of personalisation can be seen in the more ad hoc type of saint’s celebrations
women resorted to when they found themselves in a situation of special, pressing
need.??

In other words, active religious participation was important to the parishio-
ners. The practices mentioned above used to be labelled bargaining by scholars,
and they do have a strong negotiation trait, but they should not be seen cynically
as empty of spiritual meaning. They were also about claiming religious agency
and subjectivity. It is true that at some points this subjectivity could be repre-
sentative: one did not always have to take part personally in the action, and one
could send a representative, such as a neighbour or a member of the household.
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Representation in household and kin matters — as well as matters concerning the
whole village — was an accepted principle in secular matters. The more personal
the matter, however, the greater the duty it was to take a personal part in the
religious activity.*?

Both in church and on irregular holy days, a meal was central in the ritual
and worship. The participants in the saint’s day celebrations drank beer, slaugh-
tered an animal, cooked a meal and ate it. The participants let out their cattle
in a specific way and knelt down in prayer. The farmers’ own practice was one
of tangible action and performance instead of words.?* Various levels of agency
are evident in the saint’s day rituals. Most of the rituals were performed by
men, although presumably (it is not mentioned) the meals would be prepared by
women. Except for the rituals of letting out the cattle, the place of women and
children was standing and watching nearby. Although the examples cited above
give scant detail of these specifics, the court records detail the use of magic in the
letting out of the cattle, and women and children played a major part. Children
made a noise with rattles and horns to frighten away beasts and bad spirits, while
women led the cattle out over a fire or stood over the gateposts with their legs
spread to ritually protect the cattle.?

Many of the descriptions note — as does the one from Jaiski — that in the
household rituals only ‘those born in the house’ participated, instead of the whole
household with servants, live-in workers and more distant relatives — sometimes
even a spouse that had moved in was left outside. The rituals thus marked not only
the external boundaries of the household but also those within — the boundaries
of kin and family. In marking and enforcing the community, the private celebra-
tion also enforced the hierarchies within the household in a way comparable to
seating orders in church.

As they relate to daily work and livelihood, the rituals also reinforced a sense
of belonging to the community in which the work and rituals were performed.
These were rituals where members of a certain household, family, kin group or
village were separated from others and marked as belonging together. The same
took place on a larger local scale in the church, where the parish was collected into
one community among — but slightly different from — other Christians. Sharing
a meal is universally thought of as a mark of unity and equality. In the church
services, and especially in the communion, the unity of the whole parish was
enforced, with both past and future generations being symbolically present. This
was important for both the parishioners and the realm, but the unofficial celebra-
tions put smaller communities at the centre. Communality is an oft-noted charac-
teristic of pre-modern religiosity.*® The communality was enhanced by tying the
religious together with the mundane, especially with drinking. For instance, C.
Scott Dixon suggests that attendance at the church service accompanied a visit to
the alehouse, which integrated villages, communities and kin.?” In rural areas with
no alehouses, drinking during the celebration served to integrate the household.*®

In the religious rituals, gender roles related to the everyday life and livelihood
of everyone, regardless of status — those who owned land, those who were either
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born in the house or entered a landed family through marriage, and those serv-
ing others. They were reinforced in the sphere of the sacred. This was not simply
an ordering of the community into neat rows of pews in the church according
to their wealth and status: it was a performance in which everyone had to take
their own place and agree to the places taken by others. It is not surprising that
although there were women involved, sometimes as very important agents, this
was also a sphere where masculine dominance was most visible. It was the hus-
band who represented the household, both in the village and in the sacred.

People could create a private space around them in public places. In church or
the marketplace, they could do this by wearing certain apparel, such as a veil or
scarf, or by acting in a certain manner, for example by looking down. ‘Public’
has never meant only the things that are known as opposed to the things that
are secret; it has always also meant how things that are shared or public relate to
the things that are private. Illicit intercourse and other sins were therefore never
private, although modern ideas might lead us to think so. God’s collective wrath
towards sinners originated in early Christianity, while the transformations of the
Reformation era added to its weight: it was a collective duty of the parish to sup-
port illegitimate children in the absence of a father, and this made sins markedly
the business of everyone.

The interconnection between lived religion and masculinity was a complex
matter; independence, authority and responsibility were attributes connected to
masculinity. Alexandra Shepard, for example, defines manhood as an estate; it
was a positive category of status and a privilege. In addition to sex, it was based
on age and social status. ‘Manhood’ could be acquired (only) by those who were
adults between youth and old age, and another important aspect was household-
ing, meaning being a married head of a household with a respectable social sta-
tus. Derek G. Neal calls this kind of masculinity ‘husbandry’, meaning middling
status men in charge of their household dependants. Managing and controlling
the household and chastising its members as needed were thus part of socially
privileged masculinity.* However, humbleness and devotion were positive ele-
ments in every Christian’s position. It could be challenging to be a man of status
and pious Christian simultaneously.

However, being a man did not just depend on status markers: behavioural
characteristics were similarly crucial. To be the head of a household was not
enough, one needed to manage it with honour and prudence. Socially and reli-
giously correct deportment was a status marker especially for those aspiring to a
higher social position, like masters in the merchant class in late medieval cities.
Early Christian ascetics and the vitae of the Desert Fathers could be used to cre-
ate an image of the industrious, worthy, esteemed, yet modest merchant. The
right kind of masculinity was not easily accessible, however, but it was nonethe-
less also available to women. Aspiring Christians of both genders needed ‘to
overcome the feminine side of their nature, and conquer worldly temptations
(particularly sexual lust) in order to maintain a properly spiritual lifestyle’. Thus,
only the strongest were able to adopt inner manliness, but the strongest could
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have just as well actually been women.*’ So, while gendered attributes and sta-
tus markers were used to create an image of oneself as respectable and devout,
the very same identity-making process could have overshadowed them up to
the point they were temporarily irrelevant: consequently, gender identities were
multiple, particularly in the field of religion.

A particularly multifaceted matter was clerical masculinity, especially the sex-
uality of these celibate men; it is relatively well attested in the sources, and due to
its complexity it has aroused a keen interest among scholars of medieval history.
Sexual prowess and virility were crucial constituents of masculinity. Begetting
children was a prerequisite for dynastic aspirations and an inevitable component of
being the head of the household. However, at least some of the clergy held an ele-
vated social position, even if they were unable to prove their ability in this field.
True enough, chastity was a virtue, but it was nonetheless a cultural category — it
did not ensue from physical virginity alone, and moral purity could be combined
with fighting against sexual lust, or so it seems.

Virginity as a life-long career choice emerged in Late Antiquity; it marked
the cultural transition caused by Christianity. In the medieval world, chastity
was an important cultural model, but it was also a cultural sore point because of
its fluidity and difficulties in categorisation. It was seen as a distinct sexual ori-
entation that had a deep societal impact. Chastity was linked to the sexed body
and changes to that body; it was not a lack of desire, but a way to redirect it to
matters of the spirit. According to Ruth Mazo Karras, there was a fundamental
difference of identity between the sexually active and the chaste. The erotic
could overlap with the spiritual, but it was nonetheless distinguished from the
carnal.*! The importance of this kind of sexual orientation is emphasised further
by Jacqueline Murray, who argues it made a decisive difference to a person’s
identity. According to her, ‘Chastity took human beings back to the prelapsarian
one flesh that was created in God’s image’. Therefore, she sees chastity as a third
gender category.*?

Rather than viewing it as a distinct gender category, the importance of chas-
tity is best attested in the way it multiplied gender expectations and also high-
lighted the difference between masculinity and femininity. While fighting the
sin of lust was of crucial importance for mystics, for men the preservation of
their virginity was usually narrated as a form of willpower; it was a contest with
and victory over one’s own flesh and desires. For men, then, temptation was
something to be overcome, and hence it offered an opportunity to prove one’s
masculinity. Celibate men manifested their masculinity in a struggle for self-
control. For women, sexual temptation was more readily a taint, since resistance
to temptation was a masculine virtue.*

Canon law also forbade the clergy from using violence and physical aggres-
sion. This did not always prevent them from participating in the field of war,
for example, or from aggressive political manoeuvres. Typically, clerics thought
the pen mightier than the sword, and they constructed their identity, created
an esteemed position and sought power by rhetorical means. A competition
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between clerical and secular masculinity — among other things — can be seen in
the following example from 1370s Sweden.

Hans Smek was a knight of German origin serving the Swedish king, Albert
of Mecklenburg (1364—1389). Albert was originally the Duke of Mecklenburg,
and German nobles played an important role in the Swedish realm during his
reign, causing the Swedish nobility to fear the loss of their privileges. This inci-
dent is recorded in the canonisation processes of Birgitta, and it took place in
1374, when her relics were being returned to Sweden from Rome, where she had
died. Birgitta had been a member of the high aristocracy and active in politics.
Her acts in the political field were not unanimously accepted, nor was her sanc-
tity after her death. Hans Smek was one of those who doubted her saintly posi-
tion. Seeing the relics being carried, he mocked them, saying: “What do I have
to do with this old hag (vefula) and her remains?’ An exclamation of this sort can
be taken as a manifestation of his noble status — religious practices and veneration
of the common flock were of no importance to him.

In addition to status-based dismissal, Hans had a gendered, even a misogynis-
tic trait in his scorn. Not only did he doubt Birgitta’s position as a saint, he also
used an exceptionally pejorative term, vetula. It carried strong connotations of,
if not magic and superstition, at least sinful behaviour. An old woman, a vetula,
was an archetype of a notorious sinner in both moral and vernacular texts.** In
addition to moral condemnation, the image of the vetula was reflected in medical
discourses where older menopausal women could be seen as dangerous or even
poisonous, since the toxic fluids no longer exited their bodies with their menses.
Later, the vetula also served as a prototype for the witch. Thus, this was not a
minor insult. The punishment needed to be in accordance with the severity of
the insult, and so it was. Following his defiling words, Hans became so crazed
that he not only saw a multitude of demons but also fled to a forest, took off his
clothes, kneeled in front of a tree and whipped himself severely. Later he rode
to a church, closed the doors and flagellated his body and head with sticks and
whips, shouting at his friends: “You accursed robbers and oppressors (tyranni), you
have spoken just as badly of that blessed domina Birgitta as I have, you are just as
deserving of malediction and the company of demons as I am’.

Birgitta’s cult was used in political endeavours after her death and the quantity
and quality of punishing miracles testify to the firm resistance as well as the active
shaping of her image as a saint, the latter being done by the Vadstena clergy recording
the miracles. Her image was constructed in the canonisation process as a saint fight-
ing against demons and urging Christians to confess their sins.* Birgitta’s position in
the hierarchy was clearly established, but the case constructed and reflected earthly
hierarchies as well. This knight was forced to take off the signs of his elevated social
position: without his clothes he was only a man, not a member of the elite; his kneel-
ing and flagellating further emphasised his self-abasement. Even if he himself carried
out the performance of humility, it can hardly be defined as voluntary.

The political element is explicit: Hans Smek’s peers were likely other Germans,
and to label them fyranni is an accusation of bad and illegitimate government.
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Similarly, to label this noble entourage as robbers was an accusation, likely of
robbing Vadstena and competing for economic wealth and privileges. By the
time of the incident, the position of Vadstena was not yet established or secure,
since the abbey was not dedicated until 1384. The local clerics recording this
case and other miracles had been closely associated with Birgitta; they were
learned men of authority and experience. Recording these details was not a mere
coincidence; the case was famous and these exclamations were part of different
versions of it. Hans Smek and his companions were considered to compete with
the abbey and to seek to suppress its position and influence. Later, during the
15th century, the abbey became an influential centre where the council of the
realm met several times; the priest brothers held considerable political authority

4 A similar kind of aim can

and used their sermons to deliver political advice.
be detected in this earlier material as well. The ethnic dimension of the political
struggles and the activity of the Vadstena clergy in this field are also reflected in
Vadstena Abbey’s memorial book. A later note depicting these years describes the
situation in a following manner: ‘then birds-of-prey occupied the hilltops since
the Germans tyrannised the country’.*’

With the inherent ethnic dimension, the elite’s struggle for power is clearly
demonstrated in this case. Nevertheless, it can also be read in the context of
competing ideas of masculinity. As this case is recorded in the canonisation pro-
cess of Birgitta, humiliation caused by demons was not the end of it. After a
while, Hans regained his senses and promised to make a pilgrimage. First, he
intended to make a journey to Aachen in his home country, but he was severely
re-afflicted. He got better only after understanding that he needed to pay tribute
to the very same relics he had reviled. With the utmost humility, he approached
Vadstena Abbey and the relics of Saint Birgitta, and then he was cured. Humility
was an underlined element of the narration, but the delivery not only required
self-abasement in front of Birgitta’s relics but also in front of the Vadstena clergy
as well.

Hans could not perform the accustomed role of knight after he had violated
the cosmological hierarchy. Both demons and saints had power over humans.
Adult men of high social status were not the most typical victims in cases of
demonic possession in general. Nevertheless, when recoding miracles for Bir-
gitta’s canonisation process, the Vadstena clergy did not shy away from this cat-
egorisation. They used it to manifest the superior powers of Birgitta as a saint
and the importance of Vadstena Abbey as a sacred place housing the relics of this
heavenly intercessor. Competing here were not only the disrespectful Christian
versus the saint commanding demons but also two different types of masculinity
as well. On the one side, there was the rich and powerful but sinful and disre-
spectful knight; on the other side, there were the obedient and devout clerics
who lacked many typical means to manifest masculine status and prove their
manliness. However, the latter had an overpowering back-up force: their gen-
dered patron saint. Wealth and social prestige did not ensure the proper perfor-
mance of ideal masculinity, and virility and sexual prowess were but one aspect
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of it. The clerics in charge of recording this case seem to have had various meth-
ods of identification, also concerning gender. They relied on social prestige and
links to the ruling class — that is, Birgitta and other Swedish nobility — taking
advantage of Birgitta’s cult for their own enterprises. It was Birgitta, the heavenly
domina who was at the top of the hierarchy, and the priest brothers in Vadstena
Abbey were merely her humble servants. Furthermore, in social hierarchies they
were subservient to the abbess, who was in charge of the abbey. These humble
servants were nevertheless able to differentiate the righteous from the sinners and
define piety and proper ritual practice, for example whether a pilgrimage and
other acts of gratitude were sufficient or not. The priest brothers were on the
same side as the heavenly intercessor in opposing blasphemers and disrespectful
sinners. Gender was an important element in this, since they, as priests, were able
to spread the proper word of God — including propagation for their patron saint.
They did not possess worldly treasures, but their abbey did. It was their duty to
guide others as well to the path of salvation. An indispensable part of this was
the simultaneous promotion of the cult of their patron, domina Birgitta and the
position of their abbey.

During the Middle Ages, celibacy was a well-established and highly esteemed
yet debated gender category for both men and women. It was not an unproblem-
atic one, as Ruth Mazo Karras has shown. Gender took one queer step further in
ideal models and the imagination. The idea of virgins as brides of Christ emerged
already in Antiquity, but in the Middle Ages it could be applied to monks as well.
It was at the same time an affirmation of a close personal relationship with Christ
and a comment on gender hierarchies. If the last shall be the first; are not those
most deserving of redemption the ones who had voluntarily renounced worldly
positions? At the same time, God could be depicted as a mother and Jesus as
nursing the faithful from the wound in his side. The bodily, sexual, gender and
interconnected hierarchies were in flux: they were negotiated and re-organised
time and again.

A time for reorganisation took place yet again during the Reformation, when
Protestant areas rejected the idea of clerical celibacy and the ideal of celibate
masculinity. Male and masculine qualities focused even more clearly on patriar-
chal power and control in connection to family and marriage, even in the case
of the Protestant clergy, which now sought to distance itself from the Catholic
clergy. As the mundane everyday was sacralised in Lutheran social teaching,
the sacred was also made much more mundane. This left less space for sacred
weakness that could find bodily or erotic expression. It nevertheless left room
for gendered role-twisting and the purposeful fussing of ideals, but this was to
take different forms that emphasised control and intent rather than passion. Such
paradoxes were also an important part of the portrayals of important religious
figures such as Luther, Melanchton and a number of Jesuits and later Protestant
Pietists whose life narratives went through sinfulness, contrition, ascesis and jus-
tification. Again, to be justified meant that one first had to be a sinner — to be the
highest among the saved, one had to be the lowest among the sinners.
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An example of the meaning of the ostentatious stripping of traditional signs
of masculinity for early modern piety is provided by the early radical Pietists
at the turn of the 18th century in Finland (then part of Sweden). Lauren-
tius Andears Ulstadius was the son of the vicar of Ii parish and rector of the
school in Oulu town in northern Finland. Like his father, he had had a formal
education to become a priest. However, he failed to gain a chaplaincy in the
parish of Oulu in 1681, and he started to become increasingly depressed. As
he struggled to come to terms with failing to get the tenure, he fasted, kept a
nightly vigil and read religious literature, including the works of the German
Pietists. The result was that he drifted away from his regular studies and his
physical health deteriorated fast. The feverish young Ulstadius used gunpow-
der to blow up the philosophical library he had inherited from his father, and
he wanted to go through public confession and absolution. The new vicar of
Oulu refused such public manifestations, which led to Ulstadius becoming
convinced of the utter depravity of the official church. He resigned from the
clerical estate at the end of 1682.

After his illness had subsided, Ulstadius travelled to Turku on the south-west
coast of Finland. He begged the Cathedral Chapter to allow him the public con-
fession he felt he needed. The Bishop of Turku seems to have been as reluctant as
the vicar of Oulu was, and it took until 1685 before it was organised. Thereafter,
Ulstadius embarked upon ascetic repentance. He let his hair and beard grow
wild — Finnish 17th-century clergy traditionally had long hair and long beards,
but they were styled and well kept, not wild and unkempt — he refused to have
his clothes washed or mended so that eventually he was dressed in rags, and he
appeared at every service held in the cathedral.*8

On one of these days, in the summer of 1688, he interrupted the sermon,
shouting accusations and cursing both the church and the clergy for their spir-
itless depravity, greed and laziness. As he was arrested and physically detained
in the church, his ragged clothes fell off and, for a while, he stood there naked
screaming that the collective shame of the clergy would yet one day be exposed
like he was at that moment. He turned the physical actions of the town guards
into a symbolic action of his own with quite the opposite meaning. He contin-
ued this process: after having first been sentenced to penal labour, he was par-
doned in 1719, and he stayed voluntarily in the prison of Smedjegird, Sweden.

Laurentius Ulstadius was not the only one of his kind. His friend Petter
Schifer, from a bourgeois background, joined Ulstadius. Like Ulstadius, Schifer
renounced his university degrees as signs of worldly ambition and vanity, and
he soon became a leading figure of the small movement. As Ulstadius’ actions
were already under investigation, Schifer was soon included and his views were
pronounced non-orthodox. He was imprisoned, but since he acted remorsefully
and begged for mercy, he was released on the condition that he renounce his
views publicly. Instead, Schifer fled to Russia, the Netherlands, England, Ger-
man areas, and even to North America. As he travelled, he met other religious
critics such as Philipp Jakob Spener. In 1700, Schifer fell ill after a radical fast.
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The illness brought on a spiritual crisis, and Schifer decided to return to Turku,
despite the danger involved, in order to preach his truth.

Like the young and eager Jesuit missionaries in all corners of the world, Schifer
courted martyrdom. Schifer had begged for mercy at his heresy trial, but as he
had fled, the case had never been resolved. Upon returning, he retracted what he
now considered a dishonest plea. In 1707, he forced the Court of Appeal to hear
his case of conscience: the Lutheran Church had, in his view, become heretic;
it would bring damnation on the whole of Finland, and everyone should repent
before the 1000-year Kingdom descended. The Court of Appeal sentenced him
to death in 1709, but the sentence was commuted to life imprisonment, first in
Turku, and later on, after the Russian invasion of Finland in 1713, in Gavle.
During his imprisonment, he kept a diary describing his ascesis, temptations and
challenges — including breaking his fast, masturbation and relationships with at
least four different women — in graphic detail. He wrote of his anxiety because
of his sins and the very practical measures he endeavoured to take to combat
temptation: for example, he refused to open the door to those who brought food
or carnal sights into his cell. In 1712, he performed a marriage ceremony himself
in order to marry Anna Wargentin, but according to his diary, the relief from
temptation was only partial. He died in prison in 1729.%

Early modern manhood was normally defined by virility, self-control and self-
discipline — the latter especially among the upper classes. However, the Radical
Pietists such as Ulstadius and Schifer turned the loss of control and admissions of
utter sinfulness into virtues in their own right. Humility and (self-)humiliation
became matters of pride, and the understanding of one’s own sinfulness, com-
bined with the stripping of worldly status, became forms of proving one’s salva-
tion and religious status. In this sense, the physical illnesses that both men suffered
were not only triggers of mental crisis. They also started the forceful decline
of everything that was considered traditionally masculine in their surroundings:
physical vigour, strength and stamina. Whereas the illnesses ended these young
men’s youthful potency in a physical and worldly sense, a radical religious inter-
pretation turned the same loss into a symbolic beginning.

Nevertheless, the ascetism of the Radical Pietists was fundamentally differ-
ent from that of the earlier Lutherans. In Lutheran orthodoxy, self~-doubt was a
natural and essential part of faith and salvation, the basis upon which true faith
lay. In the medieval tradition, Ascesis was part of a long-term practice, the mean-
ing of which was to learn to communicate with God. The Radical Pietists were
perhaps closer to the medieval tradition, because they rejected the idea that a
person could be simultaneously sinful and justified, and they separated their own
penance from that of those not yet born-again.’® What is relevant here is that
outward signs of masculinity, their meaning and their veracity were irredeem-
ably intertwined with expressions and experiences of religion and faith.

Obviously, masculinity was not one single category; it was bound to culture
and society, and defined differently in each context. Even idealised masculinity
was not a single unity — it has variations and nuances. Indeed, we should rather
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speak of ‘masculinities’ in the plural. Lived religion, as a concept that combines
ideals and norms with practices and performances, offers a suitable perspective
for the analysis of masculinities; it is sensitive to both ideological underpinnings
and individual enterprises. Even so, lived religion’s perspective on masculinity
was problematic. In ideals pertaining to the whole pre-modern era, both the cos-
mos and societal relations were built on hierarchies, and everyone had their spe-
cific place in it. Clear enough, supernatural powers — whether benign or malign,
i.e. gods, God, angels, saints or demons — were superior in power in relation to
humans. Worship included due respect and personal humility; this, in turn, was
not always in accordance with worldly hierarchies. Combining the display of an
elevated social status with devotional practices could be an anxious enterprise.

Lay people talking about religion

Religion was a social process connecting individuals and communities; it was
played out within the web of power relations inherent in medieval society, as the
example of Hans Smek demonstrates. It was, however, only one of the many pro-
cesses, and the interconnection of religion and political power is well established.
Religious and secular life were inseparable in the Middle Ages and early modern
period. The church’s main sphere was religion, but it was also involved in public
life. Crises, be they personal, such as family emergencies, or communal, such as
the Reformation, the wars of religions or other symbolic peaks of change, often
forced a merger of the private and the public for those involved.

Laypeople did have a need and desire to discuss religious matters, as is demon-
strated by the rise of lay preachers during the Reformations. The ability to teach
and preach gave a person great religious power — perhaps even too great a power,
because all Protestants soon started to take a very uncomplimentary attitude
towards these expressions of general priesthood. Laypeople in general were sup-
posed to read religious writings, but not preach, teach or interpret them. Luther
especially assumed this stance soon after the German Peasants’ War, which had
clearly shown that society was not ready for laypeople to become teachers. All
reformers were unanimous about women preachers contravening the teachings
found in Paul’s letters; women were supposed to be silent parishioners and obey
their husbands. Laymen preachers were almost as suspect as women preachers.
Preaching was only a part of clerical authority and masculinity, and in the mat-
ters of faith, laymen were also listeners.

The Reformations created more space for the public side of religion. Indi-
viduals, groups and political and religious parties tried to shape customs and
institutions to better support their views and persuade or force others to join
them. In the Middle Ages, overseeing people’s religious life mainly concerned
the clergy, but during the widespread disagreements of the Reformation era, it
became everyone’s concern. In various parts of Europe, this resulted in unrest,
riots and even rebellion. Protestants destroyed pictures, paintings, statues, altars
and even churches that Catholics held holy, and Catholics rioted just as violently



Gender in public devotion 87

in defending their sacred spaces and holy items. This often resulted in both
camps destroying property belonging not only to the church but also to the
broader populace.

In both Catholic and Protestant areas, laypeople also engaged in public dis-
plays of faith, especially in the early stages of religious change; they taught and
preached. In the medieval church, laypeople — men and women alike — were
explicitly banned from preaching. However, prophesying mystics could evade
this ban by talking about their visions, as they came directly from God. Atti-
tudes towards lay women’s speech and words had been problematic ever since
early Christianity, despite the public speaking of women being depicted approv-
ingly in the Bible. It was a woman who delivered the most important message
at Easter: Mary Magdalene had found the empty grave on Easter morning and
informed the disciples. The disciples, however, deemed the apostola apostolorum’s
speech idle babble. This was a repeated tradition: the quiet Virgin Mary was con-
sidered the ideal woman, and idle talk, gossip and quarrelling were considered
typical feminine vices. Mulier linguata, a woman who talked abundantly, idly and
evilly, was the archetype of educational tales. Yet, in Mary Magdalene’s legend,
her message was found not only to be correct but also important.®!

The church could take a favourable stance towards the public religious address
of lay women on occasion. One such exception was the witnessing of a miracle
in a church. A typical miraculous experience included pleading for help in a
moment of distress and promising the heavenly intercessor a gift in return. After
receiving the saint’s help, a cure for example, the promised gift — a wax figure
or torch, a candle, a piece of jewellery or an altar cloth among the wealthy — was
offered to the saint. Giving a gift at the intercessor’s shrine was part of the inter-
action and the petitioner’s way of fulfilling his or her side of the pact.

The custodians guarding a saint’s shrine interviewed pilgrims offering dona-
tions about their miraculous experiences. The most trustworthy stories were
then written down in the records kept at the grave. Often, especially in the early
stages of a cult, the miracles were also announced in church. Bells were tolled
to call parishioners in to hear the announcement. Those who had experienced
a miracle — be they men or women — could then stand up and share their reli-
gious experience with the clergy’s approval and encouragement. After hearing
the story, the parishioners praised God and the heavenly intercessor in question.
It was rare for laypeople’s words to warrant such attention in church, and these
testimonies did not always run smoothly. Although laypeople had no right to
teach in public, they certainly had opinions about church affairs and matters of
faith. This meant that laypeople could deny a divine intercessor’s powers or dis-
agree with the religious practices and experiences of other parishioners.

Initially, the progress of the Reformations was considered more important
than the ban on preaching. In many marriages, spouses represented different
denominations, and so both Protestant and Catholic sides stressed that women
had to stay silent in the parish when a man was spreading God’s word, but they
were allowed to speak after all the men were finished. Obeying God was naturally
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more important than obeying one’s husband, but expressions were slightly
unclear on purpose. At least clergymen representing the woman’s denomina-
tion seemed to have thought that women should remain in their own faith and
try to convert their nearest and dearest whenever possible. After the Protestant
and Catholic Reformations had consolidated their positions, Protestant women’s
religious activities became more private again. Women were ideally only seen in
public attending church, and even then, sitting in the pews quietly, listening to
the sermon with their family.>?

Conclusions

The boundaries between appropriate and inappropriate private and public
spheres were also connected to the virtues and sins promoted by the church.
Throughout Europe, secular courts supported the church in disseminating and
enforcing these notions, and no single authority defined virtue and vice, honour
and disgrace, or private and public. Honour and disgrace, like all the others,
were closely linked to people’s public roles in their community. Public opinion
was important in defining public and private space and actions in fairly small
medieval and early modern communities where all members knew each other.
Honour and disgrace were important concepts in public opinion, which was
constantly produced and lived out in the everyday life of people. Through public
opinion, even those members of the community who remained in the home
sphere could participate in the (mental) public sphere.

Although most women could not create legislation or execute regulations as
officials, they had unoftficial power. In pre-modern communities, public opin-
ion regulated the lives of people just as much as laws, court rulings and reli-
gious teachings, and women were active agents in forming public opinion. They
actively defined what was permitted and appropriate in the community, as well
as what was not permitted and inappropriate. So, instead of being the objects of
the restrictions dictated by common norms, women participated in producing
these norms. Religion was both a platform and a medium for these processes of
production giving meaning to the individual occurrences; in other words, turn-
ing them into culturally meaningful experiences.

The discussions about women’s participation in the public sphere display a con-
tinuum. The dangers of women’s public participation were already presented in
medieval writings, and the definition of the public and private spheres and actions
remained at the heart of religious teachings in the early modern period. The reli-
gious changes that took place in the early modern period due to the Protestant and
Catholic Reformations are often considered to have confined women more closely
to home. It is nevertheless wrong to think of the idea that women were only suited
to the private sphere as an inevitable historical development that culminated in the
enclosure of Victorian noblewomen. Despite the religious and societal changes,
medieval and early modern religious writings shared a similar ideal of the gendered
use of space, but practices nevertheless remained colourful and diverse.
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The differing and partly conflicting views of researchers are based on their
use of different source materials, methods and starting points. Despite it being
the ideal, few researchers claim that women were enclosed in their homes in the
Middle Ages or the early modern period. Correspondingly, withdrawing into
the not-so-private confines of one’s home and eventually giving up household
duties was a sign of a privileged position in a wealthy household, not of submis-
sion and oppression. In discussing women’s public actions in medieval and early
modern communities, we should bear in mind that the line between private
and public as we understand it now was not created until in the bourgeois cul-
ture of the 19th century. In previous centuries, public and private had different
definitions.

This chapter has further pondered the questions of accepted and disapproved
or rejected experiences or faith and gender. One of them were pilgrimages which
can be seen, in addition to a devotional act, also a method of appropriating a per-
sonal event. Rituals were a form of symbolic communication and important for
social dynamics as pilgrimages were joint efforts. By embarking on a journey to
a sacred space, people showed their gratitude but also manifested their position as
a beneficiary of a miracle; they were social and spiritual performances at the same
time. They were a way to give meaning to past event, to form it as an experience.
Ritual participation enabled pilgrims to take the initiative and take charge of the
interpretation of events: a suffering patient was turned, by God’s grace, into a
beneficiary of a miraculous recovery. This had wider than personal significance;
simultaneously they manifested the power of God and the saints; the power of
clerics, orders or monasteries housing the shrine; and finally they enabled the
empowerment of a group of pilgrims or an individual. This empowerment might
have been spiritual, when the Divine was experienced at the shrine. Within the
social context, the pilgrims’ path — the tribulations and subsequent recoveries —
reinforced the coherence of a community.

But just as approved experiences can create a community and give status in it,
disapproved or rejected experiences can lead to persecution and hatred and, in
some individuals, a quest for martyrdom as the final way of seeking legitimation —
in the eyes of God if not humans. The Radial pietist men described in this
chapter, actively sought martyrdom and refused pardons that were offered to
them on the condition that they recanted their beliefs and submitted their bodily
and mental manhood to the authority of the traditional establishment. Seeking
martyrdom and ascetism became an ultimate rebellion of corporeal and spiritual
experience.
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3

SPIRITUALITY, SINFULNESS
AND GENDER

In clerical rhetoric, gender was a factor that actively steered (and restricted)
what people could do and what skills and opportunities they could have. Sins
were gender-specific, and the virtuous life meant different things for men and
women. Attitudes towards various forms of religious exercises were also partly
contradictory. Everybody was supposed to attend mass, but spending time in
public places, even listening to a sermon in church, could lure women into
temptation because of their weak morals; exchanging meaningful glances
with men during public sermons could lead women into temptation. Attitudes
towards pilgrimages show a similar contradiction. In principle, making a pil-
grimage to a holy place was good for the salvation of the souls of both men and
women, but for women, a pilgrimage meant leaving the home and the home
sphere, home quarter or home village. In medieval literature, women as pil-
grims are often depicted as having loose morals; travelling too far from home
jeopardised a woman’s reputation. Wandering the country did not fit with the
public notion of a pious woman.!

The nature of piety only added to the confusion. Official religious ceremo-
nies and forms of devotions were defined by men — priests, bishops, travelling
preachers and confessors — and the church’s internal hierarchy was also formed
by men. Abbesses, prioresses and mother superiors of wealthy convents could
hold considerable power, but women could not be ordained into the priesthood.
Despite these gendered structures, the heart of religion was within the individ-
ual, beyond the reach of any external control. Furthermore, most devotions were
unofficial; clergymen could not control the religious practices laypeople engaged
in in their everyday lives, such as interacting with a saint, offering votive gifts or
making pilgrimages. Many voluntary penances were also not directly controlled
by the clergy.
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This chapter looks at recognised and contested means of spirituality and sin-
fulness, with sainthood and witchcraft and demonism as the extreme opposite
ends of the continuum of gendered religious experience.

Mother of God and other holy virgins: body and piety

God’s grace and power did not work solely through the church’s official hier-
archy and cult. God’s gift of grace, charisma, for example the gift of tongues or
prophecy, could fall on men and women alike. A person who received the God’s
gift was considered holy and could bend many rules, ranks and lines of action in
church. Thanks to their virtuous lives, saints were closely in touch with God.
The godly power of virtus acted through saints, and, after their death, through
their relics. For her role in the incarnation, the Virgin Mary was especially close
to the triune God. The Gospels actually speak very little of her; Protenankelium
ITacobi provides the foundation for her cult, and ecumenical councils defined her
position. Mary was a virgin, but also the mother of God. She was completely
unique and different from other women, but also bound by her femininity.?
Mary was also awarded many characteristics of a monarch. She was a hallowed
and noble lady, domina nostra, and the queen of heaven, regina coeli, who also
symbolised power. In a theological sense, Mary was seen as an intermediary, a
redeemer of sinners, but her unique role in the incarnation made her a ruler of
heaven and earth. Mary had a unique role in salvation and the redemption of
sins, and was therefore perceived as the new Eve, the mother of all living things.?

The Marian cult underwent significant changes during the Middle Ages, and
it varied from one place to another. There was no one uniform and constant
idea of Mary. It is questionable whether Mary was supposed to be a role model
for women in the first place, since she was elevated to a position others could
not reach. However, her pain at the foot of the cross was used as an emblem
within piety. Contemplating her suffering, often depicted as five swords piercing
her heart, was crucial in affective meditation. She became an example and an
encouragement to feel strongly.*

Mary’s manifold power is emphasised by the previously cited Caesar of Heis-
terbach. His works include a story in which a priest lures a nun called Beatrice,
a convent custos, into carnal sin with his tempting words. They flee the convent,
but the priest soon abandons his lover, and Beatrice does not dare return to her
convent. She has no other income, so for years, she makes a living as a prosti-
tute. In the end, Beatrice decides to return to the convent, beg for her sins to
be forgiven and hope to be accepted back. When Beatrice is about to step into
the convent’s church, she has a vision of the Virgin Mary telling her not to tell
anyone of her error; all these years, Mary had appeared in the sinful nun’s place at
the convent, leaving everyone in the abbey none the wiser about Beatrice’s sins.?

It was understandable that nuns and monks who adopted a cloistered life
young and sometimes against their will could regret the decision and change
their mind, but that is not the point of Beatrice’s story. The moral of her story
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becomes clearer when we learn that in her time at the convent, Beatrice was a
dedicated devotee of the Virgin Mary. Mary’s miracles typically portray her as
very compassionate and merciful towards sinners if they were devoted to her.
Mary was less compassionate towards the less devoted and took vengeance for any
supercilious words and insults against her. Beatrice’s case is an extreme example
of what mutual loyalty could produce. Marian miracles often focus on dedicated
Christians who were rewarded: Mary did not abandon her own. Mary was like
a feudal ruler, the Queen of Heaven, but not only that, many stories emphasised
her motherhood. Mary could be like a mother to sinners, gentle and merciful.

Caesar also highlights this aspect. He recounts a tale of a simple lay brother
who prayed to Christ to help him resist temptation. To his prayer, he added a
threat: he would let Christ’s mother know if his plea was not answered.® The
stories that portrayed Mary as a mother may have presented to listeners a famil-
iar story of a gentle and loving mother who guided her son. These stories thus
testified to the value of motherhood in general, although women could not be
compared to Mary as individuals.

Mary was not the only woman considered a saint by the medieval church.
The Late Middle Ages in particular saw a growth in the number of saints overall,
but also in the number of women saints. This has been explained by people tak-
ing a new approach to saints. Biblical and historical role models were no longer
enough for Christians; to dedicate themselves to a saint, they required a personal
commitment and an emotional bond with their heavenly intercessor. This bond
was easier to form with a person who was either geographically or temporally
close. Another explanation for the popularity of new saints is that these new
intermediaries needed a group of supporters to establish their place in the divine
hierarchy. Because they were eager to gain supporters, new saints were thought
to be keen to listen to the believers’ worries and quick to respond to their pleas
for help.’

People in need of help could also take advantage of the fact that new saints
needed publicity. Ceccholus, for example, promised to share news of the powers
of Saint Clare of Montefalco with one hundred people if she cured his toothache.®
This promise was recorded in Clare’s canonisation process, during which papal
commissaries interviewed people about the miracles Clare had performed and
the virtuousness of her life. These interviews were naturally conducted before
the canonisation, the official declaration of sainthood, and it can be thought that
Clare needed to gain devotees and loyal supporters at the time of Ceccholus’
toothache to strengthen her cult and give it official status. Apparently, this was
a successful exchange: Ceccholus was cured, the story of Clare’s sanctity was
spread and eventually she gained official papal recognition of her sainthood.

Although the church recognised Saint Clare of Montefalco as a saint, she was
not compared to the Virgin Mary. Clare and other female saints were gendered
differently from Mary: physical motherhood or motherliness were not central to
their sainthood. Saintly women were characterised especially by virginity, severe
asceticism and often also mystical visions; they fasted and mortified their flesh
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in various ways. Women’s vitae did not highlight female corporality, such as
motherhood, although some saints did nurse the infant Christ in their mystical
experiences. The predominant trend was the rejection of sexuality, while corpo-
rality played an important role in their devotion.’

Bodily integrity was crucial in women’s chastity already in Late Antiquity;
the newly emerging idea of perpetual virginity changed not only the individu-
als’ lives but also society and culture as a whole. The public cults of the tradi-
tional polytheistic religion of Ancient Rome demanded the participation of all
members of society. From a gender perspective, many of the cults were based
on a complementary gender model: the active performance of both men and
women was required and tasks were clearly defined, even if these tasks could
have subverted what was generally expected of men and women.'” Christianity
brought with it a more profound need for the queering of the gender system.
Firstly, it introduced the rank of ‘laity’ as opposed to those who were professional
experts in religion. Typically, in polytheistic religion, the position of the priest
was temporal and it did not exclude ordinary societal functions. Just as profound
a change was celibacy as a life choice, which Christianity launched. This meant
turning upside down traditional values and social expectations also for men.
Being a pater familias crystallised patriarchal power — and celibate religious men
renounced this opportunity voluntarily. During the Middle Ages, celibacy was a
well-established and esteemed position, yet it was not unproblematic.

Virginity did not mean only physical chastity, but also mental purity; thoughts
and actions did not differ much from one another. Chastity equalled freedom
from sin, so people were no closer to salvation if they replaced one pleasure with
another. Spiritual chastity was more important than its bodily analogue: virgin-
ity could be lost only by thinking about sex. By the strictest definitions, only
people who had never wanted sex or been desired by another person could be
virgins. This was because the lust women aroused in others was considered to be
their fault. Early Christian authors thus concluded that only a woman who had
never been seen by a man could be a virgin, because the moment a man saw a
virgin, there was a possibility he desired her. This logic was taken so far that vir-
ginity almost became a synonym for martyrdom. These definitions of virginity
were therefore almost impossible to meet.!!

Virginity was a complex matter indeed, since it required chastity and bodily
integrity, but physical purity in itself was insufficient since it did not ensure vir-
tue. Most medieval female saints were virgins, although some women who were
or had been married and had children were also considered to be saints in the
Late Middle Ages. Virginity and chastity were not identical, and chastity was also
a hierarchical construction: the moralists insisted that it was the church’s respon-
sibility to recognise it and its constituent elements.!* A chaste person could be a
virgin mentally, although she was not a virgin physically.!® Therefore, virginity
as a constituent of chastity was in need of re-construction and manifestation.'*

The deposition in the canonisation process of Clare of Montefalco leads us
to assume that Clare was aware of such chastity requirements. For example, she
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hung a veil between herself and the person who came to talk to her in the con-
vent because she did not want people to see her through her chamber window.
Clare did this even with her own brother.!> According to her convent sister’s
statement, Clare went so far as to declare that she would rather spend the rest of
her earthly life in hell than lose her virginity, and that she would rather endure
hellish physical mutilation than be (mentally) separated from God.!°

Abhorrence of the flesh — as opposed to the spirit — is visible in the patristic
writings; early Christian authors often linked corporality with carnality and sin-
ful lust. Carnality was the main cause of sinfulness, as temptation arose from the
flesh.” However, medieval approaches to the body were not simple or straight-
forward. They proposed a dualistic model: the body was a psychosomatic unity
and potential site for redemption, but the flesh encompassed carnal desires. Bod-
ies could be utilised as tools for the practice of penitence, abstinence and asceti-
cism. The body enabled encounters with both God and the Devil; it could be the
means to both salvation and damnation.!® Both sides are visible, for example, in
the narration from Saint Birgitta’s youth when she was around thirteen years of
age. As Birgitta was married off young, her mother-in-law played an important
part in raising her. One night she found Birgitta out of bed naked, crying on her
knees. Suspecting something illegitimate was going on, she took a whip to edu-
cate the girl. However, when it hit Birgitta’s back, it crumbled into small pieces.
She was both astonished and alarmed, and asked if Birgitta had uttered fallacious
prayers. Birgitta denied doing so and explained that she only got out of bed to
pray to the one who was always quick to help her — Christ on the crucifix before
her eyes, she explained further. This tale was told to the lay audience on Birgitta’s
feast day.'” Obviously, its main goal was to promote the sanctity of Birgitta, but
simultaneously it informed the audience of the many positions the body held
within religion. The naked female body was a clear indicator of sexual lust,
something to be wary of even by women themselves, as is clear in the mother-in-
law’s reaction. At the same time, within religious practices, the body could be a
manifestation of the utmost humility and, in Birgitta’s case, piety. In either way,
body was the site where religion was experienced and the body affected the way
religion was comprehended, felt and practised.

Saints aimed to mortify their carnality, but the body was also an important
tool and means of religious expression. Controlling bodily functions, movement
and gestures was a way to express one’s devotion. This could mean maintaining
one’s virginity, strict fasting, wearing a hair shirt and other penitential garments
or appurtenances, flagellating oneself or following a strict clausura. Bodily pun-
ishment was, however, not an externally dictated necessity: women could refuse
it or use it to control their bodies. For them, it was a freedom of expression and a
way of creating a private space.?’ According to sisters at the Augustinian convent
of Montefalco, Clare kept a very strict fast. She ate only one meal a day, and even
that was often just water and bread. Sometimes she would eat vegetables and
herbs, but no bread. The sisters wondered how anyone could survive on such
a paltry amount of food and eventually encouraged Clare to give up such strict
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asceticism because it would prevent her from serving God devoutly and lead to
a premature death. Clare was not willing to give up fasting, but she did adopt a
less strict ascetic practice upon doctor’s orders — in addition to her other virtues,
Clare was also humble and obedient.?!

Clare fell gravely ill in later life and was in ailing health in her final years.
She is said to have been patient and humble regarding her physical condition,
which may have been God’s way of trying her or a result of her severe asceti-
cism. Patience before worldly trials was a virtue, because it showed that one sub-
mitted to God’s will. Illnesses thus offered an opportunity for spiritual growth
because they enabled communication with God.?? Illness was, thus, one form
of her sanctity, since suffering was an essential element in the connection with
Christ’s body. This was clearly an admirable element in her life, but not neces-
sarily something to be imitated. Like many other saints, Clare took ideals and
customs to extremes; such severe asceticism hardly served as a model for ordinary
Christians.>

Those other people considered to be saints — and who considered themselves
saints — may consciously have learned and taken their cues from the vitae of
earlier saints. Biographers may have described the life of a saintly protagonist in
a way that fitted into earlier models and made the lives of contemporary saints
more understandable to common Christians.?* Biographers may have played a
particularly significant role in the lives of such women, both in terms of narra-
tion and experience, because few holy women wrote down their experiences in
the Middle Ages. For this reason, some features typically attributed to the lives
of women saints may be questioned. It seems that especially in the High Middle
Ages, women themselves did not yet focus on asceticism when they wrote about
their lives and practices. At least some of the stereotypes of holy women, such as
strict fasts, seem in fact to be features highlighted by biographers and not things
women themselves considered vital in their lives.?> Previous literary models
influenced not only the narratives but also the way people perceived their own
experiences.

The relationship between women saints and their confessors reflect the gen-
der expectations and hierarchies in many ways. Dyan Elliott, for example, links
this kind of relationship with marriage, owing to its intimacy and heterosexual
hierarchy. Women in general were considered to be more prone to supernatural
influences, be they bad or good. This meant they were seen as ample vessels to
attain God’s charisma and have mystical experiences, but they needed masculine
authority to back up their experiences. Without a supporter — a confessor or
cleric — to encourage such women and validate their words and visions, women
mystics were vulnerable to accusations of delusion, possession, heresy and, at a
later date, witchcraft.2¢

The mystical experiences of Saint Clare of Montefalco also connect her to
other women saints of the time. Like many other medieval saints, Clare achieved
direct contact with God and gained empirical knowledge of Him through her
mystical experiences, visions and revelations. Christ-mysticism was an essential
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part of the lives of many medieval women saints, and many of its descriptions
are, at least to modern readers, surprisingly close to descriptions of physical love.
Nevertheless, Clare’s mystical experiences differed from many of those of her
contemporaries. Unlike Angela of Foligno, Clare of Montefalco did not experi-
ence the physical presence of Christ, drink from the Christ’s wounds or lie with
him in his grave exchanging kisses after he had been taken down from the cross.
The convent sisters who reported Clare’s experiences also did not mention a
mystical engagement with Christ or Clare wearing an invisible engagement ring
like Catherine of Siena. Regardless, as Clare was a nun, the medieval commu-
nity viewed her as a bride of Christ.?’

Nuptial images in the lives of women ascetics emerged already in Late Antiq-
uity. By the end of the Middle Ages, the set of rituals connected to a girl’s path
to becoming a nun closely resembled actual wedding ceremonies. Both taking
the veil and marrying can be considered related versions of the same act: there
was a change of social status and the celebration of giving a woman to a man.?®
The same ideas were also reflected in the mystical literature; the idea of a nun
or a mystic as a sponsa Christi and especially the mystical marriage to Christ
emerged in the later Middle Ages, first in northern Europe among the Beguines
of the Low Countries and then, in the 14th century, in the hagiography of Ital-
ian penitents. Sarah McNamer even argues that the consecration rituals not only
mimicked wedding ceremonies; they actually signified the making of a marriage
contract with legal efficacy. The nuns were actually married to Christ, even if
their marriage could not be consummated in this world but had to wait until
the hereafter. McNamer sees this as the major incentive for gendered devotional
practices; religious women had a greater incentive to cultivate compassion for the
suffering of Christ, since part of proving marital fidelity was showing maritalis
affectio. Men could not enter into legal marriage with Christ, and they were not
expected to participate in the suffering in such an affective way. However, pain
on account of Christ’s suffering could prove that the virgin or nun was worthy
of the marriage and its rewards in heaven.?

Compassion for the suffering Christ was essentially a feminine emotion and
a crucial element of affective piety, which was a major trend in late medieval
religiosity. The rhetoric of affectivity emerged first in the writings of the Cister-
cians in the 12th century and then spread to other orders and the laity. It was an
evident element in all literary genres from the 13th century onward.’® The use
of emotions was encouraged in devotional literature; the intention was to cre-
ate a personal relationship with Christ and other holy persons. Contemplating
Christ’s passion and the Virgin Mary’s grief at the loss of her son were particu-
larly important elements of this form of religiosity.*! The increased focus on reli-
gious emotiveness was associated with the feminisation of religious language and
with feminine virtues, such as humility and weakness. It promoted an increased
emphasis on humility and a tendency towards lachrymose prayer among the
faithful, not just women. Furthermore, affective elements should not only be
seen as an expression of gentler, supposedly feminine virtues, since affective
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religion also encompassed rage, ferocity, pride and intolerance.*? Production of
emotions was part of power relations; they were a tool for control but also a
method of empowerment shaping understanding of both gender and religion.

Although Clare’s experiences differed from those of other women saints, she
also had a clear physical connection to Christ. On some occasions, Clare claimed
that she had Jesus Christ in her heart. For example, when she refused to accept
the sign of the cross, she said: “What are you doing? I do not need the sign of the
cross, for I have the crucifix, Jesus Christ, in my heart’. At first, her contempo-
raries, other convent sisters and confessors all took Clare’s words to be figurative
and a sign of her mystical experiences and identification with Christ’s suffering.
However, Clare was so determined and persistent in her words that in the end,
she convinced especially the sisters at the convent to take her words literally. The
sisters were able to convince local clergymen and doctors, and so immediately
after Clare died, they performed an autopsy on her body and indeed found a
crucifix and other signs of penance in her heart.

In the end, Clare’s virtuous life with its strict fasts, the miracles she performed
both during and after her life, and the miraculous artefacts in her heart finally
convinced the papal curia: Clare was declared a saint and venerated by the entire
Catholic Church, but not until 1881. Although in addition to the sisters at Clare’s
convent, several hundred laypeople and clergymen witnessed the miracles she
had performed and her gift of grace in the canonisation process in 1318-1319,
contemporaries were divided over Clare and other women considered to be holy.
Some believed in their holiness, but some were averse to the severe spiritual
strivings, fasts, penances, and mystical visions and experiences.

An early modern example of the union of the bodily and the spiritual is Saint
Teresa of Avila, also called Saint Teresa of Jesus (1515-1582). She came from
a converso family in Spain, and had become a nun after her mother died in
1529. She became one of the great mystics and religious women of the Roman
Catholic Church and the leader of the Carmelite Reform, which restored and
emphasised the austerity and contemplative character of primitive Carmelite
life. During the emphasis on religious renewal in the Council of Trent, Teresa
thought that the Carmelite Order should return to its original observance of
austerity, which had been relaxed in the 14th and 15th centuries. Austerity was
a feature of Tridentine Catholicism in general, but it has been suggested that
although Teresa never alluded to her background, the common prejudice against
Jews and conversos as being extravagant and ostentatious may have prompted
in her a reaction in the other extreme.?® She required utter withdrawal so that
the nuns could meditate on divine law and, through a prayerful life of penance,
exercise what she termed ‘our vocation of reparation’ for the sins of humankind.
Reception was utterly divided: with Pope Pius IV’s authorisation, she opened
the first convent (St Joseph’s) of the Carmelite Reform in 1562. At the same
time, both religious and local lay authorities were suspicious and hostile, espe-
cially because the convent existed without endowment. Nevertheless, seventeen
convents throughout Spain were established under the restored Primitive Rule,
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known as the Discalced (or “‘Unshod’) Carmelites. Further hostilities emerged
between the Restored and the Mitigated convents, meaning Teresa alternated
between disfavour and exile and favour and mission work.

The legend emphasises how, despite her continuously failing health, Teresa
travelled thousands of miles and managed to organise numerous communities
and spread the reform. Teresa’s legend and depictions — like the classical Ecstasy
of Teresa by Gianlorenzo Bernini in 1651, with it explicitly sexual symbolism —
utilised her ill health and frail body by emphasising them in a mystical union
with Jesus and God. Her bodily suffering and spiritual ecstasy are contrasted in
her own writings, where she uses the vocabulary of marriage, fire and purifica-
tion both from Jewish and Islamic writings but also — as a matter of course — from
Tridentine Catholic writings to express her spiritual and bodily love of God.
Though the Reformations — the Protestant as well as Catholic — emphasised the
rational and the inner, they in no way left out the body or the gendered nature

of the experience.?*

The lay Marys: women religious

Defining gender and gender roles and then queering them is of crucial impor-
tance for any power structure, and Christianity was no exception. Disputes over
gender were inherent in pre-modern Christianity. Debates about masculinity
and especially femininity were active already in Late Antiquity; they were going
on with various intensities all through the Middle Ages and grew more heated
during the Renaissance. The Reformation probably did not immediately change
the role of women in society or religion, but reformers did summarise the pre-
vailing ideas of women and the place of women in society in their writings
and words. Although the Bible includes examples of prophesying and preaching
women (e.g. Hannah, Anna and Mary Magdalene), they seem to be missing dur-
ing the reformers’ time — not that reformers tried to find them. Even Luther’s
Kithe, despite her important role in running the household, had to keep away
from the men’s dinner table and quietly listen to her husband and his comrades
preach and joke over dinner.*®

The model of humility and obedience for Protestants continued to be Virgin
Mary: she accepted the fate the angel announced to her with no questions asked,
agreed to give birth to Jesus and then let her baby accept his destiny. Mary was
used as an example of humility especially for young women, for Mary herself
had been a young unmarried woman when the angel appeared to her. In the
surviving visitation sermons of bishops, Mary is portrayed not only as a devout
and humble believer but also as a young girl who was eager to serve her family
and relatives and content to stay in the confines of her home.?®

Reformation-period theology should be viewed as a debate about both dog-
matic and social questions. Researchers who focus on Protestants criticise Luther
of his unenlightened views on women, but the same criticism can be applied
to the Catholic Church in the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance. Although
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convents acted as meeting places for politicians and as hubs of information, thus
offering some women considerable political power, convent life was possible
only for the richest women who were supported by their family. Others had to
make do with a secular life. If Luther’s notion of motherhood created a restrict-
ing, one-sided role for women, the Catholic Church hardly offered many femi-
nine role models that could be emulated.

Like the Protestant Reformations, the Catholic Reformation initiated a major
change in the position of women. Printing houses began to disseminate the writ-
ings and biographies of mystics, such as Teresa of Avila, that could be accessed
by women in the highest strata of society. In the early 17th century, a Carmel-
ite order spread to France and established fifty-five convents in four decades.
These convents became centres of the new Catholic religion, but Carmelite nuns
also aimed to influence the surrounding society. Although the clergy — in other
words, men — strongly controlled the church, these women became the advis-
ers and confidantes of several important political leaders. The early stages of
the Catholic Reformation were also strongly characterised by feminine mystics.
Many of the early communities gathered around individual charismatic charac-
ters, and these communities had a great impact on their environment.%’

The Catholic Reformation also included a large-scale attempt to educate the
masses. Popular education was part of the Catholic Church’s attempt to convert
people back from Protestantism, which itself claimed to attract believers through
popular education, reproaching its Catholic competition for ignorance and a lack
of education. These rebukes were largely propaganda; the Protestants’ own pop-
ular education was not very progressive at first, but counterpropaganda required
the Catholics to offer popular education, as did the new forms of Catholic faith
that began to emerge little by little after the Council of Trent (1545-1563).

The Catholic Reformation’s needs gave birth to new religious orders, such as
the Society of Jesus, the Discalced Carmelites and the Ursulines. The particular
focus of the Society of Jesus was on missionary work and educating the clergy,
and the schools founded by Jesuits drew in higher-level students. By contrast, the
focus of the two secular orders for women established in the 17th century was on
popular education. Devotées almost stormed in to teach the catechism.

In the early stages, devotees mostly aimed to apply Christian values to all
aspects of their life as visibly as possible: in their marriage, family life, parenting,
education and pilgrimages. They wanted to gain God’s favour for themselves and
their entire community by serving Him impressively and by acting as an example
to others. Chastity was a virtue above all others especially for women, but an
extravagance of faith and leading by example were also of great value. Loyal
devotees would therefore kneel at the church doorstep in the morning and wait
for the church to open its doors. Later, when the Company of the Most Blessed
Sacrament was falling out of favour, third- and fourth-generation devotees took
up Jansenism.

Although the Catholic Church was not very keen on women’s orders at first and
efficiently ushered the reformed Ursulines back into enclosed convents, women’s
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orders spread. The rapidly changing society called for counter-reformative cat-
echism education, but despite a clear social need, women’s work ‘in the midst of
people’ faced strict resistance. A similar phenomenon had been noted in the Late
Middle Ages with lay Penitents. They were religious women living ‘in the world’,
but living a life of prayer, abstinence and charity. They had taken a vow of chastity
and did not fit into the conventional models set out for women. Their way of liv-
ing caused confusion, fear and resistance both in the church and among laypeople.
Attitudes towards Penitents grew stricter in the Late Middle Ages when they were
more closely enclosed in cloisters.>®

The mid-17th century saw women surging into the arms of the Catholic Ref-
ormation. Europe was just coming out of its religious wars, and women felt the
need for a social reform. Lay religious movements now had to admit that they
could not keep calling their members nuns (who were, by definition, confined
with the convent walls) while at the same time keep operating outside con-
vents. Devotee groups stopped calling themselves religious orders, although they
continued in this tradition. The main duties of devotees became running girls’
schools, nursing in community hospitals, and teaching the catechism.

As the post-Reformation developments demonstrate, the wants and needs of
women for a public religious life did not disappear. Most devotee movements
in the early 17th century withdrew to enclosed convents under pressure, but
women continued to teach in the convents. Nuns had previously been allowed
to only teach in closed communities; in practice, they could only teach girls who
lived in the convents. The pope allowed the first day-school taught by a woman
in 1607, with women teaching girls only. Allowing young men into a convent
community would have posed too great a danger to the nuns’ chastity. It is also
possible that parents would more readily allow girls to attend all-girl schools.
Girls had never before been systematically educated on such a large scale, so
these schools had a considerable social significance. As the schools for young girls
established their place, women’s seminaries and communities started springing
up to meet the needs of the next generations of students.>

Protestant areas saw the birth of similar movements in the late 17th century.
They demanded penance of the world and aimed to reform ecclesiastical and
individual religious life, thereby forcing lay men and — more strikingly — lay
women into action. These movements were called pietistic movements; they
challenged Protestant orthodoxy and typically centred around a young, radical
clergy. Pietism originated in the work Pia desideria, or Earnest Desire for a Reform of
the True Evangelical Church, published by pastor Philipp Jacob Spener in Frankfurt
in 1675. Pietistic thoughts reached Finland thirteen years later when aforemen-
tioned Laurentius Ulstadius — the young son of a priest — interrupted a sermon
and began to demand improvements from the parish and the clergy. At the time,
new thoughts spread through networks: Pietist groups were scattered sparsely
around Europe, but interested parties typically travelled to visit other groups.*

Women had an important role especially in maintaining these networks.
The 18th century witnessed a change in the nature of Pietism: in Finland, too,
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Pietism transformed into a fanatical anticipation of the end of the world. The
Finnish revival originated in Kalanti in 1756, and it was characteristically led
by women until the early 19th century. Like Liisa Eerikintytir, who was the
first to experience ecstasy, these preachers were peasants, burghers or maids, not
noblewomen. In France, the Daughters of Charity gathered together bourgeois
women in the 17th century, but in Sweden, ordinary women only formed their
own religious communities a century later. Just like the devotee groups, leaders
of Ecstatic Pietism were also men; in Finland, the Pietist movement was headed
by Abraham Achrenius, the vicar of Nousiainen.*!

It remains unresolved whether women’s religious movements during the
Catholic Reformation and Protestant Pietism were the result of social pressure
or whether the abundant supply of active women caused the demand for educa-
tion and nursing. This is relevant in determining how active women were: did
the needs and initiative of women launch the change, or did women merely
respond and react to an external need? In reality, it is also possible that the needs
of women and society aligned neatly.

Although both Catholic and Protestant leaders wanted their Reformations
to be controlled and centrally led, neither side succeeded in this. The objectives
and methods of the Reformations both united and separated each denomination.
The church did not want to suppress women’s religious activities — it only wanted
more control over them. In Protestant countries, women’s duties involved edu-
cating their children and their servants, but this had to be done at home. In
Catholic countries, catechisms and codes of conduct involved similar teachings,
but their results were somewhat different.*

Vade diabolo - go to the Devil!

Some people thought that rather than being holy, women ascetics and prophets
were, if not evil, at least deluded or possessed by the Devil. According to the
pre-modern worldview, both God and the Devil operated actively in the world.
The Devil lured people into sin, but he could also penetrate bodily boundaries
by force and possess an innocent person. Medieval stories demonstrate a wide
spectrum of how this could take place.*® For example, the Devil possessed a wife
when her irritable husband snapped ‘Vade diabolo — Go to the Devil!” at her.** The
majority of medieval victims were considered to be innocent, since the Devil or
demons could only possess people’s bodies, while their souls remained unharmed.
Furthermore, they were not guilty of any actions caused by the malign spirits.
For some, however, possession was a punishment for their misdemeanours, such
as in the case of Hans Smek, whom we met in the previous chapter. The idea of
possession had changed by the turn of the early modern era. Demoniacs were at
that time more readily seen as willingly having submitted to the Devil or else as
victims of another person’s malediction.*

Signs of possession included, for example, speaking in languages, prophesy-
ing, screaming and violently tearing at one’s hair or clothes. Some of the mystical
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experiences of saints were described in a very similar way. According to the
church, demons were fallen angels and thus belonged to the spiritual realm. They
therefore had in-depth information about matters of faith — information Chris-
tians did not have. Since a woman possessed by the Devil was not in control of
her body, she did not violate the church’s teachings in making prophecies; the
Devil spoke through her. It was no wonder that contemporaries could be con-
fused over the similar expression of possession and sainthood. According to Bar-
bara Newman, possession could have been knowingly used by women to gain
respect and wider opportunities in the field of religion. Nancy Caciola, on the
other hand, argues that these women considered themselves to be possessed by
the spirit of God. Demonic possession was an interpretation made by the com-
munity, which saw the religious practices of these women in a negative light.*®
The women considered themselves inspired by and occupied by the divine spirit,
but they were increasingly suspected of being possessed by malign spirits. As
phenomena, mysticism and demonic possession were not close: they were oppo-
sites and infinitely far apart, although they could be manifested in bewilder-
ingly similar ways. Demonic possession was partly a gendered phenomenon: the
majority of the victims were women, but adult men could also be found among
the demoniacs.*’

As far as we know, Clare of Montefalco was never suspected of possession
during her lifetime. This may have been because her strict asceticism and her
mystical experiences took place within the confines of a convent, and the con-
vent community responded to them with understanding and respect rather than
suspicion. Even Clare did not enjoy unconditional admiration and veneration,
however — she was suspected of heresy.*® In northern Italy at the time, the Her-
esy of the so-called Free Spirit was fairly common, it was very loosely grouped
movement that criticised the church’s role and importance in salvation. Clare
was accused of being part of this group or at least collaborating too closely with
its members. She had apparently interacted with brother Bentivenga da Gubbio,
a Free Spirit follower convicted of heresy in 1307. The nuns at Clare’s convent
and Clare’s brother — the Fransiscan Francischus Damiani — who gave statements
in Clare’s canonisation process point out that she had had heated discussions
with followers of the Free Spirit and objected to their thinking. According to
the same statements, Clare had actively helped catch these heretics and convict
them of their errors. The sisters claim that the interaction was merely a bother,
inconvenience and threat to Clare. Franciscan brother Thomas Boni de Ful-
gineo interprets this interaction in another way. According to him, Clare was on
friendly terms with the aforementioned Bentivenga, various Free Spirit heretics
and other people of ill repute. Thomas Boni de Fulgineo founds his claim on his
own experience as the chaplain of the Montefalco cloister.*’

As phenomena, demonic possession, heresy and witchcraft were all linked
within the discussions of the Christian cosmography of evil. There can be seen a
temporal change in the church’s focus, but the chronological evolution of these
phenomena is not straightforwardly linear. In the 13th and 14th centuries, the
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Catholic Church was concerned with various heretical groups. In turn, witch-
craft and magic became burning issues for the church in the 15th century, giving
birth to demonology and the witch craze. Cases of demonic possession can be
found already in the Bible, and cases were recorded throughout the Middle Ages.
However, it is the early modern era that is characterised as ‘the Golden Age of
the Demoniac’.%°

Religious participation during the Middle Ages and early modern era was
both individual and communal; inner spirituality was a prerequisite, but religion
was practised together. Religious practices were also a means to create together-
ness on a familial, communal or patriotic/national level. The comprehension of
‘us’ could also mean the construction of privileged sub-groups. A regular part of
processes creating communality and collective identity is its counterpart: alter-
ity. Since identity-building is a fluid process characterised by boundary main-
tenance, the construction of ‘the Other’ was often part of defining ‘us’ within
religion-as-lived. As Christian thought also heavily built on binary oppositions
of good and evil, saints and sinners, forbidden and prescribed, demonisation of
the enemy was a rhetorical practice from early Christianity on. During the Mid-
dle Ages, various groups deemed as heretical were seen as the main opponent by
the church. In anti-heretical polemics, ‘heretical depravity’ — deviation from the
truth of the church and a contestation of its position or papal prerogatives — was
considered to be the work of the Devil. Leaders of these groups were seen as the
Antichrist. Conversely, a similar rhetoric was used among these groups against
Catholics, and especially against inquisitors and the pope.>!

The demonisation of the world at the beginning of the early modern era
was no doubt one result of the Reformations, the fragmentation of the univer-
sal church, disputes over proper rites, and contradictory opinions on what was
sacred. The prevalence of the diabolical in early modern discussions reflects the
tear of the soon approaching Judgement Day and a crisis of confidence in the
efficacy of the sacraments. In addition to institutional changes, all of this was
reflected in the nascent demonology and witchcraft accusations.>

Augustine of Hippo had explained that people could make a deal with the
Devil, and the earliest written evidence of a pact with the Devil is the story of
Theophilus from Late Antiquity. The story was apparently written in Greek and
translated into Latin in the 9th century. In the High Middle Ages, vernacular
versions and other narrative examples of the pact were in circulation, and they
demonised minorities like Jews, heretics and Muslims.>* The idea of the demonic
pact emerged as a more immediate concern in the mid-15th century and at the
end of the Renaissance. As early as in the first decades of the 15th century, court
records began to mention witches making deals with the Devil and flying to
the witches’ Sabbath to celebrate the deal with dreadful orgies, child murders
and other crimes.>* Old folk tales from around Europe describing striga women
or benandanti men who fly like birds, shamanistic seers that travel to another
world, and the traditional battles between good and evil began to merge with
the Christian division of God and the Devil. Stereotypes of old conspiracy myths
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also began to seep in through the battles between God and the Devil and the
clergy’s authoritarian views. The alleged orgies, in which group members kill
and eat children, rape their relatives and commit the worst sins and crimes imag-
inable, were similar to what other secret enemy groups had been imagined hav-
ing done for ages. Such crimes have long been foisted on groups that threaten
society or are feared by authorities. More important than what actually happened
or even what people thought happened in a certain place at a certain time was the
immemorial content of these myths. This content was then adapted in each trial
to better suit the people’s own worldview.>®

Demonology essentially involves the witch making a pact with the Devil.
Thomas Aquinas wrote in the 13th century that a pact with the Devil could be
made tacitly and even unintentionally by an illicit ritual; verbal consent, a writ-
ten pact or consummation of the deal by copulation was not required. Calling
out to demons would make the pact explicit; it was an intent to make a formal
contractual agreement.>® During the Middle Ages, the pact was not yet consid-
ered to have an irreversible outcome — it could be undone. Ideas changed in the
early modern era: humans involved in such relations were obliged to pay hom-
age to the Devil, and the pact was a result of either seduction or the witch’s own
initiative.

In early modern witch trials, male witches deliberately presented themselves
as witches and sometimes also made deals with the Devil. More often than men,
women seem to have unintentionally ended up in situations where they were
considered to have made a pact with the Devil. The Devil could seduce men as
well, but in both theoretical cases and actual trials applying demonology, men
often seem to have done deals on purpose to gain power or succeed in war. The
lower a soldier was in rank, the more likely it was that not getting killed counted
as success. Benefiting from the deal was even considered a criterion for it being
valid: if the man who signed the deal did not receive payment for selling his body
and soul, there was reason to suspect that the Devil had not accepted the deal.
In such cases, then, the matter was perhaps not witchcraft at all.’” In Sweden,
for example, men usually took the initiative in making a written deal with the
Devil, whereas women were tricked or seduced into the deal. When a person had
faced adversity and was in a receptive state of mind, the Devil would appear and
promise to turn things around by offering money, a husband or security in gen-
eral, and sometimes even help in repaying wrongs. When the person accepted
the Devil’s offer, the Devil would brand his sign on the person and use the person
for sexual purposes. After the Devil had raped the person, the promised money
disappeared or turned to dead leaves, but it was too late to back out.

Both women and men gained magical powers and familiar spirits — some
sort of embodied evil spirit or domestic demon — from the deal. Men had fewer
familiars and used them to serve their own purposes and do mischief on their
behalf. Women, in turn, had to feed the familiars upon their own bodies, and
the familiars nevertheless did all sorts of mischief independently, even things
witches did not want or tried to prevent.’® As Diane Purkiss points out, it was
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in the best interests of women to say that familiars were just like teenage boys or
untrained dogs, always up to mischief despite their best efforts. This narrative
was probably easier for them to believe as well.>* With demonological theories
and trials for occult pacts feeding into one another, it is difficult to discern to
what extent women’s descriptions of their reluctance originate from demonology
as opposed to women wanting to present themselves in the best possible light in
court despite their difficult situation. Few men bragged in court about deciding
to become a witch either. It is often impossible to determine whether a person
ended up practising magic or threatening others with witchcraft out of volition
or out of necessity.

Demonology, the study of the relationship between God and the Devil and
the work of the Devil and demons, was born and soon gained importance in the
15th century. Some historians think that this happened because the relationship
between God and the Devil became an important part of people’s worldview so
quickly that no serious philosopher could ignore it.°* Others say that few both-
ered with demonology, but those that did, did so whole-heartedly. The latter
group is probably right. Of the early modern philosophers, social scientists and
theologians, few took any interest in witches, and of the ones that did, only a
few believed witches posed a serious threat to Christendom. Others were inter-
ested in how the Devil could make some people think they were witches or
trick a person’s immediate circle into believing that the person was a witch, and
yet others were appalled at how innocent people were harmed in the hunt for
non-existent witches. Demonology never became a uniform science with united
practitioners. As the theorists argued with each other, the mixed ingredients of
the early ideas never formed a united witch theory. Furthermore, only a small
number of the witch trials reflected any theory.®!

Perhaps the most well-known and first proper demonological guide, the Mal-
leus Maleficarum, published in 1486 or 1487, explained witchcraft in terms of
women’s insatiable carnal lust. This may have collided with other changes in
society since in the early stages of the religious Reformations, attitudes towards
sexuality did indeed grow stricter all over Europe. This is evidenced by the
fact that illicit intercourse trials become more common, church marriages were
emphasised increasingly, and the clergy had to constantly remind their flock
that men should not be allowed to herd cattle alone. Nevertheless, negative atti-
tudes towards sexuality did not cause the number of witches, witch literature,
witch trials and witch-related concerns to grow. The fascination with demonic
copulation exhibited by some demonologists may be explained by the misogyny
of the church. Walter Stephens, however, argues that the verification of other
aspects of Christian truths was the main motivation. Women copulating with
demons would prove the reality of demons’ bodily existence through the physi-
cal interaction and simultaneously verify Catholic dogmas, confirm the value
of the sacraments, and hence support faith. Religious vindication, not prurience
or misogyny, was the main motivator in his view.® Demonic sex was an impor-
tant element of the learned theories of demonology, but most witch theorists of
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early modern era — often lawyers — were not terribly interested in the sexuality
of witches. Promiscuity was sometimes a background reason for accusations of
witchcraft aimed at both men and women, but peer accusations in courts of law
focused more on maleficium, harmful magic.

Researchers offer many interpretations for the narratives and rites of witches,
and for their importance in society. Writing in 1966, Carlo Ginzburg seemed to
consider tales of the benandanti witches’ nocturnal flights to be true — or at least
actual dreams people had — and interpreted them as vestiges of an old fertility
cult. In 1975, Norman Cohn took a different stance: he explicitly states that all
the tales were made up, as they probably were.®> The debate goes on and the
positions scholars take depend greatly on the material they work with, because
witch trials, too, were very different in different areas. For us, the ‘truth’ of the
stories is not relevant. It does not necessarily even matter whether people thought
the tales were true: it was enough that they began to think they might be true.
When elements of various narratives collided, new narratives were born. They
included some aspects that were old and familiar and some that were new and
interesting. They also included something characteristic of the time and place of
the tale or of its teller and audience. This made the narratives at least potentially
credible. In any case, these new ideas spread just before the Reformations began,
with both Catholics and Protestants pursuing witch trials equally eagerly.

Some of the key concepts of demonology, such as physical interaction and
even copulation with demons, were present already in medieval theories. It may
well have been the concept of the incubus, a demon in male form, that gave birth
to the idea of physical interaction with demons. Sensual, even erotic elements
were present in late medieval mystics’ visions and experiences of divine love. The
nuptial imagery and idea of the mystical marriage with Christ included ideas
of desire, and Dyan Elliott has recently argued for a continuum between these
phenomena. She sees an interrelation between the cultural changes involved in
the rise of mysticism, the interest in demons and the birth of witchcraft theories:
mystics’ visions of the mystical marriage with Christ contributed to the idea of
women having intercourse with spiritual creatures — in other words witches
copulating with the Devil.®*

The association between demonic sex and wedlock was proposed in the medi-
eval didactic material. For example, Caesar of Heisterbach told a story of an
illegitimate daughter of a priest named Arnoldus; she was seduced and defiled by
a demon. The unnamed daughter was very beautiful and an object of interest to
young men in general and to the clerics of Bonn — her hometown — in particular.
Apparently, Arnoldus was aware of the libidinous desires of men and the frailty
of feminine virtue, since he guarded his daughter attentively. He used to lock
her up in the yard of the house when he went out. These precautions were insuf-
ficient, since the Devil appeared in the house and tried to make the girl to fall in
love with him using flattering words.

The loss of virginity lies at the heart of Caesar’s other stories. There was a
need for this kind of cautionary tale as virginity was the ideal model for the
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potential reader, particularly the nuns for whom the stories of The Dialogue on
Miracles were also read.®® This case, however, illuminates how cultural and soci-
etal changes, and not just misogyny, may have provided material for demonic
copulation. Excessive emotions and a lack of mental strength were qualities typi-
cally linked with femininity, and they, rather than unstoppable lust, seem to have
been the reason for the moral stumbling of the priest’s daughter: the poor thing
(misera) gave in to temptation and was corrupted, and the Devil took her several
times onto the path of sin. One day Arnoldus found her crying in misery, and
eventually she confessed what had happened. As a result of the diabolic tricks and
her own anguish, the girl was so gravely afflicted and out of her mind that she
put worms in her mouth. Eating worms was a clear sign of alienation, even ani-
malisation; the girl was transgressing the boundaries of human behaviour.®” The
saddened father sent his daughter over the Rhine hoping that the change of air
would ameliorate her condition. Changing location was also one of the remedies
demonologist Johannes Nieder suggested in the 15th century for those suffering
from sexual assaults by an incubus or succubus. The others were prayer, making
the sign of the cross, exorcism and confession; for the change of location, Nieder
referred to this earlier narration of Arnoldus’ daughter.®®

At first glance, the case of Arnoldus’ daughter seems to underline the much
repeated topos of women’s lustfulness and moral fragility. However, there are
other potential links to sin in this case. The girl was not tormented only for
her own moral weaknesses but for her father’s vices, too. After all, she was the
illegitimate daughter of a priest. The Dialogue on Miracles was written down soon
after the Fourth Lateran Council, where the requirement of clerical celibacy was
yet again asserted. Her torments underline the idea that the sins of the parents
could be avenged upon their children (Exodus 20:4—6). Caesar’s text is rather
well-known for his tolerant attitude towards women, and the condemnation of
feminine lust does not seem to be his main message. For example, after the next
tale in the compilation (about a woman voluntarily having sex with a demon for
years), a monk and novice discuss the moral dangers demons pose to Christians.
Echoing the prevailing ideas about femininity, the novice argues that women
should be very alert to the danger of giving consent to demons or offering them
an opportunity to have sex with and corrupt women. However, the monk con-
tests this claim, explaining: ‘It is not only for the women to be alert but men, as
well. As is said, demons in the male form tease and corrupt women, but so in the
female form they seduce and deceive men’.%’

The tale of the priest’s daughter did not end with the girl’s translocation,
however. After she was gone, the demon appeared to the father, asking where
the priest had sent his wife. The demon gripped the priest so violently that he
died within three days. Thus, in this case, the sexual relationship was directly
likened to wedlock. However, the intention may have not been only to under-
line the submissive position of the priest’s daughter to the Devil, not to mention
the accusation of witchcraft. Caesar’s intention was to emphasise the linkage
between the father and the Devil: the obvious message seems to have been the
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equation of a demon taking a wife with a priest doing the same: the true diaboli-
cal sex took place between the priest and his concubine.

The idea of copulation was not only an elite fantasy, since in the early modern
era, confessions of a certain type in witchcraft trials did involve admitting to
sexual relations with the Devil. In these cases, sexual relations were a part of the
story that had to be told for the witness statement to be credible. According to
Lyndal Roper, German women were made to say they were married to the Devil
because according to the period’s notion of marriage, that made them subordi-
nate to the Devil. According to traditional legal views, marriage could not exist
without sexual intercourse. Roper argues that the stories also reflect the women’s
own, less than encouraging experiences of their worldly marriages: many of the
women she studied did not make a deal with the Devil until after their earthly
husbands had left them in the lurch.”’ The guidebook the judges and interview-
ers had read determined how much prominence marriage and intercourse with
the Devil had in the trials. In most cases, it was not discussed at all; most tri-
als focused on the damage the accused witch had caused according to regular
earthly laws. Not all trials, then, relied on any demonological guides, and most
guides never mentioned intercourse with or marriage to the Devil.

Demonology, witchcraft and gender

One of the oldest feminist interpretations of witch-hunts claims that they were
a way of branding and judging women who did not quietly remain in the shel-
ter of the home.”! Even now, many writers think that accusations of witchcraft
were mainly the result of women assuming masculine roles either as landowners
or professionals in trade, fishing and travelling.”? However, the reasons behind
witch-hunts are not so simple. On the one hand, nearly all women (and men)
accused of witchcraft were active members of their community, and their activi-
ties meant they met other villagers. Although women accused of witchcraft often
tended to typically perform women’s duties, such as rearing cattle and churn-
ing butter, or unisex duties, such as brewing beer and fishing, their duties did
not confine them to their homes. Women took cows to pasture, went to the
beach to fish and sold beer in public. The accused women seemed aggressive in
demanding their rights — sometimes very aggressive. They also seemed keen to
interfere in other people’s business. On the other hand, they were hardly accused
of witchcraft simply for being active, demanding their rights or breaking some
gender norms, because so did many other women who were never accused of
witchcraft or anything else at all.

An examination of the sex ratios among those accused of witchcraft in early
modern Europe is nevertheless required before questions of gender and witch-
craft can be assessed. In Europe, our understanding of the sex ratios has changed
due to research made on new materials and new sets of trials. According to cur-
rent statistics (by Levack, Schulte, and Apps and Gow), women most often made
up between sixty and eighty per cent of those accused. In some places, such as the
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Holy Roman Empire, the Habsburg empire (including such places as the Bish-
opric of Basel, the County of Namur and sometimes Austrian Hungary, which
did not formally belong to the Holy Roman Empire), the County of Essex and
the Wielkopolska region in Poland, the proportion of women accused was even
higher. On the other hand, Iceland, Estonia, Finland, Russia and Normandy
saw lower proportions of women accused and consequently higher proportions
of men (90% in Iceland, 60% in Estonia, around 50% in Finland and 70% in
Normandy).”

There are numerous problems with such statistics. Homogenising the widely
varying conditions — such as the competing cities, bishoprics and principalities of
the Holy Roman Empire — into a unified geographical entity obscures the fact
that witch-hunts even in neighbouring towns were often very different in terms
of both intensity and sex ratios. The statistics usually concern uneven periods of
time and vary from almost three centuries in Poland (1500-1775) and Finland
(1500-1800) to just a few decades in places like Toul or Aragon. The example
of Finland shows that sex ratios can change quickly over time: during the first
150-year period from 1500 onwards, most witches were men, although a few
women appeared occasionally. However, during the most intensive period of
witch trials, from 1660—1700 — a time when new kinds of witchcraft accusations
involving the witches’ Sabbath and various forms of superstitious magic became
common — women came to form the majority of the accused. During the 18th
century, women became nearly invisible once again: eighty-five per cent of the
accused during this period were men.”*

The apparent heartlands of the witch-hunts — the Holy Roman Empire,
France and Scotland — were dominated by the stereotype of the female witch.
The peripheries, on the other hand, especially the north-east of Europe, but also
Normandy in the west, maintained the stereotype of the male witch. These con-
cepts of centre and periphery are not necessarily geographical or cultural; rather,
they are related to the intensity of the witch-hunts. The proportion of men seems
to be greater in the less intense and moderate hunts, such as in Iceland, with its
120 accused between 1625 and 1685, and in Estonia with under 200 accused
between 1520 and 1729. The countries that blur this picture are Russia, with
almost 600 accused between 1622 and 1785, and Finland, with at least 2,500
accused between 1500 and 1800. These two countries were geographically large
though sparsely populated, which means that it is not easy to compare them with
densely populated European cities. Russia and Finland can also be thought of as
areas with low intensity witch-hunts, because although the trials were frequent,
they were also conducted meticulously according to due legal procedure and the
punishments were usually milder than those received further west.”®

One can thus claim that the areas with intense witch-hunts saw a greater
proportion of women as witches than areas with less intensive hunts. This seems
to contradict Erik Midelfort and others, who claimed that men as witches often
appeared in the trials only after the hunt had intensified, and the social charac-
teristics of the witch had been complicated by a snowball-effect whereby the
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male friends and relatives of previously accused women were linked by asso-
ciation and chains of accusations.”® Nevertheless, the focus on intensive witch-
hunting is a crude generalisation and offers a rather one-sided look at witchcraft
and magic, including in terms of how gender worked in the trials. If one seeks
to find out more about the gendered concepts of magic in early modern Europe,
one should consider the other characteristics of both the trials and the society in
which they took place.

Witch-hunts were usually at their most intense where the idea of the witches’
Sabbath took root. In their purest form, the witches’ Sabbath trials took place in
Germany and France, but they occurred occasionally in other countries as well. This
Sabbath — where witches were said to congregate — was essential for chain accusa-
tions and snowballing denunciations. The majority of the accused in the Sabbath
trials were women. This has been explained by the sexual nature of the Sabbath and
the encounters between the witches and the Devil. Nevertheless, in Continental
Europe, the concept of the witches” Sabbath grew to include men. Although it was
never impossible for demonologists to conceive of female demons and devils hav-
ing sex with human men, sex was not as important for the masculine experience
of witchcraft. This was possibly the case because, as Lyndal Roper claims,”” early
modern understanding related sex to the subordination of the woman to the power
of the man. During the witches” Sabbath, men took on other roles. Rita Voltmer and
Peter Heuser found that in German witch-hunts, a wider cultural development was
perhaps more important to the change than the escalation of chain accusations. The
emergence of men as witches was made possible by the reimagining of the witches’
Sabbath in terms of the village festival; men took roles in the witches” Sabbath that
corresponded to their roles in the village festival. This reimagining, rather than a
simple escalation of accusations, was the cause of the emergence of the male witch.”®
The Sabbath has also been described as the mirror image of society in general, which
may also lead to seeing its main figures as men, just as in everyday society.”’

Finland and Sweden had a few trials that involved the witches’ Sabbath and
Blikulla, the place where witches gathered to celebrate. In Finland, these trials
were mainly held in the Swedish-speaking areas of Ostrobothnia and Aland,
suggesting that Sweden had a significant influence. On 28 May 1666, Karin
Persdotter from Enkarby, already sentenced to death by beheading and burn-
ing at the stake by the Aland circuit court, was presented at Turku Court of
Appeal. She had been sentenced because she had had ‘a connection and a union
with Satan and been able to say when something had been stolen and by whom’.
Maria and Brita from Engeby were also presented before the court of appeal for
supposedly having been enticed to practise witchcraft by Karin, but they were
only sentenced to forty-mark fines. Contrary to its practice, the court of appeal
did not pardon Karin but explicitly ordered her to be carefully questioned before
her beheading about who else had been involved in witchcraft so that they could
also be examined and brought to justice.®’

Later that autumn, Maria Nilsdotter from Finnstrom and a number of other
women named by Karin Persdotter were also brought to court. Maria had a
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connection and union with Satan that helped her cure diseases with magic. She
had received a death sentence in the circuit court. In Maria’s case, too, the court
of appeal enforced her sentence. Because the other women were yet to be inves-
tigated and sentenced, circuit court judge Nils Psilander was told to bring the
women together before the beheading and to listen to Maria’s entire confession
before the named women. The circuit court judge was to hear the women’s
responses to Maria’s confession and to write everything down carefully. These
women were then to be investigated so that the court of appeal could make the
final ruling on their cases as well.5!

In the February of the following year, the cases were presented at the court
of appeal. Lisbetta from Sund was sent to the court of appeal for practising com-
mon witchcraft, making a deal with the Devil in Blikulla, and then paying
him an annual butter tax. When she first came to Bldkulla, Satan had branded
her shoulder and announced that her body and soul were now his. Ebba, Mats
Henrickson’s widow from Finby, was investigated at the same time. She offered
a similar confession and said she had been in a union with Satan for two years.
The union offered her better luck with butter and crops, and in return she paid
the Devil one talent of butter a year. The Devil had bitten Ebba, too — on the
right shoulder — to mark that her body and soul now belonged to him. Neither
woman was pardoned by the court of appeal. A similar story of a deal and butter
tax was offered by Anna Bengtsdotter from Sund, yet another woman the court
of appeal did not spare.??

In total, seven women were sentenced to death. The events had begun to
unfold in 1665 in Jomala, where hay had been stolen from Mats Palsson. The
thief had been caught with ‘information’ given by Karin Persdotter. Karin was
questioned about her trips to Blikulla and any orgies she might have attended,
after which the court was convinced that she was in open alliance with Satan.%?
Karin explained that the Devil had scolded her for being poor and threatened
that she would always remain poor unless she began to serve the Devil and pay
tax to him. Although this did not interest the court of appeal, the Devil had bit-
ten Karin’s breasts so that the marks were still visible.

This series of trials was highly unusual: they were the first Sabbath trials in
Sweden and included many features that never became common. Above all,
they included an unusually high number of features discussed by demonologists:
Satan was personally present, and the women were in an explicit union with
him. These features were gendered and partly sexual, but whereas the women in
Germany were made to describe how they had sealed their pact by a symbolic
marriage with — or a rape by — the Devil, the Finnish women described hav-
ing confirmed the union by paying taxes of butter and money. This was no less
gendered than the stories in German areas, but clearly in a different way, and
the details were more connected to the women’s civic and economic roles than
their sexual roles. The Devil himself was portrayed as a young man in a sailor’s
outfit —a coastal variation of the figure that appeared in some German witchcraft
narratives — a gentleman dressed in black velvet.*
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The accused women in Aland never told much about the Sabbath they had
attended. Much more emphasis was placed on the magic they performed in their
home villages, mostly in their homes, cattle sheds and pastures. The accused
women fairly freely testified that they had recited the Lord’s Prayer to protect
their cattle. Karin gave her cows special fodder to protect them from disease say-
ing, ‘My cow has been robbed of spirit, my cow has been robbed of blood, my
cow has been robbed of flesh, but I will give you malt and salt, and you will get
your strength back’. Thereafter, she said the Lord’s Prayer.® Lisbetta said she had
let her cows out together with the rhyme ‘you shall go after me, like the Devil
goes after the wrong master, and like the one who goes to court and knows right
but testifies wrong’.3® Later on, one of the women also testified to having read
a long reading to the cows; however, the witness could only remember that she
said to the cows, ‘you shall want me like the poor soul wants the Realm of God,
or like the earth wants fresh water’.’” Though they were sentenced for misus-
ing the name of God, they sought to present themselves as fulfilling their gen-
dered economic roles with religious piety in a manner that could have reflected
Luther’s ideas of calling and vocation, had their actions not encroached upon the
clergy’s role as the dispenser of prayer and divine intervention. The narratives of
women’s witchcraft were firmly embedded in the everyday, but also in religious
expectations. The narratives also suggest that the women seem to have thought
it worthwhile to seek divine help in their daily duties. Instead of a vengeful God,
they saw — at least until they faced torture in the witch trials — a God that was a
potential help, even for a lowly woman with a sick cow. The spiritual came into
the material and bodily world.

Among the educated elites at least, and through teaching and more or less
top-down cultural transmission, the female stereotype of the witch was well-
established. Demonologists writing on the subject are usually considered indica-
tive: Stuart Clark has concluded that due to a deep-rooted, long-standing dualism
in early modern categories of thinking, witchcraft, along with inferiority, was
associated with women. By contrast, all good and appreciable things were associ-
ated with men. According to Clark, this was not a conscious misogyny, but rather
an implicit characteristic of the early modern learned way of thinking. Clark’s
claim that prejudice was inbuilt, unintentional, and unrecognised actually means
that it was not the individual demonologists or witch-hunters who were misogy-
nists; rather, it was the culture and society as a whole.®

Scholars in the 21st century have amended Clark’s argument: instead of a
dualistic polarisation of opposites, gender is now most often seen as a web of
assumptions or latent qualities that could be drawn on as the situation needed.
This web of assumptions was ‘not so polarised as to prevent leakage across gender
boundaries’.® A similar development has led to the argument that stereotypi-
cally feminine qualities could well be attached to individuals of both sexes: some
men could be imagined to be like women, and therefore witches. According to
Claudia Opitz-Belakhal, Jean Bodin regarded some educated men’s greed for
power and knowledge as prone to make them as vulnerable to the Devil’s lures
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as women’s carnal greed. Whereas Bodin associated his enemies with greed,
witchcraft and femininity, he also presented himself as godly, dutiful, virile and,
with this combination, ultimately very masculine.”® It was obviously also pos-
sible to use witchcraft accusations to present a godly and dutiful femininity. It
is also likely that witchcraft sceptics and the more cautious judges were equally
able to identify their rationality and patriarchal position as reflecting masculine
qualities.”!

Gendered beliefs about magic have also been formed by various other agen-
das. For example, Sigrid Brauner, Merry Wiesner-Hanks and Rolf Schulte have
claimed that Protestant ideologists — including and especially Luther — either
adopted or retained for longer the stereotypical image of witches being female.”?
While this may seem a viable generalisation, it is noteworthy that in the major-
ity of the areas where most of the accused were men, the dominant religion was
Protestantism.”® The influence of the Eastern Orthodox religions and Islam on
gendered concepts of witchcraft and magic has not yet received much serious
assessment, although the issue must be of significant relevance since geographi-
cally, more than a third of Europe was under the influence of these religions.

The demonologists’ stereotype of the female witch was not necessarily trans-
ferred into the practice of trials or the popular concepts of witchcraft. Both
women and men could be witches, but female and male witches differed from
each other. In peasant cultures, the differences were so varied that they are some-
what difficult to analyse. They also do not necessarily go hand in hand with
the ‘goodness’ or ‘evilness’ of witches, or with their scariness, powerfulness or
appreciation, although many researchers have tried to view them in this way.
In the 1970s, feminist researchers assumed that women were actually the good
witches, healers and midwives, but that the elites branded them evil. Men, on
the other hand, were more often occultists, practitioners of ‘high magic’, or
astrologers who worked in courts and palaces and were thus rarely reached by
the authorities. These assumptions were based on a limited amount of learned lit-
erature with political rhetoric and a couple of pamphlets describing trials. More
recent research comes closer to presenting statistics about actual trials. Modern
researchers often state that in the Netherlands, Sweden and some German cities,
for example, men acted more often as so-called wise men, healers and mediators
in marital disagreements. For these men, witchcraft seems more often to have
been a way to gain a higher status than for women.”*

At times, the differences between women and men as witches seemed to
reflect the division of labour between the sexes in general. There are two pos-
sible explanations for this. One explanation is that women did magic relating
to women’s work and men did magic relating to men’s work. Sometimes men
and women acted as village healers or mediators in marital disagreements — and
sometimes as saboteurs. Another explanation is that women’s actions in the
men’s sphere were easily interpreted as witchcraft. For example, 19th-century
Finnish folklore shows that if a woman so much as touched a horse’s harness,
it became unlucky.”® The other explanation comes from statistics presented by
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Marko Nenonen in 1992: both the number of women charged and the number of
charges for benevolent cattle magic increased simultaneously after the 1660s. At
first glance, it would be easy to think that women were involved in benevolent
cattle magic and men in maleficium, but Nenonen claims this is a statistical fal-
lacy: the two things simply changed at the same time. Although the phenomena
seem to correlate, they are in fact entirely independent of each other, much like
ice cream consumption and death by drowning. The fact is rather that before the
1660s, witchcraft charges dealt almost entirely with maleficium, meaning that
nobody was accused of benevolent cattle magic. Also before the 1660s, women
were not charged with anything at all, meaning that women were not charged
with maleficium before this. After the 1660s, however, two things changed:
witchcraft charges began to focus on benevolent magic and women began to
be charged. These coinciding changes cannot be used to deduce that men or
women performed more of either type of magic, but that gender expectations
were changed by the Sabbath trials in the late 1660s.7°

The line between benevolent and malevolent magic is fine, because it depends
on whose point of view is considered. Exposing a thief may sound like benevo-
lent magic at first, but the matter was complicated by the fact that the thief was
often uncovered after some accident happened to him. Some magic was similar
to theft. Examples include taking a few straws of hay from your neighbour’s barn
and putting them in yours or cutting a few meshes from your neighbour’s nets
and adding them to your own to guarantee sufficient feed and a good catch.””
Categorising magic into benevolent and malevolent may not be useful in the first
place, and it certainly does not distinguish women’s magic from men’s magic.”®
In the early modern period, men healed, did magic and cast spells on cattle, food,
beer and children, even if these were typically associated with women’s magic.
Conversely, women cast spells on horses, fields and trees that fell in forestry work
almost as often as they did so-called women’s magic.

Sin and faith embodied

Though catering to the needs of a patriarchal society and though hierarchical by
nature, pre-modern religion was not necessarily oppressive towards either gender.
Historians of religion have emphasised that among theologians and in spiritual
instruction, ‘feeling like a woman’ was not a disparagement.”” The phrase refer-
enced Christ’s bride in the mystical union between the church and the Divine.
Moreover, the corporeality of Christ and his sacrifice, which lay at the heart of
Christianity, was considered symbolically feminine by the late medieval period.
Since women were considered to be more carnal than men, women could also
more easily identify and be identified with the incarnate nature of Christ, and
to share in the suffering that was supposed to free humankind from sin. Thus,
to take part in the imitation of Christ, men who wished to be leaders of the
congregation also had to present themselves as imitating women. This is visible

in a number of late medieval pious instruction manuals and meditation texts.!”
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Even though this was of course a symbolic and ideological discourse rather than
a pragmatic or political one, it also had implications in lay piety and thereby the
practical life of the parishioners. The feminine was therefore not necessarily
hierarchically less preferential to the masculine, although some scholars empha-
sise that this reversal of roles was only temporary.!”" Whereas the importance of
such imitation diminished with religious mysticism in many forms of Protestant-
ism, mysticism did not wholly disappear from even the most orthodox Luther-
anism. On the contrary, it had a role in Lutheran religious experiences, even in
Luther’s own descriptions of his awakening, and later in the personal cults that
developed. In other words, the portrayal of masculinity among Lutherans always
included a dimension of femininity, frailty and ecstasy.!?

There were other kinds of religious performances as well, those not so much
directed towards the maintenance of social order. Post-Reformation prayer
meetings were one such element. It is clear that a prayer continued to be a per-
formance also after the Reformations. More specifically, it was a bodily perfor-
mance much more than a verbal utterance or unspoken thought. In the western
part of Finland, and particularly so in Satakunta on the south-west coast of Fin-
land, traces of a rosary cult can be found in the mid-17th century. The court
records of the rosary practice show that Marian devotion channelled religious
feelings in Finland during this time. In 1646, a group of women from Huit-
tinen were indicted for having held a convent or a ‘Resolia’ at home in order
to improve the failing eyesight of one of the village women. When indicted for
superstition and questioned in court, the women reported that they had read a
sequence of prayers nine times, prepared and consumed a special sacrificial din-
ner with beer on the table, and held hands and struck ‘with iron on flint stone’.!*®

While prayer was difficult to define in the early modern period — just as it is
now — the women themselves thought of and called these actions prayer. Other
comparable events in the court records include cases where the agents themselves
call an action a prayer and they refer to a (usually Christian) Divinity — although
others around them may have thought of the same actions as being a joke or
superstition, sometimes even a blasphemy. All the above-mentioned character-
istics were typical elements of early modern prayer as described in the court
records. Prayer was not merely a litany of words; rather, it consisted of series of
tangible and ritual actions, such as kneeling in front of or beside the target of
the prayer, or else touching or circling it — the sick person, the damaged limb or
the endangered field. Eating was also an important part of the lay prayer meet-
ing, implicating both the Holy Communion and the bodily engagement of the
participants, and it should not be separated from the meeting.

Scholars of medieval religion have investigated contemporary devotional
manuals as affective scripts where the pious exercise was constructed from
sequences and little actions that followed one another. If performed correctly,
they would not only present but also produce the desired religious experience
and religious emotion. In these texts, they were often small exclamations and
short adjectival descriptions that functioned as emotives — expressions that were
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meant to signify and communicate emotion as an interpretative explanation both
to others and to oneself. They were a means to communicate things that went on
in one’s mind internally.!® The early modern Finns were barely literate, and few
descriptions of the verbal parts of prayer are available. However, what the women
told of their prayer rituals suggest that they also functioned as a script, but a script
that materialised in action and in the body instead of through words and phrases.
When groups of women performed the bodily rituals together, it was meant to
produce a shared experience of the sacred and of the expectation and granting of
divine help, conveyed by the body.!%

The shared meal was part of these meetings. Eating was important for various
reasons. In magical thinking, making someone eat something was a way to gain
access to the inside of the body and thereby have power over it and the soul that
dwelled within.!° Eating together was also important because it connected the
individual body with its private sensations to the community that shared the meal.
Eating, especially ritual eating influenced by the sacrificial communion, also con-
nected in a tangible and accessible way the mundane and daily to the sacred and
religious. This was no less important in Protestant and Lutheran culture than it
had been in the medieval Catholic culture. In fact, the importance of the physical
experience of partaking in the Communion may have been emphasised in Luther-
anism.!” Many court cases report how the parishioners took communion into their
own hands and celebrated it outside church. Nevertheless, even in indictments of
blasphemy and superstition, most cases testify to the respect shown towards com-
munion. Using communion bread and sometimes even wine for magical purposes,
in healing for example, presumes that the items were thought of as holy and power-
ful, having an effect not only spiritually but also physically. The Lutheran commu-
nion was a bodily experience of the divine body; it was not a commemorative meal
but a true meeting with the essence of the flesh and blood of Christ, which were
made a part of the human body by consuming them and which thereby sanctified
the human body, at least for a moment. Not only in church communion but also
in the unofficial sacrificial meals, the religious experience was shared in a physical
form. The physical and bodily also made the experience sexed and gendered.

This shared physical experience of the sacred or religious could then be used
to define the limits or the order of the community. The Huittinen prayer meet-
ing mentioned above had been organised because a woman in the village was
losing her eyesight. All the participants stated that their prayer had been success-
ful, and she was now ‘better’. Regardless of whether she actually saw any more
clearly than before, the shared ritual had shown that she was a still a member
of the community, although her place within it may have been changing. The
ritual was also a way of recognising this change, the transformation from some-
one who could and would be expected to work for the community to someone
who needed and would receive help. The ritual signified that this change was
accepted and legitimate; it was not a matter of idleness, laziness or sin. If in
the pre-modern context being well or healthy meant fulfilling the expectations
posed,'”® this woman was certainly better again.
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Such a ritual embodied compassion, one of the key religious emotions in the
pre-modern period, in a tangible, physical expression that took place by doing
things: cooking, eating, stepping and kneeling. Believers touched or circled a
thing by walking or crawling around it to invoke the holy power embodied in a
church, shrine, statue or well, or else they walked around an item, space, animal
or person in order to provide the protection of the holy power. They included
their fellows in their rituals by doing things together and sharing the physical
action. The phenomenon is much like that described in Saba Mahmood’s (2005)
influential ethnographic work on the women’s mosque movement in contempo-
rary Egypt, which highlights that the religious experience of women occurs in
and through the body, and that piety is an embodied practice. Likewise, accord-
ing to Caroline Walker Bynum, the body was constitutive of the religious self in
Medieval Christian teaching.!”” The early modern believers, who touched, ate
and walked in their prayers, similarly performed religion with their bodies rather
than — or in addition to — words. Their bodily performances of prayer also made
religion and faith tangible and concrete, giving it meaning but not turning it into
a mere ceremony. Simultaneously, it brought religion-as-lived into the mundane
spaces outside the church.

Corporeality shaped religious experiences differently for men and women.
One of these differences may have been that while both men’s and women’s
bodies where thought of as porous and permeable, women’s bodies were thought
to be more so.''” Women’s bodies were leaky vessels that did not always contain
their bodily fluids. They could be more easily entered into by spirits and mali-
cious people as well as by well-meaning magic, but they were also overflowing
with emotion and spirituality, not governed by order and structure. This was
partly what made the symbolic paradox of spirituality because of corporeality so
strong. Therefore, as McNamer puts it:

Recognizing that gender performance became an enduring, core mecha-
nism for the production of this emotion not only helps to explain the his-
torically specific social and ethical functions of compassion in late medieval
England, it also helps expose emotion-driven fractures within so-called
traditional religion — especially in the meditative practices of powerful lay

men — at the cusp of the Reformation.!!!

Compassion, essential for the imitation of Christ, was largely a gender perfor-
mance: to perform compassion was to feel like a woman. Compassionate feel-
ing and religious performance for the benefit of others was first and foremost a
woman’s devotion.

The spiritual and the bodily were always intertwined, but for women, they
were even more so. This difference may have increased during the Reforma-
tions’” emphasis on order, regulation and self~government as essential ingredients
of masculinity, particularly religious masculinity.!'? Mysticism was not absent
from Protestantism, especially from Lutheranism, and the Catholic Reformation
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relished the mystical and the miraculous, but during the 16th and 17th centuries,
even mystical experiences had to be controlled.

This may explain one difference that can be found in men’s and women’s
bodily religious practices in early modern Finland. It appears that regular,
calendar-related feasts were often celebrated and the rituals conducted by men,
like the celebration in Jadski in the previous chapter. In the context of immedi-
ate emergencies, however — when someone fell ill or needed help, as happened
in Huittinen, women more often took charge. This was not a cast-iron rule,
however: there were many women taking part in the annual feasts, and there
were also calendar rituals specifically for women — for example, letting out the
cattle — and men took sometimes part in the emergency magic as well. However,
more often the formal rituals were performed by men and the informal rituals
by women.!!?

It appears that the practices supported a gendered sense of belonging to a
group of similar people, either to other men or women, or to a kin or fam-
ily group. The gendering of religious practices and the emotions acted out in
them were much more directly related to other people in the immediately sur-
rounding community. Compassion for a neighbour with failing eyesight was not
sought through imagining Mary’s suffering, but through tangible work with
one’s neighbours to begin the charitable care in terms of the food, clothing, and
company that the member of the community needed. Compassion was a decent
woman’s proper feeling, but it was also the feeling of a woman in a certain tan-
gible social and geographical religious group. Men, on the other hand, did not
perform the rituals to produce compassion; their rituals were for reproducing
appreciation and a sense of authority. It is a simplification — but it may be a useful
one — to claim that women’s rituals centred on compassion and help in emergen-
cies, while men’s rituals centred on order in the everyday.

Conclusions

The internal hierarchy and gender order followed and taught by the church
was not a self~evident truth. The church’s own conflicting notions are evident
in the problems the medieval church faced in defining women’s religiousness.
The church sometimes struggled to draw the line between an ascetic mystic
and a person possessed by a demon, between a woman prophesying and a her-
etic spreading misbeliefs. Definitions were not made by clergymen alone. Ordi-
nary Christians, men and women, no doubt experienced religion as something
that restricted and controlled them, but it also offered them new opportunities.
The church determined how religion should be practised by requiring annual
confessions and penances, but it also left individuals with plenty of freedom to
choose. Religion thus offered women the freedom and space to fulfil them-
selves and sometimes even the opportunity to take down gendered behavioural
norms. Most of women’s religious activities nevertheless did support the church’s
patriarchal structures, and very often, women’s actions enforced the prevailing
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gender order and hierarchy. In particular, women ascetics’ eucharistic mysticism
and fanaticism strengthened the position of the priests offering communion.
Similarly, women’s private religious practices, such as pilgrimages, supported
the definition and network of the sacred places created by men.""* While the
performance of virginity inserted queer elements into femininity; at the same
time it produced a dualistic — even complementary — gender order: the confessor
guarded and mediated the ecstatic mystics’ experiences for the wider audience to
comprehend and cherish.

Late medieval and early modern Christianity, both Protestant and Catholic,
may have worked on the platform of neo-Platonic binaries that organised the
world into pairs of opposites, such as black and white, light and darkness, and
men and women, but it also seems to have flirted with paradoxical inversions of
the same binaries — the performance of religion required the queering of gen-
der. To be righteous, it was necessary to be humble, to be saved it was necessary
to feel the enormous weight of the sin one carried and to beg for forgiveness.
This paradox led to different expressions in Protestantism and Catholicism, but
it was important in both. The Protestant idea of salvation by faith alone was
based on the inability of humans to avoid sin. Therefore, flawed, sinful humans
could only be saved if they admitted to their sinfulness and submitted to divine
grace. The Catholic Reformation’s focus on the figure of Mary Magdalene and
the church’s expenditure on refuges for fallen women indicate a similar quest to
identify and associate virtue with the sinful. It became a competition to present
oneself as the worst sinner, the weakest vessel, for the early modern believer took
pride in being as humble as possible.!!?

Obviously, this was not a new idea; it drew from the Bible and was largely
cultivated during the Middle Ages. The humility topos was a well-known and
widely fostered element in medieval religious writings. Humility was a virtue
and the counterpart to the capital sin of pride. It was the first step on the path to
salvation; therefore, authors could willingly use it as an element of spiritual merit.
Those that were the most humble were the most deserving of redemption.!1®

Medieval and early modern Christians believed not only in communal and
individual sin and salvation but also in the idea that ‘the last will be first, and
the first last’ (Matthew 20:16). Sin and virtue, humility and pride, and freedom
and servitude to God formed binary pairs that were constantly inverted; they
intermingled and eventually formed paradoxes in which sin and virtue did not
exist without each other — humility was pride, and servitude was freedom. The
identity and subjectivity of the religious self was formed in this submission to
rules and the whole that was mightier than oneself.""” While categories of male
and female sex as physical or biological entities did not share in this blurring, the
social and cultural categories of feminine and masculine gendering did.

In this context, the concept of gender also changed. Instead of considering it
a hierarchy, historians of religion usually approach gender as a matrix or a web of
qualities that could be drawn upon by people to present themselves as religiously
successful men or women. These qualities fall less clearly into neo-platonic
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categories, and therefore both men and women drew on the same qualities, albeit
perhaps in different situations and for different ends. The question is or was,
therefore, not so much what men or women did or were able to do in terms of
religion, but how they did it. How did men perform religion to be good men,
or women to be good women? While these performances were certainly regu-
lated, as Judith Butler has pointed out,"'® early modern and medieval regulation
was not self-evidently similar to modern religious regulation, and although it
operated on binaries — the categories of masculine and feminine — medieval and
early modern Christianity’s play with paradoxes set their asymmetric hierarchy
in a continuous swinging motion. To be masculine, men had to be feminine.
The same applied also vice versa to women, as testified by a number of medieval
saints’ vitae describing fasting even until the bodily signs of femininity disap-
peared or by Protestant descriptions of women taking up masculine tasks and
roles in the absence of ‘good and Godly’ — that is, of course, Protestant — men.'"”

Thus, gender turns into a performative project: it is something people do —
and therefore appropriate and change — instead of what they are, and it is some-
thing that people qualify, instead of something that qualifies them. Together,
gender and religion formed a performative space, a stage that empowered people
to do things and qualify the way they did things.

When the human body is brought to the centre of any investigation, it inev-
itably turns into a gendered body. But what does this mean? The gendering
of bodies is not a self-evident and unchanging factor; it was different in the
period under scrutiny from how it is now. Bodies were not only used to produce
experience and religion; religion was used to produce the body. This is clear
in the examples of this chapter: Clare of Montefalco’s patient endurance of ill-
ness, naked Birgitta kneeling in prayer, the visible marks the Devil was thought
to have left on the bodies of his victims, and the curing of the eyesight of the
woman in Huittinen. All this is reminiscent of the way the body and gender have
been approached in studies on Islam and Islamic cultures. Bodily performances
and the experiences of the body moving and acting transform the self and allow it
to pass through different normative regimes governed by different sets of formal
or informal rules, norms and expectations. The body is not ‘a mere receptacle or
“inscriptive surface” for the work of representation-cum-discourse’ of religion;
rather, ‘[tlhe body and bodily practices are central to the enactment of sacred
space’.'? In other words, the body is an agent itself that shapes the spiritual expe-
rience of a conscious human subject. It is not merely an outward representation
or a tool. Religion-as-experience or experiencing religion was holistic, includ-
ing both body and mind not detaching them into binary categories.

Religion is an elaborate construction of complex and conflicting human
minds. Late medieval and early modern Christianity, both Protestant and Catho-
lic, may have operated on a platform of neo-Platonic binaries, but it continuously
flirted with paradoxical inversions of the binaries. To be saved and righteous, it
was necessary to confess to one’s unavoidable sinfulness, and the early modern
believer took pride in being as humble as possible. Sin and virtue, humility and
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pride, and freedom and servitude to God formed binary pairs that were con-
stantly turned upside down and eventually turned into paradoxes in which sin
and virtue did not exist without each other. Humility became pride, and servi-
tude became freedom. The social and cultural categories of the feminine and the
masculine were blurred and their relationship made more symmetrical. Feeling
like a woman could be essential for the successful presentation of religious mas-
culinity. Gender included hierarchies, but no longer permanently unbalanced
relationships of ‘power over’. It turned into a quality — or a web of qualities — that
empowered people to do things, a performative project of identity in the Butle-
rian vein of thinking.

In the religious rituals of early modern lay people, the gender roles related
to everyday life and livelihood for each and every status were reinforced in the
sphere of the sacred. The religious experiences enforced and moulded gendered
roles in the family and community, but gender also produced religious experi-
ences and identities through shared and individual communal and bodily prac-
tices. These experiences could be restrictive, since the sharedness meant that they
had to be at least partly approved by others, but they could also be empowering
and constructive, as they allowed a negotiation of individual and communal
identity.

In this chapter on medieval and early modern sin and faith, we have also
discussed the obvious importance of the body and the material in religion and
gender. Both religion and gender are, after all, things that need to be done —
lived — in the everyday, and although the medieval and early modern everyday
included many non-material beings and things, for humans their very existence,
let alone doing and performing, needed the body. So the body also guided the
experience of both faith and of gender. The body also guided the experiences of
lacking or or not fitting in in either faith or gender. And although the body in
the medieval or early modern period was never understood as dualistically sepa-
rate from the mind or the spirit — of which medieval saints like Birgitta of Swe-
den were examples — she became virginal sponsa Christi when she devoted herself
to the religious life, long after she had married and born children. The body and
the mind were not separate, not perhaps even intertwined or interdependent, but
rather amalgamated in the human — or Christian — person.

The bodily nature of doing religion and gender gave the experiences of faith
or gender a sense of immediacy that could be transferred between people and
consequently shared within communities. We could use Karen Barads New
Materialist theorising, stating that material bodies intra-act on a-deeper-than-
molecular level, and are ‘neither individual entities, nor mental impressions,
but entangled material practices’.!?! Barads’ theory essentially means that in the
nature bodies — or any material objects — have no fixed essence. Rather, they are
constantly changing, ‘coming-to-be’ something that is influenced by everything
else. The early modern people did not think in terms of quantum physics, but,
on a much more practical level, they understood that the surroundings of people
moulded the people, and the people moulded the surroundings. When thought
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in terms of ‘coming-to-be’, gender and sexed bodies could also refer to maturing
and ageing. Especially female corporeality was unstable because of the reproduc-
tive life course; the female body transgressed categories, manifested noncompli-
ance to norms and signified decay.

Experience was part of this process: A bodily sensation of touch, or of cold or
warmth, of smell or sight, was not necessarily the same for everyone, but there
likely was one for almost everyone, or at least almost everyone had some previ-
ous experience that allowed them to imagine such sensations. And while not
necessarily the same to begin with, these sensations could be assigned meanings
that were similar enough to allow people to negotiate a shared interpretation.
The body was not only a means of individual experience of faith and gender but
also of sharing and negotiating those with other individuals and whole commu-
nities.””? The body, and the material surroundings, were part of what bridged
individuals and communities, and transferred one-time actions into rituals and
eventually social structures.
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4

CONCLUSIONS

Structures of experiencing gender
and religion from the medieval
to the early modern period

While our conceptualisations of religion and gender as lived are based on medi-
eval and early modern evidence, we propose they may have wider temporal
applicability. While experience is always situated in time and culture, wider con-
ceptualisations and analytical categories are required to explain and to under-
stand the past as well as the present.

To return to the questions posed in the introduction: we asked how peo-
ple performed both religion and gender in their lives in ways that appropriated
some methods, persons and contexts but were rather different from what the
ideologists prescribed. How can this performance be conceptualised as a lived
experience of gender and religion? Most importantly, how does such a conceptu-
alisation change the historical investigation of either religion or gender?

It is widely agreed upon that religion permeated all spheres of society and
people’s lives. We have divided this book to three rather traditional sections: the
home, the public and the religious spheres. The home could be understood as
private, although we have argued that his kind of categorisation needs to be used
with care. We have aimed at its deconstruction. The public should be understood
here as the shared, communal and visible rather than the official. In the third
section, the religious or the sacred sphere can be understood to be opposed to
the secular, but here, too, we argue that the two infused one another. All these
spheres were fluid rather than fixed categories; they contributed to the construc-
tion of gender and lived religion and were also produced by gender performance
and religious practices.

The home, household and family stand out as spaces where religion and gen-
der were performed and experienced. Marriage and the household were the basic
units of society, and the marriage bed and marital relationship, with their joys,
sorrows and duties, largely defined ordinary people’s lives. Being a wife and
mother or a husband and father were roles society expected of its members, and
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parenting and taking care of the household and one’s dependants were religiously
prescribed positions and moral responsibilities, even when many individuals
lived their lives outside those roles. Family life and religion were intertwined.
Family relations and the home were essential in both religious teaching and the
components of daily life. Religion and gender were lived out and experienced
at home, as were political relations, economic transactions and all kinds of soci-
etal reproductions. The home was a nexus of human life, not just a sphere of
intimacy and affectivity. In the medieval and early modern period, it was not as
invisible as it seems now; rather it was a significant societal and political sphere
of action. The emphasis on the public and the official has stressed the hierarchal
and narrowing side of religion, while at home religion created a sphere and
room for action depending more on contingent situational needs than categori-
cal hierarchies.

Secular and religious values regularly supported each other and guided the
construction and performance of gender. Theological theories and teaching on
gender within the family were often inconsistent and even contradictory. A good
wife and mother, for example, possessed the attributes of a pious Christian: she
was meek and humble and obedient, but also dutiful and diligent. However, if
the need arose, she was to correct her dependants. Furthermore, humility and
especially self-restraint were also part of being a husband in the religious context.
Religion formed the basis for family relations but also offered an option for con-
testing them. Therefore, even if learned ponderings generally agreed upon the
gender hierarchy, they did not form one uncomplicated category of the feminine
or the masculine. Obviously, the lived experiences of medieval and early modern
women and men were even more multifaceted.

Since homes themselves and family structures changed slowly, their influence
on religion and gender also produced slow changes. However, the Reformation
ideals of marriage and motherhood were not completely new to society, nor to
religion. While the Protestant Reformation’s ideals lifted marriage and mother-
hood up as sacred, the home and the family had long been central to everyday
practices of faith and piety.

Different cultural areas of Europe were, of course, not alike in every respect.
Family structures varied from the southern and eastern multigenerational and
sibling households to the north-western nuclear types, and they were mixed
within these areas so that one can find large households in England and Scan-
dinavia as well as individual couples with children in the Mediterranean. It is
essential to understand the contingent nature of all patterns, including gender
and piety: people lived in many different circumstances. Since both gender
and piety were things that people did, performed and lived in connection to
other people and other demands around them, things that had to be negotiated,
approved and interpreted with others in a community, they were also things that
could be adapted, appropriated and changed according to situational needs.

The definitions of the private changed more profoundly only with indus-
trialisation and the creation of bourgeois culture. Today, we are again facing a
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transformation of everyday spheres: women working outside is not an automatic
norm even in western societies, and the (r)evolution of work (home offices and
new types of working methods) may even take working members of society back
into the home, while social media has revolutionised our understanding of the
private and shared. The idea of only men occupying medieval public spaces has
long been repudiated, but the idea of ‘true, masculine men’ of the past still lives
on. The media promotes the idea of clear gender stereotypes in the past: ‘back
then” women were feminine and men were truly men. The Middle Ages, as an
imagined past, is widely used in popular imagery and an example may be seen
the use of the Viking as ‘a true man’ in advertisements. As we have hopefully
managed to show in this book, clear gender categories were not the case during
the Middle Ages or early modern era; such ideas belong to the ‘imagined past’
and simultaneously tell something about the needs of the current society and cul-
ture. The modern world does acknowledge various gender identities and sexual
variations, but a more nuanced understanding of gender has also led to a counter
reaction, to a longing for clear gender roles and categorisations. As an unfortu-
nate example, the traditional wife movement: a wife fulfilling the mid-20th-
century gender role as ‘natural” has emerged. Tellingly, this vocabulary is mostly
cultivated among people who also desire clearer ethnic boundaries and admire
the Middle Ages as a ‘white’ era —i.e. the white supremacist subculture.

Ideologically, it was inappropriate for women to have public power or spend
time in a public space. Nevertheless, the communal nature of pre-modern reli-
gion demanded that it as well as gender — and their interaction — were also
performed in the public sphere. Furthermore, politics influenced religion, and
religion was a way to participate in the field of politics. For example, pilgrimages
were manifestations of devotion but simultaneously politically laden acts — they
opened the floor for each member of the community to make a statement in
this field. Quite often broad participation was expected and even required. The
best attested examples can be found in late medieval and Renaissance Italian
city-states, where pilgrimages, processions, and flagellant movements not only
enabled the participation of the whole community but also helped create the very
community. Collective rituals embraced both feelings of belonging to and ten-
sions within a community, and they provided tools for the participating group to
form itself as a community. The interconnection of rituals with the community
was, however, an open-ended process; they were not a stable mechanism with a
fixed outcome — that is, a reinforcement of existing values. The interrelatedness
of these phenomena simultaneously underlines the construction of gender as an
open process.

The boundaries of the private and public spheres, and the appropriate and inap-
propriate, were also connected to the virtues and sins promoted by the church
and supported by secular courts. No single authority defined virtue and vice,
honour and disgrace, or private and public. Public opinion regulated the lives of
people just as much as laws, court rulings and religious teachings, and both men
and women were active agents in forming public opinion. They actively defined
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what was permitted and appropriate in the community, as well as what was not
permitted and not appropriate. So, instead of being the objects of restrictions
dictated by common norms, women, too, participated in producing these norms.
Religion was both a platform and a medium for these processes of production.

The discussions about the participation of women in the public sphere reveal
a continuum. The dangers of women’s public participation were already present
in medieval writings, and the definition of public and private spheres and actions
remained at the heart of religious teachings in the early modern period. There is
a long-lasting tradition of seeing public space as morally tainting for women; it
continues even today also in western societies. Most recently, the #metoo move-
ment has made these presumptions and categorisations globally visible.

These are structures and mechanisms of experience that gained special forms
and meanings in the medieval and early modern periods. The meanings of home
and family as immediate circumstances and, indeed, pre-requisites of life at the
time, enforced also a domestication of faith — and gender that may have been
more profound than it is now. The forms that domestication took varied between
families of different status and occupation: in towns the domestic sphere was
smaller and more closely defined, whereas in the country and in farming fami-
lies, the domestic — or ‘our’ land and rights — were much broader but also less
clearly defined. In the most sparsely inhabited Nordic areas, a family’s private
or domestic space could extend several kilometres into the forest or water area.
Nevertheless, the counterpart of domestication was always publication, or the
negotiating, contesting and sharing of experience, religious or gendered.

We have also discussed the mechanisms and fora of bringing about and sharing
experience. Ordinary lay Christians no doubt experienced religion as something
that restricted and controlled them, but it also offered them new opportunities.
The church determined how religion should be practised by requiring annual con-
fessions and penances, but it also left individuals with plenty of freedom of choice.
Religion thus oftered people the freedom and space to fulfil themselves and some-
times even the opportunity to take down gendered behavioural norms or promote
oneself by fulfilling them. Modern scholarship often starts with the premise that
breaking the confines of gender was the ultimate goal of religious advocates, or
at least it was required for a religious experience to be meaningful. However, a
considerable amount of evidence suggests that women were happy to emphasise
tulfilling such expectations via religion. This does not mean, in our view, that
women were so suppressed by the patriarchy that they did not know their own
good — rather the limits of gender were wide and flexible enough to be accepted
and utilised in a positive way in identity building. So, while inserting queer ele-
ments into femininity, for example in the performance of virginity, the women
mystics could at the same time produce a dualistic — even complementary — gender
order between the confessor and the ecstatic mystic.

Late medieval and early modern Christianity, both Protestant and Catholic,
may have operated on the platform of neo-Platonic binaries that organised the
world into pairs of opposites, such as black and white, light and darkness, and
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men and women, but it also seems to have flirted with paradoxical inversions of
the same binaries; the performance of religion required the queering of gender.
Furthermore, since the last shall be the first, it was necessary to be humble to
be righteous, and to be redeemed it was necessary to confess to one’s unavoid-
able sinfulness. This paradox led to different expressions in Protestantism and
Catholicism, but it was important in both. Sin and virtue, humility and pride,
and freedom and servitude to God formed binary pairs that were constantly
turned upside down; they intermingled and eventually formed paradoxes in
which sin and virtue could not exist without each other, humility was pride,
and servitude was freedom. The identity and subjectivity of the religious self was
formed in this submission to rules and the whole that was mightier than oneself.
The social and cultural categories of feminine and masculine gendering featured
this blurring. Gender did operate in terms of categorical binaries, but instead
of strictly maintaining the neo-platonic categories, medieval and early modern
Christianity continuously flirted with paradoxical inversions. Religion set the
genders’ asymmetric hierarchy in a continuous swinging motion. Masculinity
and femininity drew on the same qualities, albeit perhaps in different situations
and for different ends. To be masculine, men had to be feminine. Conversely, the
same applied also to women. The social and cultural categories of the feminine
and the masculine were blurred; gender was a matrix or a web of qualities that
could be drawn upon by people to present themselves as religiously successtul
men or women.

The building bricks in this process are bodily practices both in the sense of
knowing actions, like rituals as well as sensory elements, seeing, hearing, smell-
ing, tasting and touching the religion. Correspondingly, linguistic elements were
crucial in these processes. By shared narrations and memories, be they at dinner
table, village well or judicial hearing, men and women were giving meaning to
their religious practices and performance of gender. Significant in the process in
meaning-making were also memories. Recollecting events, practices, thoughts,
emotions and sensory elements with others was a way to interpret the past in
order to comprehend the present and plan for the future. Not all incident or
practices become memories, the insignificant ones were forgotten. And not all
experiences were occurrences that actually happened; they may have been cre-
ated and evoked by shared narrations of cultural patterns. Collective memories,
whether in form of repeated bodily practices like pilgrimages or narrations, were
a way to give meaning to events, to comprehend and control them.

Thus, gender was a performative project, but also an experience formed both
the material and mental entablements, and negotiated between the individuals
and their surroundings: it was something people did instead of what they were,
and it was something that people qualified rather than something that qualified
them. Together, gender and religion formed a performative space, a stage that
empowered people to do things and qualify the ways they did them. Obviously,
these performances were regulated, but medieval and early modern regulation
was not the same as modern religious regulation. In the religious rituals of the
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pre-modern lay people, the gender roles that related to everyday life and live-
lihood for each and every status were reinforced in the sphere of the sacred.
The religious experiences enforced and moulded gendered roles in the family
and community, but gender also produced religious experiences and identities
through shared and individual communal and bodily practices. These experi-
ences could be restrictive, since their sharedness meant that they had to be at least
partly approved of by others, but they could also be empowering and construc-
tive, as they allowed a negotiation of individual and communal identity.

The corporeality of religious practices simultaneously turns them into gen-
dered practices. Bodies were not only used to produce experience and religion;
appropriating Saba Mahmood’s and Sara Ahmed’s theories, religion was also used
to produce the body and its gender. Bodily performances and the experiences of
the body moving and acting transform the self and allow it to pass through dif-
ferent normative regimes governed by different sets of formal or informal rules,
norms and expectations. The body is not just something upon which religion is
imposed or displayed, a receptacle or inscriptive surface for religion. Rather than
merely being an outward representation or a tool, the body is an agent itself that
shapes the spiritual experience of the conscious human subject.

Religion is an elaborate construction of complex and conflicting human
minds, including both the somatic and the cognitive. Gender included hierar-
chies, but not permanently unbalanced relationships of ‘power over’. It turned
into a quality — or a web of qualities — that empowered people to do things in a
performative project of identity.

The title of this book mentions two traditionally separate periods of time,
and it seems relevant to return to the question period boundaries. The reli-
gious changes that took place in the early modern period due to the Protestant
and Catholic Reformations are often considered to have confined women more
closely to their homes. In discussing women’s public actions in medieval and
early modern communities, we should bear in mind that the line between pri-
vate and public as we understand it now was not created until in the bourgeois
culture of the 19th century. In previous centuries, public and private had dif-
ferent definitions. In a wider historical context, confining women to the home
has been a longue durée tradition especially prevalent in the Mediterranean from
Antiquity on — it is not an exclusive element of Islamic societies.

In medieval and early modern ideologies, lay people were not permitted to
guide the spiritual sphere, despite the Reformation rhetoric of the priesthood
of all believers. In practice, however, most of the religious rituals that marked
parish life both before and after the Reformations were performed by lay men
and women. Furthermore, the clergy itself had difficulties in drawing the line
between the virtuous, saints, sinners, heretics and demoniacs. The Reformation
era, if anything, added to the confusion, and led to hesitation over proper belief,
ritual and sacraments.

In this volume, we have looked at religion and gender as experience, and
at experience and history as communicative and intersubjective processes of
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entanglement. Religion as experience is created by intersectionality; it creates a
holistic account that includes both the cognitive and the somatic, as well as the
spiritual, social and cultural.

It is evident to us, that things lived and experienced are at the same time
more flexible to adaptation and slower to profound change than any of the writ-
ten analyses of these changes — either by contemporaries or by later sociologists
or historians — are apt to show. The lived and experienced are at the same time
rooted in the momentary, contingent and changing situation, and in the basics of
life, society and survival. They change radically only when the living conditions
of people change equally radically.

The medieval era proceeded from one process of change to the next; it was
not a stagnant time period. However, at the crossing to the early modern period,
new kinds of wealth, innovation and disease entered the European universe.
However, most of the basic modes of life nevertheless remained the same in the
agricultural milieu and even in the mostly small towns’ inherently rural condi-
tions. The changes in family structure were slow, the range of occupations to
provide livelihoods remained the same for most people, even though markets
changed considerably with the globalisation of the early modern world. The
inherent uncertainty of life and death under the fluctuations of politics, econom-
ics, markets, weather, disease and other things that could, for a long time to come
only be explained as God’s Wrath and managed by keeping God content stayed
the same — or became even more uncertain — through the periods in question. In
fact, it seems evident that the very fastness of the changes in political, economic
and natural conditions of life led to people clinging to their old values, modes of
faith and habits that had provided if not safety, at least comfort before. The haste
of change in some spheres of life created inertia and perhaps stubborn slothful-
ness in others.

The pace of changes in the world from around the Millennium to 2020 seem
to imply a similar nostalgic drive towards social and cultural conservatism,
despite the fact that it’s comforting safety is likely to be as completely false as it’s
traditionality is. Indeed, if we look at history, the things that conservative popu-
list movements now see as ‘traditional’, or even ‘natural’, seem to have led the
world far from safety. As one looks even deeper into longue durée history, they
have only been traditional or dominant for a very short while.
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