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EDITOR’S WELCOME 
 
Welcome to the inaugural issue of the Newsletter of the 
Syon Abbey Society. The Society aims to promote the 
study of the history and literature of Syon Abbey, the sole 
English house of St. Birgitta of Sweden’s Order of St. 
Saviour. Founded in 1415 by Henry V, Syon became one 
of the wealthiest, most literate, and publicly respected of 
British monastic institutions before its doors closed in 
1539 and its community was turned out of their house. 

Academic interest in Syon has flourished in re-
cent decades. The Syon Abbey Society’s three co-
founders – Paul Patterson, Alex da Costa, and myself, 
Laura Miles – first saw the need for some kind of central 
organization to facilitate work on Syon during the 
productive discussions surrounding a pair of sessions on 
Syon Abbey which Paul and I organized for the 2008 
International Medieval Congress, Kalamazoo, MI. Several 

of those sessions’ participants are now members of the 
Advisory Board, a selection of scholars either working on 
or connected with Syon, whose insights will help lead the 
Society to best serve its members. The co-founders would 
like to take this opportunity to thank the Board for its 
participation. You can meet the co-founders and board 
members through the brief biographies offered in this 
inaugural newsletter.  

We are excited to launch with an issue that truly 
reflects one of our foremost goals in forming the society: 
to connect scholars from around the world in their efforts 
to learn more about Syon and its relationship to the 
international Birgittine tradition. To that effect we are 
proud to present abstracts for “Syon Abbey and Its 
Neighbors,” our first sponsored session at the 2011 
Medieval Congress at Kalamazoo. While its participants 
hail from Germany, Ireland, and the USA, their papers 
likewise illuminate the international influences at play 
within Syon’s reading communities, with a special focus 



 

 
The Syon Abbey Society Newsletter: Issue 1, Fall 2010 

www.syonabbeysociety.com  
      - 2 - 

 

on Catherine of Siena. Feature articles in this issue also 
reflect a global spectrum: a highlight on a little-known but 
fascinating Syon manuscript held in London, news on 
important work being done on the German Birgittine 
tradition, and a review of a ground-breaking collected 
essays volume recently published in Stockholm.  

With live links and color images, this newsletter 
aims to take advantage of its digital PDF format. It will be 
available for download from our website, 
www.syonabbeysociety.com, along with all future issues. 
By maintaining a strong online presence, as well as a live 
presence at conferences, we hope to combine the best of 
digital advances with the rewards of in-person connec-
tions, conversations, and collaborations. One of the first 
digital initiatives we look forward to launching is an 
online bibliography on Syon Abbey and all things 
Birgittine. To help build this database, please submit 
bibliographic references (formatted according to the 
Chicago Manual of Style) with an optional two- to three-
sentence abstract and some category heading suggestions 
to syonabbeysociety@gmail.com. If you are interested in 
spearheading or helping coordinate this initiative, please 
let us know. In addition, we encourage members to 
suggest sponsored sessions at conferences beyond 
Kalamazoo. Do you have ideas for digital resources, 
colloquia, publications, or other opportunities that might 
promote the research and teaching of all things Syon? 
Please be in touch! 

One of the first issues the co-founders tackled 
was whether to use the spelling “Bridget/Bridgettine” or 
“Birgitta/Birgittine.” To both medieval and modern 
English the saint is known as Bridget, while to continental 
Europeans she is Birgitta. Though Syon Abbey may have 
adopted ‘Bridget’ as one of their own, the international 
character of both this newsletter and the upcoming 
Kalamazoo session insisted we recognize that today her 
legacy commands a truly international audience – one that 
needs a common terminology. Thus, for our purposes she 
is Birgitta and her tradition is Birgittine.  
 Lastly, the co-founders wish to express both our 
profound respect for the three sisters of Syon Abbey 
currently enclosed in South Brent, Devon, England, and 
our congratulations to the Lady Abbess Rev. Mother 
Anna Marie O. Ss. S. on the recent celebration of her 
jubilee as a Birgittine on November 9th. It is our sincere 
hope that the Syon Abbey Society can help to preserve 
the beauty and complexity of their nearly six-hundred-
year-old tradition. 

laura.miles@gmail.com  
 

 

MEMBERSHIP &  
NEWSLETTER SUBMISSIONS 

 
Membership of the Syon Abbey Society is free and only 
requires submission of your email address to 
syonabbeysociety@gmail.com (email addresses will not be 
shared with any third party). Members receive five to six 
emails a year including the Newsletter and announce-
ments for conference sessions sponsored by the Society. 
This information is also available on the website 
www.syonabbseysociety.com.  

The Syon Abbey Society Newsletter is issued oc-
casionally (approximately two issues a year) and is edited 
by one of the co-founders on a rotating basis. Published 
in PDF form, the Newsletter is distributed as an email 
attachment to members as well as being posted on the 
website for free download by the public. Members are 
encouraged to suggest relevant announcements for 
academic or other events, and conference calls for papers 
which might be of interest to the membership, for 
publication in the Newsletter.  

For the Newsletter’s Features section we welcome 
the submission of pieces 1,000-2,000 words in length 
which consider some aspect of Syon Abbey or related 
issues and questions. Studies of manuscripts or early 
printed books, archival surveys, bibliographic review 
articles, single volume book reviews, and any other type 
of article which would help promote the study of the 
Birgittines in England and abroad are particularly encour-
aged. Please submit documents in MS Word format, 
conforming to the Chicago Manual of Style to 
syonabbeysociety@gmail.com. Please email with any 
further questions. 
 

ABOUT THE CO-FOUNDERS 
 
Laura Saetveit Miles is a Ph.D. candidate in English 
literature at Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut. 
Her first project on Syon Abbey was her Medieval 
English Literature M.Phil. thesis at the University of 
Cambridge, an edition of The Rewyll of Seynt Saviour, the 
Middle English translation of Birgitta’s Regula Sancta 
Salvatoris made for the house. Some of the fruits of that 
research can be found in her essay “Scribes at Syon: The 
Communal Usage and Production of Legislative Texts at 
the English Birgittine House” in the volume St. 
Birgitta, Syon Abbey, and Vadstena (reviewed in this issue). 
She has also published on Birgitta of Sweden, Julian of 
Norwich, and Carthusian monk Richard Methley. Her 
essay “Looking in the Past for a Discourse of Mother-
hood: Birgitta of Sweden and Julia Kristeva” recently won 
the Society for Medieval Feminist Scholarship 2010 Prize 
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for the Best Article by a Graduate Student (Medieval 
Feminist Forum, forthcoming). Laura's doctoral disserta-
tion, “Mary’s Book: The Annunciation in Medieval 
England,” demonstrates how the motif of Mary reading in 
both textual and visual Annunciation scenes offered an 
influential model of literate devotion for medieval 
audiences. In her next book project, currently titled The 
Sisters of Syon Abbey: Literacy and Devotion in Late Medieval 
England, she considers the development of female 
spirituality at Syon by tracing the texts, liturgy, and social 
history of the nuns both before and after the Dissolution.  

laura.miles@gmail.com  
 
Paul J. Patterson is an Assistant Professor in the English 
Department at Saint Joseph's University, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.  He completed his Ph.D. in English and 
Medieval Studies at the University of Notre Dame in 
2007.  His current project is an edition of the Mirror to 
Devout People (Speculum devotorum), a fifteenth-century 
Carthusian text written for a nun at Syon Abbey, for the 
Early English Text Society.  He is also working on the 
relationship between Syon Abbey and the Carthusian 
monastery at Sheen with a particular emphasis on 
mentoring relationships between the Carthusians and 
Birgittine nuns and the way in which books were ex-
changed between the two houses.  Part of this ongoing 
work includes two forthcoming articles: “Preaching with 
the Hands: Carthusian Book Production and the Speculum 
Devotorum,” in Medieval Latin and Middle English Literature: 
Essays in Honor of Jill Mann edited by Maura B. Nolan and 
Christopher Cannon (Boydell & Brewer, forthcoming); 
and “Translating Vernacular Devotional Writing at Syon 
Abbey,” in ‘Diuerse Imaginaciouns of Cristes Life’: Devotional 
Culture in England and Beyond, 1300-1560, edited by Stephen 
Kelly and Ryan Perry (Brepols, forthcoming).  He has also 
published articles in Book History and Religion & Literature. 

povreclerk@gmail.com  
 
Alexandra da Costa is a Fellow at St Hilda's College, 
University of Oxford, UK. Her doctoral thesis focused on 
the printed books that Syon Abbey produced in the early 
sixteenth century and argued that they were a centrally 
coordinated response by the Abbey to the pressures the 
Church was facing. Through them the Abbey presented 
itself as part of the vanguard of the Church, fighting 
heresy and schism with a three-fold commitment to 
reformed spiritual leadership, vernacular theology and the 
spiritual education of the laity. She is currently revising 
her thesis for publication with OUP under the title 
Reforming Printing: Syon Abbey's Defense of Orthodoxy. Her 
publications include a co-authored chapter with Ann 
Hutchison, “Pastoral Care at Syon Abbey” in A Compan-
ion to Pastoral Care in the Late Middle Ages (Brill, 2010); “The 
King’s Great Matter: Negotiating Censorship at Syon 

Abbey 1532-34,” Review of English Studies, 2010 (doi: 
10.1093/res/hgq068); and “Ulrich Pinder’s Speculum 
Passionis and Fewterer’s Myrrour or Glasse of Christes Passion: 
Reflecting and Refracting Tradition” in Ian Johnson’s and 
Allan Westphall’s forthcoming Geographies of Ortho-
doxy volume. Alexandra’s new project, A Dialogue between 
Evangelicals and Conservatives: Printed Exchanges 1529-
1532, will investigate the Syon publications’ place within 
the wider context of European evangelical debate.  

alexandra.dacosta@st-hildas.ox.ac.uk  
 
ABOUT THE ADVISORY BOARD 

 
Vincent Gillespie is J.R.R. Tolkien Professor of English 
Literature and Language at the University of Oxford, and 
a Fellow of Lady Margaret Hall. He works on catechetical, 
devotional and contemplative texts produced in England 
in the Middle Ages. He is also interested in medieval 
literary theory and the psychology of literary response. 
Recent work has focused on Syon Abbey, and in particu-
lar on the books and spirituality of the brethren. His 
edition of the brethren’s library registrum was published in 
2001 as part of the Corpus of British Medieval Library 
Catalogues. He is currently working on Reverend History: The 
Brethren of Syon and the Religious Culture of Later Medieval 
England, a monograph extending his research and includ-
ing extensive use of unedited materials. A selection of his 
articles will be published in 2011 as Looking in Holy Books: 
Essays on Late-Medieval Religious Writing in England (Bre-
pols). He is co-editor of The Cambridge Companion to 
Medieval English Mysticism (forthcoming 2011) and of After 
Arundel: Religious Writing in Fifteenth-Century England 
(forthcoming 2011/12). He is currently editing A Compan-
ion to Early Printing in Britain with Susan Powell for Boydell 
and Brewer, and Editing Medieval texts from England in the 
Twenty-First Century with Anne Hudson for Brepols. He 
was the 2009-10 Distinguished Visiting Professor of 
Medieval Studies at the University of California at 
Berkeley. 

vincent.gillespie@ell.ox.ac.uk  
 
Catherine Annette Grisé is Associate Professor of 
English and Cultural Studies at McMaster University, 
Hamilton, Ontario. Her research interests in fifteenth-
century women's writing and reading in England began 
with a PhD thesis on Middle English manuscripts written 
for the nuns at Syon Abbey. Since then she has re-
searched the cult of the continental female mystics in late-
medieval England, publishing articles on Catherine of 
Siena as well as on Middle English extracts and manu-
scripts containing holy women such as Catherine, Birgitta 
of Sweden, and Mechthild of Hackeborn: her chapter on 
Catherine of Siena is forthcoming in the Palgrave History of 
British Women's Writing, 700-1500, ed. by Liz Herbert 
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McAvoy and Diane Watt. She also works on the printed 
texts associated with Syon and written by Syon brothers, 
having recently written essays for Syon Abbey and Its Books, 
c.1400-1700 and the forthcoming proceedings of the After 
Arundel conference at Oxford. In addition, she wrote a 
chapter on fifteenth-century women’s poetry for the 
Blackwell Companion to Medieval Poetry. Her favorite 
conferences are the Exeter Symposia at Charney Manor 
and the Medieval Translator. 

grisec@mcmaster.ca   
 
Ann M. Hutchison is a member of the English Depart-
ment of Glendon College, York University, Toronto, 
Canada, and an Associate Fellow of the Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies.  This current year (2010-
11), she is on sabbatical in Oxford, where she is working 
on her edition of The Myroure of oure Ladye, a translation 
and explanation of the service of the sisters made not 
long after the founding of Syon Abbey by one of the 
brothers.  Her initial interest in Syon Abbey stemmed 
from research on women’s literacy and late medieval 
spirituality, which led her to St Birgitta and her Order.  In 
“What the Nuns Read:  Literary Evidence from the 
English Bridgettine House, Syon Abbey” (Mediaeval 
Studies, 57 [1995], 205-222), she noted that a number of 
the Choir Sisters read Latin as well as vernacular texts.  
Much of her subsequent work on Syon has been con-
cerned with their books and reading.  She has also edited 
the Life of Marie Champney, a post-Dissolution nun, who 
died in London in 1580. Her most recent work is on 
“Gifting and Circulation of Devotional Works in Syon 
Abbey and Its Community,” for a Colloquium on Book 
Gifts and Cultural Networks from the 14th to the 16th 
Century at Münster and eventual publication. She tries to 
visit Syon Abbey when she is in England, and this August 
spent a delightful afternoon with Lady Abbess, and Sisters 
M. Julie and M. Bridget.  In May she was invited to the 
beautiful Birgittine Priory in Oregon, where the brothers 
were wonderfully welcoming and generous, and while 
there, she gave two talks.  Next spring she hopes to return 
to Vadstena. 

ahutchison@glendon.yorku.ca  
 
Eddie Jones is Senior Lecturer in English Medieval 
Literature and Culture at the University of Exeter, UK. 
He works on late-medieval religious culture, with a 
particular interest in the “semi-religious” or “non-regular 
vocations:” hermits, anchorites, vowesses, the “mixed 
life.” His doctoral thesis and first book was an edition of 
part of the devotional compilation and spiritual vade 
mecum Disce Mori (Middle English Texts 36, Heidelberg, 
2006), probably written for a vowess or anchoress 
connected with Syon. In 2005 he organized, with Alex 
Walsham, a symposium on “Syon Abbey and its Books,” 

to honor the 2004 deposition of Syon’s remaining 
medieval books for safe-keeping in the University of 
Exeter Library. An edited volume arising from that 
conference has now appeared, titled Syon Abbey and its 
Books: Reading, writing and religion c.1400-1700 (The Boydell 
Press, 2010). Away from Syon (though never very far 
away), he is organizer and editor of the Exeter Symposia 
on the Medieval Mystical Tradition in England (most 
recent volume 2004; the next symposium takes place in 
July 2011), and is engaged in a long-term project to revise 
Rotha Clay’s Hermits and Anchorites of England (see 
http://hermits.ex.ac.uk). 

e.jones@exeter.ac.uk 
 

Sue Powell holds a Chair in Medieval Texts and Culture 
at the University of Salford, UK. She teaches Old and 
Middle English and the history of the English language. 
Her publications include two editions in the Middle 
English Texts series (nos. 13, 37), co-edited books with 
Jeremy Smith (New Perspectives, D.S. Brewer) and Oliver 
Pickering (IMEP York, D.S. Brewer), and over forty 
articles, apart from reviews. Volume 1 of her edition of 
John Mirk’s Festial has just been published by the Early 
English Text Society (OS 334); volume 2 (OS 335) is due 
March 2011. She is currently working (with James W. 
Girsch) on a critical edition and translation of the late 
fourteenth-century Manuale Sacerdotis. Her project to edit 
selected household accounts and inventories of Lady 
Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry VII, for the British 
Academy Records of Social and Economic History is also 
in progress. In relation to Syon, she has published “Syon, 
Caxton, and the Festial,” Birgittiana 2 (1996), 187-207; 
“Preaching at Syon Abbey,” Leeds Studies in English, n.s. 31 
(2000), 229-67; “Margaret Pole and Syon Abbey,” 
Historical Research 78 (2005), 563-7; “Syon Abbey and the 
Mother of King Henry VII: The Relationship of Lady 
Margaret Beaufort with the English Birgittines,” Birgittiana 
19 (2005), 211-24; “Syon Abbey as a Centre for Text 
Production,” in Saint Birgitta, Syon and Vadstena (reviewed in 
this volume). In progress is a five-chapter monograph, The 
Bridgettines of Syon: Preaching and Print, to be published in 
the Texts and Transitions series (Brepols).  

s.powell@salford.ac.uk  
 
Michael Sargent teaches in the English Department of 
Queens College, City University of New York (CUNY), 
and in the doctoral program in English at the CUNY 
Graduate Center. He did his graduate work in the 
University of Toronto’s Centre for Medieval Studies; his 
thesis on the manuscript annotations of a late medieval 
Carthusian monk, “James Grenehalgh as Textual Critic” 
was done under the direction of Fr. Edmund Colledge. It 
was in the course of doing this work that he first exam-
ined the annotations which Greenahalgh, then a monk at 



 

 
The Syon Abbey Society Newsletter: Issue 1, Fall 2010 

www.syonabbeysociety.com  
      - 5 - 

 

Sheen, made for the spiritual profit of fellow reader 
Joanna Sewell, a nun at Syon. Having thus become 
fascinated by the intertwined histories of Sheen Charter-
house and the Birgittine house of Syon, Sargent continued 
to work, primarily, on the history and writers of the 
Carthusian Order, working with James Hogg on a series 
of fascicles of semi-diplomatic transcripts of the manu-
scripts of the cartae of the annual General Chapter 
(Analecta Cartusiana vol. 100, nos. 1-10), and producing 
the full, critical edition of Nicholas Love’s Mirror of the 
Blessed Life of Jesus Christ in 2005 (University of Exeter 
Press), among many other editions, articles and book 
chapters. He is at present working toward the completion 
of the critical edition for the Early English Text Society of 
The Scale of Perfection begun by A.J. Bliss (Book I) and S.S. 
Hussey (Book II). 

mgsargent@mindspring.com  
 

ANNOUNCEMENTS & CFPs 
 

Nuns’ Literacies in Medieval Europe 
June 20-23, 2011, University of Hull, UK 

 
This conference is designed to bring together specialists 
working on diverse geographical areas to create a dialogue 
about the Latin and vernacular texts nuns read, wrote, and 
exchanged, primarily from the late eighth to the mid-
sixteenth centuries. To date, there has been significant 
research in this field but little in the way of cross-cultural 
study. For this reason twenty-five international experts 
(from Belgium, Denmark, England, Germany, The 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden, the United States, 
and Wales) will address these issues in Hull. The resulting 
papers from this conference will form the chapters of a 
published volume. A conference website on ‘Nuns’ 
Literacies in Medieval Europe’ will be available early in 
the New Year. 
 
For further details, please contact the organisers:  
Dr Veronica O’Mara, University of Hull  

V.M.OMara@hull.ac.uk  
Dr Virginia Blanton, University of Missouri-Kansas City 

 blantonv@umkc.edu 
Dr Patricia Stoop, University of Antwerp  

patricia.stoop@ua.ac.be 
 
 

The Society for Medieval Feminist Scholarship 
2011 Competition for the Best Article of Feminist 

Scholarship on the Middle Ages  
 

The SMFS Awards Committee solicits nominations for 
Best Article in any area of medieval studies. Nominated 

articles should represent the best in feminist scholarship 
published in the past two years, 2009–2010. Articles may 
have appeared in journals or essay collections. The prize, 
which includes an award of $300, will be announced at 
the SMFS business meeting at the 2011 International 
Congress on Medieval Studies at Kalamazoo. Self-
nominations are welcome. Writers may submit only one 
article for the competition. Please visit our website for a 
list of previous winners of this prize: 
http://hosted.lib.uiowa.edu/smfs/mff/prize.html  
 
Please send a copy of the published article (preferably as a 
.pdf document via e-mail), along with a brief cover letter 
that summarizes the article’s merits and contributions and 
that provides the relevant publication information, by 
December 6, 2010 to:  
Professor Virginia Blanton, Dept. of English, University 
of Missouri-Kansas City 

blantonv@umkc.edu  
 
 

CFP: International Anchoritic Society Conference 
September 16-18, 2011, University of North Dakota 

Grand Forks, North Dakota, USA 
 
Conference theme: Liminality and the Wilderness 
Keynote Speaker: Michael Sargent, Queens College, CUNY 
 
Please send 500-750 word abstracts to 
IAS.UND.2010@gmail.com by June 15, 2011. Please also 
include a cover sheet with your name, affiliation, and 
contact information. The conference theme is “Liminality 
and the Wilderness,” but we will accept abstracts on any 
aspect of the anchoritic vocation, as well as on enclosure, 
monasticism, and related topics. We are especially 
interested in explorations of little-known texts. 
 
Questions? Please contact:  
Michelle M. Sauer, IAS Vice President & Conference 
Host, Dept. of English, University of North Dakota, 
Grand Forks. 

michelle.m.sauer@und.edu  
 
 
 

Please submit any relevant conference announcements,  
calls for papers, or other notices to 

syonabbeysociety@gmail.com.   
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INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS ON 
MEDIEVAL STUDIES 

MAY 12-15, 2011 
KALAMAZOO, MICHIGAN, USA 

www.wmich.edu/medieval/congress/   
 

Abstracts for the Syon Abbey Society  
Inaugural Sponsored Session 

“Syon Abbey and Its Neighbors” 
 

Organizer & Chair: Laura Saetveit Miles 
 
DIRK SCHULTZE 
University of Rostock, Germany 

Dirk Schultze earned his doctorate from Greifswald 
University, Germany, in 2005; a version of his disser-
tation, an edition of a Middle English translation of 
Suso’s Horologium Sapientiae, will be published in Middle 
English Texts series (Heidelberg: C. Winter). His publi-
cations include articles on Catherine of Siena and late 
medieval book collections as well as an annotated 
edition of Joyce’s Ulysses in German.   
 

“Syon Abbey’s Care for Translation” 
 
Syon Abbey stands out from among the religious houses 
of later medieval England not only for the royal support 
that helped established this Birgittine filia. Rather, the 
literary zeal of its community of male and female religious 
as witnessed not least by the house’s library outshines any 
other single religious community in England. The abbey’s 
“care for books” (Erler 1985), however, is not confined to 
collecting, ordering and preserving a huge stock of 
volumes, including liturgical as well as devotional texts, 
manuscripts and incunabula: it also extends to the 
fifteenth-century trend to import continental religious 
literature by way of translation.  

Starting in the first two decades after its founda-
tion in 1415, Syon Abbey can be associated with numer-
ous vernacular translations that either issued forth from 
the community itself, or were produced, for instance, by 
members of its sister foundation, the Carthusian house of 
Sheen. First produced anonymously, Syon translations 
increasingly exhibit authorial status, and by the end of the 
fifteenth century and up until the disruption of religious 
life during the Reformation a number of author-
translators can be identified, such as Thomas Prescius, 
Thomas Betson and Richard Whitford—a fact that in 
itself bespeaks the importance which translating had 
gained in the community. Moreover, Syon translations 
became popular outside the community, as is well-

documented by printed editions of Betson’s Right Profy-
table Treatyse, The Orchard of Syon and Richard Whitford’s 
works. While numerous studies in translations associated 
with Syon have focused on historical and religious 
contexts, this paper will be concentrated on the character 
of translation at, or for, the Abbey, including choice of 
sources, translation techniques and stylistic issues. This 
investigation will serve as the basis for a discussion of 
how a school of translation could be said to have estab-
lished itself at Syon, and how this school linked other 
houses and patrons. The discussion shall furthermore 
include texts not yet explicitly connected, but peripherally 
associated with the abbey by the character of their 
translation. 

dirk.schultze@uni-rostock.de  
 
LOUISE WASSON 
Queen’s University, Belfast, Ireland 

Louise Wasson is in her third year of Ph.D. study at 
Queen's University under the supervision of Dr. Ste-
phen Kelly.  Having completed a master’s dissertation 
on Marguerite Porete’s Mirror of Simple Souls, her doc-
toral research focuses on understanding the mystic(al) 
as a culturally and historically specific construct as 
evidenced by female apophatic texts ranging from the 
medieval to the postmodern period. 

 
“Receiving Mysticism at Syon Abbey:  

Neighborly Relationships” 
 
Catherine of Siena’s Dialogue arrived at King Henry V’s 
Birgittine double house of Syon Abbey in the early 
fifteenth century, resulting in the Middle English transla-
tion the Orcherd of Syon.  The mystical writings of this 
Dominican lay tertiary thus became an integral part of the 
Birgittine devotional practice of Syon nuns, who also 
benefited from a reciprocal relationship with the Carthu-
sian House of Sheen.  However, the enclosed, English 
nun lived a religious life in imitation of an unenclosed, 
Continental holy woman.   

I argue that the disparity between the Birgittine 
aspirational model of piety and that actually practiced lies 
in the ability of Continental hagiographies to influence 
and infiltrate insular Birgittine and Carthusian readership 
and ownership networks in the period.  The “otherness” 
of the mixed life of their Continental neighbour Catherine 
is thus appropriated, imitated and assimilated through the 
act of disciplined reading at Syon.  The Birgittine under-
standing of complex allegory within allegory signals an 
ability to traverse Catherine’s highly scopic and inter-
woven personal theology in both the mental realm of 
contemplative prayer and the worldly realm of daily life.  
Aided by instructional texts such as The Myroure of oure 
Ladye (late fifteenth – early sixteenth century), nuns were 
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able to develop a unique and systematic approach to 
reading non-liturgical, devotional texts written in the 
vernacular for the care of souls.  The Orcherd is one such 
text.  Our anonymous (probably Carthusian) editor’s 
emphasis on the orchard motif and addition of an 
allegorical prologue represents an attempt to adapt 
Catherine’s text for a specifically Birgittine piety.  Cath-
erine’s emphasis on Christian love, charity and compas-
sion results in the construction of God’s community as 
labourers in “þe vyneheerd of holy chirche.”  This 
interconnected network of devout souls must in turn tend 
their own spiritual vineyards, resonating with the rhizo-
matic imagery of Catherine’s “tre of charyte,” and the 
discourse of “spiritual arborescence” (Sara Ritchey) which 
characterizes the majority of female mystical thought 
(Hadewijch’s Visions, Hortus Deliciarum).  For the Birgitti-
nes, to understand religious metaphor by reading with 
“entendaunce” is to achieve and make spiritual progress.  
However, when individual spiritual progress hinges upon 
the combined spiritual progress of the collective whole, it 
is the relationship between male and female members 
both inside and outside the walls of Syon which makes 
that progress possible.    

lwasson1@qub.ac.uk 
 

JANE CHANCE 
Rice University, Houston, Texas, USA 

Jane Chance, Andrew W. Mellon Distinguished Chair 
in English at Rice University, has published twenty-
one books and about a hundred articles and reviews 
on medieval women and gender, myth criticism, and 
postmedievalism. Her most recent book is  The Liter-
ary Subversions of Medieval Women (Palgrave, 2007), and 
she also edits the Library of Medieval Women (Boy-
dell & Brewer). 

 
“The Orcherd of Syon:  

From Siena to Syon, Sheen, and Sciennes” 
 

The Abbey of Syon, the newly founded house of St. 
Bridget (Birgitta in Swedish) of Sweden (d. 23 July 1373) 
begun in 1414 in Twickenham and completed in 1415, 
seven months after her canonization, remained a hub of 
translation and copying activity and religious influence 
throughout its short  life. Located opposite Jesus of 
Bethlehem, the Carthusian monastery across the river at 
Sheen founded in the same year as Syon Abbey by Henry 
V, once moved to Isleworth (across from Kew Gardens, 
in Richmond) in 1431,  lasted until the Dissolution in 
1539. Given its proximity to Syon and its extensive 
activities in this same arena of copying—and translating—
the writings of its founding saint, which advanced her cult 
throughout England, and of the writings of others, often 
intended for the Birgittine sisters, it comes as no surprise 

that these two monasteries’  joint cultural and educational 
influence extended throughout Great Britain, even to the 
far north of Scotland, playing an important insular role in 
translatio studii, the transmission of  knowledge and 
institutions from one culture to another.  
 One incunable, among others, originally written 
for the “lady abbesse, of the worshypfull Monastery of 
Syon” was in fact based on a Scottish manuscript dated 
1460-1500 (Aberdeen University MS W.P.R. 4. 18) that 
belonged to one of Syon’s sisters, Elizabeth Mounton: The 
Myroure of oure Ladye, which includes the divine services for 
Syon, a translation of the “Hours” in use, and the 
“Masses for the Virgin.” A less well-known example is the 
significant Syon translation of St. Catherine of Siena's 
major work, the Italian Dialogo (or Revelations), its publica-
tion by Wynken de Worde in Middle English as the 
Orcherd of Syon paid for in 1519 by Sir Richard Sutton, 
Steward of Syon from 1513 and founder of Brasenose 
College at Oxford.  

Interestingly, in relation to this Italian-
Syon/Sheen--Scottish connection,  around the same time 
the Orcherd was being translated by a Sheen brother, 
Sciennes, a convent similar to Syon, was being built in 
Edinburgh, in 1517,  like Sheen named for the Siena from 
which Dominican tertiary Catherine haled (pronounced 
“Sheens” as a corruption of the Latin “Senis” for “Siena,” 
or of the French “Siennes”), like Syon and Sheen based 
on an Augustinian rule – and, also like them, similarly 
destroyed in the Dissolution.  
 This paper will examine some of these lines of 
influence, of translatio studii—cultural, religious, historical, 
and literary—running from Siena to Syon and Sheen and 
then to Sciennes. Evident in Catherine of Siena’s Orcherd 
of Syon will be the stamp of both Syon and Sheen by its 
translator, Daun James, given his significant additions to 
and changes of the original that reflect a Birgittine and 
English monastic influence.  Also evident in the estab-
lishment of a convent in Sciennes and its rule and mission 
so soon after the canonization of St. Catherine is the 
mirroring of the abbey of Syon and the charterhouse of 
Sheen as copy and translation centers—a Scottish 
analogue.  Many manuscripts of religious works by 
women, including both Birgitta and Catherine, exist of 
Scottish provenance and likely produced at or for 
Sciennes. Certainly the image of an orchard of Syon, with 
its suggestion of fruitfulness and vines, in the Middle 
English title of Catherine’s book relays clearly Syon’s 
Birgittine mission of female spiritual education through 
the Carthusian material culture of St. Savior: the making 
of books and their transmission to other regions and the 
creation and building of additional houses where women 
might be educated through them and, thereby, educate 
others. 

jchance@rice.edu  
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Fewterer’s Glass or Mirror of Christ’s Passion in 

St. Paul’s Cathedral MS, 52 B 22 (Case C) 
 
ALEXANDRA DA COSTA 

St. Hilda’s College, University of Oxford, UK 
 

In the library St Paul’s Cathedral, London there is a 
manuscript copy of The Glass or Mirror of Christ’s Passion by 
Syon Abbey brother John Fewterer (d. 1536), which 
appears to have been made by the confessor-general 
himself.1 However, the chief interest of the manuscript 
lies in the possibility that it also contains another work by 
Fewterer, “Meditations on the Psalms,” along with a letter 
of his refuting heresy. As far as I know, no-one has 
turned their attention to this unsigned letter to a ‘Mr 
Asheton’ (fol. 197v) that takes up five folios towards the 
end of the manuscript.  

The manuscript is sixteenth-century. It was 
started at some point, probably quite soon, after 1533 
when Fewterer sent his translation of Ulrich Pinder’s  
Speculum Passionis to Lord John Hussey since the manu-
script contains a fair copy of this text, including the 
prefatory letter dated 6 December 1533, and Fewterer 
died in 1536.2 It comprises i + 220 folios of paper, bound 
too tightly to ascertain their collation. However, it appears 
that folios 197-201 have been inserted between quires – 
though they are on paper with the same water-mark, they 
extend slightly beyond the rest of the manuscript folios – 
suggesting that the manuscript is comprised of 118 (1 as i), 
1018, 125, 1318.  There is no modern foliation. Fewterer 
numbers folios 1-118 as 1-118, with 81 misnumbered 82 
(80, 82, 82, 83, 84 etc), and numbers folios 127r-196r as 1-
69. Catchwords occur at the bottom right of every page. 
The folios are 295 x 206mm, with an average writing area 
of 225 x 125mm, except for the letter which has a writing 
area of 250 x 150mm. There are about 27 lines to a page, 
in a single central block, for the Mirror and “Meditations.”  
The letter has an average of 50 lines, in a block to the 
right of each page: the top margin is 12mm, the bottom 
30mm, the left 44mm and there is no right margin. The 
writing areas in all quires are not delineated by either 
pricking or ruling. The guidelines for the Mirror and 
                                                
1 STC 20193.5. J.T. Rhodes, ‘Devoute Prayers in Englysshe of 
Thactes of Our Redemption,’ The Library 5th ser. 28 (1973), 
149-151, 149. 
2  Alexandra da Costa, “John Fewterer’s Myrrour or Glasse of 
Christes Passion and Ulrich Pinder’s Speculum Passionis,” Notes & 
Queries 56 (2009), 27-29. 

‘Meditations’ were provided by folding each folio length-
wise to provide its center. Sometimes the folios are folded 
vertically in quarters to also provide the vertical edges of 
the writing area. The manuscript is bound in calf with the 
Towneley Arms dated 1603 on the front. 

The contents are as follows: 1r-118r, The Mirror or 
Glass of Christ’s Passion; 118v-126v, blank; 127r-196r, 
Meditations on the Psalms; 196v, blank; 197r-201v, letter 
to Mr Ashton; 202-220v, blank. Apart from the letter, all 
the texts appear to be fair copies with few errors. The 
Mirror is provided with a running title split across the 
verso and recto pages just as the printed 1534 edition has. 
There are also marginal references to sources in the left 
hand margins, in addition to which Fewterer has left 
occasional comments or insertions. There are several 
upside-down pen-scribbles at the bottom of pages, some 
of which repeat a pious text and some of which are more 
personal.  

There are several reasons for thinking the final 
letter is by Fewterer. Firstly, there are many similarities 
between the hand we know to be Fewterer’s and that of 
the unsigned final letter. Fewterer’s hand is easy enough 
to establish, since he signs the dedicatory letter to Hussey 
that prefaces the Mirror.3 The rest of the Mirror and the 
“Meditations” are in this same hand, although it becomes 
much sloppier and larger as Fewterer nears the end of the 
Mirror. Compared to these texts, the hand of the final 
letter is markedly similar, although more crabbed and not 
aimed at providing a fair copy. While it is difficult to 
prove beyond all doubt, a close comparison of the 
letterforms in the letters to Hussey and Ashton suggests 
to me that they are by the same writer. In particular, the 
two missives have near identical forms of g, w, capital G 
and C, which are most likely to reveal common author-
ship. 

Secondly, the writer of the final letter seems to 
have been in monastic orders, and one for whom preach-
ing was an important part of life. In his defense of prayers 
made on “fingers endes and beades,” he asks querru-
lously: 

 
Are sermons the worsse, or the more vayngloryouse 
bicawse the Preacher can tell how many he maketh 
euery day, or in a day. Are Davides Psalmes the worsse 
for their nombres or for that they be sayd some one 
day, and another. or my mattyns, evensong, complyn, 
or my seven Psalmes, bycawse they be sett downe, 
and sayde by number withowt which they cannot be 
sayde nor soonge... 
 

                                                
3 Since this version of the letter omits the praise of Hussey, 
which is present in the printed version, it seems unlikely that 
this manuscript was meant for Hussey himself. 
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Later on he also suggests that he is part of a community, 
using the first person plural several times, and says that 
they have been accused of being “stuborne scholars [who] 
will not be ruled” (199v).1 Though far from hard evi-
dence, these interests reflect the preoccupations of the 
Birgittine brothers, who were to focus on “dyuyne office 
and studie & prayer,” as well as the expounding “iche 
sonday the gospel of the same day in the same messe to 
alle herers in their modir tounge” and on other solemni-
ties.2 The sixteenth-century brethren had many Cam-
bridge graduates among their number, one of the greatest 
libraries of the time, and could well be described as a 
community of “scholars.” It is perhaps also significant 
that the writer specifically defends prayers on beads, given 
the Birgittine’s association with the rosary of Our Lady 
and that Syon offered a pardon with these beads. 

Thirdly, the letter is addressed to a Mr. Ashton 
and the Ashtons had close connections with Syon. The 
sister of Elizabeth Strickland, a nun at Syon, married Sir 
Richard Ashton of Middleton (d.1548-9). His son, 
Richard (born c.1510), would have been a “Mr.” until his 
father’s death in 1550 gave him the title and he would 
have been about the right age to engage in a theological 
discussion with Fewterer in the 1530s. Another likely 
candidate is Sir Richard Ashton’s cousin, Ralph Ashton of 
Lever, whose daughter, Jane (1573-1634) married Richard 
Towneley (1566-1629), whose family were in possession 
of the St Paul’s manuscript from 1603, at the latest. It 
seems very likely that either the younger Richard Ashton 
of Middleton (d. 1550) or Ralph Ashton of Lever was the 
addressee of the final letter and that one of them be-
queathed the manuscript to Jane, who brought it by 
marriage into the Towneley family. Whichever Ashton it 
was, it seems unlikely to be a coincidence that a manu-
script associated with Syon should carry a letter to a man 
also associated with the Abbey, increasing the probability 

                                                
1 Although “wee” could mean orthodox Catholics in general, its 
combination with this more specific reference to scholarship it 
seems to suggest a particular group. 
2 James Hogg (ed.), The Rewyll of Seynt Sauioure and a Ladder of 
Foure Ronges, By the Which Men Mowe Clyme to Heven, Analecta 
Cartusiana 183 (Salzburg: Institut für Anglistik und 
Amerikanistik, 2003), p. 73. This is a direct translation of the 
Latin Regula Sancti Salvatoris: “Sacerdotes vero isti tredecim 
tantummodo diuino officio, studio quoque et oracioni vacare 
debent, nullisque alijs se implicare negocijs vel officijs; qui 
quidem omni die Dominica euangelium illius diei in ipsa missa 
omnibus audientibus in materna lingua exponere teneantur.  
Cunctisque solennitatibus quarum vigilias seu profesta ieiuniant 
in pane et aqua, atque alijs quibuscumque festis vigiliam 
habentibus, debent publice predicare...licitum sit ipsi Generali 
Confessori de duodecim sacerdotibus quotquot voluerit eligere 
ad confessiones audiendas, qui omni die ad satisfaciendum de 
hoc sacramento, vnciuque confiteri volenti, sint parati,” p. 155. 

that the author was a Birgittine brother. Moreover, since 
the letter writer is preoccupied with swaying Mr. Ashton 
away from heretical opinions, it is probable that the 
brother was the confessor-general as he had a particular 
responsibility to bolster lay belief. He seems to have been 
successful in this instance since the Ashtons remained a 
stalwart recusant family. 

Fourth and finally, there is an inscription on the 
flyleaf written by an apparent contemporary of Fewterer’s:  

 
I send yow a lettre By John Ferwterer, of his proced-
inges 7 his 7 my | rekenynges, for Horsfall came not 
to mee. [which .... have not] within | which lettre ys a 
note of his own hand of his accompt. which yf yt be 
not | delyuered yow, vpon suche advertysement I shall 
assure yow of owr sayde | doinge 7 conclusyons.3  
 

This is a somewhat cryptic inscription, since without 
knowing who the writer was, it is difficult to tell what the 
reference to “his 7 my rekenynges” means. However, the 
terms “rekenynges” and “accompt” suggest that the writer 
is referring to financial affairs in which both he and 
Fewterer were involved and in which the recipient was 
interested.4 None of the contents of the manuscript fits 
this description of the letter and note, so it seems that 
they were separate items sent with it and, as the writer 
predicted, separated from it. Nevertheless, the inscription 
creates one more connection between the manuscript, the 
confessor-general and his associates.  

The accumulative weight of these arguments 
strongly suggests that Fewterer was the author of the final 
letter; that it was through Elizabeth Strickland that 
Fewterer came to correspond with a man of the Ashton 
family; and that it was through Jane Ashton that the St 
Paul’s Cathedral manuscript came into the Towneley’s 
possesion.5 It remained with them until at least 1702, as 

                                                
3 As far as it is possible to tell from such a small sample, the 
hand of the inscription on the flyleaf is different from that of 
the Mirror, the “Meditations,” or the final letter.  
4 It is possible that this note was written by the steward of Syon. 
Unfortunately, we do not know who this would have been. 
Richard Sutton died in 1524 and the next known steward is 
Cromwell, who delegated the actual work to Thomas Watson. 
Cromwell is unlikely to have been appointed steward before 
Fewterer’s death in 1536, when the more sympathetic Copinger 
took over. Aungier, The History and Antiquities of Syon Monastery, 
the Parish of Isleworth and the Chapelry of Hounslow (London, 1840), 
p. 445. 
5 See W. Farrer and J. Brownbill, Victoria County History: 
Lancashire, (London, 1911) 5.161-69. The Towneleys were 
trenchant Catholics and later recusants: John Towneley spent 
34 years of his life in prison because of his adherence to the old 
faith before he died in 1607 and his son, Richard, also suffered 
imprisonment for this reason. So it is not surprising that the 
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the front cover bears the ex libris of Richard “de 
Towneley... Anno Domini 1702.” Since Mr. Joseph 
Wisdom, St Paul’s Cathedral Librarian, is of the opinion 
that it came into the library’s possession in the nineteenth 
century it seems that from the early sixteenth century until 
the nineteenth century the manuscript’s owners had a 
familial connection with the original recipient. 

The letter covers several issues at the heart of the 
debate between protestants and Catholics before the 
Church in England departed fully from Catholic belief. It 
begins with a defense of traditions, such as the use of 
beads in prayer, and argues that Christ left the manner of 
prayer “with many other necessarye thinges to be prac-
tysed of Chrysten people to the direction of his Churche” 
(fol. 197r). It also defends the authority of the Church 
(fol. 197v); refutes the doctrine of justification by faith 
alone; and vigorously upholds the importance of good 
works and charity (fol. 198r-201v). It is evidently part of a 
continuing debate between Fewterer and Ashton, since it 
begins with a reference to Ashton’s “acceptance of my 
faythful offor” (fol. 197v) and continues to refer to a 
letter by Mr Ashton throughout, responding to it sequen-
tially: “Next followeth your prayer...” (fol. 197v), “Next 
follow your commen place...” (fol. 197v), “passinge over 
the remanent of your letter, I will say somwhat to your 
post scripte” (fol. 198r). Moreover, these two letters 
appear to be only one exchange in a longer debate, for the 
writer remarks on changes in Ashton’s beliefs “of late” 
(fol. 220v). If the argument is accepted that this letter is 
by Fewterer, then the letter may be of considerable 
significance since it provides insight into the Abbey’s 
activities in combating heresy after they stopped sending 
books to the printing presses. If you would like a com-
plete transcription of the letter please email me. 

alexandra.dacosta@st-hildas.ox.ac.uk  
 

                                                
manuscript would have interested them, associated as it is with 
one of the bastions of the pre-Reformation Church.  

Katerina Lemmel and Maria Mai:  
Background, Publications,  
and a Call for Participation 

 
CORINE SCHLEIF and VOLKER SCHIER 

Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona, USA 
 
In 1998 Volker Schier discovered a collection of scarcely 
known sixteenth-century letters from the Birgittine 
monastery of Maria Mai in Maihingen in south Germany. 
They were all written by Katerina Lemmel, a patrician 
from Nuremberg who had entered the monastery as a 
widow in the year 1516. Nearly all of the letters are 
addressed to Katerina Lemmel’s cousin, the Nuremberg 
merchant and banker Hans V Imhoff, a leading executive 
of the famous Imhoff Brothers Trading Company and 
member of the Nuremberg city council. The intense 
communication with Hans lasted six years ending with 
Hans’s death in 1522.  
 In her first life Katerina Lemmel, née Imhoff, 
had been a successful businesswoman holding invest-
ments in profitable enterprises ranging from real estate 
and metal production to agriculture and viticulture. As a 
member of the Imhoff family she also participated as a 
silent partner in the family company that imported 
saffron, pepper, ginger, cinnamon and other more exotic 
spices from Mediterranean countries but also – through a 
joint venture with the Portugese king – directly from 
India. When Katerina was fifty years old, her husband 
Michel died leaving her with two socially acceptable 
options: to remain in Nuremberg and marry into another 
successful patrician merchant family or to leave the world 
for a monastery and become a bride of Christ. Against the 
will of her family, Katerina Lemmel chose the latter.  
 The Birgittines in south Germany welcomed 
urban patrician women, including widows. Katerina 
Lemmel had become familiar with Birgittine writings 
already in Nuremberg. The Revelations of Saint Birgitta 
and other devotional texts were read not only in the local 
women’s monasteries but also by lay women, and thus 
generally impacted female spirituality and encouraged 
women’s self-determination. Katerina Lemmel may have 
wished to profess as a Birgittine because these houses 
were ruled by abbesses and the administration remained 
largely in the hands of the nuns themselves. The attitudes 
she expresses suggest that she may have also wished to 
avoid the monasteries in and close to Nuremberg, which 
were under the scrutiny of male trustees from the city 
council.  
 As an astute, knowledgeable, and experienced 
businesswoman, Lemmel could continue many of her 
mercantile endeavors. This included not only managing 
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the funds she had brought with her when she professed, 
but also negotiating donations by assuring prayers and 
memorials in exchange for support in the form of 
funding, furnishings, commodities, services, and favors. 
Katerina Lemmel brought a substantial amount of her 
own capital with her to Maria Mai. She used the funds 
immediately to improve, remodel and complete the 
women’s cloister and several adjacent structures. For the 
remaining financial resources she sought profitable but 
secure investment opportunities.  

The letters provide a wealth of first-hand infor-
mation about life, money and spirituality in a Birgittine 
monastery. The primary purpose of the missives was 
clearly financial: Imhoff administered some funds that 
remained in Nuremberg, and Lemmel regularly informed 
him how to use the interest income. Often these funds 
were used to purchase goods in Nuremberg for the 
monastery. In some cases detailed shopping lists for 
spices and other items survive. For Katerina Lemmel the 
correspondence became a window to the world, since the 
strict claustration of the nuns severely restricted oral 
communication with anyone outside of the enclosure. The 
topics discussed ranged from practical difficulties in 
transportation, communication and banking, to medical 
matters, to family events and gossip (births and marriages, 
illness and death, controversies and misunderstandings), 
to local Nuremberg news, to major religious and political 
issues of the day.  
 Lemmel’s ongoing efforts to solicit donations of 
stained glass panels for the glazing of the cloister continue 
throughout much of the correspondence. Finally by 1519 
a narrative cycle focusing on the Passion of Christ was 
completed by the famous Hirsvogel workshop of Nurem-
berg and installed at Maria Mai. The nuns, however, had 
little time to make use of their windows. During the 
Peasants Revolt of 1525 angry rebels stormed the 
monastery, forcing the nuns to flee to the town of 
Oettingen. Upon their return after the uprising was 
squelched, the women found large parts of their monas-
tery and properties destroyed and plundered. By that time 
many of the merchant cities of south Germany, among 
them Nuremberg, had adopted the Lutheran Reformation 
thus depriving the nuns of one of their major sources of 
support. Maria Mai never returned to its former splendor. 
Katerina Lemmel died in Maihingen in the year 1533.  
 

 
Katerina Lemmel.  

 
 
PUBLICATIONS TO DATE 
 
EDITIONS AND TRANSLATIONS 
 
Corine Schleif and Volker Schier, Katerina’s Windows: 

Donation and Devotion, Art and Music, as Heard and Seen 
Through the Writings of a Birgittine Nun (University 
Park: Penn State Press, 2009). Contains an English 
translation of the letters and other sources integrated 
with extensive narrative commentary. 

http://katerinaswindows.asu.edu/  
Contains images, panoramas, additional source ma-
terials, a teaching article. 

Volker Schier, Corine Schleif and Anne Simon, “Briefe 
von und an Katerian Lemmel” (working title). Ger-
man edition of the Lemmel letters, currently in 
preparation. 

Johann Kamann, “Briefe aus dem Brigittenkloster: 
Maihingen (Maria=Mai) im Ries 1516-1522,” 
Zeitschrift für Kulturgeschichte 6 (1899), 249-27, 385-410; 
7 (1900), 170-99. Contains a partial edition that does 
not meet today’s scholarly standards. 
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ARTICLES 
 
Volker Schier, “Probing the Mystery of the Use of 

Saffron in Medieval Nunneries,” The Senses & Society 5 
(2010), 57-72.  

Volker Schier, “The Cantus Sororum: Nuns Singing for 
Their Supper, Singing for Saffron, Singing for Salva-
tion,” in Papers Read at the 12th Meeting of the IMS Study 
Group Cantus Planus, Lillafüred/Hungary 2004, Aug. 23–
28, ed. László Dobszay (Budapest, 2006), 857– 70.  

Corine Schleif and Volker Schier, “Views and Voices 
From Within: Sister Katerina Lemmel on the Glazing 
of the Cloister at Maria Mai,” in Glasmalerei im Kontext: 
Bildprogramme und Raumfunktionen: Akten des 22. Interna-
tionalen Colloquiums des Corpus Vitrearum Nürnberg, 29. 
August–1. September 2004, ed. Rüdiger Becksmann, 
(Nuremberg: Germanisches Nationalmuseum, 2005), 
211–28. 

Corine Schleif, “Forgotten Roles of Women as Donors: 
Sister Katerina Lemmel’s Negotiated Exchanges in 
the Care for the Here and the Hereafter,” in Care for 
the Here and the Hereafter: Memoria, Art, and Ritual in the 
Middle Ages, ed. Truus van Bueren (Turnhout: Bre-
pols, 2005), 137– 54. 

Corine Schleif, “Katerina Lemmels Briefe als Spiegel 
Nürnberger Privatfrömmigkeit,” in Im Zeichen des 
Christkinds: Privates Bild und Frömmigkeit im Spätmittelal-
ter: Ergebnisse der Ausstellung Spiegel der Seligkeit, ed. 
Frank Matthias Kammel (Nuremberg: Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, 2003), 109 –12. 

Britta-Juliane Kruse, “Eine Witwe als Mäzenin: Briefe und 
Urkunden zum Aufenthalt der Nürnberger Patrizierin 
Katharina Lemlin im Birgittenkloster Maria Mai 
(Maihingen),” in Literarische Leben: Rollenentwürfe in der 
Literatur des Hoch- und Spätmittelalters, ed. Matthias 
Meyer and Hans-Jochen Schiewer (Tübingen: Nie-
meyer, 2002), 465– 506. 

 
CALL FOR PARTICIPATION: COLLECTION OF ESSAYS 
 
For a forthcoming edited volume, collaborators are 
sought who will provide essays on specific references in 
the letters and documents that have not yet been investi-
gated or on particular problems not yet addressed. It is 
hoped that contributors will provide broader comparative 
contexts for specific phenomena in these sources. This 
could include matters concerning linguistics and word 
usage;  the history of communication and transportation; 
early modern banking and financial history; spice produc-
tion and trade; monastic culinary cultures; liturgical and 
seasonal uses of foods and spices; fiscal administration in 
women’s monasteries; communication with cloistered 
women; Birgittine liturgy; Birgittine architecture and 
furnishings; recruitment, postulants and training within 

Birgittine monasteries; donation patterns and practices 
among the Birgittines; internal Birgittine hierarchies; 
gender relations and the roles of male Birgittines; or class 
tensions around and within the Birgittine order. 

corine.schleif@asu.edu  
volker.schier@asu.edu  

 
 

Book Review:  
Saint Birgitta, Syon, and Vadstena 

 

 
 
Claes Gejrot, Sara Risberg, and Mia Åkestam, eds. Saint 
Birgitta, Syon, and Vadstena:  Papers from a Symposium in 
Stockholm, 4-6 October 2007.  Kungl. Vitterhets Historie 
och Antikvitets Akademien Konferenser 73.  Stockholm:  
The Royal Academy of Letters, History, and Antiquities, 
2010.  Pp. 301.  ISBN:  978-91-7402-394-7.  Distributed 
by eddy.se ab. 

CLAIRE L. SAHLIN 
Texas Woman’s University, Denton, Texas, USA 

 
This multidisciplinary collection of twenty essays is 
essential reading for specialists in the field of Birgittine 
studies as well as for scholars who would like to become 
further acquainted with ground-breaking research on 
Birgitta and her medieval legacy, especially the abbeys of 
Syon and Vadstena.  The essays in this beautifully-
illustrated volume were presented in Stockholm during a 
noteworthy international symposium arranged by the 
Swedish Birgitta Foundation (Birgittastiftelsen) in 2007.  The 
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collection, which includes papers by archeologists and 
philologists as well as by social, literary, church, and art 
historians, provides an extensive overview of recent 
studies of Birgitta and her medieval legacy, while suggest-
ing fruitful avenues for future research. 

In the first six essays scholars offer fascinating 
glimpses into the history, inhabitants, and textual produc-
tion of Syon Abbey.  Topher Martyn insightfully traces 
the complex history of Syon Abbey from its early 
fifteenth-century foundation through its suppression in 
the mid-sixteenth century, while Richard Farrant provides 
a useful overview of the recent excavations of the Syon 
Abbey church and monastic buildings.  Virginia Bain-
bridge furthers our understanding of the social back-
grounds, activities, and religious influence of the brothers 
and sisters of Syon Abbey, based on her painstaking 
reconstruction of diverse sources.  The following three 
papers, those by Susan Powell, Laura Saetveit Miles, and 
Ann M. Hutchison, then closely examine Syon’s manu-
scripts and printed books.  Powell’s intriguing essay 
examines the range of vernacular devotional texts 
associated with Syon and includes a helpful compendium 
of manuscripts and printed texts produced in Syon before 
and after 1519.  In a careful study of a complex group of 
Latin and vernacular manuscripts containing the Birgittine 
Rule, the Augustinian Rule, and the Additions to the 
Birgittine rule, Miles’ paper carefully illuminates commu-
nal reading practices and book production at Syon while 
urging scholars to become even more flexible in their 
thinking about the liturgical, devotional, and administra-
tive uses of texts within monastic settings. Hutchison’s 
essay enhances our knowledge of spiritual direction in 
Syon through her close analysis of annotations in printed 
copies of Richard Whitford’s The Pype, or Tonne, of the Lyfe 
of Perfection, a defense against Lutheran “heresy” from 
1532. 

In the next group of essays, seven scholars pre-
sent recent research concerning Vadstena Abbey with 
particular emphasis on the sisters’ production and use of 
manuscripts.  Elin Andersson’s paper discusses the visit 
of Syon brothers to Vadstena in 1427 in order to recon-
struct conflicting opinions about double monasteries and 
the strained relations that sometimes existed between the 
two communities.  The following essay by Elisabet 
Regner suggests new avenues for interpreting the arche-
ology of Vadstena Abbey by considering Vadstena as a 
“sensory landscape” that regulated the religious and social 
experiences of its visitors and inhabitants.  The remaining 
five essays in this section, authored by Eva Lindqvist 
Sandgren, Jonas Carlquist, Ingela Hedström, Inger 
Lindell, and Karl G. Johansson, offer important insights 
into the Vadstena nuns’ scriptorium, book illuminations, 
and textual community.  Sandgren describes the defining 
features of their illuminations and marginal decorations 

with emphasis on the work of Christina Hansdotter 
Brask, one of the most important female copyists from 
Vadstena whose extensive scribal activity is discussed 
even more closely by Lindell. Carlquist, in his study of the 
sisters’ vernacular table readings as literary events, argues 
that “the education and textual world of the nuns at Vad-
stena Abbey around 1500 appear to have been richer than 
earlier scholars have thought” (160).  His findings are 
echoed by those of Hedström, whose examination of the 
sisters’ contacts with books concludes that “many more 
sisters had everyday contact with the written word than 
we previously thought” (176).  Johansson examines two 
manuscripts of the Swedish Pentateuch paraphrase that 
have been attributed to Vadstena; based on his study, he 
maintains that while it was usual practice for sisters to 
read devotional texts aloud within the convent and to use 
prayer books for private meditation, the brothers com-
monly used their books for teaching and producing 
sermons. 

Two essays then explore the topic of gender and 
religious authority in other Birgittine communities:  
Naantali (Nådendal) in Finland and Maribo in Denmark.  
Through an analysis of gendered patterns in devotional 
literature produced in Naantali, Marko Lamberg suggests 
that in the latter half of the fifteenth century, the Birgit-
tine brother Jöns Budde sought to strengthen traditional 
male authority within the more matriarchal parameters 
that Birgitta established for the Order.  Furthermore, 
Martin Berntson offers a fascinating account of the 
transformation of the Maribo Abbey from a Birgittine 
abbey into an evangelical community for unmarried 
daughters of the nobility during the Danish reformation, 
suggesting that the abbey may have been the site of a 
Birgittine “counter-culture” in the latter half of the 
sixteenth century. 

The last group of five essays in this collection fo-
cuses on representations of Birgitta as well as the content 
of her Revelations.  Olle Ferm’s paper explores the negative 
appraisal of King Magnus Eriksson in Birgitta’s Revela-
tions and other medieval Swedish texts by arguing for a 
reinterpretation of his derogatory Swedish nickname 
“smek.”  Janken Myrdal’s analysis of the Revelations 
maintains that Birgitta’s writings, while they should be 
interpreted critically, offer uncommon details about daily 
life in medieval Sweden, including farming, horticulture, 
technology, household tasks, cooking, and childcare.  In 
an essay summarizing Birgitta’s views about gender as 
found in the Revelations, Nina Sjöberg asserts that Birgitta 
held that men and women fulfill different yet complemen-
tary and spiritually equivalent roles, while emphasizing 
that the Swedish visionary’s ideals depart significantly 
from modern feminist ideas about gender equality.  From 
an art historical perspective the paper by Jan Svanberg 
closely studies the marble funeral slab of Birgitta’s parents 
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found in the Uppsala Cathedral; this funeral slab, which 
Svanberg dates to a period between 1314 and 1321, 
contains the oldest representation of Birgitta, who is 
depicted together with her siblings in a completely 
conventional manner.  Finally, Elisabeth Hallgren’s essay 
discusses Birgitta’s portrait in nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century biographies and explains that conflict-
ing interpretations of Birgitta’s personality emerged 
during this time because of cultural debates in Sweden 
about women’s suffrage and the role of women in society. 

While wide-ranging in content and approach, the 
essays in this volume suggest at least four especially rich 
areas for continued study:  1) daily life in Birgittine 
abbeys, including spiritual practices, the use of books, and 
internal politics, 2) the paleographical, codicological, and 
theological features of manuscripts and printed texts 
produced in Birgittine houses, 3) theological themes and 
literary imagery in Birgitta’s Revelations, and 4) the dynam-
ics of gender and religious authority for Birgitta and 
members of her religious order.  Moreover, as we look to 
the future of Birgittine studies, forthcoming works would 
be significantly enhanced by greater interaction with 
relevant, cutting-edge scholarship in the wider field of 
medieval studies.  Claes Gejrot, Sara Risberg, and Mia 
Åkestam should be commended for performing an 
outstanding service by drawing together an international 
group of scholars and editing this collection of stimulating 
conference presentations.  Researchers engaged with 
Birgitta’s Revelations and the Birgittine Order deeply 
appreciate and benefit from international symposia of this 
kind and eagerly look forward to future collaborations 
and similar opportunities for interaction and cross-
fertilization of ideas.             
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