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Abstract
The secular household production of textiles was one of the major economic activities
of medieval Iceland, with current archaeological and historical studies focusing on the
commercial and social function of cloth. However, archaeological excavation at the
convent of Kirkjubæjarklaustur reveals that textile objects comprise a significant
portion of the material culture of the religious site, and thus likely had a prominent role
in the activities of monastic women. This role remains understudied in medieval
devotion studies, and I argue that the textile production activities were significant in
constituting both personal, intimate religious practices, and communal devotions. This
thesis examines the surviving textile material and objects related to textile production
from Kirkjubæjarklaustur, to understand the significance of textile production in
women´s religious lives. What did it mean for the nuns, to create cloth in the convent
environment? How did the materials produced engage with monastic religious practices,
and how were these concepts gendered? In what ways can the actions and meanings
imbued in the surviving material objects be interpreted regarding monastic identities?
And, what strategies were employed by the nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur to situate
themselves within the monastic system? I examine the way objects like textiles and
textile tools become entangled and active agents in the construction and performance of
identity for female monastics. By drawing on frameworks such as performativity,
habitus, and ritual communication, the material objects such as looms, knitting needles,
and religious textiles like altar cloths are understood both in regard to their stylistic and
technological features, as well as their symbolic and social meaning. To contextualize
these objects within existing dialogic practices, I discuss the social conventions around
female piety, particularly the emphasis on female saints lives and Marian cult practices
through material excavated at Kirkjubæjarklaustur and the associated manuscript,
Kirkjubæjarbók (AM 429 12mo). I argue it is possible to read into physical materials
such as the remains of looms, or ecclesiastical embroidery, as the objects through which
nuns strove to emulate, embody, and make sense of narratives of saintly female
behavior. Ultimately, this study aims to show that monastic life, identity, and activities
were dynamic and constantly negotiated, with religious textile production serving as
both a tool and a site of religious devotion.
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Ágrip
Framleiðsla textíls var ein helsta atvinnugrein íslenskra heimila á miðöldum.
Rannsóknir á sviði fornleifafræði og sagnfræði hafa þó til þessa einkum beinst að
efnahagslegum ávinningi af framleiðslunni. Fornleifauppgröftur sem fram fór nýverið á
rústum Kirkjubæjarklausturs leiddi hins vegar í ljós að textíll hafði öðru mikilvægu
hlutverki að gegna. Það snéri að hlutverki þeirra sem nunna og trúarlegrar hollustu í
garð þess eiðs sem þær höfðu unnið. Í ritgerðinni er þannig vakin athygli á því að
framleiðsla á textíl í klaustrinu kunni að hafa skipt afar miklu máli við mótun
sjálfsmyndar nunnanna í Kirkjubæ, jafnt persónulega og félagslega. Kannaðar voru
heimildir og gögn um textílframleiðslu þeirra, sem og leifar textíls þaðan, í þeim
tilgangi að skilja mikilvægi framleiðslunnar í lífi nunnanna. Spurt var hvaða hlutverki
framleiðsla textíls gegndi í klausturumhverfinu? Hvaða boðskap má lesa úr þeim
klæðum sem framleidd voru klaustrinu og hvernig birtist kyn systranna í þeim? Hvernig
er hægt að túlka klæðin og aðra efnismenningu frá Kirkjubæ með tilliti til kynbundinnar
sjálfsmyndar nunnanna og klausturs þeirra? Og hvaða aðferðir notuðu þær til þess að
staðsetja sig innan þess samfélagslega kerfis sem klaustrin byggðu almennt á? Í
ritgerðinni var sjónum þannig beint að því hvernig textíllinn sjálfur og þau verkfæri,
sem notuð voru til þess að vinna hann, voru samtvinnuð mótun kynbundinnar
sjálfsmyndar og lifnaðarháttum, habitus, nunnanna. Skoðaðar voru leifar vefstóla,
prjóna, altarisdúka og önnur kirkjuleg klæði í stílfræðilegu og tæknilegu samhengi til
þess að ná þessu markmiði, auk þess sem lítið var til táknrænna merkinga þessara sömu
gagna. Niðurstöðurnar voru síðan settar í samhengi við þá félagslegu siði sem
einkenndu trúrækni kvenna á miðöldum. Sérstök áhersla var lögð á að skoða sögu þeirra
dýrlinga er fram koma í Kirkjubæjarbók (AM 429 12mo), sem var í eigu nunnanna í
Kirkjubæ, en dýrkun Maríu meyjar í kaþólskum sið einnig skoðuð í gegnum þær leifar
sem fundust við uppgröftinn á Kirkjubæjarklaustri. Niðurstaðan er sú að mögulegt sé að
lesa í efnislega hluti eins og leifar af vefstólum og kirkjulegum útsaumi sem nunnurnar
skildu eftir sig til þess að skilja hollustu þeirra við kaþólska trú. Þá er hér sýnt fram á að
klausturlíf, sjálfsmynd og athafnir nunnanna voru stöðugt til þekkingarfræðilegrar
umræðu og að framleiðsla þeirra á trúarlegum klæðum þjónaði ekki aðeins hlutverki
efnahagslegs ábata, heldur viðhélt hún samhliða einlægri guðrækni, hollustu og trú
nunnanna í verki.
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It’s through making things and sharing what I have made that I come to know myself
more fully as human.1
Brother Aiden Owen, “The Knitting Monk”

Introduction
This thesis explores the relationship between monastic identity and the objects
excavated at the Icelandic convent of Kirkjubæjarklaustur. This flourishing female
house held a significant position in the medieval period, housing elite women and
accumulating social and economic wealth. As a place of religious contemplation,
Kirkjubæjarklaustur had a prominent status in the religious and social field of medieval
Iceland. The role of monastic houses, however, has been significantly understudied.
Monastic women’s spirituality and identity are difficult themes to explore using
archaeological remains, yet this is precisely what this thesis attempts to discuss. To do
so, I employ a variety of theoretical frameworks, drawing primarily from Pierre
Bourdieu, Judith Butler, Roy Rappaport, and Saba Mahmood to reveal the wealth of
interpretations which can be tied to objects of the archaeological past. I discuss what
activities the nuns engaged in at the convent, and the role of textiles in convent life. I
aim to provide one way of discussing how women could become nuns—how they could
inhabit their monastic role, how this identity was performed, and in turn, the way this
performance could affect their identity. I also examine the way piety and religious
devotion was gendered and enacted in medieval Iceland as well as the role that objects
played in women’s devotions. Lastly, I hope to show that there were a multitude of
ways in which spiritual devotion could be performed and cultivated, and that activities
such as textile manufacture affected much more than would initially appear.
Chapter 1 provides essential background about medieval Icelandic society and
the history of monasticism in Iceland. A variety of sources available to researchers
relating to Kirkjubæjarklaustur’s history are evaluated, from the literary, written, and
archaeological resources. I also develop my theoretical framework, drawing from

1

Brother Aiden Owen, “A Maker’s Pilgrimage, Episode One: Amateur Knitting,” A Maker's Pilgrimage
with the Knitting Monk (vlog), August 15, 2017.
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several disciplines to assess the diverse materials under scrutiny. Chapter 2 situates the
scope of the thesis within the research history from various fields ranging from
Christian materiality, to monastic archaeology, to women’s spirituality, and Icelandic
textile production which inform the material contained in this thesis.
Chapter 3 examines social and religious sources regarding feminine piety to
situate the role of textile production within the wider context of monastic customs. I am
primarily concerned with the role played by textiles in convent life. The relatively
frequent occurrence of textile manufacture in convents across the medieval world offers
a comparative lens to contextualize the Kirkjubæjarklaustur material. This chapter
integrates the act of textile production into a discussion of ideal female religious
expression through the example of AM 429 12mo, as well as the vibrant Marian cult, to
explore religious feminine behaviour and identity. The way these spiritual and personal
models were understood and integrated into the activities at Kirkjubæjarklaustur offers
significant scope for discussing what kinds of figures were important to the spiritual life
at Kirkjubær as well as examining the ways in which piety and monasticism were
gendered. I discuss how nuns engaged with social ideals of feminine piety, in order to
reflect on the prominent role objects played in the lived experience of female monastics.
Chapter 4 focuses on the transformative aspects of convent life to explore the
ways monastic identities were created and inhabited. I examine the ways in which work
and prayer saturated the spaces in which the nuns existed, as well as how these
occupations were understood, and what they reveal about the creation of feminine piety
within convent spaces. These discursive practices concern and were mediated through
the body of female monastics, and this chapter discusses the ways in which a female
monastic’s habitus could be affected and accessed to fully situate her within a religious
role. The embodied dimension to feminine religious experiences is contextualized by
drawing a comparative perspective between medieval monastic practices of textile
manufacture, dress, and contemplative prayers, and modern Islamic piety movements
studied by Saba Mahmood.
The relationships between archaeology, gender, identity, and spirituality are
explored to discuss ways women of the medieval Icelandic past interacted and
understood materials excavated at Kirkjubæjarklaustur. These objects, such as a loom,
spindle whorls, and knitting needles were active agents in inculcating a sense of female
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monastic identity within the nuns who resided at Kirkjubæjarklaustur. Lastly, this thesis
aims to showcase the intense and active processes by which women’s physical and
spiritual lives were affected by monastic living. Although the discussion of medieval
monasticism in Iceland is just beginning, it offers a significant means through which to
explore and situate the Icelandic world within the wider European context, especially
when it comes to the lived reality of female monastics and the ways they lived and
worshipped.
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Chapter 1
Monasticism and the Church in Iceland
The Christianization process which characterized the early medieval period in Iceland
has been the subject of significant study acoss multiple disciplines, traceable through
history, archaeology, linguistic, and toponymic fields. While this thesis is not concerned
with how Icelanders became Christian, the means by which Icelanders transformed,
adopted, negotiated, and resisted Christianity affects the story of the monasteries and
convents established in the medieval period. Beyond the conversion moment in 1000,
the Christian tradition had been known to Icelanders through a variety of sources, from
the movements of raiders and traders to the continent and other Scandinavian countries,
to the presence of missionary figures such as Þangbrandr, sent by the Norwegian king
Óláfr Tryggvason. While the process of transforming Icelandic society into a Christian
society was certainly lengthy, for the purposes of this thesis, the period under
consideration started in the 11th century with the establishment of the first monastic
house at Bæjarklaustur in 1030.2 However, it is important to note that while the events
surrounding the busiest period of monastic expansion in Iceland occured almost 200
years after the conversion of Iceland, they were also taking place during a period of
religious aggregation and attempts to expand the influence of the Church across
medieval Icelandic society.
In the early stages of Christian consolidation in the Nordic world, Iceland was
divided into two bishoprics, Hólar in the north and Skálholt in the south. These
bishoprics were part of the German archdiocese in Bremen unil 1104, then under the
jurisdiction of Lund, and finally under Nidaros from 1153-1531,3 and, as elsewhere in
Europe, often had contested relationships with the local elite families. Staðamál, also
referred to as the Investiture Controversy, was a period of dispute over control of church
benefices and punishment rights among other things, which commenced in 1178 and
had a subsequent resurgence in the late 13th century before being permanently

2

Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að klaustrunum: klausturhald á Íslandi í fimm aldir
(Reykjavík: Þjóðminjasafn Íslands, 2017), 529.
3
Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 528-529.
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resolved.4 Staðamál was marked by attempts to increase papal control over spiritual
matters and was challenged by secular authorities over social and economic structures
in place at this time. The Sturlunga age conflicts, significant periods of civil violence
between powerful elite families in the 13th century, were also taking place in the
background of Christian expansion. These inter-chieftain conflicts often affected the
power of the bishops, with the Sturlunga age cumulating in the submission of Iceland to
Norwegian rule. Following this incorporation in 1153, the bishoprics in Iceland became
subject to Norwegian control from the archdiocese of Niðarós. This subsuming of the
Icelandic church under Norwegian clerical authority linked to a desire to more closely
align the Icelandic church with papal authority through consolidation with a more
central European church.5 Iceland came under the control of the Danish crown in 1523
and control over religious and criminal matters was affected again, albeit more strongly
after the Reformation. Closer alignment with continental European Christianity strongly
influenced the Icelandic church structure, yet a native church tradition was still in effect,
evidenced through the veneration of Icelandic saints and the relationships between
secular and sacred authorities.
The monastic history of Iceland is deceptively extensive. In total, there were
fourteen monastic houses established across two bishoprics—Bæjarklaustur,
Flateyjarklaustur, Helgafellsklaustur, Hítardalsklaustur, Keldnaklaustur,
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, Möðruvallaklaustur, Munkaþverárklaustur, Reynistaðarklaustur,
Saurbæjarklaustur, Skriðuklaustur, Viðeyjarklaustur, Þingeyraklaustur, and
Þykkvabæjarklaustur; the period of monasticism in Iceland lasted from its nascent
stages in 1030 until the Reformation in the mid-16th century.6 Often semi-dynastic in
leadership, the abbots and abbesses were frequently members of the powerful chieftain
families and in many cases directly related to one another. Icelandic monastic
communities were either Benedictine or Augustinian, and Kirkjubæjarklaustur was
Benedictine. The Benedictine organizational model was the most widespread of
monastic houses, and the Benedictine rule, among other things, stressed the effective
independence and self-determination of monastic houses from any overarching religious

4

Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 528.
Anna Sigurðardóttir, Allt hafði annan róm áður í páfadóm. Nunnuklaustrin Tvö á Íslandi á Miðöldum
og Brot úr Kristnisögu (Reykjavík: Kvennasögusafn Íslands, 1988), 18.
6
Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 528.
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authority beyond bishop and Pope. Another key component of Benedictine rule was the
emphasis on ora et labora, or “prayer and work,” which ensured that nuns and monks
were engaged in humble, often manual, labour, alongside prayer in a clearly defined
liturgical schedule. These monastic communities fulfilled a diverse set of social roles,
from hospitals, textual production, large farming industries, and as centres of Christian
religious devotion.7
Of fourteen monastic houses established across Iceland, twelve were male and
two were female. The convent of Reynistaður, in the bishopric of Hólar, and the
convent of Kirkjubæjarklaustur, in the bishopric of Skálholt, were important locations
for women of the elites to visit and enter as nuns. These convents had fairly large estates
and animal holdings which are possible to recreate through máldagi or church
inventories. While the nuns were not allowed to hold mass themselves, priests would
often be installed in the community in order to lead mass, hold Eucharistic services, and
perform other services restricted to the male clergy. Since the nuns were not directly
engaged with the manual labour of farming, lay individuals and women who performed
servant roles for the typically elite women who had taken vows would also have lived
within or near the convents. The convents were not simply places where unwanted
women from elite families were confined but were wealthy hubs of social and religious
activity in their own right, often hosting gatherings of clerical and secular authorities, as
well as administering to the religious needs of their community.8
Sources for the monastic houses and specifically, Kirkjubæjarklaustur in this
period, encompass literary, textual, and archaeological materials. Annals from Skálholt
reveal important interactions between the bishopric and the nearby monastic houses,
and these were compiled by Gustav Storm in 1888. Letters and other documents were
collected, digitized, and made available in the Diplomatarium Islandicum. Another
source, albeit literary, is Þorláks saga helga, a hagiographical text which touches on the
various good works initiated by Þorlákr, the Bishop of Iceland who established
Kirkjubæjarklaustur. However, this source is understandably more concerned with
presenting the virtuous life of one of Iceland’s two saints rather than outlining the
process of founding Kirkjubæjarklaustur or other monastic houses. The manuscript AM
7

Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 526.
Agnes S. Arnórsdóttir, “Cultural Memory and Gender in Iceland from Medieval to Early Modern
Times,” Scandinavian Studies 85: 387.
8

11

429 12mo, known as Kirkjubæjarbók, is tied directly to Kirkjubæjarklaustur. This is a
collection of saints legends which offer insight into the social conditions at the convent.
The last major sources consist of the material culture unearthed from excavations at
various monastic sites across Iceland. While the largest of these excavations is currently
focused on the hospital monastery of Skriðuklaustur in eastern Iceland, there were also
significant excavations at the site of Kirkjubæjarklaustur conducted in 1995-2005 by
Bjarni Einarsson and his archaeology firm.
The archaeological research targeted what the team believed to be a main
building of the convent, and this was partially excavated. While Bjarni Einarsson‘s
survey and excavation took place over a period of eleven years, there were significant
post-medieval deposits stemming from post-Reformation ownership and development
of the nuns’ estate overtop of the site which limited the scope of the excavation.9 Full
accounts of the excavation team’s findings are located in the site reports,10 although I
will discuss a limited group of finds here. The excavation yielded the remains of a loom
found in association with several loom weights, (Fig. 1 and 2) as well as degraded
examples of woven woolen cloth, a spindle whorl, and knitting needles (Fig. 3).

9

Bjarni Einarsson, Personal Interview, March 3, 2017.
For complete site reports, Kristján Mímisson and Bjarni F. Einarsson, Rannsókn á rústum
nunnuklaustursins á Kirkjubæ: skýrsla I: rannsóknarupgröftur sumarið 2002. Reykjavík:
Fornleifafræðistofan, 2002.; Kristján Mímisson and Bjarni F. Einarsson, Rannsókn á rústum
nunnuklaustursins á Kirkjubæ: skýrsla II: rannsóknarupgröftur sumarið 2003. Reykjavík:
Fornleifafræðistofan, 2003.; Kristján Mímisson, Bjarni F. Einarsson and Sandra Sif Einarsdóttir,
Rannsókn á rústum nunnuklaustursins á Kirkjubæ : skýrsla III : rannsóknaruppgröftur sumarið 2004.
Reykjavík: Fornleifafræðistofan, 2004.; Kristján Mímisson, Bjarni F. Einarsson and Sandra Sif
Einarsdóttir, Rannsókn á rústum nunnuklaustursins á Kirkjubæ : skýrsla IV : rannsóknaruppgröftur
sumarið 2005. Reykjavík: Fornleifafræðistofan, 2005.
10
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Figure 1:Association of loom excavated from Kirkjubæjarklaustur, photo courtesy of
Bjarni Einarsson

Figure 2: remains of a wooden loom from Kirkjubæjarklaustur, photo courtesy of
Bjarni Einarsson
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Figure 3: Knitting needles from Kirkjubæjarklaustur, photo courtesy of Bjarni
Einarsson

Figure 4: Map of Kirkjubæjarklaustur

Kirkjubæjarklaustur
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, located in south eastern Iceland (Fig. 4) was the largest, earliest,
and longest lasting of the two female monastic houses. Established in 1186 under
Þorlákr helgi, it represented a response to the religiosity of women in the medieval

14

period during a time of aggressive expansion of the Church into Iceland.11 Early
narratives about the history of the location show a desire to Christianize the area by
asserting that only Christian individuals had ever lived on the space designated for the
convent.12 The convent was dedicated to the Virgin Mary, probably the most popular
saint in medieval Iceland. The first abbess, Halldóra Eyjólfsdóttir, was appointed in
1189,13 however the number of nuns who took vows under her tenure as abbess is
unknown. While under her control, the convent assets flourished and maldágar from
this time reveal a wealth of land and animal holdings owned by the convent.14 Upon her
death in 1210, the independence of the convent was challenged as part of the social and
religious conflicts surrounding the first episode of Staðamál.15 Local chieftains assumed
control over the assets of the nuns, possibly closed the cloister (although it is unclear
whether the nuns abandoned the convent) and no abbess was elected until Agatha in
1293.16
After that period of secular control, the convent was largely allowed to resume
its earlier independence. While not beset with many scandals, one infamous nun at
Kirkjubær, Katrín or Kristín, was executed by burning after several accounts of
inappropriate behaviour, ranging from profaning the Pope to behaving badly with the
Eucharist, to fornication.17 These activities were subsumed into the folklore of the area,
with a large rock formation near Kirkjubæjarklaustur referred to as “Systrastapi”
believed to be the location of Katrín/Kristín’s execution. However, Bjarni Einarsson’s
team excavated the area around the rock formation and found no archaeological
evidence of fire.18 The convent is also noted for sheltering at least one woman fleeing
from an abusive marriage in 1543 despite the wishes of Bishop Gizur,19 a fairly
progressive stance for medieval Europe, and something which again shows how
independently powerful Benedictine convents could be to disrupt a marriage. While it is
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Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 532.
Anna Sigurðardóttir, Allt hafði annan róm, 17.
13
Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 550.
14
Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 275.
15
Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 534.
16
Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 551.
17
Anna Sigurðardóttir, Allt hafði annan róm, 40.
18
Bjarni Einarsson, “Systrastapi – Þjóðsögurnar og veruleikinn.” Dynskógar (2006). 167-169.
19
Diplomatarium Islandicum XI (Kaupmannahöfn : Hið íslenzka bókmenntafjelag, 1857-1972) 271.
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unclear the eventual fate of the woman in question, this letter also testifies to the
possible social roles of these powerful female-centric spaces for Icelandic women.
While Kirkjubæjarklaustur was the larger of the two convents in Iceland, it is
difficult to determine exact numbers of nuns, as well as the actual population of the
convent which would have housed lay servants, priests, and women who did not take
vows yet still lived at the convent. However, the plague at the end of the 14th century
affected their numbers significantly, with six nuns surviving the plague period.20 One
entry in the annals of Skálholt shows that the nuns were typically not directly engaged
in manual labour, as the death of so many of their farm workers forced the surviving
nuns to tend to their livestock, yet their inexperience at these tasks meant that the work
was done poorly.21 Comparatively, the northern convent of Reynistaður, established
1295 and closed in 1551, is also difficult to determine, but in 1431, 8 nuns were
consecrated there.22 Elsewhere on the continent, entry into convents was mostly
confined to women of the upper classes, and this is likely to have been the case at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur and Reynistaður. Powerful chieftain families often had multiple
members dispersed among the various monastic houses and were frequently in positions
of authority.
The age women took monastic vows were fairly diverse. Svanhildur
Óskarsdóttir suggests that at Reynistaður, at least some women supposedly took vows
as a form of retirement and thus could be older women whose husbands had died and
whose children were grown,23 yet this is not very well supported by documentary
evidence. While some older women may have taken vows at Kirkjubæjarklaustur— for
example, three sisters of Bishop Árni Þorláksson, Þorgerður, Guðrún, and Ásbjörg, took
vows after each had been married and had children,24 — the evidence indicates that
women were also taking vows quite young. Halldora Sigurðardóttir, for example,
enjoyed a 42 year tenure as abbess, suggesting she became abbess early in her

20

Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, Leitin að Klaustrunum, 551.
Kirsten Wolf, A Female Legendary From Iceland: ‘’Kirjubæjarbók’’ (AM 429 12mo) in the
Arnamagnæan Collection, Copenhagen, (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2011), 15.
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Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir, “What Icelandic Nuns Read: The Convent of Reynistaður and the Literary
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devotional life.25 Similar evidence from other monasteries show exceptionally long
terms as abbot or abbess, suggesting that the families who pledged their daughters to the
convent could have been intending for them to almost directly assume leadership roles
adding to the existing power of their families. These dynastic intentions testify to the
role of the Church and clergy as a viable field to accrue social, economic, and cultural
capital across the medieval Icelandic context, and shows one way for women to wield
considerable power outside of marriage.
Beyond managing the estates and livestock granted to the nuns at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, they also took part in tasks besides prayer. There is evidence that
the nuns were responsible for educating children of elite families, especially the
daughters, in needlework and other feminine activities.26 One entry in a Skálholt annal
attests to the nuns’ prowess at needlework, which so impressed the Bishop Vilchin that
he ordered tapestries made for Skálholt and paid for them himself.27 This textile work
forms the bulk of my analysis and will be discussed in detail later. While there is little
evidence to suggest or discredit the possibility of scribal work being undertaken by the
nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur, the common scholarly consensus is that there was no
scriptorium at either Kirkjubæjarklaustur or Reynistaður and any manuscripts associated
with either convent could have been commissioned by nuns, but were produced
elsewhere.28 However, the presence of manuscripts both at Kirkjubæjarklaustur and at
Reynistaður attest to the literacy of the nuns and their engagement with texts outside of
the liturgy. Kirkjubæjarbók is the only surviving manuscript attached to
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, while Reynistaður boasted a comparatively large library.29
The closure of the convent can be situated within wider social and religious
effects of the Reformation. While the Lutheran tradition was met with significant
turmoil and violence elsewhere in Europe, the process of Lutheranizing Iceland could
be seen in part to be largely cosmetic for the general population, although sigificant in
changing the political landscape. While there were armed conflicts between bishop and
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chieftain families, especially in the northern bishopric which remained a final holdout of
Catholicism, popular worship remained relatively unchanged for a few centuries after
the Reformation.30 During the period of the Reformation, Iceland was part of the
kingdom of Denmark and closely affected by the religious reforms happening there.
When the Danish monarchy passed a decree adopting Lutheranism in 1538, Hanseatic
traders had already set up a Protestant church in Faxaflói.31 The 1538 decree was
denounced by the two bishops of Iceland, Ögmundur Pálsson and Jón Arason,
prompting the Danish crown to seize the property associated with the monastery on
Viðey Island.32 A Lutheran bishop, Gizur Einarsson, was appointed to the bishopric of
Skálholt in 1541. He and Jón Arason, the Catholic bishop in Hólar, maintained peaceful
relations between Protestants and Catholics: the northern portion of Iceland remained
Catholic and the south converted to Protestantism. This peace lasted until Gizur’s death
in 1550, after which Jón Arason attempted to return Iceland to the Catholic faith. The
attempt culminated in his beheading, the death of his sons, and the banning of
Catholicism in Iceland until the 19th century. The remaining monasteries were closed
between 1550 and 1554, and their land returned to the property of the Danish
monarchy.33
Kirkjubæjarklaustur was closed in 1542. The remaining six nuns lived out their
natural lives at the site under the appointed management of Einar Árnason. While the
convent may have been to some extent forgotten following the closure, the local
landscape bears some evidence of the folklore regarding the nuns. Beyond Systrastapi,
the rock where Katrín was allegedly burned to death, there is also the waterfall
Systrafoss and the lake named Systravatn. The lake was purportedly where the nuns
would wash their clothes and folklore holds that two nuns drowned there.34 Also near
Kirkjubæjarklaustur is the natural rock formation Kirkjugólf, a series of basalt columns
embedded in the ground forming a semi-hexagonal flat surface reminiscent of a church
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floor. Whether Kirkjugólf is connected to the convent site is ambiguous, yet it is clear
that at least some part of the local area retained cultural memories of the convent life.

Medieval Cloth
The most prevalent type of cloth produced in the medieval period was a type of woven
cloth called vaðmál. This fabric was heavily regulated in regards to the quality of
production, as it could function as a form of currency across Iceland.35 Vaðmál was
produced within the household by both elite women and servants using the warp
weighted loom and spun woolen fibres. In the early medieval period, vaðmál served as
one of the largest Icelandic exports,36 making this household activity extremely valuable
as literal money making. Early studies of cloth making in Iceland suggest that these
activities likely took place in specialized pit houses, or jarðhús, located outside of the
main residences.37 However, by the 11th century, evidence of these dedicated textile
spaces disappeared, suggesting that the production of cloth moved into the main
residence building of farms.38
Materials related to textile production often show a deeply personal relationship
with the tools involved, such as spindle whorls being engraved with names of the
women who owned them.39 The manner of cloth production, such as the different
spinning techniques used to make the yarn, can also reveal ethnic and social identities of
the makers. One example from the extensive study of the remains and textiles of the
Woman in Blue, a grave from Ketilsstaðir, Iceland, shows how knowledge about these
techniques was regionally contained, a sort of gendered lineage of ethnic knowledge
traceable through the material record.40
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Beyond vaðmál production, women were also producing other kinds of textile
work, albeit not to the same scale during the medieval period. Chiefly among these were
embroidered cloth and knitwear. Embroidery was primarily the purview of elite women
both in Icelandic society and across medieval Europe. Of surviving museum pieces, the
most common technique employed was known as “refill” or “refill samr,” which
consisted of a couched and laid series of stitches similar to the techniques used to
embroider the Bayeux tapestry.41 Most surviving medieval embroideries from Iceland
depict Christian motifs and were likely used in a religious setting.
Knitting came to Iceland in the late 15th and 16th centuries, possibly originating
from Germany or Denmark.42 Prior to knitting needles, the practice of nalbinding, or
vattarsaumr, which involved a single needle forming knots and loops in the round, was
a common skill and many pieces of nalbinding survive from the medieval period. The
uncovering of knitting needles (Fig. 2) at Kirkjubæjarklaustur, which have been dated
to around the early to mid 16th century, marks the earliest archaeological evidence for
knitting in Icelandic society. The production of knitwear formed a significant part of the
later Icelandic economy in the 17th and 18th centuries with records showing exports of
over twenty-two thousand pairs of stockings in the year 1630 alone.43

Theoretical Framework
For this study, I draw from a variety of theoretical frameworks which centre on the
interaction between body, identity, and material culture. The foremost of these is the
concept of habitus as described by Pierre Bourdieu. The notion of habitus originated
within Aristotelian philosophy, which posits it as a learned set of ethical models which
structure an individual’s relationship with the wider world. Bourdieu’s systematic
restructuration of the habitus model suggests that the means by which an individual’s
worldview and the way they interact with, perceive, and self-identify within society is
deeply rooted in their socialization, and thus the process of acquiring a habitus is largely
unconcious. This life history is highly subjective and embodied within the actor, yet is
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also shaped by and shapes the wider social network in which they exist.44 The focus on
embodied socialization is key for my study—I am chiefly concerned with how the nuns
at Kirkjubæjarklaustur embodied their social status and identity through learned
interactions with material culture. The embodied nature of habitus encompasses both
internal, subjective identities, which is to say, how the women of the convent perceived
themselves, and externalized, socially performed identities, or how the women of the
convent conveyed their identities to the world by performing them on the social field.
Bourdieu’s model is primarily concerned with social class, stressing that individuals
within a class have an inherently inimitable way of moving within their social network,
an implicit understanding of the social contracts and rules pertinent to their social role.45
However, this implicit understanding of behaviours, perceptions, and social actions
breaks down to an extent when an individual undergoes a significant life change, such
as marrying into a new social class, or taking monastic vows. Thus, it becomes
important to cultivate a new repertoire of social actions for the individual to
comfortably reorient themselves within a new status, and it is the process of reorienting
oneself, of shaping and manipulating ones habitus, which I argue is possible to do
through textile material culture.
Connected with the concept of habitus is the theory of performativity, a concept
which initially came to prominence within the speech act theories of J. L. Austin and
further developed by philosopher Judith Butler in her 1990 work, Gender Trouble.
Butler’s analysis focuses on the way gender is expressed and understood by individuals
within society as a “performance” rather than an innate internal condition. Identities are,
in Butler’s presentation, dynamic negotiated processes.46 Furthermore, performances
can be modified to fit situations based on an individual’s audience and the desired
outcome of the performance. Identities such as monasticism can be approached
similarly, insofar as monastic identity, religious identity, and gender “proves to be
performative— that is, constituting the identity it is purported to be. In this sense,
gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be said to preexist
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the deed.”47 While this thesis is not explictly concerned with medieval gender, religious
devotion was often conceptualized along gendered expectations of behaviour, making
performativity as outlined by Butler a relevant tool for understanding medieval
identities—subjects can hardly be perceived of as being born religous, or even more
ridiculously, born nuns. This identity is constantly engaged in self-signification, of
reperformance, repetitition and cultivation, some of which involved material objects.
Performativity is particularly relevant for understanding that the way an
individual identifies may or may not be in accordance to the external social structure,
yet the struggle in this analysis is to avoid repeating the artificial binary of a distinctive,
internal self resisting the imposed, external society. While I am concerned with the
ways in which an individual frames themself in regards to changed social status,
especially in the case of women taking monastic vows, the discussion of performativity
often falls within a frame of resistance to social norms. This default framing of
performance as resistive is also reflected in concepts of agency, wherein actors are often
interpreted as exerting agentitive qualities primarily through resistance to an externally
imposed set of imperatives. This focus on resistive and challenging acts is certainly
compelling for studies of past figures, with individuality and uniqueness providing a
captivating narrative thread for researchers to follow. However, the majority of
individuals in the archaeological past were likely normative in their social identities,
and thus the bulk of lived experiences, while infinitely varied, are relatively undiverse.
Roy Rappaport’s discussion of the anthropological treatment of ritual and
religion forms a critical component of my analysis. In his 1999 posthumous work, he
outlines the complicated nature of ritual and religious belief in an ethnographic context.
This work draws from and relates closely to the concept of performativity discussed
previously. In it, Rappaport puts forth several key models which are relevant for
understanding the medieval monastic context. “Self-referential” in the context of
rituality refers to the way participants in ritual activities are engaged with
communicating information about their current state to their audience.48 This status can
be made definite, in the case of a priest conveying his social status by performing rituals
only priests can do, or indefinite, such as a congregation member attending a Mass, thus
47
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implying they are Catholic but not necessarily encoding much more information than
that. Rappaport asserts that the audience and participants in a ritual act are conflated,
insofar as to observe a ritual action necessitates a form of participation in the ritual
itself.49 While ritual performers may be tasked with different levels of active
participation, such as a priest designated to preside over Mass versus the congregation,
audience members constitute a crucial part of the ritual action.50 This becomes
complicated in a more overtly religious sense, as many devotional acts such as prayer
are conducted privately. However, there are still acts of communication occurring,
between the divine and the supplicant, as well as to the individual. By this, Rappaport
suggests that the self-referential nature of ritual acts such as prayer can be directed at
the individual—through private adherence to ritual acts a performer communicates to
themself that they are engaged in upholding and reenacting the social order their ritual
represents.51
Crucial to both studies of performativity and rituality, performances of acts not
only interact with and create the social order, they also enact a transformative
dimension on the performer. Rappaport notes that the nature of ritual is one which
necessitates the participants reaching from their “private self” into the public sphere, to
“grasp the category that [they] impose on private processes.”52 While the possible
insincerity of a ritual performer is acknowledged, ultimately it does not nullify the
acceptance of the social order represented by the ritual act.53 Regardless of whether a
performer subjectively agrees with their identity and role as represented by ritual
performances, the ritual act essentially transforms their social identity, which cannot fail
to in some way affect their subjective self-identification.
Considering that the focus is on a medieval Christian context, the ethnographic
studies of Saba Mahmood into modern Islamic women’s piety movements in Egypt
seem initially anachronistic to apply as a theoretical framework. However, Mahmood’s
research sheds light on the possible strategies employed by women to enact change on
their way of existing in the world, of accessing and manipulating their internal condition
in order to enact a desirable result. Piety studies offer a means of understanding the
49
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relationship between the bodily experience and self-identification as a pious
individual—what does it mean to be virtuous, to be pious, and how are these “internal”
virtues modeled for their external cultural field? Mahmood’s research engages with the
idea that virtue, or at least the performance of virtue, has tangible effects on the way an
individual interacts with their society, as it affects their embodied experience of it. This
research into the cultivation of piety incorporates both habitus and performativity to
analyze the transformative aspects to social and religious submission, “where
submission to certain forms of (external) authority is a condition for achieving the
subject’s potentiality”.54
While my outline of the theoretical framework comes from ethnographic
accounts, the bulk of this thesis is concerned with material objects and how they enacted
agentitive qualities in the daily lives of the nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur. The
anthropological theories previously outlined are cornerstones of my analysis; to treat the
archaeological and museum evidence, I draw from object biographical studies and the
agency of objects. Object biographical studies such as Igor Kopytoff’s formative
examination of slavery as commodity,55 and Magdalena Naum’s discussion of Baltic
pottery in Danish archaeological contexts,56 situate the material culture within its
specific life history and show the multiplicity of meanings attached to items. This
involves analysing the production history, materials involved, and the social context
surrounding the various periods of use and deposition history. I also incorporate
discussion of object agency, which asserts that the physical and social traits of material
objects play a role in constructing the meaning which is built around them. This is to
suggest that, like the identities of actors, the meanings of objects in the archaeological
record are not stable entities, but rather, shift within different contexts.
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Chapter 2
Review of Scholarship
Studies of the Christian history and archaeology of Iceland have been a foundational
aspect of Icelandic research, yet these investigations often privilege the Christianization
process of the 11th century and focus on the role of the Church in Icelandic power
struggles. Studies such as that by Orri Vésteinsson in 200057 examine the development
of an early Icelandic church through the establishment of priestly offices, private
churches, and the relationship between political frameworks and religious authorities.
The archaeological evidence for the Christianization of medieval Iceland is addressed
by Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir, whose study of material culture supports the gradual and
selective process by which Icelandic society adopted elements of Christianity within the
medieval material culture.58 The later medieval church was largely neglected until
recently when Erika Sigurdson addressed the cultural makeup of the 14th century
Icelandic church in her 2011 PhD thesis, emphasizing the particularly Icelandic
personalities rather than the usual focus on Iceland’s Christianity as part of the
“Universal Church,”59 and Jack P. Cunningham’s study of the history and social process
which led to the Icelandic Reformation.60
This said, the monastic history, and especially the female monastic history and
spiritual character of medieval Iceland, has not been a prominent area of study until
recently. The history and archaeology of Kirkjubæjarklaustur has been the subject of
two main scholarly works beyond the initial excavation reports from 2001-2006 by
Bjarni Einarsson and his archaeological team, notably by Anna Sigurðardóttir in 198861,
and in 2017, by Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir in her publication on the history of
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monasticism in Iceland.62 Both works draw from a multiplicity of sources such as
historical annals, letters, and folklore, although Anna Sigurðardóttir’s work predates the
archaeological excavation of Kirkjubæjarklaustur. Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir discusses
Kirkjubæjarklaustur as part of her ongoing examination into the monastic context of
Iceland, situating both Kirkjubæjarklaustur and Reynistaður within the wider
Benedictine milieu, a goal for my study as well. Her work makes evident the
tumultuous history from the establishment to the temporary closure of the convent
during the period of Staðamál, as well as during other episodes in the convent’s history
up to and immediately following the Reformation. Agnes S. Arnórsdóttir also examines
a portion of Kirkjubæjarklaustur’s history, paying attention to the role of the nuns in
shaping, commemorating, and transmitting elements of cultural memory.63
While máldagar related to Kirkjubæjarklaustur show that at one point the
convent held a significant number of manuscripts, only one of these codices survives
and can be reliably attributed to the cloister. Kirstin Wolf has examined the contents of
AM 429 12mo, known as Kirkjubæjarbók, to discuss the literary and religious world in
which the nuns took part.64 This text demonstrates the importance of gender to social
attitudes of religious devotion, as well as offering one way in which the nuns at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur enacted elements of the Regla Benedicti. In a similar vein,
Svanhildur Óskarsdóttir examines the literary milieu of the Reynistaður convent in light
of the discussion over monastic scribes. Ultimately, both Svanhildur and Wolf conclude
that while there could have been nuns commissioning manuscripts, there is little
evidence to suggest that the nuns were scribes themselves.65 However, there is room for
debate on this subject, especially given that the nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur were
renowned for their artistic production and it is certainly possible that they were the
artists behind the illustrations of the manuscripts.66 Both Svanhildur and Wolf
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demonstrate that patronage, artistic production, and literature of medieval nuns offer
unique insight into religious and spiritual preferences and attitudes of various sisters and
houses.
Several excellent publications on Benedictine history in medieval Europe have
been instrumental for understanding the abundance of variation which flourished under
a single monastic aegis. James G. Clark offers a recent comprehensive examination of
the origins, reforms, height, and impact of the plague and the Reformation across
continental Europe.67 Clark’s discussion focuses on the early history and reforms of the
Regla Benedicti which predate the monastic history of Iceland but provide a context for
the later medieval monastic culture emerging within Benedictine houses. While women
were enthusiastic and avid patrons and participants in monastic life especially in the
later medieval period, Clark for the most part refrains from examining the differences
between male and female monastic life in favour of the commonalities. This also fits
with the more general scope which seeks to make sense of a monastic tradition enacted
across a multitude of cultural environments, and one which was inherently adaptable
within a variety of social contexts. Clark’s work deals primarily with the historical
record of monastic living rather than the material culture of individual cloisters in order
to present a comprehensive examination of an overarching structural model amended
and enacted in a multitude of contexts. While female Benedictine history has arguably
been more comprehensively covered in the fields of archaeology and art history,
Penelope D. Johnson, in her 1991 work Equal in Monastic Profession, discusses the
historical context of nuns in medieval France as part of her explicit need to challenge
the scholarly trend towards viewing male monasticism as the default and female houses
as “aberrant or as subsidiary.”68
The preeminent monastic archaeologist Roberta Gilchrist in her classic text
Gender and Material Culture: The Archeology of Religious Women examines the
material remains of several monastic houses to challenge previous interpretations that
women’s monastic houses are simply imperfect versions of the male monastic ideal. Her
research shows that space and time within a monastic house were often created
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differently according to the gender of the monastics.69 Gilchrist asserts that “medieval
gender roles . . . were intrinsic to religious belief and were played out with reference to
the material world,”70 thus offering a means of interpreting the decisions and social
structures present in monastic contexts. Gilchrist’s wide body of evidence and the
subsequent field of monastic archaeology allow that while each monastic institution was
unique, there was also a significant set of commonalities in the form of a distinctly
Benedictine monastic culture which interpreted and engaged with the cultural sphere
each house was located within, marking monastic living as a useful lens through which
to engage with hybridity. These similarities between houses, seen through material
culture, offer a means of contextualizing the material from Kirkjubæjarklaustur within
the wider monastic world, especially considering the variety of Continental influences
on the native Icelandic church throughout its history. More recent discussions of female
monasticism come in the form of a compendium edited by Jeffrey F. Hamburger and
Susan Marti, Crown and Veil: Female Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenth
Centuries, which examines the various material and artistic objects associated
particularly with German convents. These essays seek to show that female piety and
convent life were incredibly nuanced, distinct yet entangled with the wider society.
The artistic traditions of medieval Iceland have received some treatment, with
textile work being recognized for its unique role in shaping the Icelandic economy.
Michèle Hayeur Smith has tackled the historical and archaeological remains of vaðmál,
woven cloth produced within the household, in order to contextualize women’s work in
Icelandic society through both the material culture, but also through legal provisions
governing textile quality.71 As textile expert for the Bláklædda konan project, she also
outlines the unique role textiles and the knowledge involved in their production played
in communicating and conveying ethnic and social identities, especially given the multiethnic makeup of medieval Icelandic society.72 Elsa E. Gudjónsson produced significant
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works on Icelandic embroidery, from the earliest surviving examples of the medieval
period through to the 19th century.73 Her analysis of the techniques and materials
involved in medieval ecclesiastical embroidery shows how an Icelandic style of
women’s artistic production emerged, while her survey of surviving medieval pieces
has proved invaluable for determining important saintly figures in popular worship.
Anna Sigurðardóttir also addressed this subject in 1985,74 in her discussion of the
historical emergence of various textile industries. In addition, Natalie Van Deusen
engages with women’s textile work, albeit from a slightly post-medieval bent through
the examination of a manuscript which contained an embroidery pattern in the
marginalia. Van Deusen’s research shows that textile work was a significant field for
women, both secular and monastic, to pursue recognition and respect through their
domestic success and gendered artistic skills.75
The Icelandic characteristics of sanctity have been examined primarily using
written evidence, with Kirstin Wolf and Natalie Van Deusen’s 2017 book compiling the
saints who appear in Icelandic verse representing the most recent of these studies.76
Margaret Cormack has examined Icelandic saints in practice multiple times. Her major
1994 study77 takes on the whole of Iceland, while her 2011 study78 specifically
examines the northern diocese of Hólar, both seeking to ascertain the popularity of
certain saints through their statistical frequency in devotional tools, saga references, and
church dedications. Both studies show that Iceland, like the rest of Europe, emphasized
the importance of the Virgin Mary and a select number of female saints as figures of
popular and official worship.79 Van Deusen and Wolf have also written separately about
female saints in Icelandic literature, specifically Saint Dorothy,80 Mary Magdalene and
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Martha of Bethany.81 Van Deusen shows that female saints’ lives could be used to
influence the actions of Christian individuals by serving as role models for ideal
Christian behaviour. These saintly stories acted as reflections of Icelandic society’s
special gender ideals through the kinds of gendered virtues embodied by these
exemplary women.82
Outside of the Icelandic context, Nicola Lowe examines the role of textile
bequests in signaling and performing a gendered devotion in English parishes, detailing
how cloth patronage and manufacture served as feminine ways for women to
communicate a pious attitude as well as provide a feminine voice within the liturgy.83
Ingrid Lunnan Nødseth examines women’s presence in liturgical rituals through the
example of a Norwegian medieval chasuble to show that ecclesiastical textiles were a
valued and effective way of manipulating the sensual experience of church
services.84 Alexandra Gajewski and Stefanie Seeberg examine literary and symbolic
evidence to show that textiles were frequently highly personalized performances of both
familial, social, and gender identity for elite women in the medieval world.85 These
studies show the meaning behind textiles and the actions that shaped imagery, materials,
and display were not simple acts, but convey a wealth of information now and to the
medieval parish.
Female piety and its relationship with the body has been the subject of
significant study, starting in the 1980s. Caroline Walker Bynum’s 1987 book
Holy Feast and Holy Fast: the Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women
remains one of the most influential of these studies, showing that medieval feminine
spirituality was a multifaceted, sensual and physical experience involving significant
bodily manipulation.86 Recent examinations of how nuns worshipped in individual
convents and across the monastic world have placed new emphasis on gendered
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material culture. The artistic production of the Benedictines, especially of female
monastic houses, has been a subject for analysis with researchers such as Jeffrey
Hamburger87 and June Mecham88 examining the art and imagery produced by German
convents in the medieval period. These studies show that artistic production could
frequently transcend the sphere of “ordinary” craftwork into the numinous, as well as
affect the devotional life of the individuals who interacted with the objects. Both studies
privilege the visual mediums of artistry through examination of devotional portraits and
their subsequent use while other senses are less well developed. Regarding senses
beyond the visual, Caroline Walker Bynum’s study is complimented by those of
Katelynn Robinson and Erika Lauren Lindgren who discuss the other senses
experienced at convents, such as smell89 and hearing.90 Each of these studies shows that
bodily senses and physicality were crucial for creating a religious atmosphere both for
men and women who took monastic vows, yet the sensuality of religious experience
took on greater significance for female piety. Rabia Gregory,91 Nicole R. Rice,92 and
Andrea Pearson93 to name a few, continue important discussions regarding female piety
on a micro-historical level. Their works all focus on textual evidence such as female
mystic writing, letters, and disciplinary actions, to discuss the often-fraught relationship
between female houses and the wider patriarchal society and how relationships changed
and were negotiated both within and outside the cloister. These studies discuss the way
agency could be enacted by female monastics, usually framed through the medium of
resistance to patriarchal control.
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The significance of the Virgin Mary elsewhere in Europe has been the subject of
several studies, starting with Marina Warner’s pioneering 1976 study, Alone of All Her
Sex: The Myth and Cult of the Virgin Mary94 carrying on to Rosemary Hale’s 1990
discussion of the prominence of Marian imitatio in contemplative writing.95 Marian
worship features heavily in the later medieval period especially given the late medieval
emphasis on affective emotional prayer as seen through later rosary societies.96 Lowe,
Hale, Hamburger and Sukale each show that Marian worship privileged the feminine
and domestic stereotypes which often involved textiles, yet these gendered behaviours
were frequently manipulated by religious women to realize their own spiritual potential.
Donna Spivey Ellington wrote in 2001 on Marian devotion in the later medieval period,
showing how Marian physicality and femininity were both highly venerated and highly
controversial, especially amidst the context of the Reformation, and how her worship
was both affected by and affected gendered norms.97 Each of these studies seeks to
situate the Virgin within the daily practices of piety, yet also showcase the exceptional
affective world within which she centers.
While the use of a modern ethnographic account of women’s religious societies
from an Islamic context may not seem like the most likely means of accessing some of
the nuances of life for the medieval nuns of Kirkjubæjarklaustur, Saba Mahmood’s
ground-breaking 2005 study offers one possible means of contextualizing medieval
women’s spiritual experiences. Mahmood discusses Muslim women who are frequently
cast as victims of a patriarchal society by the western world, yet who also seek to situate
themselves deeper within what many called an oppressive religious system in order to
realize their religious experiences.98 Mahmood’s study is most important in the context
of this thesis for discussing the role of the mundane body rather than the sacred in
creating a religious experience. Other studies regarding medieval bodies, such as those
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of Walker Bynum in 1987, and more recently Lynda L. Coon,99 privilege discussion of
the role of the female body within the sphere of ecstatic moment as seen through mystic
writings and other textual evidence, yet consideration of the body in the everyday of the
lived experience of female monastics has been less well developed. Superficial
similarities link the Islamic experience to medieval monastics, such as the comparison
between habit and hijab, regular prayer intervals, and the emphasis on limited gender
interactions, however both contexts share the deeper similarities of submission, virtuous
gender performances, and, as writings from medieval monastic contexts show, a
yearning to fully inhabit a religious role.
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Chapter 3
This chapter explores the relationship between feminine spirituality and artistic
production as understood within the Benedictine cloister. Through examining how and
what kind of rituals and monastic activities (such as ora et labora) were evidenced at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, the ways monastic living was implicitly or explicitly designed to
enact a transformative effect on individuals becomes evident. These rituals were
enacted and embodied in gendered ways, according to medieval conceptions of
appropriate female piety, showing a mutually-constitutive relationship between
spirituality and gender. Christian models which existed to help constitute iconic
performances of women’s piety, namely the example of the Virgin Mary as well as
other female saints known to the nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur and the sponsa Christi
motif communicate medieval attitudes of ideal behaviour for female monastics. These
spiritual figures offered ways of structuring behaviour and mentalities at the convent,
and these behaviours often took on a material culture component through art and other
objects. The study of art production and imagery as devotional aids offers ways of
examining feminine spirituality and imagination in the archaeological record.
Ultimately, the central role played by textile manufacture at Kirkjubæjarklaustur
suggests a world where imagination and social conventions interacted with material
culture to enhance and transform the female monastic experience.

Ora et labora
The Regla Benedicti placed strong emphasis on prayer and work. Prayer was conducted
communally at regularly scheduled intervals, with monastic communities devising their
own set of Divine Offices which would be prayed at each specific time. Beyond these
regulated instances of prayer, there was also an emphasis on extra-liturgical prayer acts
such as individual contemplation and the paternoster. While the role of prayer will
feature in later analysis, it is to the labora, or work component of the Benedictine
lifestyle that I initially turn my focus.
Kirsten Wolf asserts that by the 13th century the labora component of
Benedictine rule had largely given over from manual labour and instead took on a
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variety of forms.100 While there is also debate over whether hard physical labour was
ever considered appropriate for female monastics, historical records show that the nuns
at Kirkjubæjarklaustur were inexperienced at manual farm labour when necessity
dictated they tend to their estates during the plague period in Iceland.101 More widely,
labour as part of a cloistered life was arguably an attempt to ensure a performative
humility in the lives of monastic individuals. While not always the case, members of
monastic houses in the medieval period were frequently members of elite society and
thus to engage in manual work would have been a change from their previous lived
experience. In male monastic houses, manual farm labour could also be supplanted by
working in a scriptorium, such as the monastery of Þykkvabæjar, or in a hospital, such
as Skriðuklaustur. However, the common scholarly consensus about female monastic
houses in Iceland is that they were not home to scriptoriums and did not have any
associated manuscript production although they were active patrons of other manuscript
production areas.102 The excavated site at Kirkjubæjarklaustur did not reveal any
material associated with manuscript production, yet the usual caveats of scope, target,
and absence of evidence should apply to the excavated material.
There is ample room to speculate about what the nuns were not doing during
their cloistered life; however, several sources attest to creative industries taking place at
the convent. Annals from Skálholt show that needlework was not just an activity which
comprised a casual part of the nuns’ daily life, but one at which they excelled. In 1405,
Bishop Vilchin was so impressed by the work of the nuns that he commissioned great
tapestries of refla, a style of embroidery, to adorn the halls of Skálholt.103 While no
embroidered works from Kirkjubæjarklaustur survive to show the artistic skills of the
women, one altar cloth associated with the convent at Reynistaður does survive. This
cloth, from Skarð church in northwestern Iceland, features a stem stitch depiction of
Saints Þorlákr, Benedict, Ólafur, Magnús, Egidius, and Hallvarður on linen, with the
name of the abbess at Reynistaður, Solveig Rafnsdóttir embroidered on the border. Elsa
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Gudjónsson suggests that this may have been the work of a student, as it is unlike any
other extant embroidery considering the use of only unfilled stem stitch and what Elsa
refers to as “unskilled” imagery. 104 However, the sample size of medieval Icelandic
embroidery is too small to comment on the relative skill of the embroiderers. This cloth
suggests that Icelandic nuns were engaged in producing imagery of religious figures,
arguably for churches or other Christian centers, and thus tailored their work for
ecclesiastical settings rather than secular.
Historical records support the prominent role of embroidery in the life of
monastic women. Convent embroidery is attested elsewhere as a significant activity for
monastic women, partially as an antidote for idleness, as a moral act (opus manuum),105
as part of their responsibility in outfitting their church, and as a means of augmenting
their economic situation.106 The material remnants of embroidery production were not
found during the excavation, yet as they would have been small objects, I speculate that
their survival in the archaeological record would have been unlikely. There is sufficient
evidence to support the idea that embroidery was an established activity at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur. Furthermore, both bishoprics were also attested to as centers for
textile production, as well as Reynistaður. Both Kirkjubæjarklaustur and Reynistaður
were likely (albeit relatively informally) engaged in educating daughters of the elite, an
education which included needlework and cloth production.107 Given the reputation the
convent had for needlework production, it is probable that a Kirkjubæjarklaustur
education was desirable for elite women, as their own reputation and finances would be
enhanced by cultivation of domestic skills. The nuns were actively communicating
skills and stylistic influences with their students who would go on to decorate both their
own homes as well as possibly their local churches. This raises the possibility of nuns
educating elite women who would then go on to take vows or continue to live in the
convent, creating a self-perpetuating artistic cycle.
While the absence of any embroidered material directly linked to
Kirkjubæjarklaustur makes it impossible to say what artistic features were being
generated at the convents, I find it a compelling suggestion that there would have
104

Elsa E. Gudjónsson, Traditional Icelandic Embroidery (Reykjavík: Iceland Review, 1985), 56.
Andrea Pearson, “Nun’s Images and the Ideals of Women’s Monasticism: Two Paintings from the
Cistercian Convent of Flines,” Rennaisance Quarterly 54 (2001): 1385.
106
Elsa E. Gudjónsson, Icelandic Embroidery, 56.
107
Wolf, Kirkjubæjarbók, 16.
105

36

existed a “Kirkjubæjarklaustur style” of representation. Elsa Gudjónsson shows
connections between embroidered cloths and manuscript illustrations found in Iceland,
suggesting that there were significant interpictoralities between the “masculine” work of
manuscript production and women’s responsibility to decorate church and home.108 The
example of artistic models for manuscript illustrations is not unknown to Iceland, and
connected to the monastery at Þykkvabæjarklaustur is AM 673a III 4to, the only
surviving instance of a “teiknibók,” or artistic reference work from a Nordic country.
This manuscript shows how to render images for illumination by providing examples of
standardized apostolic imagery to make a saintly figure recognizable for a lay audience.
Considering the existence of illustrated manuscripts in the library at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, it is possible that illustrations done by monks (or even nuns)109
would have influenced the artistic output of the convent embroiderers, testifying to the
wide-ranging visual world of medieval nuns. Ultimately, the gender of the monastic
institute offered possibilities for how nuns or monks could structure their daily lived
experience around a variety of activities as part of their commitment to Benedictine
rule.

Holy Examples
Outside the convent, textiles featured widely in lay women’s performances of religious
devotion. Textile bequests were a popular means for wealthy female patrons to signify
their dedication and assert visibility within their parish through outfitting it in beautiful
cloths.110 Commissions and donations served as a way for women to insert themselves
on the public stage in socially acceptable ways. These cloths (often altar cloths, priestly
garments, or other finely made materials) were costly, testifying to the wealth of the
patron, and domestic, while further supporting the gendered nature of the bequest.
Women were active patrons commissioning textile work as well as creating
embroideries, supporting the highly-personalized nature of female devotion.
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Kirkjubæjarklaustur was dedicated to the Virgin Mary, arguably the most
popular saint in medieval Iceland as well as across medieval Europe. Marian worship is
a compelling lens through which to view the production of textiles at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur for two main reasons. First, her cult, imagery, and popular devotion
often drew metaphors from textiles and cloth making. Second, research into Marian
worship has stressed the highly emotional and affective nature of her devotion, which
makes the focus on the Virgin Mary a useful one for cultivating a religious self
identity— her worship evoked a strong sense of the numinous in supplicants. While
Andrea Pearson suggests that, at least for Cistercian monastics, Marian devotion was
more popular among male clerics than female clerics,111 this gendered division between
Marian worship does not seem to be as pronounced in Iceland insofar as she remained
overwhelmingly popular for both men and women.
Apocrypha surrounding the Virgin Mary emphasizes her domesticity and ideal
femininity. One often-repeated motif is that of the Virgin entering the Temple,
whereupon she proceeds to embroider or weave curtains of great beauty thus fulfilling
her role as “virtuous seamstress.”112 This image is popularized by Byzantine and
medieval artists and features frequently in objects of personal devotion.113 By the 14th
century, knitting Madonnas emerged in artistic representations of the Holy Family,
showing both the spread of knitting technology and the popularity of domestic
imagery.114 These textiles made by the Virgin Mary were part of her perfect feminine
image in that her spiritual role was indistinguishable from her inhabited feminine
role.115 As a mother and provider for the household, she represented a paradoxical
spiritual model for women: accessible through her role as a mother and woman, and out
of reach for her perfection, virginity, and unique role as Mother of God.
Regardless of this tension between imitable and inimitable aspects of the Virgin
Mary’s spiritual and feminine perfection, nuns were encouraged to follow her life
closely as a role model and frequently made use of material aids in this regard. Jeffery
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Hamburger’s discussion of the artistic production of the convent of St. Walburg shows
how nuns created imagery specifically intended to help them self-insert into the Marian
drama, to fully inhabit the life and mystical nature of the Virgin’s biblical role.116 While
these images were mostly in the medium of painting or illustration, it is possible that the
nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur could have used embroidered or woven images of the
Virgin in the same way with the added layer of then mimicking Virgin apocrypha of
textile production. The act of creating the embroidered image of Mary was
simultanously a means of inhabiting of the Virgin’s life as well as creating the very
object intended to be a devotional aid. One example of Virgin worship through textiles
comes from Hólar where a lay woman, Þóra Tumasdóttir, embroidered altar curtains (no
longer surviving) in the 16th century which had an inscription asserting that she had
“worked them to the glory of the Virgin Mary.”117 This concept of “sewing … the glory
of God not only by words of mouth, but by the work of her hands” is also associated
with an unnamed woman in Holár, showing a tangible connection between craft and
spirituality.118 Another European example of Marian worship using textiles is the
practice of creating clothing for statues of the Virgin Mary and female saints which then
could be changed for festivals or holidays in order to beautify her. While an effigy of
the Virgin Mary has been attested to in the 1343 maldagar of Kirkjubæjarklaustur, there
is no evidence of clothing created for the statue either in records or in surviving
textiles.119 However, this practice shows again the entangled nature of both act of textile
making and of object, wherein both the actions of production and physical outcome
affect the devotional life of the maker in different ways.
Rosary prayers also combine contemplation and textile metaphors through
Marian worship. The rosary emerged in the mid-13th century and became one of the
most widely practised prayers in late medieval Europe120. These prayers encouraged
meditation on the life of the Virgin Mary, invoked a personal relationship with divine
figures, and crucially, involved significant textile imagery. While the height of the
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popularity of rosary prayers was directed primarily at lay individuals as a means of
mimicking monastic hours, these prayers were practised in monastic houses as part of
both personal and communal contemplative acts. In many houses, praying the rosary
was referred to metaphorically as “clothing the Virgin,”121 perhaps referencing the
custom of dressing statues of the Virgin. This direct connection to spiritual cloth
production offers a way of understanding literal cloth production as one aspect of
Marian worship, and one which enabled the individual nun to situate herself within the
Marian drama to cultivate a female-centric relationship with divine figures.
These acts of worship also mark a point wherein divine access is made
accessible according to the supplicant’s gender. For women, relationships with Christ
and Mary were understood through gendered roles—with Christ, women were
encouraged to imagine themselves as his mother or commonly as his bride, something
which male monastics were not encouraged to do. Elizabeth Robertson posits the
sponsa Christi motif is one “fundamental” to women’s experience of Christianity.122
Through the worship of the Virgin Mary, women were encouraged to imagine
themselves within the Marian drama, to set themselves up as a maternal, feminine figure
successful at performing that gendered spirituality. Other female saints known to
Kirkjubæjarklaustur through Kirkjubæjarbók also offer ways of self-insertion into an
ideal spiritual life constructed through gendered expectations rather than a life which
transcends them. To perform femininity, with the exclusion of marriage and
childbearing, was for many female monastics the idealized way of making manifest an
ideal inner spiritual world. Submission to social female roles such as the expectation of
women to produce cloth, served as a useful strategy for cultivating a pious disposition
within the convent beyond the use of prayer. Furthermore, the entanglement of prayer
and fabric making, exemplified by rosary prayers, shows that embroidery and weaving
lent themselves to contemplative acts and possibly served as a sort of meditative action
within the cloister. Women’s spirituality made visible through textiles marked a
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distinctively gendered kind of self-modeling, following in the footsteps of other sacred
women which in turn confirmed the role of textiles in feminine religious devotion.

Kirkjubæjarbók (AM 429 12mo)
Kirkjubæjarbók and its possible uses represent a kind of extra-liturgical ritual present in
convent life which nevertheless was intended to communicate and construct ideals of
female spiritual life. Kirkjubæjarbók is a manuscript dating from around 1500
containing all-female saint legends, concerning Saints Margaret, Catherine, Cecilia,
Dorothy, Agnes, Agatha, and Barbara, and a legendary about three theological virtues
of Fides, Spes, and Caritas. While the manuscript is valuable for its content, showing
literary influence and scribal practices, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to examine
the contents. My focus is limited to the choices of saints represented in the work rather
than how they are portrayed, and what the manuscript represents for monastic practices
at Kirkjubæjarklaustur. The emphasis on all-female saints chosen for an all-female
monastic house testifies to the way religious access was frequently gendered. Monastery
manuscript collections were frequently connected to the Benedictine practice of reading
aloud at mealtimes, a form of extra-liturgical sacred saturation of space outlined in
chapter 38 of the Regla Benedicti.123 This ritual performance evokes the normative
aspect inherent in rituality, wherein the performance of a ritual creates and upholds the
social order it represents.124 The reading aloud of saintly figures communicated to the
wider monastic community social expectations of their spiritual identity—the women of
Kirkjubæjarklaustur were made aware not just of how their behaviour should be
affected by monastic virtues but how their inner spiritual world should be, according to
the saintly models represented by Kirkjubæjarbók.
Regarding these spiritual models, as previously mentioned, the Virgin Mary was
uniquely accessible for women insofar as her worship drew on feminine behaviour and
vivid imaginings of worshipers embodying her roles. Similarly, other female saints
could serve in a comparable fashion as pious archetypes. The popularity of the Virgin
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Martyr saints, a thematic group of female saints killed by non-Christians rather than
surrender their virtuous chastity, shows again saintly exempla for female behaviour.
Each of the saints’ legends contained in Kirkjubæjarbók concerns virgin martyrs. These
stories emphasized the social importance of virtuous behaviour, virginity, chastity, and
an intensely overwhelming sense of devotion to God, all of which (especially the last)
were considered desirable, if sometimes challenging, behaviours for female monastics.
Anxieties over the engulfing relationship with Christ featured heavily in later medieval
writings elsewhere in Europe, especially those by, or concerning, female mystics.125
This passionate frenzy of ecstatic devotion was highly sought after by women as a
means of conveying their religiosity. Elsewhere in Europe, nuns would often go to great
lengths to induce ecstatic states, through fasting and asceticism, to other, more
grotesque instances, such as Angela of Foligno drinking the scabs of lepers.126 Stories
of holy, devout women show an interest in effecting a transformation on the inner world
of a nun, with fasting and other extreme practices serving as a means of conveying an
individual’s devotion to God as well as, in many ways, inducing it.
These ecstatic figures mark the extreme end of enacting transformation on an
individual’s inner world. However, they raise the possibility of less intense measures
and strategies employed by nuns to affect a pious disposition. Beyond mimicking the
life of a sainted figure, which in many cases could prove difficult as it was not possible
for every nun to be martyred for her faith, give birth to the Son of God, or give birth to
the mother of the Son of God, a nun could strive to present herself as perfectly
inhabiting the social role of nun in a variety of ways. Thus, the importance of ritual acts
such as the ones represented by Kirkjubæjarbók and daily activities within the convent
take on a significance beyond what they initially seem, and instead converge to serve as
means through which a nun could realize her role as well as recast herself and her
identity to serve in accordance with social expectations.
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Art and Devotion
Art and material culture were often used as aids to Christian devotion. While the most
obvious of these objects are relics, images of sacred figures were widespread in the
medieval period as objects through which women could cultivate a relationship with the
divine. In convents, women were frequently encouraged to use their imagination to
strengthen their devotion to Christ. This could take the form of women imagining
themselves within the Marian drama, as well as within an often highly sexualized
spousal union with Christ. Nicole Rice shows that in many ways, ideal nun-ness was an
extension of secular ideas about chaste marriage, albeit with a divine figure instead of
an earthly one.127 Bridehood often took on an embodied material component through the
practice of dressing nuns up as brides, to the wearing of gold rings imitating the practice
of wedding rings, as well as a distinct behavioural component encompassing domestic
tasks and wifely relationships such as the responsibility for women to produce textiles.
Priestly vestments such as chasubles offer an example of importance and
visibility of embroidery in amplifying devotional practices. Two chasubles survive from
medieval Iceland, one a 14th century item associated with Skálholt and the other being a
post-Reformation chasuble which incorporates older medieval material in the decorative
elements. The chasuble from Skálholt is of Flemish work, richly embroidered with
images of the Virgin Mary and popular saints, as well as a crucifix along the back.128
The second example is of similar work, although made in Iceland and embroidered by
Icelandic women, whose work was repurposed in the 17th century to assemble the
chasuble.129 The decoration serves as a devotional aid in two main ways. The first is to
perform and convey the glory and wealth of the church to the congregation, allowing
them to celebrate the aesthetic and spiritual wealth of their immediate parish and the
personal power of the church patrons. The second element is the combination of
imagery and ritual practice associated with the Eucharist. In this ritual component of
Mass, the priest wearing the chasuble would raise his arms up with his back to the
audience, something which Ingrid Lunnen Nødseth ties to the frequent crucifixion motif
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along the back of many chasubles, as the decoration and the action would bring the
image of a resurrected Christ to the congregation.130 This, combined with the
overwhelming sensory stimulation of mass, creates an intensely religious space with a
“polyfocal medieval aesthetic.”131
Women’s artistic productions not only served to glorify the church space but to
adorn and evoke a sense of the numinous within a ritual act. Similarly, devotional aids
such as paintings of Christ or drawings or illustrations helped focus the devotional
imagination of a nun, helping her cultivate an intensely personal and vivid relationship
with Christ or the Virgin Mary. While the female exempla from Kirkjubæjarbók served
to outline communal expectations, devotional aids communicate the intimate personal
desires of a nun. I argue that in this sense, embroidered pictorial representations of
sacred figures serve not only as devotional aids, but that the objects which helped make
them (looms, embroidery tools, needles), enabled a nun to embody and perform her
domestic responsibility to her sacred husband, while also being tools through which
nuns could realize their spiritual potential and cultivate an appropriate religious
demeanor.

Cultivating Monasticism
Kirkjubæjarklaustur’s role as a textile production centre affected the relationship
women had with textile manufacture within the cloister walls. At both Icelandic
convents, daughters of elite families were accustomed to an education which included
study as well as domestic arts. Given Kirkjubæjarklaustur’s renown in the medieval
period, it is very likely that young women would have been specifically and deliberately
educated in needlework there. As previously suggested, this could have led to the
emergence of a distinct artistic style, although this is impossible to ascertain.
Regardless, this transmission of knowledge marks a gendered lineage of information,
skill, and creativity, of which mastery of these domestic skills enhanced a woman’s
reputation, nun or not. Regarding a performance of female monastic identity, one
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example of a celebrated nun from Kirkjubæ can be found in the Gottskálks annals. This
entry from 1386, records the death of “Guðný hin haga,” or Guðny the skilled132 While
nothing is recorded as to what she was skilled at, given the context of a renowned textile
centre, it is not inconceivable that her reputation for being “skilled” referenced her
textile work. The acknowledgment of her skills shows that prayer and contemplation,
while primary modes of life for convent women, were not the only ways for women to
inhabit social ideals of desirable nun-ly behaviour. Thus, it shows that actions and
behaviours exhibited by nuns could enhance their social standing and in turn enhance
their own self-identification as a nun.
The importance of embroidery in convent life has been the primary focus of my
thesis so far. However, the archaeological material testifies to other kinds of textile
work being undertaken at Kirkjubæjarklaustur, as previously mentioned. The excavated
remains of a warp-weighted loom represent the industry of vaðmál manufacture while
the knitting needles possibly signify the start of what later would become a massive
knitting industry. Unfortunately, to read these within the context of devotional aids
becomes difficult, as these technologies are not as commonly used to render sacred
figures in the same ways that embroidery does. Regardless of whether or not nuns or
women associated with the convent were producing pictoral tapestries, it is extremely
likely that they were producing the woolen cloth known as vaðmál, possibly as part of
the monastic ideal of self-sufficient cloisters.133 This raises other questions given the
social standing of women in the convent—were the nuns themselves producing the
woven cloth or was this task left to lay women who would have served the nuns at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur? Karen Milek suggests that weaving vaðmál was, especially at the
height of its economic importance in the 13th century, a task done by all women of the
household, elite and non-elite,134 suggesting that the nuns would have been familiar
with the skills needed to spin and weave their own cloth. However, in the later medieval
period especially, embroidery seems to have risen in popularity for daughters of high
status families, with weaving falling to more low status women within the household.135
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The possibility of weaving being considered a task for lower status women in
the household is interesting when considered with the likelihood of nuns weaving, given
that they likely would come from elite families. In that case, the weaving of humble
woolen cloth either for the convent’s own use or for sale could mark an instance of
performative humility on behalf of the nun. By performing a low-status task, she
communicated her submission to ideals of Benedictine humility while also perpetuating
gendered expectations. While this also applies to embroidery, arguably the practice of
weaving or spinning wool is one in which the atmosphere lends itself to contemplative
behaviour. The repetitive motions of weaving or spinning combined with the holy space
of the cloister walls and the relative humility of the task offers a calm moment for a nun
to pray, to contemplate Christ, and to imagine herself within the life of the Virgin Mary
or another female saint. All of these acts would have been part of the cumulative piety
strategies affected by nuns within the convent.
In the nunnery context, weaving and textile manufacture allowed women to
create an internal world aligned with spiritual exempla. The significance of the cult of
the Virgin Mary and her relationship to textiles and textile metaphors offers a symbolic
dimension to the fabric created by the nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur. The emphasis on
domestic labour is part of a wider discourse on piety which centers around the
construction of spiritual identity along gendered lines. For nuns, their gendered identity
and associated roles such as textile production were deeply entangled in their spiritual
expression. The looms, needles, and embroidery materials become inseparable
contributors in this, enabling nuns to engage with and construct an interior devotion
while also embodying and performing their spiritual devotions.

Conclusions
Medieval Icelandic society and medieval Christianity had strong expectations
concerning appropriate female behaviour and spirituality. Concepts of gender and
gendered religious performances were highly influential within the cloister of
Kirkjubær. Aspects of Benedictine rule such as ora et labora, the influence of spiritual
exempla, and devotional imagery offered ways of communicating these expectations as
well as serving as means through which nuns could attempt to inhabit their spiritual and
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social role. Medieval devotion could often be realized only through gender, as the
examples of the Virgin Mary and female saints of Kirkjubæjarbók show—successful
performances of women’s activities such as textile production served as paths to
spiritual salvation. In this way, spiritual submission encompassed both a successful
performance as a woman through chastity, virginity, and domestic tasks, as well as an
intense inner world of devotion. Textile manufacture drew on a nun’s artistic
sensibilities and technical skill, yet also within the space of the convent, could often
transcend the immediate physicality and serve as devotional act and devotional aid.
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Chapter 4
A marked shift occurred regarding the way a medieval woman would be expected to
carry herself upon taking vows into a monastic life. No longer taking part in the ideals
of lay piety which entailed its own set of social conventions, a nun was subject to a
different kind of scrutiny from her community and the wider medieval society. While
ostensibly she was set apart from the marriage and motherhood world of lay women, her
new social status was not set apart from other gendered expectations. Not only was she
now expected to carry herself as a monastic person, which involved living a life of
prayer, contemplation, and good works, but she was expected to carry herself as a
female monastic, which structured the tasks and expectations of her role. In this chapter,
I situate the previous discussion regarding the role of textile production in convent life
into the wider process of nurturing a monastic identity. This analysis focuses on the
way textile production served to perform Benedictine piety as well as the myriad ways
in which communal Benedictine living was designed to be transformative. The external
performance of religious virtues is observable in modern ethnographic contexts,
offering insight into the varied transformational strategies exhibited by women desiring
to live a religious life. These transformational strategies were mediated through the
body as well as through material culture associated with Kirkjubæjarklaustur, offering a
way of reading agency into the archaeological past.

Monasticism as Transformation
Monasticism is a compelling lens to examine the manipulation of an individual’s lived
experience and habitus in that while people were born into their social class, ethnic
group, and socially assigned gender, no one was born a nun. Thus, the role of a nun was
an entirely learned worldly orientation, necessitating study and conscious adoption of a
new set of social mannerisms and mentalities, something which challenges the
unconscious adoptions of appropriate behaviours, reactions, and structures which
constitute Bourdieu’s habitus.136 Bourdieu’s discussion of habitus is the most
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widespread use of the term of habitus, however Saba Mahmood makes use of both
Bourdieu’s and earlier Aristotelian models of habitus to discuss piety and religious selfformation. In the Aristotelian conception of habitus, the pedagogical element of identity
construction comes to the forefront, with habitus comprising an “acquired excellence”
at moral tasks, wherein these skills were acquired by repeated performances “until that
practice [left] a permanent mark on the character of the person.”137 While this study
encompasses the obvious such as learning the liturgical offices and hours, other, less
obvious social norms would have also permeated the cloister life. The Regla Benedicti
gave overarching structures and tenets for monastic living yet each individual house
enjoyed significant flexibility regarding how these rules were carried out. Of prominent
observation were the virtues of obedience to superiors, humility in comportment and
dress, and chastity. These abstract virtues were also accompanied by more concrete
directives like the practice of reading aloud at mealtimes, constraints on diet, and
allocations of sleeping arrangements. These directives show that monastic living was a
lifestyle which, to an extent, clearly laid out the social contract all members were
expected to follow, yet the actual enactment of these rules could of course be different
from house to house.
Monastic communities, especially Benedictine ones, understood the path to
salvation not as an individual achievement but in terms of communal salvation.138 The
importance of community living is again seen through the Regla Benedicti, with chapter
two of the rule holding the abbot as responsible for the salvation of all souls in his care.
The emphasis on communal salvation necessitated a group understanding of the social
rules designed to take the entire monastic community through to heaven. Furthermore,
this communally oriented religious praxis required evaluation and maintenance of social
order. To an extent, this monitoring of whether a community member was tied into the
success of the monastic community was done through ritual acts. These acts were not
just important in terms of worship and religious expression, but were crucial for both
signifying, and creating the cohesiveness of a community; Rappaport notes that rituals
create the very social conventions they reference, building on Emil Durkheim’s concept
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that rituals bind groups together.139 Belonging to a community offered a means of
supporting and encouraging monastic individuals in their pursuit of virtuous living
through this emphasis on communal salvation with each individual responsible for their
fellow monastics’ salvation as well as their own. This necessitates that at least
superficially, every nun would have had to appear to be part of the community through
her dedication to communal cloister values, to realize her own salvation through the
community’s salvation. The consequences for failing to uphold the performance of
monasticism were severe, impacting not just a nun’s immediate physical environment
but the state of both her own soul and the souls of her sisters.
To view the relationship between individual piety and monastic salvation as
constraining or imposed upon the individual from an external repressive society is to
lose a significant amount of nuance regarding the way individuals and communities
could negotiate and understand their role in medieval society. While more archaic views
of female monastics portray them almost as “leftover” women unable to join society
through the more common path of a husband and motherhood or as women retiring
from their social position following the death of their husbands, the trend at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur leans more towards the idea of a professional monastic.140 These
“career” nuns show that not only was the convent a socially acceptable role for women,
but in many cases, a desirable one. Within the female-centric space of the cloister,
women accessed considerable authority and power, influencing not only the spiritual
lives of their fellow nuns, but especially if they achieved the position of abbess,
considerable influence on Icelandic society. The wider medieval society held monastic
living as an enviable position, as monastics were seen to be closer to God and therefore
closer to salvation—the ideal female saint was a faithful nun.141 The rosary prayers and
emerging rosary societies of the late medieval period offer an example of the
idealization of monastic living, as these prayers were in many ways designed to mimic
monastic hours.142 Similarly, an ideal Christian marriage was frequently held to be one
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wherein both parties kept to semi-monastic levels of chaste restraint.143 This interplay
between monastic and “secular” lifestyles shows that women who entered the convents
were not necessarily doing so because they had limited choices within a patriarchal
society, but rather, they were in many cases pursuing a desirable lifestyle.
Of course, medieval women were not always able to freely choose a convent life
for themselves, especially given that entry into this social role was largely confined to
the elite women of Icelandic society. As previously mentioned, control of these
powerful institutions would have been highly sought after by medieval Iceland’s elite
families, and abbots and abbesses of the various monastic houses were frequently
related to both each other and the bishops. Thus, the monastic lifestyle could also serve
as a field through which Icelandic elites grappled for control of valuable resources,
something which can be seen in the temporary closure and loss of self-governance of
Kirkjubæjarklaustur to local chieftains during Staðamál. Certainly, while many women
could have enjoyed the prestige and relative independence afforded to them by taking
monastic vows, there very likely were women who did not. Considering that no woman
was born a nun, even women who actively pursued the monastic lifestyle could have
struggled with the change in their roles and status, much less a woman who was
unwilling to fully inhabit the role of a nun.
Ultimately, to enter into a monastic lifestyle marked a deliberate change in
social status, roles, behaviours, and expectations. The Regla Benedicti and cultural
attitudes surrounding monastic women show that monastic living was intended to enact
transformation on the immediate lived experience of an individual in order to
successfully realize their spiritual potential. However, these transformative acts varied
widely from house to house, depending on cultural context and gender, and it is to these
enactments I now turn my attention.

Habit and Habitus
Dress directly affected a nun’s immediate embodied experience of the world. While
both male and female monastics were frequently required to dress in a manner which
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coincided with the humble outlook of their station, this dress could be highly varied
from house to house, although there was a marked preference for black robes.144 There
are no sources documenting how nuns were expected to dress at Kirkjubæjarklaustur,
however it is safe to assume that there would have been significant changes to how a
woman would have dressed prior to her entrance into the convent and afterwards.
Several vaðmál remains have been excavated at Kirkjubæjarklaustur, athough no
diagnostic work has been done to analyze colour or where they may have fit within the
wide range of textile items they could have initially comprised.
Why is dress important for understanding how a nun became a nun? Fashion and
costume studies testify to the importance of clothing in signalling in-group and outgroup belonging, social status, ethnicity, dress, and other markers of an individual’s
place in society. Thus, for a nun to adopt the visual markers of monastic belonging, she
signified submission to the social expectations of how nuns would look and behave.
Dress and actions could be important tools for cultivating a sense of piety and religious
devotion within the personal identity of a nun. In modern Egyptian piety movements,
the moment a woman put on a hijab marked a transformative moment in her religious
experience. She began to be viewed by her social context as a pious woman and was
outwardly signifying to a religous context that she was to be understood as such, thus
manifesting a change in how society perceived and interacted with her.145 Furthermore,
women who wore the hijab stated they initially felt uncomfortable and “embarrassed”146
wearing the new clothing as there was a tension between how they perceived
themselves to be (pretending to be pious) and how society understood them (as pious
women). However, as the Egyptian women became accustomed to wearing the dress of
pious women, they in turn suggested that they themselves became more pious, more
religous, and closer to reaching their religious potential.147 Therefore, the transformation
of dress marks a moment where an individual transforms the way they interact with the
world, a physical reminder of their change in social status, or their desire to cultivate a
new one. For the nuns at Kirkjubæjarklaustur, the wearing of a habit showed the group
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that the woman was committed to upholding the social role she was in and served as a
strategy for helping her to successfully inhabit that role.
Two types of clothing remain in the archaeological and historical record to serve
as examples of gendered dress and embodied piety at Kirkjubæjarklaustur. The first is
the survival of prayer beads, known as rosary beads or paternosters, of which one
possible example was excavated at Kirkjubæjarklaustur.148 Prayer beads were part of
the practice of praying the rosary, the repetitive mantra-like set of praises to the Virgin
Mary interspersed with episodes from the life of Christ.149 These prayers had a
metaphoric connection with textiles, which formed the focus of the previous chapter.
The beads could be made of any material, but especially in the later period, were often
made of semi-precious materials and served not only as a religious tool but as an
intricate and expensive item denoting social status.150 The rise of rosary societies in late
medieval Europe came with growing concern for the creation of a vivid inner prayer
world replete with emotionally affective personal relationships between penitents and
divine figures.151 The act of praying the rosary, beyond the obvious implications as a
religious ritual, would have affected bodily memory towards a pious disposition through
repeated training in pious acts, thus effecting what Mahmood puts forth as a “mutually
constitutive relationship between body learning and body sense.”152 This bodily
learning is key to understanding the way monastic living could affect not just an
immediate living situation but how the nuns of Kirkjubæjarklaustur came to understand
themselves within the cloistered life.
The beads used for rosary prayers often extended the social effects of praying
the rosary. Without needing to witness the individual engaging in the act of performing
the rosary, fellow monastics would be able to recognize the beads incorporated into a
nun’s dress as signifying her commitment to the practice of meditative Marian devotion.
Through this dress object, an individual’s religious affiliation and social roles could be
effectively signaled to the community while the social perception of this individual
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extended to include the connotations associated with rosary prayers. Another aspect to
prayer beads is their role as embodied objects which exerted agency upon the body of
the wearer. While an individual could signify their Marian devotion to their community,
they were also engaged in communicating with themselves. Every time a nun engaged
with the objects on her body, her commitment to personal contemplative acts, her
understanding of the social roles involved with being a devout medieval nun, and her
embodied memories of cumulative rosary prayers in her past were invoked and made
meaningful through her physical form. By changing dress and behavior, women could
manipulate their lived experience and engagement with both the world and themselves,
in effect, manipulating their habitus.
The second accessory associated with Kirkjubæjarklaustur are the gold rings
gifted to them by Bishop Stefán in 1494.153 Bishop Stefán gave five gold rings to the
nuns, including the abbess Halldóra to replace her previous broken one, probably as part
of his social role as patron. While we lack information as to the rituals surrounding a
nun’s investiture into the convent, this possibly could refer to nuns as brides of Christ,
with these rings representing wedding rings or other symbolic dimensions related to a
nun’s vows and status. Rings were exchanged in Icelandic wedding ceremonies,
according to Agnes Arnórsdóttir,154 and have also been found excavated at Skálholt155
and Skriðuklaustur.156 The theological underpinnings of female piety and female
monasticism were frequently centered on imagery of marriage and ecstatic union
between Christ and the nun.157 Not only did these rings entertain the symbolic
dimension of the sponsa Christi motif, they would have served as a physical embodied
reminder of a nun’s spiritual relationship with Christ. These outward trappings of
monastic identity offer further insight into the gendered nature of female monasticism,
where gender roles were fully integrated into Kirkjubæjarklaustur’s social structure.
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Textiles and Embodied Memory
Beyond changing outward trappings to suit a monastic environment, textile manufacture
served as another way of overwriting and reorienting the life experience of a nun. The
connection textile production had with sacred figures has been the subject of my
previous chapter and provides an abstract background to the actual physical
undertaking. Textile work was a bodily experience as well as a numinous one, and
especially in the convent, this entanglement of sacred and pragmatic acts was one which
could not help but influence the life, mentality, and physicality of the performer – the
“permanent mark” left on their moral character.158 By imagining and directly enacting
elements of the Marian drama, medieval monastic women could not only visualize but
physically ingrain sacred experiences into their bodies. This embodied memory lies at
the core of habitus, both in Bourdieu’s unconscious model as well as the Aristotelian
learned model, affecting not only the immediate moment of textile making but subtly
impacting the way a nun could view the environment and her role within it. The textile
industry affected the physical body of the maker both positively, through accumulation
of new, valued, skills, as well as negatively, through the physical impact of repetitive
motions which could cause pain and other health impacts. However, continental female
monastic traditions show a preoccupation with women’s pain as a means of
transcending feminine vices,159 suggesting that even the physical strains of textile
manufacture could have been understood in this light. While this is admittedly
speculation, the physicality of textile manufacture would have been realized both within
the body and worldview of the nun, representing a form of embodied memory
constantly accessed by the individual.
In my previous chapter, I discuss the way that textile manufacture lent itself to
contemplative acts. The repetitive motions of weaving at a warp-weighted loom, the
stitching of a sacred image, and the motions of knitting all work to both combat the
perceived immorality of idleness thought to be particularly prevalent for female
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monastics and to mimic the repetitive nature of prayer.160 Constant repetition is key to
understanding how textile work could be ingrained in the body—as it became a habit, it
also became part of a nun’s habitus in the Aristotelian sense. This habit-into-habitus is
similarly applicable to both prayer and other work done by the nuns at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur. As part of the daily rhythm of convent living, textile production is
no less subject to ritual behaviour than more obvious religious rituals, and participation
in opus manuum affected the individual similarly to the way repetitive prayer acts
would. The excavated materials from Kirkjubæjarklaustur were not simply means
through which a nun could successfully perform or mimic female sanctity but tools for
her to actually instill religious sensibilities within herself. Inside the virtuous space of
the convent, the knitting needles and loom could also take on an increased virtuous
meaning beyond the feminine stereotypes and serve as objects through which bodied
experience of the world was accessed and affected.

Performative Submission and the Social Contract
My previous chapter discussed the role of Kirkjubæjarbók to show that spiritual models
(and the customs around them) formed a sort of extra-liturgical way of ensuring that the
nuns of Kirkjubæjarklaustur could make sense of the kinds of virtues they were
supposed to cultivate. The Regla Benedicti also followed within this theme, offering
explicit behavioural structures designed to transport the entire community to salvation.
These were both moments where the social contract, which represents a normative
agreement wherein a nun (in her case, explictly in the moment where she takes monastic
vows) agrees to uphold the expectations of her station through enacting virtuous deeds,
living in the cloister, praying the Divine Offices, and maintaining a pious demeanour,
becomes visible. The social contract is largely performative, not always requiring
sincerity on the part of society members, yet the act of upholding social expectations
considered appropriate for a female monastic was of great importance for the medieval
monastic world.
Mahmood’s research into women’s mosque movements shows that submission,
a shared theme between medieval monastic communities and Islamic piety groups, is a
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key tenet for an individual to fully realize her spiritual potential. Submission is actively
cultivated by Mahmood’s subjects, as a means of not just behaving virtuously, but with
the understanding of external expectations as a kind of “scaffolding” through which an
individual could acquire a pious self.161 Thus, social expectations of feminine behaviour
and spirituality, and the accompanying notion of feminine vices are not simply
hindrances to spiritual fulfillment but rather, the means through which spiritual
salvation can be realized—gender is not separate from religious experience, instead, it
becomes the main way of realizing one. This can be seen in the medieval convent, as
previously discussed, through the emphasis on female exempla, but also more generally
through the medium of textile work. The morality of working with one‘s hands shows
not only an individual’s willingness to submit to gendered expectations in a patriarchal
society but a willingness to agree to the expectations which governed the female-centric
space of the convent. Regardless of whether a woman considered herself to fully inhabit
the role, her assumed identity of female monastic required constant upkeep,
necessitating a dynamic understanding of what constitituted a nun’s identity, as well as
a nuanced way of examining her own agentitive faculties.
While I have previously discussed successful and unsuccessful performances of
female monastic identity using the examples of Guðný hin haga and Katrín/Kristín, the
possible disconnect between how society perceived a religious woman and her own
interior identity is also discussed in Saba Mahmood’s ethnographic studies. Women of
the mosque movement show that in some ways a disconnect between an external
identity and actual experienced identity is useful in their journey to realize a pious self.
The outward adoption of visual symbols of piety, from a modest dress, to the hijab, to
the commitment to prayer, were, for many of the women alien to their prior
comportment. However, this disconnect often served as a motivating factor in fostering
religious sensibilities, prompting a desire for the religious hopeful to create an inner
world in line with how the world saw her.162 The discomfort associated with an
insincere performance of piety is echoed in the medieval period, with female mystics
such as Alijt Bake praying “that Christ [would] make her a nun interiorly just as she had
been made a nun exteriorly”163 as part of her struggles to inculcate a pious demeanor.
161
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Women’s spirituality was, as Elizabeth Robertson shows, inseparable from their
physicality, with feminine vices and virtues closely associated with their physical
embodied experience of the world.164 Ultimately, for the medieval nuns of
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, to affect their physical form was to make strong headway on
implementing personal reform on their spiritual identity and personal sanctity by
accessing what Caroline Walker Bynum posits as the “possibilities provided by
fleshliness.”165

Conclusions
Female piety and feminine virtues were largely physical in nature, showing a clear
connection between bodily state and spirit. Feminine vices were also mostly physical in
nature, with the sins of vanity, unchasteness, and idleness often associated more closely
with women than men. To affect the body was, in many cases, to affect the spirituality
of women, and it is this transformation of lived experience which formed a key part of
the Benedictine rule. Prayer and dress marked some of the ways in which a nun at
Kirkjubæjarklaustur could encode and perform her pious disposition to both her
community and herself. Objects like rosary beads and gold rings marked ways of
directly wearing one‘s status as a female monastic which likely offered ways of creating
a harmonious internal and external identity. Acts such as prayer and textile manufacture
add to this bodily cultivation of virtuous acts, arguably with the eventual understanding
that a nun could truly reform herself in accordance with the pious, idealized, and
sanctified female exempla represented in Kirkjubæjarbók. Textile production using the
loom, knitting needles, or embroidery materials was not only a way for a nun to imagine
herself within the life history of the Virgin Mary, but to act on her example and
integrate this action into daily practice. The performance of a female monastic identity
also had serious implications for the wider understanding of monastic piety, with
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participation in rituals not just important for ensuring an individual’s religious success
but the overall success of her community.
Being a monastic woman in the medieval period encompassed far more than
vows and prayer, but required a reorientation of her lived experience, a pragmatic shift
in the way society viewed her and the way she understood herself. Her identity as a nun
was one conferred upon her when she took holy orders, yet was also a dynamic and
constantly maintained performance to herself and her fellow monastics. These
performances of monastic identites took place on multiple fields and often involved
physical objects. In many instances, by attuning herself to the microculture of cloistered
living, a nun would be socially and spiritually rewarded. The structure of
Kirkjubæjarklaustur and other monastic houses not only sought to counter feminine
vices, but rather, work with these stereotypes and social expectations of gendered
behaviours to create a uniquely feminine spiritual mode of living.
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Conclusion
The items excavated at Kirkjubæjarklaustur were not separate from the religious
experiences of convent life, but rather were active agents with long careers in creating a
sense of piety and devotion in the lives of the women who interacted with them. Both
monastic and gender identity were deeply entangled in the medieval period, and objects
such as the remains of looms, knitting needles, and spindle whorls had an active role in
performing these identities. Drawing on concepts of habitus, I endeavour to show that
this repeated performance of a female monastic identity, through the various rituals such
as prayer and contemplation, and textile work, served to actually create the identity they
purported to perform. By integrating the activities which took place in the convent, such
as skill in embroidery and weaving, into the wider discourse on feminine spirituality
seen through the female saints’ lives represented in Kirkjubæjarbók and the medieval
cult of the Virgin Mary, it becomes possible to read these activities as important parts of
the religious and moral practices of the medieval convent.
The intended goal of religious cloistered life was to enact a transformative effect
on the physical and eternal lives of the monastic professional. It required a significant
reorientation of a nun’s previous life experience in order to fully realize their changed
social status, yet these previous identities and experiences shaped the way that women
interpreted their new roles. Gendered activities played into the way religious devotion
was structured, through dress, spatial configuration of convents, and gendered virtues of
silence, chastity, and obedience. Thus, for women in the medieval convent of
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, gender was arguably the primary way in which spiritual fulfillment
and transformation were developed through their spiritual roles as brides of Christ or
their personal relationship with the Virgin Mary. The medieval physicality of worship
and the understanding of female spirituality as physical gave monastic women a
uniquely gendered access to divine figures. This feminine piety shaped not only the
ways in which nuns worshipped and acted, but their inner sense of self as well.
By affecting their immediate physical presence through objects and activities,
women of the monastic community could affect the way they moved through the world,
marking a deliberate manipulation of their habitus. This was not an immediate
transformation, rather it took place gradually over the life history of a monastic woman.
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The transformation process, strategies for inhabiting new social roles, and the position
material culture played in this process merits closer examination. By engaging with
these relationships, I endeavour to show that identities were never static or unchanging,
but actively created and performed. The ways in which the identity of medieval female
monastic identity was performed drew from socially-constructed frameworks of gender,
piety, and monastic behaviours, and textile manufacture played a distinct role in each of
these interconnected aspects.
A holistic investigation into daily convent life shows that there was significant
interplay between obvious ritual acts such as prayer and the Divine Office, and textile
manufacture. These activities and rituals were not separate from each other but were
part of a wider understanding of appropriate roles, virtues, and desirable behaviours
which were concentrated through the body of the nun. This bodily mediation, through
dress, space, and the physicality of prayer and textile work, shaped both the external
identity of a performer, as well affecting the inner inhabited role. By using Saba
Mahmood’s ethnographic accounts of female piety movements across the world, I also
hope to show the wealth of interpretive interdisciplinary frameworks available to form a
comparative discussion of medieval religious women.
Ultimately, convent life was sensory, mediated through the body, and the acts
associated with living in a convent could not help but affect the lived reality of nuns. To
become a nun encompassed much more than taking monastic vows and prayer, as each
Benedictine house developed its own microculture. Kirkjubæjarklaustur’s customs both
required and enacted change on behalf of the nun attempting to inhabit her monastic
identity. Repeated performance of a monastic identity through ora et labora, can thus be
viewed as the active cultivation of a pious, gendered monastic identity appropriate for
the nuns of Kirkjubæjarklaustur. When examining medieval textiles, the acts involved
in their production often reveal a wealth of information which can be as productive as
examining the imagery and use of the item itself. By investigating the textile
archaeology of Kirkjubæjarklaustur as an embodied process rather than as objects which
a nun used to produce art, the knowledge and skills learned by the monastic women
become resituated within their spiritual lives. Not only did textile production represent
the cumulative domestic and artistic skills of an individual artisan, the making of cloth
was an effective means of creating new identities and embodied memories. This thesis
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offers one way of viewing the material culture from Kirkjubæjarklaustur as part of this
spiritual discourse, wherein the objects can be read as inseparable actors in the ways
nuns worshipped, lived, understood, and remade themselves.
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