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How did nunneries expand or limit women’s opportunities in the early Middle Ages? 
Examine the documents below and respond to the guiding questions. Then consider what this evidence 
reveals about the opportunities women have in the Middle Ages.  
 
Background: The period after the breakup of the Roman Empire, from 500-1000 CE, is the early Middle 
Ages.  During this period the foundations of later medieval European culture were laid.  One of those 
foundations was the spread of Christianity beyond old Roman territories to become the dominant religion 
of Europe. Women were excluded from church leadership in the clergy, but a path to dedicating themselves 
to religious life was available through monasticism - nunneries, for women - whose practitioners took vows 
of poverty, chastity, and obedience for the sake of spiritual salvation.  The head of a nunnery was known as 
an “abbess” (heads of male monasteries were “abbots”), and her institution could also be called an 
“abbey.” 
 
Document A: Suzanne Wemple, “The Search For Spiritual Perfection And Freedom,” 1981 

The pursuit of spiritual perfection through monasticism was the one area of religious life 
open to women after the female diaconate1 was abolished and the status of priest’s wife 
degraded in the sixth century.  Feminine monasticism originated in early Christianity and, like 
its masculine counterpart, developed into a movement with the official recognition of the 
church… 

 By the end of the sixth century, feminine abbeys existed in all the urban centers of central 
Gaul…2 The concern expressed by sixth-century councils over the status of professed virgins and 
widows living in the world indicates that many women were practicing asceticism3 outside the 
walls of convents. Undoubtedly some chose this form of life in order to escape from an 
unwanted union, while others undertook a true religious vocation.   

The rewards of this alternate way of life included a degree of dignity and autonomy 
unavailable to married women, but the risks were also great.  A woman faced the danger of rape 
and abduction… as well as the possibility of excommunication4 and exile if she failed to make a 
heroic effort to resist her abductor. 

[On “double monasteries” combining male and female monks from the end of the 6th century]: 
Under female leadership, some of the double houses became famous centers of learning and 
devotion; they attracted members from as far as England and served as models for the double 
monasteries of that island… Nuns and monks occupied separate living quarters, but, in the 

	
1	The “diaconate,” from the Greek diakonos, “servant,” is a group of church officials called deacons, lower-
ranking than priests.  Traditionally deacons are responsible for the material resources of the church like its 
wealth and buildings, and functions like charity to the poor.   
2	“Gaul”	was	a	region	of	the	Roman	Empire	roughly	where	modern	France	is.		Medieval	writers,	using	Latin,	
continued	to	use	the	Roman	name	for	centuries	after	the	empire	broke	up.			
3	“Asceticism,” from the Greek askesis, “discipline,” is a lifestyle in which a person practices bodily self-
denial like fasting, celibacy, sleep deprivation or general discomfort, in order to pursue an elevated 
spiritual life. 
4	“Excommunication” is an act in which a person is forbidden to take communion, the bread and wine 
which is a central ritual of Christian worship.  It represents exclusion from the church community as a 
punishment for sins.  
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scriptoria5 and the schools, and during the divine service, the two sexes shared common 
functions… 

In addition, the proprietary church system encouraged the proliferation of small 
nunneries.  Under this arrangement, the founder retained control over the convent’s 
administration and landed property.  Many of the seventh-century female houses, established by 
wealthy widows, doting parents, and bishops devoted to their mothers and sisters, followed this 
pattern.   

[Under the Carolingian  dynasty, from 752 onward, church reformers imposed increasingly strict 
limitations on nunneries and discouraged double monasteries].  Increasingly used as a shelter, a 
prison, an old-age home, and exploited as a source of income for princesses and queens, 
nunneries lost their aura of heroic sanctity during the ninth century. The criteria for admission 
increasingly emphasized wealth rather than religious calling… 

The Carolingian effort to cloister women proved to be premature. It represented an ideal 
ill-suited to the political and social realities of the next two centuries, and was revived only in the 
late eleventh century… Nevertheless, women religious never recovered the clerical functions 
they had exercised as deaconesses in the sixth century and as abbesses in the seventh century.   
 
Suzanne Wemple, Women in Frankish Society: Marriage and the Cloister, 500 to 900 (University of 

Pennsylvania Press: Philadelphia, 1981).  Excerpts from chapter 7, “The search for spiritual 
perfection and freedom,” pages 149-174. 

 
According to this source, how did nunneries expand and limit women’s opportunities in the 
early Middle Ages? Use examples and evidence from the source.  
 

Nunneries EXPANDED women’s 
opportunities 

Nunneries LIMITED women’s 
opportunities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
	  

	
5 Rooms for composing and copying books and other texts. 		
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Document B: Of The Life And Death Of The Abbess Hilda, 680 CE 
In his Church History of the English People, the monk Bede described the establishment of 

Christianity in Britain after the Roman Empire’s withdrawal.  For the year 680, he noted the death of 
Hilda, abbess of Whitby.  Hilda was related to English royal families, and hosted a conference establishing 
the method of calculating the date of Easter in the English church, which had been controversial.  Whitby 
was a “double monastery” with both monks and nuns, separate from each other but all under Hilda’s 
authority.  One of its best-known members (described in the chapter of Bede’s history after this excerpt) 
was Caedmon, a poet who wrote some of the first religious verses in Old English.   

 
When she had for some years governed this monastery, wholly intent upon establishing a 

regular life, it happened that she also undertook either to build or to arrange a monastery in the 
place called Streaneshalch [Whitby], which work she industriously performed; for she put this 
monastery under the same regular discipline as she had done the former; and taught there the 
strict observance of justice, piety, chastity, and other virtues, and particularly of peace and 
charity; so that, after the example of the primitive church, no person was there rich, and none 
poor, all being in common to all, and none having any property. Her prudence was so great, that 
not only indifferent persons, but even kings and princes, as occasion offered, asked and received 
her advice. In short, we afterwards saw five bishops6 taken out of that monastery, and all of 
them men of singular merit and sanctity, whose names were Bosa, Hedda, Oftfor, John, and 
Wilfrid.  

Thus this servant of Christ, Abbess Hilda, whom all that knew her called Mother, for her 
singular piety and grace, was not only an example of good life to those that lived in her 
monastery… 

 
Bede (673-735): Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, Book IV, Chapter XXIII. 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/bede-book4.asp. 
 
What does this excerpt reveal about how an abbess might interact with powerful men in early 
medieval society? Explain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  

	
6	“Bishops” are church officials who rank higher than priests (from Greek episkopos, “overseer”).  A bishop 
would be a powerful figure with authority over all religious affairs in a territory called a “diocese,” 
typically about the size of a county. They would train and ordain priests, manage church property, judge 
disputes that fell under church authority, and advise lords and kings.   
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Document C: Boniface Asks Abbess Eadburga to Make Him A Copy of the Epistle of St. Peter 
in Letters of Gold (735) 
Boniface was an English Benedictine monk and leading figure in the Anglo-Saxon mission to the 
Germanic parts of the Frankish Empire during the eighth century. He organized significant foundations of 
the church in Germany and was made archbishop of Mainz by Pope Gregory III. He was killed by raiders 
while baptizing converts in 754 CE.  
 
To the most reverend and beloved sister, Abbess Eadburga, Boniface, least of the servants of 
God, loving greetings. 

I pray Almighty God, the Rewarder of all good works, that when you reach the heavenly 
mansions and the everlasting tents He will repay you for all the generosity you have shown to 
me. For, many times, by your useful gifts of books and vestments, you have consoled and 
relieved me in my distress. And so I beg you to continue the good work you have begun by 
copying out for me in letters of gold the epistles of my lord, St. Peter,7 that a reverence and love 
of the Holy Scriptures may be impressed on the minds of the heathens to whom I preach, and 
that I may ever have before my gaze the words of him who guided me along this path. 
The materials [gold] needed for the copy I am sending by the priest Eoban. 

Deal, then, my dear sister, with this my request as you have so generously dealt with 
them in the past, so that here on earth your deeds may shine in letters of gold to the glory of our 
Father who is in heaven. 

For your well-being in Christ and for your continual progress in virtue I offer my 
prayers. 
 
The English Correspondence of Saint Boniface, by Edward Kylie (London, 1911). Retrieved from 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/boniface-letters.asp. 
 
Does it seem like Boniface respects or belittles the achievements of his sister nun? Explain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  

	
7 The Epistles of St. Peter are books in the Christian Bible. 
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Document D: The Life of Leoba (written ca. 836 CE) 
Leoba was an English nun, related to Boniface (probably a niece or distant cousin) and originally a 
member of Eadburga’s nunnery (see Document C).  At Boniface’s request she came to Germany to set up a 
new nunnery at Bischofsheim in support of his missionary and church organizing work.  Rudolf’s Life of 
Leoba was written about fifty years after her death in 782.  Lives of saints were written to impress readers 
with how holy their subjects were, not necessarily to convey factual information.  Still, they often reveal 
much about the culture of the people who wrote and read them.   
 

There was a certain poor little crippled girl, who sat near the gate of the monastery 
begging alms. Every day she received her food from the abbess's table, her clothing from the 
nuns and all other necessities from them; these were given to her from divine charity. It 
happened that after some time, deceived by the suggestions of the devil, she committed 
fornication, and when her appearance made it impossible for her to conceal that she had 
conceived a child she covered up her guilt by pretending to be ill. When her time came, she 
wrapped the child in swaddling clothes and cast it at night into a pool by the river which flowed 
through that place. In this way she added crime to crime, for she not only followed fleshly sin by 
murder, but also combined murder with the poisoning of the water.  

When day dawned, another woman came to draw water and, seeing the corpse of the 
child, was struck with horror. Burning with womanly rage, she filled the whole village with her 
uncontrollable cries and reproached the holy nuns with these indignant words: " Oh, what a 
chaste community ! How admirable is the life of nuns, who beneath their veils give birth to 
children and exercise at one and the same time the function of mothers and priests, baptising 
those to whom they have given birth. …Look for the one who is missing from the monastery and 
then you will find out who is responsible for this crime."  

At these words all the crowd was set in uproar and everybody, of whatever age or sex, 
ran in one great mass to see what had happened. As soon as they saw the corpse they denounced 
the crime and reviled the nuns. When the abbess heard the uproar and learned what was afoot 
she called the nuns together, told them the reason, and discovered that no one was absent except 
Agatha, who a few days before had been summoned to her parents' house on urgent business: 
but she had gone with full permission. A messenger was sent to her without delay to recall her 
to the monastery, as Leoba could not endure the accusation of so great a crime to hang over 
them.  
[Agatha protests her innocence. Abbess Leoba summons the nuns to pray through the entire book of 
Psalms - a part of the Bible with 150 songs and poems - with their arms held out in the form of a cross 
until God reveals the guilty one]. 

Immediately after she had said this, that wretched little woman, the dupe and the tool of 
the devil, seemed to be surrounded by flames, and, calling out the name of the abbess, confessed 
to the crime she had committed. Then a great shout rose to heaven: the vast crowd was 
astounded at the miracle, the nuns began to weep with joy, and all of them with one voice gave 
expression to the merits of Leoba and of Christ our Saviour. 

 
C. H. Talbot, The Anglo-Saxon Missionaries in Germany, Being the Lives of SS. Willibrord, Boniface, 

Leoba and Lebuin together with the Hodoepericon of St. Willibald and a selection from the 
correspondence of St. Boniface, (London and New York: Sheed and Ward, 1954). From the 
Internet History Sourcebook: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/leoba.asp.  
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To judge by this source, what risks did early medieval nuns face, and what resources did they 
have to manage them? Note also the presence of women from several different walks of life in 
the story.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does this source reveal about how nunneries expanded and limited women’s 
opportunities? 

Nunneries EXPANDED women’s 
opportunities 

Nunneries LIMITED women’s 
opportunities 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Overall, how did nunneries expand and limit women’s opportunities in the early Middle 
Ages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


