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The fabric of devotion: A new approach to studying textiles from late 

medieval nunneries 

 

Recent scholarship on the nunneries of the Late Middle Ages has demonstrated 

that within these houses, textile work served as important devotional tools which 

might accompany prayer, meditation and worship. This shows that the production 

of woven and embroidered textiles in nunneries does not easily compare to any 

modern-day notion of artistic practice, and it is argued that art historians should 

take this into consideration when approaching these textiles. This article proposes 

a new way of analysing textiles from nunneries, based on the premise that within 

nunneries, textile production was a complex and dynamic devotional practice. 

The article analyses a series of textiles from Lüne Abbey in northern Germany, 

the so-called Bartholomäuslaken (1492), Katharinenlaken (1500) and 

Georgslaken (1500), to illustrate the claim that we should consider textiles from 

religious houses as material indexes of the devotional practice of nuns. 

 

Keywords: textiles; the Middle Ages; monasteries, female spirituality, 

materiality, devotion 

Subject classification codes: include these here if the journal requires them 

Introduction 

The St. Katharinental Sister Book (St. Katharinentaler Schwesternbuch) describes the 

lives of a group of nuns who lived in the Katharinental Convent near Dießenhofen (in 

present-day Switzerland) during the Late Middle Ages. Among the many descriptions in 

the book, there is a passage which depicts a significant event in the life of the nun 

Diemůt von Lindau (c. 1300-1350). Sister Diemůt, the book tells us, was considering 

how she should spend her time during Advent when, one night, a mystical figure1 

approached her, handed her a braided cord made of red and green silk and said: 
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Die rot sid betút die hohen gotheit, die grün betútet die mentschheit vnsers herren. 

Das die rot vnd grünn sid zemen sind geflohten, das ist, das die zwv natur, götlich 

vnd mentschlich natur, verainet ward in vnser frowen [leib]. Da mit solt du dis zit 

vmb gan vnd solt die schnůr flehten vnd entflehten.”2 

 

The description of Diemůt von Lindau and the mystical braid is a highly concrete 

example of how devotion and textile work were occasionally combined within a late 

medieval nunnery. From the description we learn that prayer and textile work were 

combined within St. Katharinental, and by the very fact that the account appears in the 

book, we can assume that such a combination was considered exemplary behaviour. As 

Germanist Anne Bollmann has pointed out, the Sister Book was a genre that very much 

reflected the ideals of the nuns who wrote it.3 The description suggests that, when a 

certain textile technique was carried out during prayer, the materials, the movements 

and the symbolism that characterised this technique could be fully embedded into, serve 

to structure or expand the experience of this prayer. In other words, textile work 

performed during prayer might have functioned as an essential element of that prayer – 

as a devotional tool or as an example of devotional practice in the sense described by 

Laura Kathrine Skinnebach.4 Skinnebach states that “Ultimately medieval devotion was 

a bodily exercise, and it often incorporated the body in many different ways – amongst 

others through the use of material objects”.5 As the passage from the St. Katharinental 

Sister Book reveals, such material objects also included textile objects, and the bodily 

movements involved in textile production could function as ways of incorporating the 

body into devotion. In other words, Skinnebach’s theory, which I shall return to later, 

presents new opportunities for interpreting textile production in medieval nunneries. In 

the description of Sister Diemůt, braiding is not presented as an insignificant pass-time 



 4 

between prayers nor as a tool to keep one’s hands busy during prayer. Rather, I argue, 

braiding the cord equals prayer, and it is through the action of interlacing the red and 

green silk that Sister Diemůt expresses her Advent prayers. The mystical figure does not 

even specify which words the sister should utter during this activity. Perhaps, no words 

were required. 

Considering its explicit depiction of the manner in which sister Diemůt should 

make use of the braid in her devotion, it is not surprising that this particular passage is 

also referenced by scholars such as Jeffrey F. Hamburger and Hanneke van Asperen, 

both of whom have studied the spiritual significance of needlework within medieval 

female religious communities.6 The account so clearly demonstrates that which 

Hamburger first argued, namely that we need to re-evaluate our understanding of the 

function of textile production such as spinning, weaving and embroidering within these 

communities. As Hamburger emphasises, nuns had two complementary obligations 

within a religious house, ora et labora, prayer and work, and according to research 

tradition, textile production belonged to the domain of labora, that is within a mundane 

workshop environment as opposed to a spiritual, ecclesiastical environment. However, 

examples like the St. Katharinental Sister Book depict situations in which “ora et labora 

is collapsed into one. An interweaving of work and prayer.”7 It thereby forces us to 

reconsider the traditional categorisation of monastic textile work. Through descriptions 

like those of Diemůt von Lindau and her braid(ing), we are compelled to view this 

practice as highly complex, as an interlacement of vita activa (active life) and vita 

contemplativa (contemplative life). 

In other words, textile techniques were used to create complex forms of practice 

within nunneries that united prayer and manual labour, contemplation and physical 

activity. Through the work of Hamburger, van Asperen and scholars such as Anne 
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Bollmann, Martina B. Klug, June Mecham, and Stefanie Seeberg, several examples 

attesting to this claim have been brought to our attention, and so female monastic 

history is slowly being rewritten.8 Nevertheless, it seems that few scholars have 

recognised that rewriting the history of nunneries also calls for new perspectives on the 

fruits of the nuns’ labour: When confronted with a different understanding of textile 

production within nunneries, we are also confronted with the need to revise our 

interpretations of the textiles that were made in these nunneries. A significant number of 

art historical studies of monastic textiles have already been conducted, and the 

importance of these studies should not be underestimated, since they have added to our 

knowledge of such textiles. However, despite the insights they offer, I believe these 

studies largely ignore significant perspectives on the textiles – perspectives that are 

particularly relevant in view of the latest research. The main issue is that, as a rule, art 

historical analyses of such textiles are characterised by being primarily, if not 

exclusively, about the motifs or iconography of the textiles.9 They interpret primarily, 

sometimes only, the images of the textiles and overlook the very thing that makes these 

images visible to us: the textile material; the fibres, threads, and yarn that were spun, 

woven, and stitched together by the nuns. To put it in the terms of Hans Belting, 

analyses such as these pay little attention to the medium.10 Thus, they effectively treat 

the images of their investigation as if they were made from a different material, or 

rather, as if they were completely immaterial – flat and purely optical, intangible 

phenomena. 

In my opinion, there are several reasons why this is not the right approach. 

Firstly, it creates the impression that our apprehension of images is in no way shaped by 

the material they consist of. Secondly, it excludes the possibility that the medium of an 

image might be (part of) its message and that a medium has a certain power over the 
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person who works with it; in other words, that the medium does not always bend to the 

will of the image maker but instead dictates part of the creation process. Thirdly, it does 

not fully reflect the historical situation in which the specific textiles were created. As 

mentioned above, textile work could be a complex form of devotional practice, and it is 

possible that, in some cases, the practice was more important than the product. In cases 

such as Diemůt von Lindau’s, for example, the movements, the materials, and the 

principles that went into the production of the braid were seemingly what made it so 

valuable. 

So how should we approach studies of these textiles? How should we create 

textile analyses that reflects the historical situation in which they were created to a 

higher extent? My suggestion is that we make our knowledge of why and how these 

textiles were created the point of departure for our studies. In other words, that we, 

through our analyses, communicate that such textiles were not made to be purely 

visually stimulating works of art but are instead the results of significant and complex 

practices that took place within nunneries. I argue that such an approach has the 

potential to change our understanding of the mediality of these textiles and make us 

recognise them as artefacts made from a valuable material and charged by a 

devotionally significant production process. As well as this, it has the potential to 

inform our understanding of the iconography of the textiles; if we assume that an 

important purpose of carrying out textile work in religious houses was to provide 

devotional tools for nuns (instruments and processes through which they could focus 

and intensify their prayers), it is possible that the motifs of their textiles were also 

chosen with this devotion in mind. If nuns were to meditate through their needlework, 

then why should the images that they stitched not facilitate or inspire their meditation? 

It seems that several images on monastic textiles relate to their medium and production 
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method in rather sophisticated ways. In this article, I would like to illustrate this claim 

by analysing a selection of textiles from a medieval nunnery. The textiles in question 

(seven in total) were created around the year 1500 in Lüne Abbey (Kloster Lüne) in 

northern Germany, and they are usually referred to by the German term Banklaken. A 

Banklaken is a specific type of long and narrow textile that was most likely intended to 

hang above the nuns’ choir stools.11 These textiles are particularly suitable for my 

investigation because, firstly, they are all in good condition and, secondly, the specific 

circumstances in which they were created are relatively well documented. This means 

that, when we study the Lüne Banklaken, we are actually able to consider not only the 

finished product but also part of the historical situation in which the production took 

place. My analysis can be divided into two parts. In the first part, I provide an account 

of the extant knowledge of the circumstances in which the textiles were created and the 

specific tasks involved in creating them; and, in the second part, I attempt to decipher 

the particular devotional significance that the fabrication of the Banklaken may have 

had for the women in Lüne. 

 

Textiles of reform 

It seems that, when the Lüne Abbey Banklaken are mentioned in scholarly literature, it 

is usually because of their somewhat unusual historical context.12 As mentioned above, 

they were created around 1500 – their own inscriptions date them to 1492 and 150013 – 

and these years at the end of the 15th century were marked by great changes at Lüne 

Abbey. Throughout the 15th century, Europe witnessed a series of reform initiatives 

aimed at religious orders when, in various regions of the continent, different groups 

expressed their discontent with the lack of observance of monastic rules within the local 

monasteries. A monastic rule is a particular set of rules that each novice must swear to 
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live by when joining a monastic order. The Rule of St. Benedict, for example, states that 

each member of the Benedictine order must live a life in enclosure, have no private 

possessions, keep silent for most of the day, and celebrate the canonical hours.14 In the 

north-western parts of Europe, a number of monastery reforms were organised by the 

Bursfelde congregation, a congregation of reformed Benedictine monasteries with 

strong ties to the religious movement devotio moderna. 15 Devotio moderna, which can 

be directly translated to “modern piety”, can in some respects be regarded as yet another 

reform movement from the Late Middle Ages, however this movement directed its 

criticism not only at monastics but rather toward society at large. The movement 

originated in the Dutch Hanseatic city of Deventer with Geert Groote (1340-1384) as 

the leading figure, preaching repentance to humble and pious living and urging high and 

low to turn their full attention to eternal life after death. In his preaching, Geert Groote 

was highly inspired by ancient Christian texts, and the way of life which he 

recommended was highly similar to the one described in the old monastic rules, such as 

The Rule of St. Benedict.16 

Together with many of the neighbouring monasteries, such as Ebstorf, 

Isenhagen, Medingen, and Wienhausen, Lüne Abbey was to undergo the Bursfelde 

reform. The reform did, however, not come to Lüne until 1481 which was later than the 

neighbouring monasteries, and actually, the people who were to reform Lüne came from 

a recently reformed monastery in the area, the Benedictine Ebstorf Abbey. Among the 

Ebstorf reform group was the young nun, Sophia von Bodenteich (1458-1504), who was 

to be the new leader or prioress of Lüne.17 As Horst Appuhn has argued, Prioress 

Sophia von Bodenteich is of great significance when explaining the creation of the Lüne 

Banklaken, because not only were they produced after she was appointed as prioress of 

the monastery, but they also bear a striking resemblance to textiles from the prioress’ 
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former monastery, Ebstorf. According to Appuhn, this means it is very likely that 

Prioress Sophia brought the ideas for the textiles with her to Lüne.18 

The connection between Sophia von Bodenteich’s arrival in Lüne and the 

production of the Banklaken – along with more textiles – indicates that the prioress 

consciously initiated the production of ecclesiastical textiles in Lüne as a part of 

establishing a new way of life there in keeping with the ideals of the reform. The main 

purpose of the reform was to ensure strict observance of the monastic rule, and, in a 

Benedictine nunnery like Lüne (and Ebstorf), that meant performing some kind of 

manual labour in addition to the canonical hours. In The Rule of Saint Benedict, no 

concrete suggestions are made regarding the type of work that a member of the order 

should perform. It is only mentioned that one should not shy away from personally 

gathering the harvest if necessity calls for it.19 However, as June Mecham has stated, 

engaging in textile work in female religious houses has a very long history. Several 

sources describe how needlework was considered the most appropriate form of labour 

for women and therefore the most suitable means for nuns to ensure that they fulfilled 

their obligation to do manual work.20 It is therefore very possible, as Tanja Kohwagner-

Nikolai also suggests, that the new prioress at Lüne looked to tradition when planning 

out the manual labour of the nuns, especially since the observant reform was in many 

respects a revival of old monastic virtues.21 

However, Kohwagner-Nikolai has suggested a further reason that textile 

production was initiated at Lüne during the post-reform years. Namely, that the people 

carrying out the observant reform in the area were greatly inspired by the devotio 

moderna movement, and textile production was a significant part of the daily practice 

within the female religious houses connected to that movement.22 The lay religious 

community, Sisters of the Common Life, which sprang up around Geert Groote, was – 
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like their religious leader – opposed to begging. They therefore had to finance their 

semi-monastic communities by alternative means. Early on, they began producing and 

selling textiles, and, since this was time-consuming work, textile production became an 

integral part of life in the religious communities. As Anne Bollmann and Martina B. 

Klug have shown, the Sisters of the Common Life performed the canonical hours in the 

same room as their spinning work, and they often refrained from putting the work aside 

to say their prayers.23 In this manner, Bollmann argues, intensive textile production 

became an essential part of their ascetic conduct of life. The struggle and pain that 

accompanied the hard work was welcomed by the sisters, sometimes as a form of 

imitatio Christi.24 The communities grew into monastic houses that observed the Rule of 

Saint Augustine and, from the sister books written in both the semi-monastic and the 

monastic houses, we clearly see that being a productive spinner or hardworking weaver 

served as an ideal.25 Judging from the number of textiles produced in Lüne in the post-

reform years, it seems that, during this time, textile production must have also been a 

significant activity in this community.26 In this perspective, Kohwagner-Nikolai’s 

suggestion that the devotio moderna ideals also travelled to some of the reformed 

nunneries seems quite convincing. 

 

Fashioning the Banklaken 

It is undoubtedly the case that the sisters of Lüne spent much of their time doing textile 

work during the post-reform years, but it is important to ask more specifically what this 

work entailed. How were textiles like the Lüne Banklaken produced in the Late Middle 

Ages and how were the sisters of Lüne Abbey involved in such a production process? 

This last question is particuarly interesting in this context, since a better understanding 

of what specific activities the making of the Lüne textiles entailed for the members of 
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the nunnery can also provide us with a clearer impression of the potentials of textile 

production as a devotional practice in Lüne Abbey. We cannot, however, begin to 

answer such a question without considering the organisation of Lüne Abbey, because 

even though this article is primarily focused on the activities of the Lüne nuns, these 

women were not the only members of the religious house. A nun typically came from a 

wealthy urban family, and she was coronated upon making her vow of profession. As a 

nun, your main obligation was singing the canonical hours which meant that you were 

trained in Latin in the monastery school. Yet, girls and women from less wealthy or 

peasant families were also allowed to join the nunnery but as lay-sisters. Lay-sisters had 

their separate quarters and their own community within the larger community of the 

nunnery and, since they were not required to abide by the same strict rules of enclosure 

as the nuns, they formed an indispensable link to the outside world. They sometimes 

took part in celebrating the divine services but their main purpose was to take care of 

household chores. In this work they were, however, assisted by maids and servants from 

outside the nunnery.27 In this perspective, many different people within Lüne could 

have been involved in making the textiles and, as I will return to, it seems likely that 

each group was responsible for different parts of the production.  

 As archaeologists have stated, the full production of a textile can be 

described as a chaîne opératoire, that is as an “operational chain” or a sequence of 

individual tasks involved in the creation of the finished cloth (See Figure 1).28 By 

describing it as such, we can more easily characterise each of the tasks that made up the 

process and discuss how they might have been carried out. Since the Lüne Banklaken 

are made from linen fabric which is covered in woollen embroidery and edged by 

woollen fringes, their chaîne opératoire consists of several different tasks. I will now 
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attempt to present these tasks as concisely as possible in order to prepare my discussion 

of their devotional significance. 

 As mentioned above, the Banklaken were each made of linen and wool, 

two very different fibres that themselves were crafted through specific methods. Linen 

was made from flax, which means that this crop had to be sewn, tended to and harvested 

to acquire the raw material. Once harvested, the flax was laid out to dry and the seeds 

were removed, after which the process of retting could begin. Retting is a controlled 

rotting process which is necessary to separate the fibres from the cortex and xylem of 

the stem. This process can be carried out by sinking the flax stems in water and letting 

them rot. The retted and dried stems are then ready to be broken, for example, in a 

wooden instrument called a brake, which, by beating the stems several times, crushes 

the xylem. After this process, the broken stems are scutched to remove the shives from 

the fibres. This entails scraping them with a wooden scutching knife up against a 

wooden scutching board. Finally, the coarse fibres are heckled, that is, they are pulled 

through a comb of metal spikes repeatedly until they become soft and hair-like. 

Obtaining wool firstly demanded sheep husbandry and the regular sheering of the sheep. 

The sheered raw wool then had to be washed to remove the dirt and the natural grease 

lanolin and thereafter it could be sorted. The quality of the wool is different depending 

on which part of the body of the sheep it comes from, and thus the sorting ensures that 

the fibres are as homogenic as possible. The sorted fibres were then combed or carted, a 

process in which the fibres were straightened so that they were ready for spinning.29 

 Both linen and wool fibres were subsequently spun. This could be done 

using either a drop spindle or a spinning wheel. The spinning wheel was introduced in 

Europe during the High Middle Ages, which means that it was still a relatively new 

invention in Northern Europe at the end of the 15th century. As such, drop spindles were 
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still used alongside spinning wheels or for specific purposes in late medieval nunneries. 

A drop spindle is a small tool consisting of a wooden stick and a small weight of either 

wood or clay. The fibres are fastened onto it and it is then spun around, creating a twist 

in the fibres. The twisted fibres, or yarn, are then wound onto the shaft of the spindle. 

When the spinning process was complete, the linen yarn was ready for weaving, while 

the woollen yarn was plied, which means that two strands of yarn were spun together to 

make the yarn more uniform. Only the woollen yarn was subsequently dyed, probably 

after mordanting it, that is treating it in a solution of metallic salt to make the colours 

more resistant. Thereafter, it could be placed into different dye pots consisting of plant 

dyes and water, and depending on the desired hue, it was sometimes boiled. The linen 

yarn was left undyed and instead woven into tabby-weave cloth (the most basic type of 

weave), possibly on a treadle loom, which was invented in the late 11th century. The 

treadle loom was operated by one seated weaver, and the cloth was woven horizontally 

in front of her. The weaver could operate the loom by pushing foot pedals, which 

created spaces or sheds between the yarn wound onto the loom – known as the warp. In 

this space, she could then place the thread that needed to run perpendicular to the warp 

– known as the weft – and finally push it into place with the attached batten.30 All the 

embroideries on the Lüne Banklaken were made using the convent stitch embroidery 

technique. This technique was carried out by first tracing the outlines of the images onto 

the linen and thereafter filling out the different areas with convent stitches in the 

designated colour.31 The outlines and details such as facial expressions were stitched on 

top of the convent stitches. Finally, the fringes of the Banklaken were seemingly made 

by stitching the same woollen yarn to the edges. 

 Tanja Kohwagner-Nikolai has conducted extensive research on textile 

production in the late medieval nunneries of Lower Saxony, and, in her work Per manus 
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sororum…, she provides information that goes some way to answering the question of 

how many links of the chaîne opératoire we should attribute to the professed nuns of 

Lüne. Kohwagner-Nikolai first states that the nuns of Lüne undoubtedly carried out the 

embroidery work on the textiles. This has been documented in several sources. She also 

claims that, in all likelihood, one or more talented nuns made the designs of the 

Banklaken, since we know that a nun named Margarete Rosenhagen (d. 1510) made the 

drawings for one of the later textiles made in Lüne. Furthermore, Kohwagner-Nikolai 

insightfully identifies that one nun has stitched her initials on a textile from Lüne, 

known as the Auferstehungsteppich (1503-1507), and followed these initials with the 

word filatrix, which means “female spinner”. This word accordingly indicates that nuns 

were involved in spinning the yarn for the textile.32 The finds of drop spindles in 

excavations of the nuns’ choir in the nearby Wienhausen Abbey seem to underline that 

spinning was indeed a suitable activity for a nun.33 Nonetheless, it appears unlikely that 

nuns undertook this task alone. Spinning was very time-consuming work and we can 

gather from letters written by nuns in Lüne that, at least in some cases, the nuns paid to 

have their yarn spun. Also, the custom book from the nearby Medingen Abbey mentions 

a group of women called spinnerschen who were seemingly hired by the nunnery to do 

spinning work.34 The weaving, or at least some of it, was probably also done by nuns. 

This is indicated by a late medieval letter from Lüne Abbey in which a nun requests that 

the prioress orders some yarn for her weaving.35 

 There is, however, much less certainty about who performed the initial 

tasks in the production process. It is highly likely that Lüne Abbey used material from 

their own flax fields and sheep,36 but it is hard to imagine that the nuns, who were 

accustomed to an upper class life, were actively involved in field work and sheep 

shearing. Nevertheless, Angela Karstensen has argued that it would definitely be in line 
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with the spirit of the observant reform to take on even the most strenuous work,37 and, 

as mentioned above, working in the field could be considered a way of observing The 

Rule of Saint Benedict.38 Furthermore, it seems relevant to recall Kohwagner-Nikolai’s 

suggestion that, as a reform initiative, textile production in Lüne was inspired by the 

practice in the devotio moderna communities, and, in these religious houses, we know 

that the women also performed tasks such as scutching flax and combing wool.39 

However, I will argue that we keep in mind that the obligation of the nuns first and 

foremost was to perform the daily prayer in the monastery church.40 Therefore, it seems 

more likely that they would take on work that could easily be done during or in-between 

their prayer, for example spinning, weaving, or embroidery work. Furthermore, the 

nunnery also housed a group of sisters who were more used to hard physical labour, 

namely the lay-sisters, and it appears that, if the preparations of the fibres were indeed 

carried out by some of the sisters in Lüne, they would have been the ones to do it. 

Finally, Angela Lorenz-Leber has highlighted the fact that the Lüne Abbey contained a 

building called a “washing house”, which offered excellent opportunities for dying41 – 

an activity which we know was also performed in the Wienhausen Abbey.42 However, 

once again, it is uncertain who took on this task. 

 I deem it plausible that the women of Lüne received the raw materials from 

people tending to their estates and then processed them to a greater or lesser extent. This 

means that the women in Lüne, probably the lay-sisters, would have themselves 

performed tasks such as heckling, scutching and carding, possibly with the help from 

servants. However, it is also possible that they received fibres once they were ready for 

spinning and dying and only then took over and completed the rest of chaîne opératoire. 

My assessment is that it most likely varied, since we know that the nuns sometimes 

bought their yarn and sometimes spun it themselves. Even in the case that most of or 
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perhaps the entire chaîne opératoire of the Banklaken was carried out by the Lüne 

sisters, the individual tasks were probably divided up within the nunnery according to 

age and status. Young girls, and lay-sisters would then have taken on the dirtier and 

more arduous work, while higher-ranking members of their community would have 

performed work such as spinning and stitching. This was at least customary in other 

religious houses.43 

 

Martyr fabrications 

Having discussed how the Banklaken were produced, I will now examine the specific 

images that were traced onto the tabby-woven linen and subsequently filled in with 

woollen, bumpy convent stitches. These images must have dictated the process in many 

respects and been constant companions for the nuns during the years in which the 

textiles were created. 

All seven Banklaken appear to have been made using the same template: Every 

Banklaken has the same multicoloured fringe trimming, and, within this trimming a red 

and white border with a stepped pattern. Inside this is a border with animal and plant 

motifs on a greenish background, and this again frames a thin red border with white 

inscriptions of prayer and liturgical texts. The middle field has a blue background upon 

which alternately medallions and figures such as angels, evangelists and saints appear 

alternately. The medallions are once again encircled by inscriptions which describe the 

images that are seen in their centre. These images appear to be the most important 

images of the textiles and there is also a clear connection between them and the 

inscriptions that frame each Banklaken. In a manner similar to that of a comic book 

strip, each of the images depicts significant events from the martyr legends of St. 

Bartholomew, St. Catherine of Alexandria and St. George, which is why the Banklaken 
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are also known as the Batholomäuslaken (1492), the Katharinenlaken (1500), and the 

Georgslaken (1500) respectively (Figure 2). The St. Bartholomew legend is depicted on 

one textile, the S. Catherine legend is depicted on two textiles, and the St. George 

legend is depicted on no fewer than four textiles. Although the medallions depict 

several of the martyrs’ miraculous acts, they display their many sufferings in even 

greater detail. On the long, narrow textile strips we are shown, among other things, how 

the martyrs were flogged, clubbed, flayed alive, crucified, grilled, hung upside-down 

over a fire, covered in live coals and broken on a spiked wheel (Figure 3). The long-

drawn-out corporal destruction presented on the Banklaken thereby brings to mind other 

examples of late medieval texts and images that appear to invite us to linger, perhaps 

even wallow in, the sufferings of Christ and the martyrs during their Passions. One such 

example is the prayer Dornenkron, which appears in prayer books from Wienhausen 

Abbey. In this prayer, it is described how Christ was clothed in the purple robe and, 

afterwards, in his own clothes, and that each change of dress was comparable to a 

skinning, since the crown of thorns “my der hudt my den vlesche dar de hare weren inne 

backen”.44 

The many macabre images of the Banklaken are mediated by soft, dense, woolly 

convent stitches in bright colours. Red is the dominant colour, presumably because of 

its association with the martyrs.45 The thick woollen yarn of the textiles makes the 

images appear somewhat grainy and, since the convent stitch technique makes the 

material bulge out here and there, their surface ripples slightly. Thus, the Lüne 

Banklaken emanate heaviness and warmth. Their bumpy materiality and tactile fringe 

also make them appear sensual and playful, which corresponds to the lively, happy style 

that characterises the images despite their bloody subject matter. Because of their vivid 

colours, cheerful style and vibrant character, the Banklaken seem to pulsate with life – 
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which might appear to contradict the death and destruction displayed in the images. 

However, keeping in mind that a martyr’s death was actually referred to as his or her 

dies natalis, or “birthday” in Heaven, the relationship between the images and the 

textile medium seems quite clear. Martyrdom was not a cause for grief but rather 

celebration: The martyrs demonstrated that Christianity cannot be weakened or 

exterminated by fighting its followers – quite the contrary. The corpulent, hardwearing, 

and almost quivering materiality brings about the narrative of Christianity’s 

unquenchable vitality. 

The connection between the Banklaken images and their textile medium gains 

another dimension when we consider that, in medieval Christianity, textile was a 

material closely associated with flesh and corporality. For example, medieval texts and 

images often depict the Incarnation as The Word being dressed in a garment of flesh. 

Sometimes by portraying the Virgin Mary as a spinner, weaver, knitter, or seamstress 

who is busy fashioning the fabric with which to clothe Christ, and sometimes by 

describing the Passion of Christ as the Lord being undressed of his mortal garb.46 The 

textile material thus enhances the central subject of the images, that is the physical trials 

and victories of the martyrs: together, the images and textile medium accentuate the 

significance of the martyr body as his or her strongest weapon in the fight for Christ. 

The martyrs illustrate the invincibility of Christianity by allowing their flesh to be 

thoroughly beaten, just like Christ, who also let his enemies beat and break down his 

body. In this way, the martyrs in fact imitate Christ himself, since both Christ and the 

martyrs offered their bodies to be maltreated and, as a result, triumphed over evil and 

reached a new, exalted and purer state. From this perspective, a passion is somehow 

comparable to the process of creating a piece of cloth, and this parallel did not escape 
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the attention of medieval theologians. For example, in Liber de divinis officiis, Rupert 

von Deutz (c. 1075/80-c. 1129) writes 

 

Nam corporale lineum, in quo dominicae passionis celebramus memoriam, 

tribulationem eius et singularem designat in eo carnis munditiam. Linum quippe de 

terra natum multis atrium pressuris ad nivei candoris et lenem subtilitatem pervenit. 

Grossum et inglorum de terra consurgit, sed inter manus prementium opificum 

subtiliatur et candescit.47 

 

A similar comparison was made by Sicardo da Cremona (1155-1215) and it also 

occurs in the immensely popular Rationale divinorum officiorum by Guillaume 

Durand (c. 1230-1296).48 These writings thus highlights an awareness of the 

physical parallels between textile production and the Passion: An understanding 

that both processes can be reduced to a question of handling matter roughly and 

thereby refining it.  

Liber de divinis officiis and Rationale divinorum officiorum were also 

studied within Northern German nunneries49 and, within these communities, the 

hard-working hands that created the textiles belonged to the sisters themselves. 

They performed several parts of the gradual working of the raw material to 

transform it into splendid textiles. As mentioned above, the creation of textiles can 

be characterised as a chaîne opératoire, and the images on the Banklaken seem to 

suggest that the same is true for the creation of martyrs. Arranged in a chain, the 

medallions illustrate how St. Bartholomew, St. Catherine and St. George are 

transformed step by step from ordinary mortals into heavenly beings. I therefore 

suggest that the modern concept of an operational chain, the chaîne opératoire, 

can function as an interpretational figure in our study of the Lüne Banklaken. As 
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an interpretational figure, it brings out the parallels between textile production and 

martyrdom, respectively, since it signifies a transformation or liminal process in 

which something undergoes a change of condition as a result of being processed. 

The “martyr chaîne opératoire” depicted on the Banklaken is, moreover, similar to 

that of the Banklaken themselves, in that we see the bodies of the martyrs being 

broken down by means of several different methods and several different tools – 

tools which can hardly be distinguished from the tools used for textile production: 

Sisters and torturers both made use of sharp blades, wooden tools for beating, 

spinning wheels, cauldrons, spikes, etc. 

 

In an article describing the martyrdom of St. Bartholomew, Sarah Kay writes: “the 

apostle … is stripped of his skin but then resurrected in a sublime form”50, and 

this statement clearly explains what is represented in the Bartholomäuslaken: The 

martyr is flayed alive, his body ripped to shreds, and, in return, he assumes a new 

and sublime, elevated form. Moreover, as Kay points out, we often see St. 

Bartholomew portrayed in this sublime form, carrying his skin on one arm and 

appearing once again whole and undamaged, as though his skin were just a 

removable garment under which his true, eternal self was hidden. The saint is 

shown in this sublime form in the medallion furthest to the right on the 

Bartholomäuslaken (Figure 4). Surrounded by praying nuns, he is depicted 

wearing a crown and displaying the martyr weapons like regalia, the flayed-off 

skin hanging from his left arm. Kay describes this skin as “the ‘skin of mortality’ 

… an outer garment over an inner, immortal being”51, thereby evoking an analogy 

between flesh and cloth. Images like those on the Bartholomäuslaken present his 

skin as a mortal, physical garment from which he has been painfully stripped in 
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order to manifest his essential and eternal state. It is striking that the same notion 

also seems to be reflected on the Banklaken that depict the legends of St. 

Catherine and St. George. In the Katharinenlaken, for example, the martyrdom is 

depicted in a manner that, once again, brings the undressing of the skin of 

mortality to mind. Also, this is comparable to the flaying of St. Bartholomew. In 

the depiction of the flogging of St. Catherine, Catherine is portrayed with her 

purple garments pulled down to her hips as though she were sloughing them off 

(Figure 5). Underneath, her white skin is exposed and ripped by the scourge and 

rod so that blood springs from the fresh wounds. The pale, perforated skin of the 

saint appears to be the next layer to be stripped off her body, because, as its many 

bloody openings suggest, this layer is too beginning to unravel. One of the 

inscriptions of the Katharinenlaken reads: “Pulchre syon filia pro mortali tunica · 

agni tecta vellere et corona glorie”.52 According to the textile, martyrdom thus 

meant stripping the temporal, corporeal garb and replacing it with the eternal, 

glorious, and heavenly one. 

 

Material traces of devotion 

The coarse exterior of the flax stem has to be broken down and torn off piece by 

piece to recover its precious core. The Lüne Banklaken seem to suggest that the 

same can be said for the martyr. Considering the many parallels between the 

creation of a textile and the creation of a martyr, is it possible that, in Lüne, 

experiences with textile production were used to convey the concept of 

martyrdom? Did the Lüne sisters apply their knowledge of the textile operational 

chain to explain the wonderful and painful transformation that took place during 

the passions of the martyrs? If so, we must also consider the possibility that the 
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nuns regarded all forms of textile production as new opportunities to reflect upon 

this subject; to recall and make an attempt to understand how the martyrs “multis 

atrium pressuris” were able to shed their mortal garments and don the fleece of the 

lamb. During their own textile work, the sisters could make use of the movements 

and sensory impressions involved to contemplate martyrdom. The production of 

the martyr Banklaken must have been particularly suited for contemplating this 

subject. Firstly, it seems the images and inscriptions were clearly designed to 

celebrate the three martyrs, which means that the production of the seven textiles 

may have been yet another cause for honouring and commemorating St. 

Bartholomew, St. Catherine, and St. George. Secondly, it seems it would have 

been difficult not to dwell on the subject of martyrdom during the production of 

the Banklaken since this work essentially consisted in materialising images of the 

martyrs, texts describing their legends, prayer texts dedicated to them, and 

liturgical texts associated with their feast days. 

The assumption that the sisters of Lüne used their experiences with textile 

production to convey the concept of martyrdom appears even more likely in view 

of the various examples that show how women in religious houses used craft work 

as means to reflect on key subjects within Christianity. At the beginning of this 

article, I described how Diemůt von Lindau used the practice of braiding as a 

means of praying on the interlacement of God and man which took place during 

the Incarnation. We also learn from the sister books from devotio moderna 

communities that the sisters there used activities such as spinning, winding thread 

or weaving to meditate on the body of Christ or the Passion. In Meester 

Geertshuis in Deventer, for example, the young sisters were instructed to spin “in 

die wonden ons lieven Heren”,53 thus utilising the tactile impressions during the 
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work to create a meditative experience of the wounds of Christ in soul and 

fingertips alike. Texts from Bavaria and Austria in the 15th century, known as Der 

geistliche Spinnrocken, “The Spiritual Distaff”, furthermore portrayed the 

different stages of the textile chaîne operatoire as an allegory of the Passion in 

which the distaff symbolised the cross, the flax symbolised Christ’s body, the lint 

symbolised Christ’s shed blood, and each rotation of the spindle symbolised 

Christ’s beating. These texts were popular within the southern German nunneries, 

where they most likely served as instructional material.54 

May we assume that the sisters of Lüne also used the production process 

of the Banklaken as a means to contemplate martyrdom? At least it seems that, 

during their creation, the Banklaken held great potential as powerful and complex 

devotional instruments. Not only because they – like Sister Diemůt’s braid – were 

pieces of handwork that could function as tactile, interactive prayer paraphernalia 

comparable to rosary beads,55 but also because this handwork was gradually 

turning into images of the martyrs, prayer texts devoted to the martyrs, and 

writings describing the martyrs’ legends. This work was, in other words, a 

multimedial devotional tool by means of which the nuns could recall the deeds 

and deaths of the martyrs through a number of different, yet combined modes of 

expression. The different prayer texts that were stitched onto the Banklaken are 

actually written in first person singular which makes them appear as the personal 

prayers from one of the nuns directed to the martyr. On the Banklaken there are, 

moreover, depictions of nuns kneeling and praying onto the martyrs which 

together with the written prayer leaves the impression that with these textiles, the 

nuns have turned their prayers into tangible materiality.56   
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As is also the case in the passage above, one of the reoccurring themes of 

the prayer texts that appear on the Banklaken is the promise to remember the 

martyr – and the hope that, by being remembered, the martyr will in turn help the 

nun to salvation. Since keeping the memory of the martyrs alive was highly 

rewarding, it is no surprise that great measures were taken within the nunneries to 

ensure that the nuns were well rehearsed in their legends. The martyrology was 

read aloud daily during the office of the chapter that was held after Prime, the 

early morning prayer.57 Also, the martyrs were visually present in images and 

sculptures, just like the nuns would sing hymns about the martyrs’ deeds, and 

individual prayer books also aided nuns in remembering them.58 Kathryn M. Rudy 

has mentioned a particular prayer book which is highly interesting in this context. 

It was used by a nun living in the north-eastern Netherlands, and it instructed the 

faithful to pray on the martyrdom of St. Barbara while simultaneously moving her 

body in ways which mirrored the events. For example, the rubric instructs the nun 

to lie prostate to commemorate how the saint was thrown into a dungeon; to stand 

to remember how the saint was hung up and had her flesh ripped open with hooks; 

and to bow her head to contemplate the beheading.59 

In her article, Rudy describes this prayer book as “a Passion play built for 

one”60 but, in my opinion, this comparison between prayer and liturgical play is 

somewhat confusing. Also, Rudy does not further explore what this analogy might 

add to our understanding of the prayer, which is why I would like to suggest a 

different way of understanding it. I believe we should consider the prayer an 

example of what Skinnebach refers to as medieval devotional practice. In her own 

work, Skinnebach describes a similar 15th-century prayer book that belonged to a 

Danish Bridgettine nun. In this book, the faithful is also instructed to perform 
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different movements while praying on the Passion of Christ, and, as Skinnebach 

observes, “the movements are most often chosen for their associative function”.61 

Both prayers thus exemplify how medieval prayer was not only uttered but also 

performed through specific actions which might reflect or perform the subject of 

the prayer. Skinnebach states, “Incorporation of body and perception in devotional 

practice became one of the main strategies, aiming at constituting one devout 

entity, body and soul in corporation. The ways in which this incorporation could 

be brought about were numerous and can be found in the very organisation of 

devotional practice.”62 Her work thus makes me speculate whether the production 

of the martyr Banklaken was actually viewed as a tool to allow the sister of Lüne 

Abbey to remember and honour their most important martyrs with body and soul 

in corporation. Though we cannot know for sure, it at least seems that, as 

handwork, the Banklaken held great potential as a vehicle for devotional practice; 

as mentioned, several of the movements involved in producing the textiles could 

have similarly represented the events of the legends, which made the production 

process well suited for performing prayers like the St. Barbara prayer. It is 

therefore worth contemplating whether the production of the Banklaken was 

initiated in order to orchestrate a form of devotional practice that would allow the 

sisters to remember their martyrs through not only images and texts but also 

physical movement. 

It should of course be mentioned that the Banklaken were not only useful 

to the sisters during their production. Judging from their appearance, they were 

most likely hung above the choir stools on the dies natalis of the three martyrs, 

where they served as valuable liturgical tools.63 This story has, however, been told 

before. What has not yet been thoroughly explored is the devotional function they 
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might have served even before they were finished. I argue that, in order to fully 

understand textiles like the Banklaken, this function must also be considered – 

partly because it enables us to interpret their images but partly because it also 

forces us to pay much closer attention to their material. By recognising that textile 

work within medieval nunneries was not mundane work intended to keep the nuns 

busy but instead a means to facilitate devotion, we must also recognise that the 

textiles produced in nunneries are the indexes of such devotion. These woven and 

embroidered textiles, which are kept in abbeys, churches, and museums, are the 

material traces of complex forms of devotion, since it was precisely through the 

devotional practice of the nuns that they acquired their shape. A thread spun by a 

sister during prayer has been charged by her devotion not only metaphorically but 

also in a concrete, physical sense: During her prayer, she exerted her physical 

power on the fibres of the thread each time she set the spindle in motion. By 

moving her hands and fingers, she twisted the fibres into a firmly tensioned 

thread, and this tension would have surely been released in the opposite direction 

had she not ensured that it was held in place by winding the thread onto the shaft 

of the spindle, thereby sealing the power within the material. Her tread is thus a 

repository of the power she has applied to it as a result of her devotional practice – 

which means that monastic textiles, consisting of hundreds of threads spun in 

nunneries, are essentially energy banks that still store the power once invested in 

them. 

The Banklaken from Lüne only represent the practice of one specific 

nunnery. The approach to textile work varied from place to place, so the textiles 

from another abbey would surely bear evidence of how the sisters there interacted 

with the textile medium; what specific properties of the medium they wished to 
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make use of, and how they viewed the relationship between the images they were 

to produce and the material they were producing them with. My analysis of the 

Banklaken thus mainly relates to the situation in the late medieval Lüne Abbey, 

and my intention is to provide one example of how we might study such textiles 

based on the expanding knowledge of textile work within nunneries. By doing so, 

I hope I may also encourage others to approach these textiles anew.  
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Figure 1: Selected elements of a late medieval textile chaîne opératoire. The drawings 

are made by the author. 

Figure 2: The Bartholomäuslaken from Lüne (1492, woolen convent stitch embroidery 

on tabby weave linen, 73 x 492 cm). Lüne Abbey in Lüneburg (Photo rights: 

Klosterkammer Hannover, Textilrestaurierung, Kloster Lüne). 

Figure 3: Details of the 2nd and 3rd Georgslaken. 

Figure 4: Detail of the Bartholomäuslaken. 

Figure 5: Detail of the 2nd Katharinenlaken. 
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