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Abstract: 
Monastic recruiting in Sweden, c. 1200 – 1500 
Catharina Andersson, Umeå University 
 
The genealogy and social background of the entrants to Swedish female convents, during the early 
middle ages, is well known and scrutinized. Thanks to a relatively large preservation of charters 
drawn up in connection with a young woman’s entrance into a monastic house – charters one 
might entitle “entrance–diplomas” – many of these entrants can be identified, as well as their 
kinship and original family relations.  
 However, the sources concerning male entrants into monastic houses are different. In a 
Swedish context and in comparison to female entrants, the male entrants can only be identified by 
entrance–diplomas to a limited extent. The difference is so prominent that it cannot just be 
explained by a random preservation of diplomas. Rather, it might be explained by the fact that 
donations of estate to monasteries did not occur to the same extent when a man became a monk as 
when a woman entered a convent. Therefore the legal need to draw up a charter diminished, and 
one can assume that men to a large extent brought other gifts into the monastic house while 
entering except estate – books, education (in the capacity of priests), or physical labor – gifts and 
skills that did not necessarily demand a legal, written manifestation.  
 The absence of “male” entrance-diplomas raises many questions. To what extent did 
aristocratic young men, or their parents, donate estate in connection with their entrance to a 
monastery? Did young aristocrats enter the monasteries to a great extent, or are the aristocratic 
recruits rather to be found among well-educated adults? To what extent can other social groups be 
found inside the monastery? 
 Unfortunately, the absence of entrance-diplomas makes it difficult to answer questions like 
this and to scrutinize the social background of the monks. However, monks and friars are not 
totally anonymous in the sources, and with the help of other types of charters, at least some of 
these men can be identified, and occasionally also their original relationship regarding kin, family 
and social conditions.  
 By means of investigating all Swedish charters connected to the Cistercian Order and the 
Eskilstuna abbey (the only house representing the Order of St. John in Sweden), such an 
investigation on genealogical and social background is carried out within my present research 
project Monks, clerics and ideals on masculinity medieval Sweden. The intention has been to 
identify all men mentioned in the charters that were devoted to monastic life up to the end of the 
15th century. Even if the charters very often are scarce and fragmentary, some monks and their 
origins can be identified. And further, these men can, despite their small number, be the starting 
point for a discussion where important issues on monastic recruitment are addressed and 
problematized – such as whether these houses primarily recruited men from the aristocratic group, 
if the recruitment changed over time, and, not least, if/to what extent Swedish circumstances in 
this respect distinguished from other European conditions.   


