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This monograph engages with the significant question of how women can exer-
cise spiritual authority in historical periods and cultures where they are gener-
ally prohibited by virtue of their gender from assuming official roles as public 
religious leaders. Well-researched and thought-provoking, this study provides 
excellent insights into the authority of Birgitta of Sweden (1302/3-1373), a pro-
lific medieval visionary and powerful saint, who advised high-level political and 
ecclesiastical leaders throughout Europe and attracted widespread acclaim as a 
channel of divine revelation. In this book Päivi Salmesvuori, who is an adjunct 
professor of church history and gender studies at the University of Helsinki, 
sheds new light on how Birgitta of Sweden established her reputation for sanc-
tity, while stimulating her readers to contemplate the general nature of reli-
gious authority and its relationships to gender ideologies.

Birgitta of Sweden, whom the Catholic Church canonized in 1391 and declared 
in 1999 to be a co-patroness of Europe, was widely recognized already during 
her lifetime as a living saint. Individuals from all levels of society sought her spir-
itual instruction and intercessory prayers, kings and princes accepted her advice, 
tormented individuals received exorcisms through her, and the souls of the 
dead in purgatory sought comfort through her. Salmesvuori’s book argues that 
Birgitta established her spiritual authority and exercised her religious power by 
serving as a kind of “performance artist” (p. 12), who successfully convinced her 
diverse audiences that she was an authentic conduit of revelation. 

Throughout this informative study Salmesvuori seeks to understand how 
 Birgitta came to be recognized as a channel of God’s messages by focusing on 
Birgitta’s life in Sweden prior to her departure for Rome in 1349. While recogniz-
ing the difficulties of interpreting Birgitta’s Revelations, vita, and canonization 
documents as historically accurate records, Salmesvuori engages in close readings 
of these texts in order to construct a historical picture of Birgitta’s engagement 
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with her audiences during her period in Sweden. Although perhaps a bit too 
optimistic at times about the historicity of the sources, she demonstrates that 
the saint exercised spiritual authority through repeated negotiations with her 
audiences and that she attracted followers—aristocratic women, church leaders, 
politicians, and ordinary laypersons—even chronologically earlier than scholars 
typically recognize. Throughout her analysis she attends carefully to the roles 
that gender played in the dynamics of Birgitta’s religious authority during the 
late 1330s and 1340s when she adopted the identity of a spokesperson for God.

In the first chapter Salmesvuori argues that Birgitta, who belonged to the 
Swedish nobility and was the mother of eight children, had begun to be recog-
nized as a saintly woman with a divine vocation even while she was still married. 
Salmesvuori interprets hagiographic accounts of the Virgin Mary’s assistance for 
Birgitta during the difficult birth of her daughter in 1337 and Birgitta’s Swed-
ish meditations from the 1340s as evidence that Birgitta pursued a holy life and 
was recognized by others (especially aristocratic women) for her special piety 
prior to the death of her husband in 1344, the year when scholars typically have 
marked the beginning of her spiritual vocation. She also asserts that Birgitta’s 
pilgrimage with her husband to Santiago de Compostela in the early 1340s 
would have elevated Birgitta’s reputation for sanctity in the minds of others.

In Chapters Two and Three Salmesvuori explores how Birgitta reconciled 
her lost virginity and motherhood with her calling to be God’s mouthpiece. 
Although Christian teachings generally elevated virginity above marriage and 
widowhood, Birgitta and her supporters “relativized the significance of virgin-
ity” (p. 43) as Birgitta received revelations that all three states of life were of 
equal status when joined with obedience. During her Swedish period,  Birgitta 
also, according to Salmesvuori, was greatly inspired in her performances of sanc-
tity by the examples of Elizabeth of Hungary (1207-1231) and Marie d’Oignies 
(1177-1213), two married laywomen who were recognized as saints. Further-
more, as Salmesvuori explains, Birgitta attracted followers by engaging in visible 
performances of her transformation from being an aristocratic wife and mother 
to being the devoted mouthpiece, bride, and spiritual mother of Christ. Her dra-
matic performances of devotion to Christ included removing her husband’s ring 
as well as a fascinating mystical pregnancy in which she, like the Virgin Mary, 
experienced the movements of the unborn Christ-child in her body. Salmesvuori 
provocatively claims that “with the help of the mystical pregnancy she rede-
fined her gender” through the performance of her holiness (91). Through Bir-
gitta’s identification with the Virgin Mary, the loss of Birgitta’s virginity became 
subsumed by Christ’s presence inside her.

In Chapters Three and Four Salmesvuori attends to issues of gender while 
approaching the question of the role of Birgitta’s Swedish confessors, Subprior 
Peter of Alvastra and Master Mathias of Linköping, in establishing and pro-
moting her reputation for sanctity. She explains that while prophecy—that is, 
imparting visions and messages in the name of God—afforded medieval Chris-
tian women a public voice when their public religious roles were otherwise 
limited, visionary women were required in medieval Christianity to seek appro-
bation for their revelations from clerics. Although Birgitta sought confessors 
who could translate, publicize, and preach her revelations, she needed to be 
accepted by male clerics and needed to present herself as under their authority 
in order for her audiences to accept her as an authentic visionary. Paradoxically, 
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however, her confessors also submitted themselves to her spiritual authority as 
a channel of divine revelation.

Finally, as Salmesvuori points out in the final chapters, Birgitta successfully 
defended herself against negative responses and hostile criticisms—sometimes 
based on her gender—while establishing her positive reception through her 
displays of asceticism, performances of exorcisms, and interventions on behalf 
of the dead. Although some mocked Birgitta and questioned why God would 
select a noblewoman without theological education to serve as a divine mouth-
piece, she threatened opponents with damnation and repeatedly defended her 
authority as divinely ordained. Through public acts of power, the pious persona 
that she created, and the protection of ecclesiastical supporters, she successfully 
attracted a wide following in Sweden. These followers included King Magnus 
Eriksson and Queen Blanche of Namur, who supported her plans for a new mon-
astery in Vadstena, attempts to negotiate peace between France and England, 
and plans for a crusade against Novgorod.

While leaving its readers desiring to know more about Birgitta’s later interac-
tions with her audiences in Italy and the Holy Land, this book is thought-provok-
ing for both Birgitta specialists and those with more general interests related 
to women’s religious authority. Salmesvuori challenges some common interpre-
tations of Birgitta’s revelations, while also stimulating reflection on the gen-
dered dynamics of religious authority and power. As her work implies, claims 
to religious authority—always mediated and interpreted by theological and 
cultural traditions—are often highly gendered, and within religious traditions 
that delimit the proper exercise of women’s authority, it is always precarious for 
women to transcend traditional gender roles to seek to publicly exercise spiri-
tual power. Those seeking to exercise power by serving as visionaries, prophets, 
or living saints must find receptive audiences by performing their piety within 
societies and cultures that are infused by power relations.
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