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ABSTRACT 

The doctoral dissertation Constructing Episcopal Sainthood in Late Medieval 
Sweden: The Cases of Brynolphus Algoti and Nicolaus Hermanni examines 
the canonization process cases of two medieval Swedish bishops, Brynolphus 
Algoti of Skara (ca. 1240–1317) and Nicolaus Hermanni of Linköping 
(1325/26–1391). The research asks how their sainthood was constructed – 
how on one hand traditional saintly features were applied to them, and on the 
other hand how the memories of their contemporaries and historical events 
were interpreted and employed to affirm the holiness of the late bishops.  

Both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s cases were opened at the Council of 
Constance in 1416, a century after Brynolphus’s death but only a quarter of a 
century after Nicolaus’s demise. Preliminary hearings were carried out in their 
home dioceses the following year. This research compares the cases of 
Brynolphus and Nicolaus with each other and includes a close reading of their 
canonization process texts, the earlier hagiography of Nicolaus, and historical 
documents and letters. Earlier research has mainly focused on the miracle 
collections and what they reveal about medieval lived religion and the 
formation of the cults of saints. This study examines how the saints’ lives were 
transformed into hagiographic lives, how historical and personal incidents 
intertwined with the literary conventions of the hagiographic genre and 
traditional saintly features, and what was emphasized and what was 
concealed. 

Both cases share similar attributes and features connected to the bishops, 
such as asceticism and defending the rights of the Church against the rulers of 
the realm, but the comparison between Brynolphus and Nicolaus shows the 
different natures of their sainthood. Nicolaus is an example of a contemporary 
saint, whose hagiographers were not free to portray him only through 
conventional saintly features, as the memories of contemporary witnesses had 
to be considered as well. Brynolphus’s case lacks contemporary witnesses and 
therefore his saintly image is more conventional and without many details in 
the depositions. In Nicolaus’s case, many witnesses are eager to share their 
own memories or what they had heard from someone close, but the witnesses 
of Brynolphus’s case rely mostly on general knowledge, miraculous tales, and 
Brynolphus’s administrative legacy.  

The research shows the multifaceted nature of sainthood, with the life and 
deeds of a putative saint being only one aspect. The community around the 
saint was crucial in the success of the new cult. The chapters of Skara and 
Linköping were the foremost promoters of Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s cults, 
and the hagiographies had not only the aim to canonize their holy bishop but 
also didactic elements towards the clergy and laypeople. In both cases, the 
Vadstena Abbey and the Birgittines played a part, and in Nicolaus’s case yet 
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another cluster of memory among the witnesses included his relatives, who 
could add another level of personal memories to their depositions.  

This study contributes to the research on sainthood, hagiographies, and 
medieval masculinities. It offers new perspectives and conclusions on how 
communities behind the cult constructed the sainthood of their bishops, but 
also how the hagiographies contain details and memories of the saint’s actual 
life. 
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I INTRODUCTION 

1 AIM OF THIS STUDY 

1.1 RESEARCH APPROACH 
In April 1414, the Swedish King Erik of Pomerania filed a petition for the 
canonization of Bishop Brynolphus Algoti of Skara (ca. 1240–1317) and Bishop 
Nicolaus Hermanni of Linköping (1325/26–1391), along with the Dominican 
Prioress Ingrid of Skänninge (d. 1282). The “sons of truth and students of 
goodness” (veritatis filii et bonitatis alumpni), Brynolphus and Nicolaus were 
praised for their “celebrated and venerable memory” (celebris et venerande 
memorie). Alongside petitions from Nordic bishops, the king’s letter asked the 
Pope to add these men to the catalogue of saints to be venerated and praised.1 
Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s canonization processes were opened in 1416 
when the Council of Constance (1414–1418) ordered three Nordic bishops to 
carry out further examinations of their sainthood. The bishops conducted 
hearings with witnesses in the dioceses of Skara and Linköping to collect 
evidence about the saintly reputations of the candidates, and then sent these 
canonization texts to papal curia for evaluation.2 Even though the processes 
did not end up in official canonizations, the cases of Brynolphus and Nicolaus 
offer a valuable view on the perceptions of sanctity in late medieval Sweden.  

The main task of this study is to examine the construction of sainthood of 
these two episcopal saints, and to trace the link between traditional saintly 
features applied to them, as well as the memories of contemporaries and the 
events documented in historical sources. I examine what kinds of saintly 
features were emphasized in the canonization projects and compare the 
images provided by the canonization inquiries, the depositions of the 
witnesses, and the documentary sources. To answer these questions, I closely 
read my sources, observing the relevant parts in discussion with other 
scholars.  

The most relevant concepts of my research are constructing sainthood and 
contemporary saints. For example, Pierre Delooz and André Vauchez have 
used the term “constructed saint” or “constructed sainthood” to describe the 

 
 

1 SDHK nr 18310 (1 April 1414, Kalmar). On the petitions from the bishops, see SDHK nr 18286 (16 

March 1414, Linköping; summary only), SDHK nr 18294 (20 March 1414; summary only, picture 

provided), SDHK nr 18297 (21 March 1414, Vadstena Abbey). See also Gallén 1937, 27–32. 
2 SDHK nr 18726 (27 April 1416, Constance); Lundén 1963, 24. See Appendix 3 for the witnesses. 
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representation of a saint by the community around them.3 The saint’s actions 
and behaviour were observed through an idea of sainthood, which could mean 
selection, interpretation, redefining, and remodelling. Generic hagiographic 
features are all that is known about some saints, while others carry many 
personal traits in their sainthood.4 I use the expression of constructing 
sainthood to point out the reinterpretative nature of sainthood in a similar way 
as Aviad M. Kleinberg describes the changes that the image of the saint 
underwent as time passed:  

The saint of everyday life with her ambiguous and contradictory 
messages, with her warts and wrinkles, was gradually replaced by a 
more coherent creation. The oral tradition simplified the saint; it 
turned her into a mnemonic unit. Many of the trivialities that make a 
living person were removed in order to get to the saintly core – that 
which made this saint holy.5  

 
The construction of sainthood means presenting the saint in their “Sunday 
clothes” 6, as Kleinberg put it; how the putative saints were presented to 
convince people of their sainthood, and how their features and actions were 
given saintly meanings.  

Contemporary saints (also called “new saints” and “recent saints”) indicate 
those saints whose cult started relatively soon after their death, sometimes 
even while they were still alive, the best-known case being Francis of Assisi. 
Their number and importance rose from the late eleventh century onwards. 
Recent saints often had a reputation of being a living saint during their 
lifetime. Living saints fashioned their life according to saintly models and their 
audience saw them as saints. After their death, their lives and actions were 
composed into hagiographies. The hagiographies of contemporary saints 
reflect a balancing between the portrayal of ideal, conventional sainthood and 
personal, unique traits to proclaim the authenticity of the future saint.7  

The canonization processes of Brynolphus and Nicolaus were opened a 
century after Brynolphus’s death, while Nicolaus had passed away only a little 

 
 

3 Delooz 1983, 195; Vauchez 2005, 532. Zoepf (1908) already examined the different aspects and 

features of sainthood. Delooz makes a distinction between “real saints” and “constructed saints” – 

real saints once being real people, about whom some facts may be established, while constructed 

saints are those about whom nothing is historically known, even their existence (Delooz 1983, 195); 

however, as he himself points out, all saints are somewhat constructed. Vauchez prefers the 

expression “constructed sainthood” to “imagined sainthood”, pointing out how it does not mean 

“something fictitious lacking relation to reality” (Vauchez 2005, 532 fn. 16). 
4 Delooz 1983, 195–196; Kleinberg 1989, 195. 
5 Kleinberg 1992, 1. 
6 Kleinberg 1992, 1. 
7 Zoepf 1908, 137, 144–153; Zimmermann 1959, 103–106; Kleinberg 1989, 186–187; Coué 1991, 

348–349; Kleinberg 1992, 24–25, 135, 153–157; Zarri 1996, 235, 252–254; Vauchez 2005, 109–111.  
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over 25 years before. This difference allows me to discuss and compare their 
sainthood in terms of contemporary sainthood as well as how the proximity or 
distance to their lifetime is visible in the hagiographies. The third saint 
candidate of the Swedish delegation was Ingrid of Skänninge, but her 
canonization process has only survived partially; only some of the depositions 
and miracles have been preserved.8 Therefore, this study focuses on the 
bishops Brynolphus and Nicolaus. During Nicolaus’s canonization process 
there were still contemporary witnesses alive, whereas in Brynolphus’s case 
the witnesses had to depend more on tradition. This study compares 
Brynolphus and Nicolaus to determine what kind of differences there are 
between the saintly image of Brynolphus, whose memory had been shaped 
over a longer period of time, and Nicolaus, whose contemporaries still lived 
and were able to relate their own memories. In addition, the comparison is 
used to examine how sainthood was constructed in late medieval Sweden by 
discussing what kinds of unique characteristics and what kinds of common 
and conventional features Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s sanctity included. 
William E. Paden argues that a comparison offers a more complete picture 
about the subject: “Our understanding of what religious language and practice 
‘can be’ is diminished if we do not have the most complete awareness of its 
possible variations.”9 Hence, this study contributes to the discussion around 
sainthood. Nicolaus will, however, occupy a more prominent role in this 
research because of the wider source material. Brynolphus, for his part, will be 
compared to Nicolaus, and thus this study will present a new perspective on 
Brynolphus as well. Brynolphus offers a meaningful comparison for Nicolaus: 
they both were bishops, and their canonization projects overlap, but they were 
not contemporaries.  

I argue that the hagiographic texts carry aspects of lived religion in terms 
of constructing sainthood in a certain community by certain groups. The 
interest around recent sainthood led to collecting oral traditions, memories, 
and experiences in the communities of saints, which makes the saintly 
narratives not only narratives about saintly figures but also about the 
community itself. In addition, the hagiographic narratives reveal glimpses 
about the saint’s life. I am informed by the argument articulated by Kleinberg, 
for example, about how hagiographic texts are not solely perceptions of 
sainthood by their authors but also contain information that the biographer 
could not leave out, be it proof of sanctity or not. The hagiographer of a recent 
saint was not as free to construct their vita according to hagiographic patterns 
as they would be with old saints, because the contemporaries of a saint were 

 
 

8 Henrik Schück and Ellen Jørgensen have edited the fragments of the process hearings see Schück 

1873–1895, 463–466; Jørgensen 1925, 72–73. Both have been printed in Gallén 1937, 32–36. See 

also Fröjmark 1992, 67–73. 
9 Paden 1994, 5. 
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still alive.10 For example, in the cases of Brynolphus and Nicolaus, the 
witnesses of their canonization processes had to be able to confirm the inquiry 
articles about their lives in order for the scrutinizing proceedings to succeed. 
This idea approaches the concept of lived religion, described by Sari Katajala-
Peltomaa, for example, as a “social phenomenon, built upon learnt practices, 
shared meanings, and joint experiences”.11 The canonization processes can 
thus be seen as a practical implementation of lived religion: joint experiences 
of a community in written form.  

My study discusses and represents the saintly images provided in the 
hagiographic sources and evaluates them in comparison with each other and 
other sources, such as documents and letters. Felice Lifshitz has discussed 
terms “hagiography” and “historiography”. She argues that the concept of a 
genre of “hagiography” is a construction of later centuries, and the 
contemporaries often referred to “hagiographical” texts as historiae.12 Sara 
Ellis Nilsson points out that the term “hagiography” can refer to literature 
dealing with saints but also the study of these writings, and she defines it 
accordingly: “Hagiography is not considered to be factual literature but rather 
a non-fictional literary genre.”13 In Brynolphus’s case, and especially in 
Nicolaus’s, it is possible to examine whether the hagiographic writings from 
the fifteenth century present the bishops’ life similarly as the documentary 
sources from their lifetime. According to Kleinberg, to try to distinguish what 
actually happened and what did not is to misunderstand the nature of 
medieval vitae. Nor can everything in texts be interpreted as perceptions of 
ideal sainthood. The historian interprets the texts as an interlocutor, 
evaluating their sources.14 A comparison between the different types of sources 
shows what the writers of the hagiographies emphasized and perhaps 
suppressed, and how the saint’s course of life was interpreted within their cult. 
Hence, Nicolaus’s case allows me to examine how in practice his sainthood was 
constructed, as the canonization text from preliminary hearings carries rich 
narratives and memories from the witnesses. Brynolphus offers a parallel, as 
his sainthood was constructed with fewer biographical details, and the 
emphasis is more on the inquiry articles formed according to the traditional 
patterns of sanctity. 

 
 

10 Kleinberg 1992, 61–62. 
11 Katajala-Peltomaa 2020, 2. 
12 Lifshitz 1994, 97–98, 113. Lifshitz argues that prior to the twelfth century the distinction between 

“historiography” and “hagiography” was meaningless. After the twelfth century, the separation of 

these genres can be traced, but it was more a question of political and social context. (Lifshitz 1994, 

105–106.) See also Ellis Nilsson 2015, 35 fn. 113. In addition, the term historiae is also used in 

Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s canonization processes to describe the Offices for saints they wrote. 

(Processus, 64 hystorias; Vita Brynolphi, 142 historias.) 
13 Ellis Nilsson 2015, 34–35. 
14 Kleinberg 1992, 61–62, 68–69. 
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1.2 SOURCES AND EARLIER RESEARCH 
My main sources are the hagiographic records about Brynolphus and Nicolaus. 
In Brynolphus’s case, the source is his canonization process document. After 
the celebration of Brynolphus’s translation feast in 1492, Bishop Brynolphus 
Gerlaci put in print Vita beati Brynolphi, of which two incunables have been 
preserved, but no manuscript.15 Claes Annerstedt produced a critical edition 
in 1876 with the aim to reconstruct the original text as well as possible, despite 
the errors in the incunables.16 Brynolphus’s process involved a preliminary 
investigation, a processus in partibus, that was ordered to take place in the 
home regions of the saint and would precede the official process. Such a 
process did not, however, occur in either Brynolphus’s or Nicolaus’s case. The 
preliminary investigation took place in Skara and Vadstena in the spring of 
1417.17  

Nicolaus’s case consists of two sources. First is the older vita et miracula, 
which was sent to the Holy See in 1414 with the petition for Nicolaus’s 
canonization. The author of the vita is unknown, but one of the most likely 
authors was Canon Laurentius Gedda, the delegate of the diocese of Linköping 
in Constance, who died there in 1417. He was the youngest canon of the chapter 
at the time of collecting Nicolaus’s miracles. Bishop Kanutus Boecii and 
Provost Laurentius Odonis have also been suspected of contributing to the 
writing of the vita.18 The miracles were collected between 1401–1414. The vita 
and miracula have been preserved as a manuscript from Syon Abbey from the 
1420s, and can now be found in the British Library.19 Henrik Schück has edited 
the texts, and they were published in the fifth volume of Antiqvarisk tidskrift 
för Sverige.20  

The other hagiographic source on Nicolaus is, like in Brynolphus’s case, the 
document of a processus in partibus, which has survived in the Birgittine 

 
 

15 BHL 1477. See also ISTC ib01264500. 
16 Annerstedt’s edition was published in Scriptores rerum Svecicarum medii aevi and will be 

referred to as Vita Brynolphi in this study. See also Fröjmark 2004, 88 fn. 4; Pernler 2000. 
17 Fröjmark 1995, 137–138; Öberg 2005, 71. Anders Fröjmark’s article on the canonization process 

of Brynolphus Algoti has been published in English under the title “The Canonization Process of 

Brynolf Algotsson” in Procés de canonisation au Moyen Âge: Aspects juridiques et religieux / 

Medieval Canonization Processes: Legal and Religious Aspects (2004). 
18 Schück 1873–1895, 435; Schück 1959, 445; Lundén 1963, 23; Wetzstein 2004, 421–422. Herman 

Schück notes also that the correlation between the vita and the canonization process remains 

unclear, but the witnesses of the canonization process were partly the same people as the original 

sources for Nicolaus’s sainthood, such as Provost Laurentius Odonis. (Schück 1959, 9 fn. 27.) 
19 Codex Harleianus 612. Schück 1873–1895, 417–418; Fröjmark 1992, 47. 
20 Vita Nicholai, BHL 6101; Miracula Nicholai, BHL 6102. The edition has double pagination, one 

for the entire volume of Antiqvarisk tidskrift and the other for each article. I refer to the page 

numbers of the whole volume in this study. The translation by Tryggve Lundén was published in 

Credo 1958 (Den helige Nikolaus’ av Linköping liv och underverk). 
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Paradiso monastery in Florence. The manuscript is a copy of the process 
document. However, the leaves of the manuscript are in the wrong order and 
some parts are missing.21 Tryggve Lundén’s edition of the canonization 
process22 has Latin text and Swedish translation next to each other, and he has 
reorganized the pages of the manuscript. Moreover, Herman Schück made 
some corrections to the organizing of the manuscript in his recension, which I 
have taken into account.23 Outside of the focus of this study, there are also 
liturgical sources on Brynolphus and Nicolaus from the late 15th and early 16th 
centuries. In Brynolphus’s case, there are an officium and a Mass, printed in 
Breviarum Scarense in 1498.24 Nicolaus’s officium and Mass were likewise 
composed for his translation feast in the early 16th century.25 

In addition to the hagiographic sources, I also use the documentary sources 
of medieval Sweden, primarily those from Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s 
lifetimes. Svenskt Diplomatariums huvudkartotek (SDHK) is a database and 
register of Swedish medieval letters from 817 until 1540, consisting of the 
letters and their summaries. I refer to the letters with their SDHK number and, 
if necessary, mention if the database only offers a summary of said letter.26 
When useful, I also refer to other documentary and hagiographic sources, for 
example, medieval letters from Denmark, Norway, and Finland, and the 
canonization process and revelations of Birgitta.27 

Both Brynolphus and Nicolaus have been subjects of scholarly interest. 
André Vauchez’s comprehensive work La sainteté en Occident aux derniers 
siècles du Moyen Age (1981)28 contains an examination of Nicolaus and 
Brynolphus as northern episcopal saints. In addition, Brynolphus and 
Nicolaus have been part of studies alongside other saints conducted, for 
example, by Christian Krötzl, Janken Myrdal, Göran Bäärnhielm and Sari 
Katajala-Peltomaa in their work on miracle collections and lived religion, Alf 
Härdelin’s research on liturgical and contemplative life, and Jenni Kuuliala’s 

 
 

21 Lundén 1963, 7–11; Fröjmark 1992, 48. 
22 Processus, BHL 6102 c. 
23 Schück 1964. Appendix 3 contains a list of the witnesses according to Schück’s corrections. 
24 Edition and translation by Lundén 1946, 24–35 (officium), 35–37 (Mass). See also Fröjmark 1995, 

144–146. 
25 BHL 6103. Edition by Gustaf Edvard Klemming in Fotolitografiska aftryck af Svenska 

palæotyper (1870). See also Helander 1989, 149; Fröjmark 1992, 48–49.  
26 SDHK also provides the numbers of the older printed editions of the letters, such as 

Diplomatarium Suecanum or Svenskt Diplomatarium as well as references to research and other 

printed sources. 
27 APD, DF, DN, Acta Birgitte, Rev., etc.  
28 I use the English translation, Sainthood in the Later Middle Ages, and thus I refer to the English 

paperback version from 2005 (Vauchez 2005).  
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study on the infirmities of saints.29 Sara Ellis Nilsson has researched the native 
cults in the Ecclesiastical Provinces of Lund and Uppsala until 1300, offering 
a background for the period of my study.30 In addition, Haki Antonsson’s and 
Ildar M. Garipzanov’s edited Saints and their Lives on the Periphery contains 
a collection of articles on saintly cults in Scandinavia preceding the timeframe 
of this research.31 The formation of Nicolaus Hermanni’s cult has been studied 
by Anders Fröjmark in his dissertation Mirakler och helgonkult. Linköpings 
biskopsdöme under senmedeltiden (1992). Fröjmark studied Nicolaus’s cult 
and miracles alongside Birgitta and Katarina Ulfsdotter in the context of the 
diocese of Linköping. In addition, Cordelia Heß chose Nicolaus as one of the 
three saints she studied in Heilige machen im spätmittelalterlichen 
Ostseeraum (2008). Her study presents and compares the different sources 
for Saints Birgitta, Nicolaus, and Dorothea of Montau, with an emphasis on 
the comparison of miracle narratives. Regarding Nicolaus’s milieu, the diocese 
of Linköping, Herman Schück’s dissertation Ecclesia Lincopensis. Studier om 
Linköpingskyrkan under medeltiden och Gustav Vasa (1959) is a thorough 
presentation.  

Brynolphus Algoti, on the other hand, has been the subject of two article 
collections that offer my research viewpoints on the development of 
Brynolphus’s cult, his surroundings, and the timeframe of his life. Brynolf 
Algotsson – scenen mannen, rollen (1995) and Biskopen och törntaggen 
(2004) contain articles from a range of scholars, illustrating the scene in which 
Brynolphus and his saintly reputation are visible in liturgy or pilgrimages. 
Both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s cases appear also in Thomas Wetzstein’s 
Heilige vor Gericht: Das Kanonisationsverfahren im europäischen 
Spätmittelalter (2004) among examples of the different canonization 
procedures. However, these two saints together have not been a subject of 
scholarly interest, and my study contributes by thoroughly presenting and 
analysing how their sainthood was presented in their canonization cases. 

The saints, in general, have been an object of scholarly interest for 
centuries, starting from the work of the Bollandists in the 17th century.32 
Foundational works for modern research include the studies of, for example, 
André Vauchez, Ronald C. Finucane, Michael Goodich, Donald Weinstein, and 
Rudolph M. Bell, who have mapped the different types, characteristics, and 

 
 

29 Krötzl: Pilger, Mirakel und Alltag (1994); Myrdal & Bäärnhielm: Kvinnor, barn & fester I 
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Possession & Lived Religion in Later Medieval Europe (2020). 
30 Ellis Nilsson: Creating Holy People and Places on the Periphery (2015).  
31 Antonsson & Garipzanov, 2010. 
32 See, e.g., Hippolyte Delahaye’s L’œuvre des Bollandistes à travers trois siècles, 1615–1915.  
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origins of saints and their cults.33 These studies point out the trends and 
similarities of different saints, and provide the basis for research on them, 
despite the problems with strict statistical analysis of such individuals. For 
example, Weinstein and Bell included the canonized saints and every other 
uncanonized saint from the list compiled by Pierre Delooz to produce their 
statistics on the characteristics of saints. These methods and lists have raised 
questions concerning their sample; because some saints enjoyed a wider 
reputation and hence had more importance in ideals around sanctity, the 
division into official and unofficial saints is not unambiguous, and organizing 
the saints in chronological or geographical categories does not reveal the rise 
or decline in the popularity of the old saints’ cults.34 However, even though the 
percentages remain debatable, general characteristics and features of sanctity 
are revealed from these studies, allowing me to examine the traditional and 
unique features in Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s saintly images. 

More recent research around saints has focused on the experiences of the 
helped people in the miracle collections, and discussing how lived religion is 
visible in these narratives, as well as the gendered aspects of saints and their 
cults.35 My research turns the gaze of lived religion from the miracle collections 
towards the depictions of the saints’ lives, in a similar way to how, for example, 
Claire Stancliffe, Aviad M. Kleinberg, Katherine Allen Smith and Meri 
Heinonen have approached their sources. They have expressed how, despite 
all of the literary topoi and hagiographic conventions, the medieval texts also 
contain traces of historical, personal incidents, values, and memories. These 
memories from the saint’s actual life were interpreted through traditional 
hagiographic formulations in order to present the putative saint in a likeness 

 
 

33 Finucane: Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England (1977); Goodich: Vita 
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Society: The Two Worlds of Western Christendom, 1000–1700 (1982).  
34 Weinstein & Bell, 1982, 277–290; Kleinberg 1992, 14–15; Bartlett 2013, 129–141. 
35 See, e.g., Catherine M. Mooney (ed.): Gendered Voices: Medieval Saints and Their Interpreters 

(1999); Samantha J. E. Riches & Sarah Salih (eds.): Gender and Holiness: Men, Women and Saints 
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to the already venerated saints.36 The depositions of witnesses in the 
canonization processes allow me to trace these features, because in the inquiry 
articles both Brynolphus and Nicolaus share quite similar characteristics, even 
as the depositions bring forward disparities.  

1.3 CHAPTER OVERVIEW OF THIS DISSERTATION 
This introductory part of the dissertation continues by introducing the 
medieval cult of saints and canonization processes in general, and the milieus 
of Brynolphus Algoti and Nicolaus Hermanni in Sweden. Throughout the 
thesis, I first examine the narratives on Nicolaus, although Brynolphus’s cult 
preceded Nicolaus’s, although their canonization process texts are 
contemporaries. As discussed, the sources on Brynolphus are sparser and 
more compact than in Nicolaus’s case, and some features that are described in 
Nicolaus’s process do not appear in Brynolphus’s hagiography. This sparsity 
allows me to approach the narratives on Brynolphus to compile the different 
themes in the hagiographic writings, together with discussing him as an 
individual saint.  

The first section examines the bishops from the viewpoint of their actions 
as men of the Church, foremost as bishops. First, I discuss their childhood 
narratives and their path to the Church by comparing the conventional 
childhood and growing narratives of saints, and how Nicolaus’s and 
Brynolphus’s early lives were depicted. The following chapters examine their 
role as spiritual leaders of their dioceses: how they committed themselves to 
the liturgical life, jurisdiction, and charitable actions. The tasks of a bishop 
were presented also as signs of their sainthood, and the chapter will 
demonstrate and analyse these aspects. The final chapter of this section covers 
Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s relations with earthly rulers. Both their 
hagiographies contain narratives of contradictions between them and the 
kings and knights of the realm, raising up the bishops as manly defenders of 
the Church. The chapter discusses these narratives with comparisons to 
documentary and letter sources, as well as in the context of the discussion on 
medieval genders. 

The second section of the study focuses on the virtues that Brynolphus and 
Nicolaus are described to have excelled in. As in many saints’ cases, ascetic 
practices play a prominent role. But while Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s 
hagiographies show the conventions and required asceticism of a saint, they 
also reveal the need to find a balance between humility and private ascetic 
practices, and how they were revealed to the audience to work as proofs of 
sanctity. The incidents and features that seem at first glance to contrast with 
the saintly image were also suitable for the construction of sainthood; 

 
 

36 Stancliffe 1983, 196–202; Kleinberg 1992, 50–62.; Heinonen 2007, 8–13; Smith 2010, 102. See 
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reluctance to become a bishop, infirmities, and ailments (especially the 
situation of death) offered a way to underline saintly features, and Nicolaus’s 
and Brynolphus’s cases were no exceptions. The last chapter of this section 
examines how Nicolaus and Brynolphus appear in revelations of Saint Birgitta, 
and how these revelations were interpreted and presented in their respective 
hagiographies in order to show their suitability for saintliness. 

The final section before the conclusion presents Nicolaus and Brynolphus 
through the lens of miracles and emerging cults. Their miracle collections have 
been studied earlier, and thus my focus is on the constructors of Brynolphus’s 
and Nicolaus’s sainthood: namely, clerics. In Nicolaus’s case, the differences 
between the earlier miracle collection and later canonization process text offer 
a view on how his saintly image was presented for different audiences. Both 
cases contain miracles experienced by clerics, also revealing a didactic element 
in the miracle narratives, since the priests around the dioceses were the most 
active promoters of cults. Finally, the significance of Birgittine circles in the 
canonization processes is discussed, and what happened with Brynolphus’s 
and Nicolaus’s cults after the canonization process hearings.  

The names of medieval persons can vary from source to source; for 
example, Brynolphus Algoti appears as Brynolphus in the canonization 
process and related documents. Several letters contain his name as 
Bryniulphus, but Brynulfus and Brynnulphus appear as well, and even 
Brynniulfs and Bryniulær in vernacular letters.37 In modern literature the 
names Brynolf Algotsson and Nils Hermansson appear most often, but not 
unambiguously; for example, Bengt. R. Jonsson has used the form “Brynjulf 
Algotsson” and Sari Katajala-Peltomaa “Nicholas Hermansson”.38 I have 
decided to use the Latin names from the canonization processes – Nicolaus 
Hermanni and Brynolphus Algoti, and I likewise use the Latin names of the 
clergy. With laypeople I use vernacular names according to the translations of 
the canonization processes by Tryggve Lundén and Sven Blomgren, being 
aware of the possible errors since all the witnesses in the processes have 
Latinized names. With monarchs, I use the Swedish form of their names: thus, 
for example, Albrekt instead of Albert. With biblical quotations, I have used 
the Vulgate in Latin and the Revised Standard Version in English. Translations 
from Latin to English are mine, except when stated otherwise.  

 
 

37 See, e.g., SDHK nr 1160 (year 1281), 1316 (year 1284, Skänninge), 1328 (year 1286, Varnhem), 

2285 (22 April 1309, Läckö), 2657 (6 January 1315, Husaby), 2695 (29 August 1315), 18726 (27 April 

1416, Constance).  
38 Jonsson 2010; Katajala-Peltomaa 2020. 
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2 SANCTITY IN THE MIDDLE AGES  

2.1 OLD SAINTS, NEW SAINTS  
Who and what was a “saint”? At the simplest, one could define that a saint was 
a deceased person who had lived an exemplary, virtuous life, and performed 
miracles after death, thus showing their connection to God. The term was not, 
however, unambiguous. By another theological definition, all who entered 
heaven were saints, but in practice, only a limited group were honoured with 
the title of saint. Official recognition of a saint included the celebration of a 
feast day, which was usually the day of the saint’s death. In addition to feasts, 
hagiographic texts and relic shrines were indications of official veneration of a 
saint. In late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages, the local bishops gave their 
blessing for sainthood.39 The first saints were martyrs, as the local churches 
started to honour their members who had died from persecution. The martyrs’ 
way of death was a manifestation of their sanctity. When the persecutions 
ended, a new type of saints arose. These saints, known as confessors, became 
saints because of their way of religious life, and their virtues.40 The bishops 
controlled the cult of saints in the first centuries of Christian communities, but 
during the twelfth century papal canonization arose alongside the episcopal 
translation, and finally in 1234 the right to authorize the cults of saints was 
reserved to the papacy. This led to a more juridical take on sanctity, with 
systematic investigation and the development of canonization process 
procedures.41  

Over time, a typology of saints also developed; in addition to the above-
mentioned martyrs and confessors, the saints could be divided into categories 
of angels, apostles, and virgins. The Virgin Mary was a unique type of saint 
above them all. Each category also had generic liturgical services for those 
saints who did not have their own Mass or Office. Most hagiographers before 
the late eleventh century mostly fit their saints in the model of a prototypical 
saint’s life. Saints were identical or at least nearly identical, as the writers 
showed how the saint in question was like all other holy people –and therefore 
was holy, too. Usually, saints’ vitae were written over a hundred years after 
their death. The long timeline and prototypical ideals enabled an unvarying 
and standard image of sainthood. In the eleventh century, however, the 
tendency changed as the number and relative importance of new saints, those 
who had lived and deceased recently, rose. The new – or recent – saints 

 
 

39 Kleinberg 1992, 8; Head 1999; Mulder-Bakker 2002, 3–4. Finucane also points out the use of the 
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40 Delooz 1983, 191; Vauchez 2005, 14–15. See also Bartlett 2013, 3–26. 
41 Delooz 1983, 191; Kleinberg 1989, 184–186; Krötzl 1994, 49–51; Vauchez 2005, 24–25. 
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expressed that God worked through contemporary individuals in the present 
day, not only decades and centuries past, like in the lives of old saints.42 

The interest in these new saints also had an impact on hagiographic texts. 
Earlier, the way to convince the reader of a person’s sanctity was to highlight 
what they had in common with other saints, while in case of the new saints, 
their uniqueness was of more interest than the conventional saintly features. 
The previous tendency to standardize the saints shifted into emphasizing what 
made this particular saint different from others. The readers were now 
interested in the “irrelevancies” in the saint’s life. Thus, the hagiographers had 
to balance between the old, conventional elements of sainthood to link a new 
saint to the long tradition, but at the same time provide enough particular 
details that people who had personally known the saint would feel familiar 
with the depiction. The early biographies of a saint tended to be filled more 
with what was unique in the saint’s life. Later versions of biographies were, 
with some exceptions, more conventional than the early ones. The 
conventional, standardized descriptions of sainthood took gradually over the 
eyewitnesses’ personal (though irrelevant to canonization) accounts of the 
saint’s life.43 The key aim in hagiographic writings was to leave no doubt about 
the holy person’s sanctity. The different ideals, conventions, miraculous deeds, 
and literary styles served the aim to convince the audience about the 
protagonist’s sanctity.44 

Apart from remembering the virtuous life of saints, miracles, or miracula, 
formed an essential part of a saint’s cult.45 Saints were thought to be able to 
perform miracles because they had gained merit during their lifetime, and thus 
they were provided with God’s power (virtus).46 Miracles as part of the cult of 
saints had a background in the miracle narratives of the Bible, especially the 
miracles performed by Jesus; like these paragons, the medieval miracles were 
usually about healing the sick or hurt. The miracles usually happened at the 
shrine of the saint’s relics, making it a destination for pilgrims pleading or 
thanking for help.47 Thus, miracles were also the laity’s way of connecting with 
the saints; the petitioners made the choice about which saints they would turn 
to, how to plead for their help and what to promise in exchange.48 

 
 

42 Kleinberg 1989, 186; Kleinberg 1992, 23–26; Vauchez 2005, 131–132; Bartlett 2013, 150–151. 
43 Kleinberg 1989, 187–188; Kleinberg 1992, 2. 
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Overall, a central concept of sanctity was that the saints comprised a link 
between God and humanity, through people or objects, with relics and sacred 
places being places of devotion. Later in the Middle Ages, two concepts became 
dominant and more or less excluded each other: a saint was either an 
intercessor, imparting God’s power to devotees, or an exemplary imitator of 
Christ and thus a model for Christians. In addition, the saint could be seen as 
an icon and an embodiment of the community; that is, there were patron saints 
of cities and villages. They offered a feeling of security and played an important 
role on festive days, no matter if people knew or did not know the whole story 
of a saint or took them as the role model for their lives.49 The different concepts 
of sainthood show the different functions for the cult of saints. Saints offered 
individuals hope for healing and surviving a difficult situation, their exemplary 
lives could be used as models for a good Christian life, and they could be used 
in power struggles, for example, to support claims for a position, or to reward 
certain groups or people.50 

In any case, sainthood started in a community. All saints were at first local 
saints, venerated by an audience with the approval of an ecclesiastical 
authority. Some of the saints remained foremost and solely local, while some 
of them became global. Either way, the community – a certain group of people, 
town, or region – made the cult of a saint powerful. Aviad M. Kleinberg has 
noted this point: “People are not saints unless others consider them saints.”51 
Sainthood was formed from a community’s recollections of a dead person’s life 
and actions and the meaning given to them, constructed by combining the 
features of their unique personality with traditional iconographic elements. 
Pierre Delooz has stated: “All saints are more or less constructed in that, being 
necessarily saints for other people, they are remodelled in the collective 
representation which is made of them.”52 Selection was always present in 
hagiographic material and canonization processes, although in cases of a 
recent saint their contemporaries remembered many details and trivialities 
about the person. All actions of the saint were not to be remembered; some 
aspects of their life could be smoothed away. The lives of recent saints were 
constructed to proclaim sanctity, but the construction worked the other way 
round, too; the ideals of sainthood were applied and shaped around the holy 
person.53 Constructing sainthood was a process of combining the iconographic 
ideals and contemporary narratives to represent a saintly figure. 

 
 

49 Mulder-Bakker 2002, 8–11.  
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2.2 THE CANONIZATION PROCESSES 
The veneration of saints was a multifaceted practice and only a minority of 
cults were promoted for official papal canonization. Until the twelfth century, 
saints were venerated locally: their cult started in a certain place, and local 
ecclesiastical authority – such as an abbot or a bishop – raised or transferred 
a saint’s relics as a sign of official approval. This elevatio was considered the 
central element of canonization. Gradually, the pope started to take part and 
intervene in the official consecration of saints. As the pope took over the 
official canonizations, from 1198 to 1434 only a few dozen processes ended in 
canonization, but at the same time, hundreds of new cults appeared in Europe. 
The process required both funds and time, and many communities did not 
even try to pursue official canonization. Local enthusiasm and veneration were 
nevertheless an important starting point. Indeed, saintly reputation, or fama 
sanctitatis, referred to popular devotion and how the saint appeared in the 
community, and it was a requirement for sainthood.54  

Pope Innocent III (papacy 1198–1216) claimed that two central elements 
were required for sanctity: a virtuous life and miracles after death. Miracles 
were popular among the people, but they also served as a sign of the divine. 
The problem, however, was how to evaluate the miracles. There was a chance 
that supernatural deeds were not of heavenly origin, and thus all cases and 
miracles had to be examined and evaluated. During the pontificate of Gregory 
IX (papacy 1227–1241), the hearings of the witnesses of the canonization were 
arranged around inquiry articles, articuli interrogatorii, which were 
statements formulated beforehand about the candidate’s life and miracles. The 
witnesses were asked one article at a time to either confirm or deny the 
information in the article and then explain how they knew it. This practice 
saved time, and the material was easier to organize in the investigation 
process. As canonization became a judicial procedure, the saints’ vitae had to 
prove their holiness in a way that would pass the systematic and rational 
investigation of the papacy. The canonization proceedings also reflect the 
development of Roman and canon law in the Middle Ages.55  

The canonization process began by informing the pope that there was an 
individual considered “holy”. A summary of the person’s reputation (fama 
sanctitatis) and life, and sometimes also a list of miracles, was sent to the pope 
together with letters from various supporters pleading for the initiation of a 
canonization investigation. This usually took years, even centuries, of 
repeatedly sending letters, as well as good relations with someone in the curia. 
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The delay was also intentional; it showed if the supporters would lose interest 
in the candidate and if the miracles still continued. If the pope and the 
cardinals then agreed to investigate the case, a commission of two or three 
bishops or other suitable persons was appointed to enquire into the 
candidate’s life, reputation, miracles, and cult in the place where the candidate 
was buried. This part of the process was called the inquisitio in partibus, that 
is, the examination of the areas associated with the dead person. The purpose 
of this examination was to resolve whether a further examination of the 
candidate’s holiness should follow, and the commissioners did not necessarily 
question any witnesses. The commissioners sent their findings to the curia, 
and, after that, the pope and the cardinals could initiate the investigation 
concerning the truth of the case. The pope instructed the commissioners to 
gather witnesses who would confirm or deny the truth of the articuli 
interrogatorii. These pre-set questions were to guide the witnesses to focus on 
the case.56 Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s canonization process texts are from 
these types of hearings in partibus.  

Apart from the commissioners, who were representatives of the pope and 
questioned the witnesses, the canonization process included promoters, 
proctors, and notaries. Promoters were those who financed the process in 
partibus and collected the necessary material, like initial miracles, documents, 
or supporting letters. If the pope decided to open the process, the promoters 
formulated the list of the articuli interrogatorii of the saint’s life and miracles. 
Promoters nominated the proctor (procurator) as their representative in the 
hearings, and the proctor took care of the running of the process. Promoters 
and proctors selected and invited the witnesses, and they had to be accepted 
by the commissioners. Notaries assisted commissioners, wrote down the 
depositions, and translated them if needed.57 

For example, when examining miracles, the investigators sought to 
distinguish “true” miracles from “false” ones. The 13th-century canon lawyer 
Goffredus of Trani and the Dominican theologian Thomas Aquinas formulated 
definitions to identify the “true” miracles. According to these definitions, a 
miracle should be by God and not by artifice (ex Deo non ex arte), against 
nature (contra naturam), apart from nature (praeter naturam) or above 
nature (supra naturam); it should be performed by the power of words (ex vi 
verborum) or by a person’s merit (ex merito hominis); and a miracle should 
strengthen faith (ad corrobarationem fidei).58 In addition, the witnesses of 
the miracles were evaluated. Only one eyewitness was not sufficient proof for 
a miracle. Contradictory testimonies, too, raised doubts, as did dreams and 
visions about the miracle.59 The committee nominated to investigate the 
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canonization cases on the local level were given direct instructions as to how 
question the witnesses about miracles: how the witness had come to the 
information, when and where and how exactly the miracle had happened, and 
what the invocation prayer was. The committee also gathered information 
about the length and severity of the illness and whether the miraculous cure 
was permanent. Similar information was important when interrogating the 
witnesses about the putative saint’s life, including how the witnesses had 
gathered their knowledge and what their background was. Notaries had to 
record the depositions faithfully. The document would then be examined in 
the papal curia and, if accepted, could lead to canonization.60  

Some witnesses maybe had already been part of the preliminary 
investigation, while some were perhaps to testify only about a particular event 
in the saint’s life or a certain miracle. The selection of witnesses was not 
insignificant. Men were more often called to witness than women since their 
word was considered more trustworthy. High social status, however, added 
weight to women’s depositions. Other aspects that gave reliability to witnesses 
were, for example, wealth and age. An important factor was the witnesses’ 
religious status: the words of clerics were more trustworthy than laymen’s, 
especially when they testified based on hearsay. The hearings were carried out 
in Latin or in the vernacular – in which case the depositions were translated 
into Latin when written down, or the hearings could be conducted through an 
interpreter.61  

After the interrogations, the material was evaluated and arranged by the 
commissioners. Miracles were often arranged according to their type, and 
some of them could be omitted. The order of witnesses could be changed: 
usually, the first witness held the highest status. The interrogation transcript 
written by the notaries was sent to the pope together with the committee’s 
report. The report was analysed in the curia by papal chaplain-secretaries. If 
everything seemed to have been in order, the pope appointed yet another 
committee of three bishops to examine the case further. The committee 
reported to the pope and the cardinals, who decided if the candidate’s holiness 
was proven or not. If it was, the consistory heard the depositions under each 
article and decided whether to accept all the miracles as proven or maybe just 
a few of them, and all things considered, whether the canonization could 
proceed. If everything went well, the canonization day came and the new saint 
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was presented in a ritual with symbolic acts, prayers, rich hangings, torches, 
candles, and pictures of them.62 

However, the canonization procedures took many different forms, and each 
canonization process applied the regulations in an individual manner. The 
methods of questioning the witnesses, the number and content of the articuli 
interrogatorii, and the techniques of recording varied.63 As Laura Ackerman 
Smoller notes: “Papal canonization was the occasion not simply for formal 
approval of a new (or old) cult, but also for the shaping of an enduring official 
image of the holy man or woman.”64 An example of the multifaceted policies 
about official canonization was the translation of the saint’s body and relics. 
The translation (translatio) meant that the relics of the saint were ritually 
relocated, either over great distances or just a short distance from the original 
burial site to a new shrine. The relocation could be an elevation (elevatio), 
whereby the bones of the saint were raised above the ground or floor level to a 
new tomb. The translations were sometimes granted an annual liturgical 
commemoration, making it a feast day for a saint in addition to the day of their 
death. Before the official canonization procedures, translation by a local 
prelate was the de facto act of canonization, but as the papal authority over 
canonizations increased, translation became more of a consequence of papal 
approval. In practice, however, many bishops continued the translations, and 
ordinary people easily confused translation and canonization. In northern 
Europe, on the other hand, it seems to have been widely believed that the 
solemn translation was not possible if the saint was not yet canonized by the 
pope.65 

 

3 SWEDEN IN THE LATE MIDDLE AGES 

3.1 REALM POLITICS 
Both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s episcopates took place in a time of 
increasing royal power. The monarchs and the ongoing discussion and 
struggle about the privileges of the Church come through in both their 
hagiographies.66 In 1250, King Erik Eriksson had died without an heir. His 
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successor was Valdemar Birgersson,67 the son of the sister of the late King Erik 
and a statesman Birger Jarl (ca. 1210–1266), who was possibly the mightiest 
man in thirteenth-century Sweden. In practice, Birger himself reigned, 
strengthening the power of the monarch as well as that of his own family. 
Birger co-operated with the Church and foreign merchants to gain support and 
funds, and he also reformed taxation and formed alliances with Norway and 
Denmark. Birger had a significant effect on the development of centralized 
power in Sweden.68 

After the death of Birger, his son Valdemar had to deal with the power-
hungry nobility as well as his brother Magnus,69 who was not content with his 
position. Following Valdemar’s penitential pilgrimage to Rome because of an 
affair with his wife’s sister, Magnus and the third brother Erik were able to 
strengthen their positions. The return of Valdemar led to an open conflict, 
which resulted in the coronation of Magnus. To secure his crown, Magnus 
granted privileges like tax exemptions for the Church. During Magnus’s reign, 
overlapping Brynolphus’s time as the bishop, the tax exemptions and other 
privileges for the religious and nobility were established and institutionalized. 
In addition, the Council of the Realm (riksrådet) was established. The Council 
consisted of magnates and bishops, and their task was to secure the 
government even when the monarch died, or the successor was still a minor. 
King Magnus died in 1290 and left a conflicting legacy: the old families who 
did not benefit from the new realm formation considered Magnus a tyrant, 
while the privileges granted to the Church made him a hero in the eyes of the 
others.70 

The Council of the Realm reigned for the first years after Magnus’s death 
because all his sons were minors. The Council continued making laws and 
building cities, but it did not confirm the extensive privileges to the Church. 
Birger Magnusson came of age in 1298 and a few years later he was crowned. 
His brothers Erik and Valdemar were nominated dukes. Erik yearned for 
power and was able to rely on support from Norway through his engagement 
to the daughter of the Norwegian king. After years of rattling sabres, Erik and 
Valdemar captured King Birger in 1306, and he was forced to cede large parts 
of the realm to the dukes. Birger started a war against his brothers, but after 
the peace treaty in 1310, he was only able to remain a king and rule parts of 
northern and eastern Sweden, while Erik was in reality the ruler. Erik married 
the Norwegian princess Ingeborg in 1312 and their son Magnus was born in 
1316. However, King Birger struck back in 1317. He invited Erik and Valdemar 
to a feast in Nyköping, which later became known as the “Nyköping Banquet”. 
After the feast, the dukes were imprisoned in a tower of the house, where they 
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died in 1318. Birger fled abroad to escape the dukes’ followers and died in exile 
in 1321. Erik’s three-year-old son Magnus was elected king in 1319, and 
Birger’s son Magnus was executed in 1320. Young Magnus Eriksson also 
became the king of Norway in 1319. The Council ruled until his majority in 
1332.71  

King Magnus Eriksson’s reign was long: he was the king of Sweden from 
1319 to 1364, the king of Norway from 1319 to 1355, and the ruler of Scania 
from 1332 to 1360. To strengthen his dynasty, Magnus made his son Håkan 
the Norwegian king in 1343. Magnus’s reign started with extensive legislation 
work in the 1340s, which resulted in Magnus Eriksson allmänna landslag 
(Country Law) and stadslag (City Law). He married Blanche of Namur, a 
Flemish princess, thus building contacts in Europe. On the other hand, the 
economy caused the new king troubles. Scania was pawned to Sweden for a 
great amount of silver, and the money was borrowed both at home and abroad 
– from the Church, papal curia, and Swedish and German magnates. The 
middle of the century became a turning point in King Magnus’s reign. In 1348, 
Magnus started a crusade against Novgorod – encouraged, for example, by 
Birgitta Birgersdotter. The beginning of the crusade was victorious, but the 
next year Novgorod was able to reconquer the Orekhov fortress and the tide 
turned. At the same time, the Black Death reached Scandinavia. A vast number 
of people died of the plague – perhaps even one-third of the population – and 
tax revenues collapsed. Magnus was unable to pay his debts, and due to that 
the pope excommunicated him in 1358. In order to balance finances, Magnus 
raised taxes and decided to sequestrate the land of the Church to the Crown, 
in order to tax them. This raised opposition among both secular and 
ecclesiastical rulers. The future saint, Birgitta Birgersdotter, who had been an 
advisor to the king, turned against Magnus, too.72 The shift in the popularity 
of the king is visible also in the hagiographies of Nicolaus Hermanni. 

To conclude, the era of this study was marked by a strengthening of the 
centralized power of the monarch, even though sovereigns could be challenged 
and dethroned, which caused political turbulation. The Church was a valuable 
ally, but sovereigns could grant or abolish privileges extended to it, depending 
on the political and financial situation, which created tensions between the 
Crown and the Church.  

3.2 DIOCESES OF SKARA AND LINKÖPING 
Both Skara and Linköping are among the oldest bishoprics and cathedrals in 
Sweden. By 1248 there were seven dioceses in the Ecclesiastical Province of 
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Uppsala that remained until the end of the Middle Ages: Skara, Linköping, 
Strängnäs, Uppsala, Västerås, Växjö and Turku (Åbo in Swedish). The Church 
became institutionalized in Sweden alongside the rise of Birger Jarl and his 
lineage. Apart from his work with the secular government, Birger also hosted 
a synod in Skänninge, in which canon law regulations and statutes were 
introduced.73 

According to myth, the diocese of Skara was founded by the first Christian 
king in Sweden, Olof Skötkonung, at the shift of the millennium, and the 
cathedral in Skara was built in the 1060s. The diocesan development extended 
from the missionary work of the diocese of Hamburg-Bremen towards a more 
independent identity and connections to royal power as well.74 The 
strengthening of the diocesan identity and stabilizing of Christianization was 
visible also in the development of the cathedral chapter and local saintly cults 
in the thirteenth century. There were plans to establish a chapter in Skara in 
1220, but the first actual evidence of the chapter is from 1257. Brynolphus 
Algoti was one of the bishops in the thirteenth century to support the rise of 
local cults, especially Elin of Skövde. Another local saint was a priest, Nicolaus 
of Edleskog, whose cult was promoted by Bishop Benedictus (also known as 
Bengt the Younger) in the 1220s. The cult of King Erik the Holy was also 
supported in the diocese of Skara.75 

The cathedral of Linköping was built by the 1130s and the first mentions 
about the bishop of Linköping are from 1139. The dioceses of Linköping and 
Skara were contenders for a new archsee, but in the end the see of the new 
ecclesiastical province was located in Uppsala in 1164. In the forming of the 
diocesan structures, Linköping was the first diocese to have evidence of the 
existence of a chapter, in 1232. The diocese of Linköping had especially close 
connections to the royal dynasty and political power. Birger Jarl’s brother 
Benedictus (Bengt) was the bishop in the 1220s and 1230s, showing the close 
relations between the diocesan and royal power. This close relationship also 
continued with the following bishops: Henricus (bishop 1258–1283), whose 
episcopate included the development of the cathedral chapter as well, 
supported first Valdemar but later Magnus Ladulås in the struggle for the 
throne. In 1286–1291, the bishop was Benedictus, King Magnus’s brother. 
Karolus (bishop 1307–1338) held close connections to political power, but the 
chapter took a reserved attitude towards him. After Karolus’s death, the new 
elected bishop (electus) had to receive a papal provision for the election. The 
electus, Johannes Tyrgili, died on his way to the curia, and his brother Petrus, 
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the chancellor of King Magnus Eriksson, became bishop.76 When observing 
the cult of saints, Linköping did not promote its own diocesan saints until 
Birgitta in the fourteenth century, but it supported the new cults of the other 
Swedish dioceses, such as those of Sigfrid and Botvid. Such support can also 
be seen as a way to demonstrate the wish to choose independently which saints 
to venerate, and to some extent promote the significance of the diocese in the 
veneration of the saint.77 

Medieval Scandinavia’s location on the edge of the Western Church also 
affected the cult of saints. Fewer saints from these regions appeared than from 
the more populated areas like France or Italy.78 The Swedish dioceses started 
under the primacy of Lund. After the establishment of the ecclesiastical 
province of Uppsala, the institutionalization of the Church, as well as 
promoting native saints, became a way to strengthen diocesan status and 
identity, as well as symbolically moving the peripheral areas towards the 
centre.79 Neither Brynolphus nor Nicolaus were saints of this Christianization 
era but results of a more established diocesan structure. However, Brynolphus 
in his time promoted Elin of Skövde, an early local cult in the diocese of Skara, 
while Nicolaus’s cult gained enthusiasm after the successful canonization of 
the first truly local saint of the diocese of Linköping, Saint Birgitta. 

3.3 CANONIZATION PROCESSES OF BRYNOLPHUS AND NICOLAUS 
Great collaborative work around sanctity in Sweden started after Birgitta 
Birgersdotter died in Rome in 1373. The following year, her remains were 
transported across Europe to Vadstena, creating excitement about her relics. 
The first collection of miracles was presented already in 1375, followed by a 
more regulated collection from Linköping in 1376 and smaller collections sent 
to the papal curia. In 1378, the canonization process of Birgitta started. The 
hearing of witnesses about Birgitta’s life took place from July 1379 to February 
1380. Birgitta was canonized in 1391.80 The festivities and enthusiasm around 
Birgitta’s canonization made the late Bishop Nicolaus Hermanni, too, seem 
appealing in terms of saintly purposes. He had been part of the Birgittine 
circles and worked for her canonization, and as the relations between the 
chapter and the new bishop, Kanutus Boecii, were tense, Nicolaus’s life and 
actions for the Church started to gain a saintly glimmer. The first miracles at 
Nicolaus’s tomb were recorded in 1401. The canons in Linköping took 
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responsibility for the recording process of Nicolaus’s miracles, and in 1414 the 
miracle collection and the vita were sent to the College of Cardinals with a plea 
to canonize Nicolaus Hermanni and a Dominican nun, Ingrid of Skänninge.81  

In the neighbouring diocese of Skara, a similar project had started after a 
miracle occurred during the first pontifical Mass of Bishop Brynolphus Caroli 
in 1404. A blind woman regained her sight at Brynolphus Algoti’s grave, and 
the new bishop ordered a commission to record any miracles that might take 
place there. In 1414, the plea for Brynolphus’s canonization was sent with his 
vita and miracles. These documents have not been preserved, but their content 
can be concluded on the basis of inquiry articles of the canonization process.82 

The canonization of Brynolphus, Nicolaus, and Ingrid became a joint cause 
in the north, and King Erik nominated the abbot Stenonis from Munkeliv 
Benedictine abbey in Norway as his procurator in the curia. The Council of 
Constance opened the preliminary canonization process for the three saint 
candidates on the 27th of April 1416, and ordered three bishops – Jacobus of 
Oslo, Magnus of Turku, and Eskillus of Växjö – to carry out the hearings. 
Stenonis of Munkeliv was probably the one who compiled the inquiry articles 
from the vita et miracula of each candidate. In Nicolaus’s case, this meant 41 
articles about his life and 50 about miracles after his death. In Brynolphus’s 
case, however, there were 20 articles about his life and 25 articles about 
miracles after his death, revealing how the material in Brynolphus’s case was 
not as comprehensive as in Nicolaus’s case. Brynolphus’s canonization process 
text probably contains all the miracles the Skara canons were able to record, 
while in Nicolaus’s case there was some editing and omitting of miracles from 
the miracle collection when composing the canonization process text.83  

The hearings started in Skara. From the 12th to 15th of April 1417, twelve 
people were interrogated about the inquiry articles concerning Brynolphus’s 
life and miracles during it. The witnesses were all male, most of the laymen 
were nobles, and the canons of Skara were well represented, too. The hearings 
about miracles after death continued until the following week, with around 50 
men and women questioned. When no opponents for Brynolphus’s case 
appeared, the hearings in Skara were closed on the 25th of April, and the 
commission travelled to Vadstena. There, on the 28th of April, brothers and 
sisters of the abbey were heard, revealing revelations of Birgitta that were 
linked to Brynolphus and presented to support his sainthood. Some members 
of the order also witnessed Brynolphus’s miracles. After the record of hearings 
in Vadstena, some additional miracles were added at the end of the document, 
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and the process was closed on the 28th of April.84 The same day, the abbot 
Stenonis requested the opening of the hearings for Nicolaus’s case. The next 
day, Bishop Kanutus nominated his procurators. The four notaries of 
Brynolphus’s process (three clerics from Linköping and one from Hildesheim) 
continued their work, and for convenience the hearings started in Vadstena; 
the commission travelled to Linköping only after that. The hearings in 
Vadstena took place from the 30th of April to the 4th of May, followed by 
depositions of some witnesses in Skänninge on the 6th of May and in Linköping 
from the 7th to 17th of May.85 The still extant process text contains depositions 
of 21 witnesses, eight of whom were women. Six witnesses belonged to the 
secular clergy and nine were members of monastic orders. About the miracles 
post mortem, several dozens of witnesses were heard, and the commission 
attached yet additional miracles to the process document.86 

It remains unclear how the processes continued after these preliminary 
hearings and when the documents were sent to the curia. The papal bull from 
May 1418 authorized the commissaries to carry on the hearings, but further 
steps towards the canonization did not take place until the last decades of the 
fifteenth century, when permission for the translation feasts was received from 
the pope. A few decades later, however, plans for official canonization were 
disrupted by the Reformation.87 
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II MEN OF THE CHURCH 

1 GOOD FAMILIES MAKE GOOD SAINTS 

1.1 NICOLAUS’S BACKGROUND: SON OF A BURGHER AND 
BIRGITTA’S FRIEND 
Nicolaus Hermanni’s vita and canonization process follow the traditional 
structure of a hagiography, beginning with a description about the parents and 
the family of the saint, and if there was something extraordinary in the 
circumstances of their birth and childhood. In the hagiographic genre, the 
emphasis was often on the nobility of the saints’ families.1 The hagiographies 
do not mention Nicolaus’s year of birth, but it was probably 1325 or 1326.2 
Nicolaus Hermanni’s family was from the upper classes, although not noble. 
Both the vita and the canonization process start by introducing Nicolaus’s 
parents Herman and Margareta, who are described as “honest and just” and 
“catholic and pious”.3 The purpose is to show how Nicolaus came from a 
suitable, respected family, and the witnesses widely confirm the article. Canon 
Johannes Swartprest reminisces about the important clerical figures and 
“many other notable men and persons” of the family.4 The deposition 
mentions Petrus Tyrgili, the former bishop of Linköping and later the 
archbishop of Uppsala, Nicolaus Hermanni himself, and Henricus, Nicolaus’s 
nephew, who was the dean in the diocese of Uppsala and the canon in 
Linköping.5  

The majority of non-Mediterranean saints still came from the upper classes 
in the late Middle Ages. This was natural, as most high-status clerics were from 
the upper classes; on the other hand, bishops, archbishops, and abbots were 
commonly venerated as saints. Describing the family of a saint as good and 
respectful was also quite common in hagiographic texts. High status was seen 
as an enhancing factor in a saint’s stature.6 The family of Nicolaus’s mother 
was one of the rising clerical families of the fourteenth century, as Margareta’s 
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brothers Johannes and Petrus held high clerical positions in Linköping and 
Uppsala. As mentioned, Petrus was first elected as the bishop of Linköping and 
later the archbishop of Uppsala. He also helped his nephews, Tyrgillus and 
Nicolaus Hermanni, in their clerical careers. Herman Schück sees the family 
of the burgher Tyrgils as a good example of the religious, cultural, and financial 
activity of the burgher class, nepotism, and the importance of Birgittine 
spirituality among aristocrats and burghers, as several members of the family 
also became members of the Birgittine order.7  

The first signs of Nicolaus Hermanni in documents and letters are from 
May 1350, when Pope Clemens VI consented to the petition of Bishop Petrus 
Tyrgili and provided “his beloved nephew Nicolaus Hermanni, a cleric in the 
diocese of Linköping, student of law” a canonry in Uppsala whenever one 
would be vacant.8 In November the same year he appears as a curate (curatus) 
in Virserum, but lacking the title of dominus, which marked the status of an 
ordained priest.9 The following year, then, he is mentioned as a canon in 
Linköping.10 Petrus Tyrgili became the archbishop of Uppsala in 1353, and 
four years later he established a new canonry with Nicolaus Hermanni as its 
first canon.11 Nicolaus advanced quickly in his clerical career: already in 1361, 
being about 35 years of age, he was mentioned as the archdeacon of 
Linköping.12 Herman Schück points out, however, that Nicolaus’s predecessor 
did not appear in documents after 1357 and the papal assignment from 12 
December 1359 to the archdeacon of Linköping was probably directed to 
Nicolaus Hermanni.13 

The letters and assignments show the influence of Petrus Tyrgili on 
Nicolaus’s career ladder. However, in the hagiographic texts, Petrus Tyrgili is 
presented more as a sign of Nicolaus’s respected family background than as a 
pathfinder for his nephew. According to the canonization process article, 
Nicolaus became a canon in both Linköping and Uppsala “because of the 
ripeness and suitability of his knowledge, behaviour, and life”.14 Petrus Tyrgili 
appears twice in the canonization process by name. The first mention is in the 
deposition of Canon Johannes Swartprest (mentioned above as well), where 
Johannes recalls people in Skänninge talking about “such blessed family” 
(quam benedicta progenies) and mentions the following names as examples: 
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Petrus Tyrgili, Nicolaus Hermanni, and Henricus, Nicolaus’s nephew.15 The 
second mention about Petrus Tyrgili is in the deposition of the priest 
Girmundus Laurencii, concerning the article on how Nicolaus became the 
canon in Uppsala and Linköping. Girmundus tells that he had borne the keys 
to Nicolaus’s chests and had therefore seen the letter concerning the canonry 
in Uppsala; in the letter, there was the seal of Petrus Tyrgili, “formerly 
archbishop of Uppsala and uncle of the same dominus Nicolaus”.16 In the 
process article, Nicolaus’s competence is emphasized, but the nepotism is not 
completely hidden. Nepotism was, after all, quite a common practice, and 
Nicolaus himself engaged in the same when he was the bishop and he helped 
advance his nephew Henricus. Besides, several younger relatives of Nicolaus 
chose or were chosen for an ecclesiastical career.17 Mentioning Petrus Tyrgili 
serves the purpose of highlighting Nicolaus’s good family, and in a way, high 
clerical figures compensate for the fact that Nicolaus was not of noble origin.  

The emphasis on Nicolaus’s competence is particularly visible in the 
deposition of Brother Ulpho Birgeri of Vadstena.18 He says that he had heard 
from a priest of Linköping Cathedral that Agmundus, archdeacon at that time, 
once received a letter from Nicolaus. After reading it, Agmundus said he would 
like Nicolaus to succeed him as the archdeacon, and if it was possible 
Agmundus would step aside already and let Nicolaus become the archdeacon 
for the good of the Church in Linköping.19 Nicolaus is presented as an ideal 
candidate for the office of archdeacon in his own right, rather than because of 
his good kinship. Agmundus’s quoted words serve as a reinforcement in the 
deposition, presenting that Nicolaus’s advance in his ecclesiastical career was 
in the best interest of the whole diocese. 

Nicolaus’s parents and family are mentioned and credited for their 
piousness and justness, but his lineage is not given the same amount of 
attention as it would have been if he was of a noble background. Therefore, the 
creators of the vita and the canonization process found a way to add more 
weight to Nicolaus’s background via Birgitta Birgersdotter and her family. 
Birgitta was already at the time of Nicolaus’s canonization process a canonized 
saint, and she appears frequently in Nicolaus Hermanni’s hagiographies to 
add to Nicolaus’s saintly reputation. In the vita, Nicolaus’s connection to 

 
 

15 Processus, 144. Henricus was Nicolaus’s nephew. 
16 Processus, 188. Quondam archiepiscopi Vpsalensis auunculi eiusdem domini Nicolai. 
17 Schück 1959, 527. See Appendix 4. See also SDHK nr 11020 (14 May 1377, Linköping) on Nicolaus’s 
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Birgitta follows right after the depiction of Nicolaus’s parents and his 
exemplary childhood and youth: the vita describes how Nicolaus became a 
teacher (pedagogus) for Birgitta’s children – and that he was even Birgitta’s 
Latin teacher. According to the hagiography, Nicolaus behaved so 
“honourably, devoutly and maturely” (honeste, deuote et mature) that Birgitta 
grew attached to him. The vita seeks to present how Birgitta saw Nicolaus’s 
good qualities since the beginning of their acquaintanceship. Thus, after 
praying for the young Nicolaus, Birgitta received an answer from the Virgin 
Mary that he would become the bishop of Linköping and assist in founding her 
new monastic orders and new abbey in Vadstena. According to the vita, 
Birgitta thereafter called Nicolaus “her bishop” (episcopum suum) – but 
Nicolaus thought nothing of it, as the vita states.20 The beginning of the vita 
sets the tone for the whole hagiography, and Nicolaus’s future becomes 
divinely set already from his youth. The authority of a canonized saint, Birgitta, 
lifts up the profile of Nicolaus, whose canonization was in process. At the same 
time, however, Nicolaus is depicted as having authority over Birgitta, being her 
teacher. As noted earlier, the late medieval hagiographies emphasized the 
good families of saints, but in the case of a more modest background, the 
hagiographies often talked about a divine election – such as a vision where the 
saint is chosen by God.21 Although Birgitta’s parents were noble, her vita also 
presents an example of this: her parents and a priest received a vision about 
the glorious future of the new-born girl.22 Birgitta’s revelations work in a 
similar way in Nicolaus’s vita. Nicolaus was not of noble birth, but the visions 
of a saint (who was even from a noble background) linked him and his 
adolescent years to Birgitta’s sphere of influence.  

The canonization process text dedicates a whole article to the beginning of 
the connection between Birgitta and Nicolaus. According to the article, 
Nicolaus’s good reputation reached Birgitta, and she took Nicolaus to teach 
her children. The article describes how Birgitta loved Nicolaus for his pure life 
and Nicolaus learned and benefitted from Birgitta’s holy way of life. The 
revelation about Nicolaus as the future bishop of Linköping and establisher of 
the new monastic order in Vadstena is repeated at the end of the article.23 The 
article emphasizes how Nicolaus’s saintly character could be seen already 
before he met Birgitta, and Birgitta noticed it before taking him under her 
wing. In consequence, Nicolaus’s holy way of life deepened in the companion 
of Birgitta. He was not, so to say, a product of Birgitta; a seedling of sainthood 
already existed in his life and Birgitta helped it to thrive.  

The link to Birgitta and her family is widely confirmed by the witnesses, 
indicating that Nicolaus’s connection to Birgitta and the Birgittines, in general, 

 
 

20 Vita Nicholai, 316. 
21 Vauchez 2005, 507. 
22 LOB, 72.  
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was common knowledge. Many witnesses tell how they had heard the 
information in the article from such people such as Birgitta’s children Birger, 
Karl, Cecilia, and Katarina, brothers in Vadstena, and those who had followed 
Birgitta to Rome.24 Girmundus Laurencii tells in his deposition that he heard 
from Birger how Nicolaus came with him and his brother from school in 
Skänninge to their home in Ulvåsa. There Birgitta noticed Nicolaus’s good 
character and prayed for him, and then she received the revelation about 
Nicolaus’s future as the bishop of Linköping. After that Birgitta took Nicolaus 
as her children’s teacher.25 Nicolaus’s niece, Katarina, however, says she does 
not remember Nicolaus having been a teacher, but she does remember how 
Birgitta’s daughter Katarina reported to her and her sister: “You should know 
that it is God’s will that dominus Nicolaus, archdeacon of Linköping, your 
uncle, will be the bishop of Linköping.”26 Nicolaus’s role as the teacher of 
Birgitta’s children appears as well in the Memorial Book of Vadstena Abbey in 
Nicolaus’s obituary.27  

The tradition of Nicolaus having been a teacher or tutor of Birgitta’s and 
Ulf Gudmarsson’s family is repeated in many studies, with even a notion that 
Nicolaus taught Birgitta as well. Some scholars, however, are reluctant to think 
that Nicolaus could have been a Latin teacher for the family.28 Birgitta had 
eight children: Gudmar (born around 1318, died young), Märta (born around 
1319), Karl (born after 1326), Ingeborg (entered Riseberga Abbey in 1341, died 
young), Katarina (born 1331 or 1332), Birger (born in the 1330s), Bengt (died 
young in Alvastra Abbey), and Cecilia (born earliest in 1334).29 The children 
were thus around the same age as Nicolaus. Birgitta made a pilgrimage to 
Santiago de Compostela with her husband in 1341–1342 and Nicolaus was sent 
to France for university around the age of 18 (i.e., around 1344).30 Birgit 
Klockars estimates that Nicolaus’s and Birgitta’s meeting could have taken 

 
 

24 On witnesses in the Processus naming Birgitta’s children, see pp. 104, 124, 146, 184, 270, 286; on 

the Vadstena brothers, see pp. 148, 236, 252; on Birgitta’s companions in Rome, see p. 146. 
25 Processus, 184–186. 
26 Processus, 286. Sciatis voluntatem dei esse quod dominus Nicolaus archidyaconus Lincopensis 

auunculus vester erit episcopus Lincopensis. 
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place in the period after Birgitta and Ulf returned from their pilgrimage but 
before Nicolaus started his studies in France. Nicolaus could have also 
attended the same school with the Ulvåsa boys already in the 1330s. Nicolaus 
would have been a young boy to teach his peers, let alone Birgitta, and even 
more so if the acquaintance was made already in the 1330s. Regarding 
Birgitta’s younger children, the statement about tutoring them seems more 
possible than Nicolaus having been an actual teacher.31  

As mentioned above, Nicolaus’s niece Katarina says she does not remember 
Nicolaus being the teacher for Birgitta’s family. Throughout her deposition, 
Katarina mentions how she has learned her information from people close to 
Nicolaus. Concerning this particular article, she relies on what she heard from 
Birgitta’s daughter Katarina Ulfsdotter. When confirming other articles, 
Katarina also mentions her own sister, Ingeborg, who was 16 years older than 
her and took care of her after their mother (Nicolaus’s sister) died. Katarina 
shares their family tradition, stating how Ingeborg had told her what she had 
heard from their mother, but Katarina also repeats several times how she 
heard the content of the articles from Nicolaus himself.32 Katarina’s deposition 
brings forward the aspects of recent sainthood in Nicolaus’s case. Close 
witnesses and contemporaries can confirm the articles of the canonization 
process with credibility, but at the same time some details can get enhanced. 
All things considered, it seems likely that there was more of a friendship than 
tutorship between Nicolaus and Birgitta’s family. The connection between 
them formed when Nicolaus was young, and the vita and the canonization 
process present this in the most favourable way for Nicolaus, even with some 
exaggeration in the detail of his being a teacher to Birgitta herself and her 
children. Exceptionality was an expected part of sainthood, and a virtuous life 
with moral excellency and supernatural power defined the vitae of saints.33 
Being a teacher gives a certain impact of authority and presents Nicolaus as 
more mature than what could have been expected at his age. Nicolaus appears 
as an exceptionally mature young man, and the relationship between him and 
Birgitta’s family in the canonization process confirms it.  

Later in the narrative of Nicolaus’s life, the vita describes a discussion 
between Birgitta and her daughter Katarina. Nicolaus was already the 
archdeacon of Linköping and rumours about the conflict between Nicolaus 
and Kings Håkan and Magnus had reached Birgitta and Katarina in Rome. 
According to the vita, Katarina says to her mother that they would need 
Nicolaus in building up the abbey in Sweden if only he could be persuaded to 
take monastic vows. Birgitta answers that Nicolaus was meant for a greater 
position. The narrative continues by telling how Birgitta once again prays for 
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Nicolaus and in prayer it is revealed to her that they were relatives; this is 
followed by a longer revelation connected to Nicolaus.34 Brother Ulpho Birgeri 
of Vadstena shares a similar deposition in the canonization process. He had 
heard that Birgitta and Katarina had discussed in Rome the founding of their 
new monastic order. Birgitta had said that Nicolaus of Linköping would help 
them. Katarina was surprised, as she thought Birgitta meant Nicolaus Marci, 
who was bishop of Linköping at that time. Katarina wondered how “a tyrant 
and worldly bishop” would do such holy work. Birgitta clarified that she meant 
the archdeacon Nicolaus, who would become the bishop.35 The narrative spells 
out how there was no room for doubt that Birgitta’s revelations precisely 
meant Nicolaus. 

The connection between Birgitta and Nicolaus is developed throughout the 
vita and canonization process. Birgitta’s prayers and the revelation about 
Nicolaus’s future complement the description of how they got to know each 
other in Nicolaus’s youth. In the vita, Birgitta learns in prayer the kinship 
between herself and Nicolaus. Furthermore, in the canonization process, 
Bishop Kanutus of Linköping36 witnesses hearing from his father Bo Bosson37 
that Nicolaus was related to them as well as to Birgitta’s family.38 Bishop 
Kanutus’s deposition thus brings up Nicolaus’s closeness to Birgitta already in 
the hearings at the beginning of the canonization process, strengthening the 
impact of Birgitta for Nicolaus’s canonization project: Nicolaus’s bourgeois 
family background gets promoted not only by a noble family but also a 
canonized saint. A good background was one way of building up a saintly 
image, and Birgitta’s presence cast a saintly light over Nicolaus’s youth. 
Although Birgitta’s revelations were themselves weighty proofs of Nicolaus’s 
holiness, the connection and kinship between them added important details 
to convince of Nicolaus’s sainthood. Bishop Kanutus also connects Nicolaus to 
his own noble family, giving Nicolaus even more noble relatives, as well as 
perhaps strengthening his own positions as the leader of the diocese. The first 
years of Kanutus’s episcopate were marked by a dispute between the bishop 
and the chapter, which has been seen as one of the factors in promoting 
Nicolaus’s cult. Kanutus was on good terms with the rulers, and this caused 
tensions among the chapter; the good memory of Nicolaus was well 

 
 

34 Vita Nicholai, 320–321. See Gillingstam 1984, 1990. Gillingstam considers that Birgitta and 
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remembered.39 The detail that Nicolaus’s family was related to nobility, such 
as bishop Kanutus Boecii and Birgitta Birgersdotter was worth mentioning. 
Connecting Nicolaus to higher classes of society also shows how high social 
status was a respected feature of sainthood in the North.40 

The connection between Birgitta’s family and Nicolaus is completed at the 
deathbed scene of the vita. Just before Nicolaus’s death, two nobles visit him: 
Ulf Jonsson41 and “lord Birger, blessed Birgitta’s son and his former pupil”.42 
The vita thus begins and ends with mentions of Nicolaus’s acquaintances with 
Birgitta’s family. Birger Ulfsson also appears several times in the witness 
accounts of the canonization process. The most mentions regard two themes: 
Nicolaus’s deathbed scene and those who were his opponents and allies among 
the nobles and powerful of the realm. In every mention about Birger’s visit to 
Nicolaus’s deathbed, he is presented as Birgitta’s son,43 whereas in political 
themes he is mostly referred to as Birger Ulfsson or Lord Birger.44 In all of the 
mentions, Birger also appears as someone close to Nicolaus. Katarina is the 
other of Birgitta’s children who appears several times in the witness accounts, 
while Cecilia and Karl are only mentioned once.45 The deathbed scene 
describes a conversation between Ulf, Birger, and Nicolaus. Familiar 
conversations and intimate dialogue were considered in medieval and classical 
texts to be signs of a genuine friendship. Friendships built up social capital, 
but the ability to practise true friendships also was seen as a virtue.46 Several 
mentions about Birger and Katarina indicate that there was friendship 
between Nicolaus and Birgitta’s children.  

An essential reason for Nicolaus’s holiness arises from his connection to 
Birgitta, namely, how she noticed young Nicolaus’s good qualities and received 
the revelation about his future as the bishop of Linköping. As a future saint, 
she recognized Nicolaus’s potential for sainthood, almost like they were 
growing towards sainthood together in the timeline of his life. The background 

 
 

39  See, e.g., Schück 1959, 93–96. 
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41 Ulf Jonsson (Aspenäsätten), lagman, riksråd, knight, died earliest in 1393. See SBL, urn:sbl:18897 

(Ulf Jonsson (Aspenäsätten), article by Yngve Brilioth).  
42 Vita Nicholai, 331. Dominus Birgerus beate Birgitte prefate filius et suus quondam discipulus. 
43 Processus, 158, 234, 244, 260. “Birgitta’s son” also appears (on pp. 104, 184, and 224) in witness 

accounts on articles about Nicolaus teaching Birgitta’s children and Nicolaus’s ascetic behaviour as 

a bishop. 
44 Processus, 180, 202, 208, 208. As “a political figure” with a mention about Birgitta, see pp. 266, 

268. 
45 Witnesses mention hearing not only from Katarina and Birger but also Karl and Cecilia about the 

connection between Nicolaus and Birgitta’s family (Processus, 104, 124, 146, 184). Most mentions 

about Katarina describe how she persuaded Nicolaus to leave his apartment after his election as 

bishop (Processus, 166–168, 192, 240, 274). 
46 Hermanson 2019, 61, 108–109. 



II Men of the Church 
 

 42 

of the future bishop was adequate: his parents were described as pious, and he 
had significant relatives in ecclesiastical careers. The connection to Birgitta’s 
family, however, is a convincing element of his background as a saint. As a 
canonized saint, Birgitta cast rays of sainthood over Nicolaus, but on a more 
pragmatic level, Nicolaus’s closeness to Birger and Katarina shows his 
connections to the Birgittines, who also promoted Nicolaus as a saint. 

1.2 NICOLAUS’S EARLY YEARS IN THE HAGIOGRAPHIES 
The first documents about Nicolaus handle his first offices in the ecclesiastical 
career in the 1350s. However, the narratives of the vita and the canonization 
process start from his childhood and youth. The hagiographic narratives of 
saints’ lives are introductions to the saint in question; the childhood years are 
formative for the saint and describing how the saint grew up also includes their 
virtues and predicts adulthood.47 Nicolaus Hermanni’s vita starts with laying 
the foundations of his saintly characteristics: he lived his early years in such a 
way that his parents, as well as his neighbours, marvelled at it. When he started 
grammar school, he followed the teaching so carefully that he started to 
neglect mealtimes. When Nicolaus’s mother found out about this, she 
punished Nicolaus by leaving him without food. Nicolaus also started 
practising fasts and other penitential activity to progress “in the course of the 
Lord’s ways”.48 The beginning of Nicolaus’s vita thus follows the model of a 
quite typical saint’s vita, introducing the essential elements of virtuous life 
leading to his sainthood. 

The canonization process covers Nicolaus’s childhood and adolescent years 
as well, starting from the school years. In due time, Nicolaus was sent to 
school; even before that, however, his parents had already taught him the 
Christian faith and way of life, again confirming Nicolaus’s good family 
background.49 After the grammar school in Skänninge, Nicolaus probably 
moved on to cathedral school in Linköping, but the hagiographic texts do not 
specify the different schools.50 The process articles underline Nicolaus’s 
virtuous life: to become better in his studies and services, Nicolaus fasted, 
prayed, stayed awake, and slept on a straw bed. Later on, as a youth, Nicolaus 
voluntarily used to do penance with whips, twigs, and nettles; he used a roped 
belt and sackcloth as well. These activities were to keep him focused on his 
studies and prayers.51 The witnesses confirm Nicolaus’s penitential activity in 
their depositions. Nicolaus’s successor, Bishop Kanutus Boecii, witnesses 
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hearing from Tyrgillus, the former bishop of Strängnäs,52 that he had 
marvelled at Nicolaus’s strict way of life when they both attended school in 
Skänninge; Nicolaus slept on straw, although there was a bed made ready for 
him.53 The other witnesses confirm the articles with their knowledge gained 
from Nicolaus’s old nurse as well as Nicolaus’s relatives.54  

Sister Katarina Bengtsdotter from Vreta shares memories of Nicolaus’s old 
nurse, Ingegerd Siggesdotter, who had related her memories to the abbess of 
Vreta when Katarina had been present. Katarina says that she had heard from 
Ingegerd how Nicolaus was distinctive from other children. He slept on a 
bearskin rather than in a proper bed, and the nurse got scolded by Nicolaus’s 
mother because of it. When Nicolaus was three years old, he did not speak 
much, and Ingegerd had wondered if this was because Nicolaus could not 
speak or because he did not want to. Nicolaus also enjoyed his solitary life and 
did not take part in other children’s games. When Nicolaus was six or seven 
years old, he started vigils and fasting, and upon reaching the age of nine or 
ten he changed his bed to an even rougher one, whipped himself, and changed 
his linen clothes to sackcloth after school. When he was fourteen or fifteen 
years old, Nicolaus told his nurse that there was no need to tuck him in 
anymore. Ingegerd suspected that this was because Nicolaus wanted to sleep 
on the floor.55 Provost Laurentius Odonis also recalls hearing from a maid who 
served Nicolaus’s mother that she was reproached because she did not put the 
child in bed, but Nicolaus slept on the floor.56  

The childhood narratives of saints portrayed in vitae are not uniform, but 
a variety of patterns exist. However, the theme of an “old child” appears in 
several hagiographic texts, and the motif was prominent in the eleventh-
century accounts from Germany, France, and Italy. An “old child” was serious 
in their speech and manners, grave-faced, and somehow precocious in their 
devoutness, contrary to the frivolity of other children. One way or the other, 
the future saints stood out from their peers from an early age.57 For example, 
the vita of Birgitta tells as well how she did not speak at all until she was three 
years old, when she spoke very maturely.58 Nicolaus’s early childhood is 
depicted similarly through the theme of the “old child”; as such, the marks of 
his holiness could be seen already from an early age. The deposition stemming 
from the narrative of Nicolaus’s nurse mentions the age of three in the same 
way as Birgitta’s vita, giving Birgitta’s and Nicolaus’s childhoods a similar 
character. 
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In many saints’ vitae the age of seven appears as a turning point. Often at 
this age saintly children started more intense penitential activity: staying up 
and praying all night, whipping themselves, and fasting. In addition, 
childhood was often presented as a time to learn Christian practices.59 In the 
narrative stemming allegedly from Nicolaus’s nurse, the age of seven comes 
up; it was then that Nicolaus started fasting, although the more severe 
penitential actions came later, at the age of nine or ten. Secrecy was also a 
common theme in saints’ childhood descriptions. Parents in the vitae were 
often alarmed by their children’s penitential actions.60 This hagiographic 
pattern is also present in Nicolaus’s process. As mentioned before, Nicolaus’s 
mother is described as scolding her maid because little Nicolaus did not want 
to sleep in a proper bed. A witness in Nicolaus’s canonization process also said 
that Nicolaus’s parents flogged Nicolaus for not wanting to wear linen clothes 
and shoes.61 To conclude, Nicolaus’s childhood description contains patterns 
from familiar hagiographic motifs, predominantly from the theme of the “old 
child”, and there is some resemblance to the vita of Birgitta. Although there 
were a variety of ways to write about saintly children, these “old children” are 
a repeated motif in the hagiographic texts. 

Alongside the characteristics of an old child and serious adolescent, the vita 
and the canonization process describe in a biographical manner Nicolaus’s 
education and studies. The vita recounts how Nicolaus studied liberal arts in 
Paris first, and then moved to Orléans to study theology and canon and civil 
law. He had a degree in both types of law, but people found out about this only 
after his death, when they found a letter together with a piece of sackcloth and 
the papal bull confirming his nomination for the see of Linköping. The vita 
describes Nicolaus’s motivation to study in Orléans, stating that his mind was 
so drawn towards God that he would not stay for a long time in Paris.62 
Nicolaus was sent to study in France probably at around the age of 18.63 The 
liberal arts thrived at the University of Paris, but it was not allowed to study 
civil law there. Therefore, Orléans became the flourishing civil law school of 
the University of Paris. Theology was not, however, in the curriculum in 
Orléans.64 
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Herman Schück sees a parallel to Master Mathias, Birgitta’s confessor,65 in 
the construction of Nicolaus’s sainthood. Mathias was attributed the title of 
Master of Theology (magister in theologiam) in the canonization process of 
Birgitta, although it is unlikely that he had that degree during his lifespan. 
Schück points out that Mathias was known to be a master, but he was a 
magister in artibus. He had studied theology, and thus the misapprehension 
is understandable.66 Similarly, Nicolaus’s vita talks about Nicolaus’s studies in 
theology, canon, and civil law besides the liberal arts. However, the documents 
only credit him with being a student of law at the time of his uncle’s petition 
for canonry, and a baccalaureate of law (bacallarius in legibus) when he was 
appointed to the see of Linköping. Schück describes this overestimation of 
Nicolaus’s degrees as “the same legend formation” that took place with Master 
Mathias.67 Nicolaus’s education is appreciated and enhanced in the same way 
that Birgitta’s canonization process did for Master Mathias. Birgitta had 
respected Mathias as an educated man, and the formal theological education 
was valued in scrutinizing her revelations.68 Nicolaus had already been 
presented as a Latin teacher in Birgitta’s family, and now the vita marvels at 
the degrees Nicolaus had taken at the university, pointing out his young age 
when doing this. In a way, the theme of the “old child” gets repeated here, as 
Nicolaus appears mature and educated for his years. 

The inquiry article of the canonization process about Nicolaus’s studies in 
France is brief: according to the article, Nicolaus stayed a long time in Paris 
and Orléans and was “sufficiently learned” (sufficienter exstitit eruditus) in 
both the New and Old Testaments and canon and civil law, and everyone who 
knew him also loved him, because of the way he lived.69 Only a few witnesses 
add something to this article, but they give a very human impression of 
Nicolaus: he studied in Paris with the Swedish nobleman Karl Ulfsson of 
Tofta70 and they often reminisced about their studies together, and Nicolaus 
regularly praised France. Provost Laurentius Odonis tells that when Nicolaus 
was grieving about the violations against the Church, his table companions 
started to talk about Paris and Orléans because Nicolaus liked to talk and hear 
about studies there.71 These depositions offer a glimpse into Nicolaus’s 
personality; the witnesses wanted to add these pieces of their life with him. 
Although they may not have been the most relevant information for the 
canonization process, the memories of witnesses had to be recorded carefully. 
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Sometimes memories could be explained as proof of Nicolaus’s holiness, but 
sometimes they remain disconnected from the aims of the canonization 
process. Instead, they offer a picture of a recent saint, whose contemporaries 
were there to witness the canonization process articles with their memories, 
like in this case, a picture of a bishop, sometimes burdened and tired with his 
office, being cheered up when the talk turned to his studies in France. 

Nicolaus’s education is brought up later in the vita, too. When describing 
Nicolaus’s homecoming, the vita states how erudite Nicolaus was (quam 
studiosus fuerat in eisdem).72 Having returned from France, Nicolaus was 
appointed canon in Linköping and Uppsala. In Stockholm, his uncle 
Archbishop Petrus Tyrgili assigned him the task of resolving a disagreement 
concerning funeral fees between Franciscans and parish priests. A learned 
Franciscan had stood up for his brothers, but Nicolaus silenced him with his 
knowledge of canon law.73 The passage contains a reference to the disputes 
between the mendicants and the secular clergy over the funerals and their 
fees.74 In the canonization process, Nicolaus’s canonries are mentioned as 
well, but instead of solely celebrating how Nicolaus was now able to use his 
education, the article states how he became a canon in Uppsala and Linköping 
because of the maturity of his knowledge, behaviour, and way of life. In these 
tasks, he is described as continuing his penitential actions, and even selling his 
expensive clothes (which he had received as gifts) and donating the money to 
the poor.75 Compared to the vita, Nicolaus’s scholarship is to some degree 
substituted by his virtuous living in the process text. People were not amazed 
by his scholarship, but rather his way of life made them love him. The incident 
in Stockholm was an example of Nicolaus’s good qualities, but on the other 
hand it presented the disputing of Franciscans and parish priests in a bad light. 
The pending canonization process needed support from all the local actors. In 
addition, the image of an ascetic saint was easier to promote than that of an 
erudite cleric. If the saint was depicted as a plain-living, approachable person, 
he could be expected to understand the lives of ordinary, powerless people.76 
The vita and the canonization process both describe Nicolaus’s studies before 
his work in the Church in Sweden. However, the canonization process text 
offers a somewhat polished viewpoint; emphasizing Nicolaus’s ascetic 
behaviour and sympathy towards the poor made him more appealing as a 
saintly figure. 

Hence, the canonization process text is content in stating that Nicolaus was 
sufficiently learned, and then it emphasizes that the way Nicolaus lived was 
widely admired. The penitential actions and admirable way of life thus mark 
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the depiction of the canonization process from Nicolaus’s childhood all the 
way to adulthood. Penitential asceticism was an important part of many saints’ 
vitae, and although it did not by itself make a saint, it was an indicator of 
holiness. It was also important to highlight the saint candidate’s virtuous 
living, as one of the key requirements for a saint was heroic virtue: a good 
Christian life was achieved by the three theological virtues of faith, hope, and 
charity and the four cardinal virtues of prudence, temperance, justice, and 
fortitude.77 The virtues were an important part of how a saint was depicted, 
and the canonization process text puts more weight on Nicolaus’s way of life 
than on his scholarship.  

1.3 BRYNOLPHUS, SON OF A LAGMAN 
Brynolphus Algoti’s canonization process articles begin with a description of 
his parents. The inquiry article describes them simply as noble, devoted to God 
(nobilibus et deo deuotis), and that they donated their property to the Church 
and founded again the church in Ryda.78 The witnesses, however, add more 
information about Brynolphus’s family and parents. The depositions reveal 
that Brynolphus’s parents were part of the House of Folkung, one of the 
leading Swedish families, and that Brynolphus’s father Algot was a knight and 
a lagman.79 Their donations to the Church were confirmed by the witnesses 
mostly as common knowledge.80 Brynolphus’s vita thus starts with a 
conventional hagiographic opening, emphasizing his parents’ nobility and 
devoutness, and generosity towards the Church. It was common to underline 
how the saint was of noble birth, but their behaviour was even nobler.81 Here, 
Brynolphus’s parents, too, are described as noble in both their class and 
behaviour. Birgitta’s vita offers a close comparison of these traditional 
hagiographic themes. Her parents were also both noble; they wanted to live 
according to God’s will and they founded and endowed churches and 
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monasteries.82 Lagman Algot’s family (Sw. Algotssönerna; the Algotssons)83 
was one of the most significant noble families in medieval Sweden. His wife, 
Margareta Petersdotter, even belonged to the dominant branch in the House 
of Folkung. They had at least seven sons, of whom Brynolphus was probably 
the eldest. Two of Brynolphus’s brothers also studied abroad at the universities 
of Paris or Bologna.84 Brynolphus was thus a typical episcopal saintly figure; 
bishops often came from the upper classes and gained a saintly reputation.85  

The actual childhood narratives about Brynolphus remain few in number. 
The canonization process dedicates two inquiry articles to a single incident of 
Brynolphus’s childhood when he was poisoned by his wet nurse. A witness tells 
how Brynolphus and his sister were together with their wet nurse in Hästhalla, 
near the city of Skara. The wet nurse prepared a meal for the children and 
blended poison in the food. Brynolphus’s sister died and Brynolphus suffered 
from stomach aches for the rest of his life.86 No explanation is given for the 
wet nurse’s actions, but neither is there any demonizing of the action, even 
though poisoning was seen as witchcraft in Swedish laws.87 The emphasis is 
rather on Brynolphus’s patience and forgiveness. Wealthy families commonly 
had wet nurses, but contrary to many thirteenth-century hagiographies 
studied by Michael Goodich, Brynolphus’s wet nurse was not one of those kind 
and good nurses who took care of the little saint when the parents were 
absent.88 Nicolaus Hermanni’s nurse Ingegerd was maybe a bit closer to this 
common hagiographic role of a nurse, but the unnamed wet nurse in 
Brynolphus’s process remains partly a mystery. Wet nurses, nursing, and holy 
children’s abstaining from breast milk either on fast days or altogether is a 
repetitive theme in hagiographies.89 While there are no signs of these motifs 
in Brynolphus’s process, it seems like these articles and depositions bear a 
tradition surrounding Brynolphus. Many witnesses remember hearing details 
of the incident from older people, indicating a living tradition. The most 
detailed narrative is the deposition of the curate Johannes Berthori, who 
names the location of the incident and tells how the nurse mixed the poison 
with the food. Curate Johannes names former curates and a canon of Skara as 
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his sources of knowledge.90 The narrative shows Brynolphus’s noble family 
background, too, as having a wet nurse was primarily possible for upper-class 
families. The focus of the narrative was not on Brynolphus’s childhood 
memories but to highlight his survival, although he carried the scars of the 
event his whole life. 

The image of a traditional saint continues in the short, summary portrayal 
about Brynolphus’s childhood and adolescence, which states quite 
conventionally how Brynolphus dedicated himself early on to prayers and 
virtuous life, after the example of his pious parents, and then went to complete 
his studies in Paris.91 However, the witnesses do not add much to Brynolphus’s 
virtuous life, but rather give quite general examples. Knight Arvid Johansson 
tells about an allegedly common phrase among the nobles used when if 
something unfavourable was said about other bishops in front of them: “So did 
not do the good bishop Brynolphus of Skara, who did so great and so many 
good deeds.”92 Brother Hermannus of the Franciscan convent also confirms 
hearing about Brynolphus’s devotion and virtues.93  

Regarding his studies at the university, two witnesses tell how Brynolphus 
was returning to Sweden after studying for nine years in Paris. In Bagahus, in 
the diocese of Oslo, he met the king of Sweden, who provided him with enough 
money to study another nine years, and Brynolphus returned to Paris.94 René 
Kieffer dates Brynolphus’s years in Paris from 1251 to 1268. In any case, 
Brynolphus returned to Sweden at the latest in 1277.95 Sven-Erik Pernler notes 
that Brynolphus’s long period in Paris may indicate that he was not from the 
start heading for a career in the Church, but instead studied other subjects 
than only theology and law.96 The position of the family was a significant factor 
in choosing a career. Brynolphus was probably the eldest son in his family, and 
it was not the most usual scenario that the eldest son would become a priest. 
However, Sven-Erik Pernler points out that the noble families were highly 
interested in establishing roots in the Church, especially at the diocesan level, 
and Brynolphus had several brothers to continue the family line.97 The 
narrative shows Brynolphus’s position and profile: he was part of the upper 
class and his family socialized with the royalty.  

After his years in France, Brynolphus returned to Sweden and gained his 
first position in the Church. The canonization process gathers under the same 
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article how Brynolphus was a canon in Skara, the dean in Linköping, and 
finally the bishop of Skara. In the article, his way of life is also emphasized; 
Brynolphus is described as a good and holy shepherd carrying the burden of 
his mission on his shoulders, and “the sanctity of his life, the honour of his 
manners and his praiseworthy conduct were clearly visible”.98 The generality 
of the article is repeated in the depositions. Most of the witnesses validate their 
accounts with phrases like “had heard from his elders” and “general voice and 
public reputation”.99 Brynolphus’s path to the see of Skara is described with 
general terms and conventional phrases for trying to prove sainthood.  

Although the opening article of Brynolphus’s process does not mention his 
parents by name, Brynolphus's father lagman Algot appears in the deposition 
of Nils Guttormsson. Brynolphus was already a bishop at the time of the 
narrative and his father was a knight and the captain of Västergötland 
(Capitaneus esset totius Vesgotie). During a famine year, Algot gathered 
together starving people and took them to the island of Torsö, where his son 
Brynolphus had settled down. Algot “fatherly censured him” (ipsum 
paternaliter reprehendendo) by asking what Brynolphus was doing there, 
hiding when people were starving, even though Brynolphus had there plenty 
of rye. Algot suggested that he would take care of part of the starving people 
and Brynolphus would take care of the other part. Algot continued: “And those 
you did not want to support while you resided in your church, you may feed 
here on this island.”100 His father’s reprimand is explained as a sign of 
Brynolphus’s sanctity: Brynolphus realized that his father’s words were 
inspired by the Holy Spirit and he humbly submitted to his father’s will.101 
Brynolphus’s father Algot held a significant political position, and a deposition 
calls him “a vigorous and magnificent soldier” (miles strenuus et 
magnificus).102 His reputation was still maintained over a hundred years after 
his death, and he appears in the process individually, being nearly the 
protagonist in the deposition about the famine year. From the perspective of 
Brynolphus’s sainthood, the narrative could be seen as including some 
dubious elements, such as Brynolphus fleeing from the famine, but from 
another perspective the scene provides material to present Brynolphus as a 
“real” human being. He made errors but he was still a saint who acknowledged 
the gift of the Holy Spirit, in Algot’s words. 
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Brynolphus’s canonization process lacks the depositions of contemporaries 
and eyewitnesses, as at the time of the canonization process Brynolphus had 
been dead for a century. Nevertheless, the canonization process still carries 
traces of the tradition around Brynolphus. The witness accounts offer a 
peephole into the hearsay and reputation of Brynolphus, such as the poisoning 
and the encounter of Algot and Brynolphus. Brynolphus came from a 
prominent Swedish family, and his saintly reputation also carried traces of the 
family’s reputation. Aviad M. Kleinberg discusses the challenge the 
hagiographers of recent saints had to face, since the conventional image of 
ideal sainthood did not work with recent saints whose contemporaries 
witnessed the hagiographic narratives. He calls the hagiographer’s aim to 
provide enough non-iconographic details trying to produce “a sense of 
verisimilitude”.103 However, when writing about a saint who had lived and died 
a longer time ago, the writers also brought local material to the narratives 
alongside the attempt to depict the saint’s likeness to other saints. Parts of the 
local tradition were important in shaping a narrative of the past in the form of 
a depiction of a saint’s life.104 A saint could be mistaken, and Brynolphus’s 
flight to an island made him look human and easier to identify with, but there 
seems to have been a local tradition around lagman Algot as well. This local 
tradition and reputation became part of the narrative on Brynolphus, too. The 
deposition showed God’s work in Brynolphus’s life by stating how the Holy 
Spirit worked through the words of Algot, and Brynolphus’s saintly character 
is seen in how he recognized the gift of the Holy Spirit and wanted to follow 
God’s will.  

Brynolphus appears in the documents for the first time in 1277, when 
Bengt, the archdeacon of Linköping and the future bishop of Linköping, as well 
as the brother of King Magnus Ladulås, donated two estates to “our beloved 
relative” Brynolphus.105 The donation was partly tied to a canonry in Skara and 
partly to a deanery in Linköping. It is not clear exactly how Brynolphus was 
related to the Swedish king, but the donation was probably intended to get 
Brynolphus on Magnus and Bengt’s side against their brother Valdemar, the 
previous king. King Magnus had won many leaders of the Church to his side 
with free donations of land to the Church. The donation to Brynolphus gave 
him a position in two important dioceses, Skara and Linköping.106 The next 
year, however, Brynolphus donated the estates to the cathedral of Linköping 
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to be used as income for the deanery.107 It is noteworthy that the bishop of 
Skara, Erik, died two weeks after this donation. Pernler speculates on the 
possibility that Brynolphus let go of his attachments to Linköping in order to 
be the next bishop in Skara since the bishopric of Linköping was “reserved” for 
Bengt, the king’s brother.108 In any case, the documents affirm the impression 
of how closely connected Brynolphus and his family were with the leaders of 
the realm. Brynolphus’s career was promoted with the help of significant and 
high-status relatives from both the secular and ecclesiastical spheres. The 
canonization process text highlights his noble family background per the 
iconographic conventions, combining the tradition of Brynolphus’s family and 
his saintly image. 

1.4 BRYNOLPHUS’S AND NICOLAUS’S PATH TO THE CHURCH 
André Vauchez sees both Nicolaus Hermanni and Brynolphus Algoti as 
representing the model of medieval bishops, who thanks to their good 
background were able to receive canonical prebends right after their studies at 
the university without first being parish priests. All the episcopal saint 
candidates since 1240 had a scholarly background.109 Herman Schück does 
remark that Brynolphus was not yet an ordained priest at the time of his 
election but in sacro ordine dyachonatus constitutus, showing his character 
as an aristocratic cleric keeping the door open for a career outside of the 
Church.110 Regarding Nicolaus Hermanni, both the diplomataria and a 
deposition refer to him working in the parish, having only the minor 
ordinations, and then later proceeding in his career.111 The influence of 
families is a similar element in both cases. Nicolaus’s family was bourgeois but 
having high-ranked clerical individuals who could help their young relatives 
in a clerical career. Brynolphus was of nobility, and his position in the Church 
was to some extent influenced by political aims intertwined with his family. 
These details are present in the processes as well: the Swedish king funds 
Brynolphus’s studentship in Paris and Nicolaus’s uncle the archbishop is 
mentioned granting Nicolaus a canonry. In both cases, however, the emphasis 
is on Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s holy way of life, and how their virtues were 
the reason for their rise in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, rather than their good 
relations or erudition. Their spiritual characteristics are presented as the most 
important thing, as appropriate for a saint. 

The temporal distance from Brynolphus’s time to the time of the 
canonization process is clear, however. For example, the canonization text 
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does not mention the names of Brynolphus’s parents (although his father’s 
name is obvious, of course, due to the patronymic), but Nicolaus’s 
hagiographies name his bourgeois parents. Contemporaries of Nicolaus were 
still alive at the time of the canonization process, and his relatives played a 
significant role, either as witnesses or by the other witnesses naming them as 
their sources. The memory of Brynolphus was based more on tradition and 
legendary elements, as well as documents, like in this case the donations by 
Brynolphus’s parents to the Church, which were recorded and widely 
remembered.112 Both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s parents are described as 
good and respectable in their canonization processes, but in Brynolphus’s case 
the witnesses had tangible proof. 

The lack of material in Brynolphus’s process is apparent throughout the 
process text and the first articles show it. They often combine themes that with 
more witnesses could have been separated into several articles. For example, 
the process of Nicolaus Hermanni dedicates separate articles to Nicolaus’s 
childhood and studies, but in Brynolphus’s process the same article handles 
both young Brynolphus’s devotion to prayer and his studies in Paris for 
eighteen years.113 All around, the hagiographic material is more diverse in 
Nicolaus’s case than in Brynolphus’s canonization process. The articles about 
Brynolphus’s life before becoming bishop lack rich details given by the 
witnesses, and many of them only confirm the articles by saying that it is 
common knowledge or they just witness hearing it from someone older, 
usually a cleric. Nicolaus’s stronger profile as a recent saint is also visible in 
articles concerning the bishops’ studies in France. The canonization process 
articles about their studies are quite similar, but in Nicolaus’s case, the 
witnesses add personal details to his character by telling how he often 
reminisced about his years in France. In Brynolphus’s case, there were no 
eyewitnesses and contemporaries alive anymore, so the depositions remain 
thinner and more legend-like, with mentions about the Swedish king meeting 
Brynolphus and funding him for additional years in Paris. In a way, 
Brynolphus was on the boundary of recent and traditional sainthood. His 
canonization process lacks the rich and colourful details of contemporary 
witnesses, but at the same time he was not a saint drawn from the mists of 
history to whom any traditional patterns of sainthood could be applied. There 
were traditions, hearsay, and stories that had been passed on by the elderly 
people of the diocese, and they were now recalled and recounted for the 
canonization hearings. 
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2 SPIRITUAL LEADERS 

2.1 NICOLAUS AND THE DIVINE SERVICES 
Saintly bishops make up a notable proportion of medieval saints, although 
towards the fourteenth century mendicancy and lay piety shaped the model of 
a saint as well. In northern Europe in the late Middle Ages, however, the 
saintly appeal of powerful and high-birth individuals remained. Thus, despite 
the shift in the profile of saints, the episcopal ideals of sainthood still applied 
during Brynolphus Algoti’s and Nicolaus Hermanni’s canonization processes, 
which started in the fifteenth century:114 a good bishop ought to be of good 
morals and a good leader and administrator. Later on, the ideals of chastity, 
charity, and humility were seen as essential characteristics of a good bishop, 
and the same imagery was present in the saintly bishops as well. The model of 
the vita of the fourth-century saint Martin of Tours also affected the depiction 
of saintly bishops, including the ideal of ascetic behaviour. Different ideals of 
saintly bishops could be defined as a combination of a firm leader of the 
Church, who fought evil in all of its forms, and a virtuous man who prayed, 
fasted, and followed ascetic practices. The hagiographers thus had to balance 
between depicting the saint as a firm wielder of ecclesiastical power and a 
gentle shepherd of his flock; the bishop was at the same time a political figure 
and a spiritual guide. The material and spiritual welfare of the clergy were the 
saintly bishop’s concern as well.115 The official duties of a bishop could be 
outlined in three forms: gubernatio, visitatio, and correctio. The first entailed 
the bishop’s work to lead the worship and sacraments in his diocese, the 
second visiting and travelling in the diocese, and the third the jurisdiction of 
the bishop.116 The tasks could also be described through the bishop’s forensic 
authority; the bishop had potestas ordinis (power to ordinate and consecrate), 
potestas iurisdictionis (power of jurisdiction), and potestas magisterii 
(educational power).117 Taking good care of these tasks was also a theme in 
Nicolaus’s canonization processes, and the model of a bishop was also a good 
model for an episcopal saint. 
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Nicolaus’s vita depicts his life via two important offices of his career: his 
time as archdeacon and later as bishop. Both the vita and the canonization 
process depict a development of Nicolaus’s virtues; after he was elected 
bishop, Nicolaus improved even further in his holy way of life, whether it be 
charity, asceticism, or celebrating Mass. The vita describes archdeacon 
Nicolaus as “diligent in studies, preaching, reading and prayers”, overlapping 
the themes of inner piety and outer clerical tasks.118 The liturgical life was thus 
part of both the clerical tasks and personal devotion. As the description of the 
saint’s family and childhood was important to establish their character and 
explain their future holiness, also the early career indicated the personality 
and course of their life.119 After becoming bishop, Nicolaus’s love for Mass is 
emphasized even further: his eyes were sometimes in tears during the service, 
and preaching about Christ’s suffering also caused him tears. He read “very 
clearly and devoutly” the canonical hours.120 Tearful bishops in Masses were a 
frequent theme in the hagiographies, as was regular recitation of the canonical 
hours and celebrating or at least hearing the Mass.121 Katherine Harvey even 
points out that “virtually every twelfth- or thirteenth-century English bishop 
with a reputation for sanctity (whether canonized or not) is recorded to have 
wept as he celebrated Mass”.122 Weeping was seen as imitating Christ’s words 
from the Beatitudes (Luke 6:21): “Blessed are you that weep now, for you shall 
laugh.” The ability to shed tears could not be forced, as it was seen as a gift 
from God. The gift of tears was a virtue and even the form of a miracle, and 
thus it was a convincing factor for the canonization processes as well.123 
Nicolaus’s tears complement the picture of a saintly bishop, combining the 
expected feature of sainthood and the visible, memorable part of his office, 
celebrating Mass. 

Nicolaus’s eagerness in celebrating Mass and liturgical hours is a repetitive 
theme throughout the process text, as it is described in the articles concerning 
his time as a canon in Uppsala and Linköping, as archdeacon of Linköping, 
and also as bishop of Linköping.124 Eagerly celebrating Mass and canonical 
hours was described as one of Nicolaus’s good qualities as the bishop: apart 
from participating in every daily and nightly canonical hour, he sang them 
himself on the greatest holy days, he always had a proper amount of clerics as 
his entourage, and he celebrated Mass every day for his entire life. During 
visitations, he let the Mass and every canonical hour be sung for him “in a 
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festive way and out loud” (sollempniter et alta voce).125 These tasks were 
required of a bishop, and they are thus also conventional elements in 
Nicolaus’s canonization process. The witnesses eagerly share their memories 
of Nicolaus celebrating Mass, thereby fleshing out the traditional image of a 
good bishop. Many of the witnesses tell how no matter where he was, the Mass 
and canonical hours were always part of Nicolaus’s day, and how on several 
occasions he preached and celebrated them himself.126 The priest Johannes 
Karoli even recalls how apart from the feast days of saints, Nicolaus officiated 
the Mass on Sundays for the Holy Trinity, on Mondays for the dead, on 
Tuesdays for John the Baptist or the patriarchs, on Wednesdays for the 
apostles, on Thursdays for the Holy Spirit or the body of Christ, on Fridays for 
the holy cross, and on Saturdays for the Virgin Mary, and he also read the 
canonical hours related to them.127 The widow Katarina128 tells that when his 
chaplains were not ready to celebrate Mass as early in the morning as he was, 
he officiated himself.129  

Despite being a traditional characteristic of a saintly bishop, Nicolaus’s 
profile as a recent saint is visible with the depositions from the witnesses. The 
depositions provide Nicolaus’s process text with biographical elements when 
personal memories of witnesses are united with the expected features of a 
bishop-saint. Nicolaus’s niece, Katarina, even tells how she and her husband 
begged Nicolaus to come for dinner and baptize their son, while Nicolaus was 
in Skänninge to consecrate a church. Nicolaus declined and cited the 
responsibilities of his office, which could not be overcome by any “carnal 
affection”.130 The image of a good, dedicated bishop was applied through a very 
personal experience. 

Describing the bishop’s love for liturgy serves two intentions. On one hand, 
it shows his personal devotion and dedication to the Church. On the other 
hand, it points to an educational aspect: Nicolaus was an exemplary bishop 
and shows how the Mass and canonical hours should be respected. A good 
example of this is the deposition of the provost Laurentius Odonis. He first 
tells how Nicolaus used to read the vigil for the dead (vigilia pro defunctis) 
every day after the canonical hours. One Christmas Day, Nicolaus was visiting 
the parish of Värnamo; after the compline he started singing Placebo 
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Domino131 and continued with the vigil of the dead with its nine readings. The 
witness had asked why Nicolaus was singing the vigil on that day and Nicolaus 
answered: “We should never practise such negligence as the curate; this 
wicked curate hardly sings a vigil once a year, or perhaps he reads it.”132 
Another example of the educational purpose of the bishop’s visits is in a 
deposition, in which a witness shares her memory of how Nicolaus preached 
in Nyköping. Many noble and significant men were present, and Nicolaus used 
the allegory of cement and stones making up the church wall. With cement, 
Nicolaus meant the mutual love that the noblemen did not share; meaning that 
the wall – their position – could not last.133 The liturgy was also a tangible 
element for the lay audience of the hagiography; thus, the description of 
Nicolaus celebrating Mass and liturgical hours was a sign and an invitation of 
faith. 

The Divine Offices were a large part of the liturgy of the Church. During the 
Middle Ages, there were different tendencies between the full choral 
observance of the canonical hours and the more private kind of devotion. The 
Offices were mostly attended by clergy and members of religious orders, and 
Mass and Divine Offices were sung daily by the community of the chancel in 
cathedrals and monasteries. The canonical hours were also an obligation for 
clergy and monastic communities; they could read them in private only if they 
could not be in church for the common celebration of the hours. In parish 
churches, however, there may have been only one priest, who could have two 
or even more churches and Masses to take care of. Private recitation gradually 
became a custom among the parish clergy. The daily Office was obligatory, and 
the bishop usually asked during his visitations how the priest practised the 
canonical hours. The presumption was that the Offices were sung and 
celebrated in church, but in practice they were probably read privately in 
church or the parsonage.134  

The difference between parish churches and cathedrals and monasteries 
can also be seen in Nicolaus’s process text. The process text emphasizes the 
importance of liturgy for Nicolaus, but the narrative of visitation in Värnamo 
offers a glimpse into the different realities in Linköping Cathedral and local 
parish churches. The rich liturgical life seems to have been a norm for 
Nicolaus, but in the parishes, resources did not allow the same kind of 
attendance. The ideal was the common celebration, however, and the process 
text reflects how Nicolaus as a bishop valued that. His disapproval of the parish 
priest was presented as a sign of Nicolaus’s zeal for liturgy, but the scene also 
transmitted a living example of a situation in a parish. The deposition also 
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mentions the vigil for the dead. The Office of the Dead consists of Vespers, 
Matins, and Lauds, which were intended to be prayed by hired monks and 
priests in church the evening and morning before the Requiem Mass for a 
deceased person. In some parts of Europe, including Scandinavia, the Office 
of the Dead was also sung more generally in commemoration of the departed; 
the ordained were to recite this Office every day, and the laity was also 
encouraged to do it as often as possible.135 The description of Nicolaus’s 
process presents this ideal. 

Nicolaus not only read and celebrated the Offices, but he also composed 
legends and Offices for saints. According to the vita, to avoid idleness Nicolaus 
wrote Offices for Anna, Jesus’s grandmother, Ansgar, the archbishop of 
Bremen and a missionary to Scandinavia, and Birgitta.136 The process article, 
however, mentions only that he enriched the Church by presenting new Divine 
Offices and reviving some neglected saint cults, either by solemnizing the 
existing feast days more or donating equipment and vestments for the altars 
and clergy.137 The witnesses specify the Offices that Nicolaus wrote: Offices for 
St Anna, St Birgitta and St Ansgar, six responsories and antiphonies for St 
Erik, a sequence for St Botvid, and a sequence for the patron saints.138 Eskil 
Djäkne, an official in Vadstena Abbey, even says he remembers seeing 
Nicolaus writing the Offices, and Brother Ulpho Birgeri says he sang the 
Offices Nicolaus had created.139 The composition work of the new saints’ 
Offices was enlivened in the thirteenth century, as the mendicant orders 
started to write Offices for their saints. The example of Dominicans and 
Franciscans can be seen behind Nicolaus’s poetic work, but he was not the only 
Swedish bishop to write new Offices; for example, Archbishop Birgerus 
Gregorii wrote an Office for Birgitta as well, and Brynolphus Algoti also had a 
reputation of writing Offices.140 The vita presents and names the Offices that 
Nicolaus had written, while the canonization process article only mentions 
them on a general level. However, the Offices were a well-remembered part of 
Nicolaus’s life and impact; even without a direct phrasing in the canonization 
article, the witnesses highlight the theme with unwavering confirmation and 
personal experiences in their depositions. The Offices are mentioned in the 
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inscription of Nicolaus’s gravestone, too, and Bishop Kanutus quotes the text 
in his deposition: “Here is buried the bishop of Östergötland, Nicolaus / pious 
mind, the vessel of morals, beloved for heavenly teaching / For Anna and 
Birgitta he wrote Offices / Ansgar’s life he honoured with a celebrated pen / 
He died on Holy Cross Day, the year 1391.”141 The Offices were a tangible 
heritage for the diocese of Linköping from their former bishop, and the 
canonization process sets it in connection with Nicolaus’s activity “to increase, 
awaken and nourish faith and devotion of the people” alongside his working 
for Birgitta’s canonization, building Vadstena Abbey, and equipping altars and 
clergy with proper vestments.142  

Nicolaus’s gravestone mentions the Offices for Anna, Birgitta, and Ansgar. 
Tryggve Lundén has analysed Nicolaus’s Office texts and noted how Nicolaus 
uses Marian piety and imagery in his depiction of Birgitta, while the Office for 
Jesus’s grandmother Anna reflects the growing interest and piety towards the 
family of Christ. The Offices for Ansgar and Erik represent heroes of the 
missionary period.143 The Virgin Mary was important for Birgitta and the 
Birgittines, and Nicolaus’s Offices, too, contain devotion towards the Mother 
of God; the Marian imagery in the Office for Birgitta and composing work for 
Mary’s mother Anna are obvious examples, but the Office for Ansgar also 
contains the saint’s vision about the Virgin. Marian devotion seems to have 
been important for Nicolaus, and his canonization process emphasizes on a 
couple of occasions Nicolaus’s devotion towards Mary: Nicolaus’s death bed 
scene contains his last words directed towards the Virgin Mary, and in a 
deposition the magister Petrus is depicted as praising Nicolaus as the Virgin’s 
“special bishop” (specialis episcopus beate Marie virginis gloriose).144 Thus, 
Birgittine spirituality towards Virgin Mary is present in how Nicolaus wrote 
the Offices about Birgitta, Anna and Ansgar, and the canonization process text 
depicts in a similar way how Marian devotion was part of Nicolaus’s own 
devotion, too.  

As mentioned, the material and spiritual welfare of the clergy were a 
concern for the holy bishop. Regarding how he provided the paraments for 
both the altars and their servants, Bishop Kanutus even names in his 
deposition the tailor who made many of the vestments and altar cloths. 
Another witness claims that Nicolaus used both donations and his own money 
to acquire these textiles.145 Bishop Kanutus adds that Nicolaus also ordered 
tithes to be used for the canons’ income, and Laurentius Odonis recalls how 
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after he returned from Avignon, Nicolaus donated golden florins for each of 
the canons to offer at the celebrations.146 The canons and the present bishop 
were important witnesses of the canonization process and promoters of 
Nicolaus’s cult; in their depositions, the clerical witnesses confirm and tell 
details about events that affected them, and what they remember about 
Nicolaus. These actions could be presented as taking good care of the bishop’s 
task and thus proving his sainthood.  

The bishop’s tasks also included visiting the parishes in his diocese, and the 
above-discussed example of Nicolaus’s visit to Värnamo presents this kind of 
visit. Such visits brought the bishop close to the laity, but it was also a sensitive 
matter for the parish clergy how the bishop and his entourage arranged them. 
The bishop’s tasks included a lot of travel in the parishes of the diocese, and 
the bishop travelled always with an entourage. The canon laws and resolutions 
defined how many days the parishes were obliged to feed and accommodate 
the bishop and his entourage. This obligation often caused tensions between 
the bishops and parishes.147 The canonization process dedicates an article to 
Nicolaus’s episcopal tasks. He travelled frequently in his diocese and took care 
of the visitations. During these visits, he judged offences and heresies, 
preached and urged people to serve God, officiated in confirmations, 
ordinations, and consecrations of churches, monasteries and convents and 
other holy places, and perfectly followed “in general, everything that was 
according to apostolic ways required of bishops”.148 The depositions mainly 
focus on how Nicolaus handled the correction of different kinds of offences, 
but, for example, the widow Katarina witnesses how her son used to read the 
canonical hours with Nicolaus and served him with the celebration of Mass.149 
In addition, the preceding canonization process article, which mainly handles 
Nicolaus’s devoutness to Mass and canonical hours, also states that apart from 
visitations to parishes, Nicolaus always resided in Linköping or – out of 
courtesy to the new order – in Vadstena. The article continues that if he 
sometimes resided in some of his manors or somewhere else, he always had 
an adequate entourage of clergy with him for the proper celebration of Mass.150 
The episcopal mensa151 involved several estates where the bishop could dwell 
during the visitations and other travels in the diocese. The estates were located 
around the diocese.152 Nicolaus’s vita reflects the ideal of the proper way of the 
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bishop’s visitation, emphasizing how Nicolaus was careful to follow the rules 
about the visitations, and even strongly forbade his entourage from receiving 
any hospitality above the regulations, so that they would not seem to seek their 
own benefit.153 Misconduct in the tasks of a bishop could raise questions about 
the virtuous life of the saint candidate, and these mentions reflect the 
challenge of describing the bishop as an ascetic and virtuous man, despite the 
evident wealth of his office.  

Devoutness towards Mass and the Offices was a conventional topos in 
describing the holy bishop, and it seems to have been an easy characteristic for 
the witnesses to confirm as well. Many details in the depositions flesh out the 
episcopal task. The clerical witnesses could share their memories of the 
services they had attended or celebrated together with Nicolaus, and the laity 
could tell their experiences as worshippers.  

2.2 PUNISHMENTS AND FORGIVENESS  
Correctio, using judicial power, was a significant task for a bishop, as well as a 
theme in the canonization processes of the saintly bishops. The bishop’s tasks 
included resolving disputes and enforcing ecclesiastical discipline in their 
dioceses.154 Nicolaus’s vita takes up the theme after describing Nicolaus’s 
asceticism as bishop, starting with his mercifulness and how he often shed 
tears if he was unable to help or convert someone. The emphasis on his 
merciful actions continues with a narrative of him releasing two prisoners 
condemned to death. Nicolaus suffered from a “weakness of the body” 
(debilitate corporis) and two men had to nearly carry him to the place of 
execution, but he was still able to save the two men.155 As a liberator of 
innocents, the vita compares him to another saint, his namesake St Nicholas 
of Myra.156 Later on, the vita tells how Nicolaus sent his predecessor’s 
murderers to the curia to receive absolution for their deed, but notes that the 
event has been recorded elsewhere and will not be repeated, so that the vita 
would not become too lengthy.157 The previous bishop of Linköping, Gotskalk 

 
 

153 Vita Nicholai, 329. Tempore autem visitacionis in recipiendis procuracionibus summe cauebat, 

ne ea, que super hijs statuta errant, aliqualiter transgrederetur, conuocans officiales et familiars 

suos et inhibens eis sub interminacione maledictionis eterne, ne minuscula qualiacumque eciam 

minima et sponte oblata reciperent, ne que sua sunt querere viderentur, sed que Ihesu Christi. 
154 Donahue 2016, 252. 
155 Vita Nicholai, 325. 
156 Vita Nicholai, 325. 
157 Vita Nicholai, 326. 



II Men of the Church 
 

 62 

Falkdal,158 was murdered in Småland in February 1374, only a little over a 
month after he had been able to settle in Linköping.159 

Both the vita and the canonization process mention that bishop Nicolaus 
Marci appointed Nicolaus Hermanni vicarius in spiritualibus or generalis 
vicarius.160 The title meant that if the bishop was unable to carry out his 
responsibilities, there was an official (officialis) to whom the duties were 
delegated. During the episcopate of Nicolaus Marci, there are several papal 
letters directed to officialis Lincopensis.161 The tradition in Nicolaus 
Hermanni’s vita and canonization process names him as this vicar. The 
canonization process places the sentence of Gotskalk Falkdal’s murderer to the 
time of Nicolaus’s archdeaconry. The process article describes Nicolaus using 
canon law to chastise wrongdoers and in particular he insisted that the Crown 
condemn the murderers to exile. As the bishop, he made them seek absolution 
in the curia, and his actions are described as diligent and insistent.162 Several 
witnesses confirm this article and a couple of them even share that they know 
the murderer, Matts Gustafsson.163 The incident seems to have been well 
known and remembered – Bishop Kanutus even says he had heard about this 
from Matts himself in the Turku Castle. The clerics Johannes Karoli and 
Girmundus Laurencii remember hearing and seeing how the murderer was 
punished in Linköping by removing his clothes and forcing him to stand with 
a rope around his neck and a whip in his hand, so that anyone could whip him 
with it. The general confessor of Vadstena, Ericus Johannis,164 witnesses that 
he knows the man well.165 The emphasis is on Nicolaus’s actions against the 
murderer of Gotskalk, his bravery, and his commitment to the jurisdiction and 
canon law of the Church. Bishop Gotskalk appears only as Nicolaus’s 
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murdered predecessor, without a context of his own, reflecting on how his time 
as the bishop of the diocese was short.  

The vita handles the case of Gotskalk’s murder, too, but the focus is on a 
nobleman who, according to the text, had ordered the murder, not so much on 
the murderer himself. According to the vita, Nicolaus encountered Vicke van 
Vitzen, a member of the Council and bailiff at Kalmar Castle, and accused him 
of the murder of Gotskalk Falkdal.166 Vicke van Vitzen is not mentioned in the 
canonization process, but he appears in the documents from the time of 
Gotskalk’s murder as a trustee and mediator between Matts Gustafsson and 
the Church.167  

Gotskalk Falkdal’s murder was a significant event, and it is visible also in 
documents and letters from the 1370s. Nicolaus Hermanni and the cathedral 
chapter reacted immediately with excommunication of the murderer, Matts 
Gustafsson. He was ordered to visit the pope for absolution, although the 
bishop and his men seem to have been the first to draw their swords during 
the conflict.168 Brilioth argues that the letters from the cathedral chapter are 
somewhat apologetic towards Matts Gustafsson because part of the blame lay 
with Bishop Gotskalk and his entourage. The murder of a bishop still had its 
consequences.169 The vita and the canonization process present the incident 
as a sign of Nicolaus’s diligent aim for justice and emphasize Nicolaus’s strict 
attitude towards the murderer. Gotskalk appears only as Nicolaus’s murdered 
predecessor and Matts Gustafsson as the object of Nicolaus’s righteous 
sentence. The depositions, too, confirm Matts’s guiltiness, but some witnesses 
also say they knew Matts Gustafsson and refer to him with some sympathy. 

Subsequent articles of the canonization process present Nicolaus as a 
leader for both the laity and clergy. During his visitations, Nicolaus corrected 
the wrongdoings of parishioners and fought against heresy and 
superstitions.170 The release of the prisoners mentioned in the vita is repeated 
in the process, and a whole inquiry article is dedicated to the incident. Some 
of the witnesses confirm it by mentioning one of the prisoners by name, while 
a couple of them say that they are not familiar with this particular event but 
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instead know similar ones where Nicolaus defended the oppressed.171 
However, the depositions are much richer when handling the article about 
Nicolaus using his judicial power, especially when punishing “clerics who 
sustained intemperate or otherwise suspicious women”.172 The witnesses 
vividly confirm this article – after all, many of them were themselves clerics. 
The witnesses add information about the punishments, how the concubari 
(“keepers of concubines”) lost their income and offices, and how special 
prisons were built for clerics and others for women because Nicolaus was not 
satisfied with Linköping’s current prisons.173 Several “bad” priests are also 
mentioned by name, and according to a witness, one of them even tried to 
bribe Nicolaus by sending him a fatted calf.174 The priest Johannes Karoli links 
in his deposition how Nicolaus dealt with fornication of laity. He tells how he 
was on the way with Nicolaus to visit Stegeholm Castle. Just before they 
arrived, Nicolaus asked Johan if there were any ill-mannered women 
(mulieres male vite) in the castle. Johan answered that there were more ill-
mannered than good-mannered ones. The captain of the castle came along, 
but Nicolaus refused to follow him to the castle because he had such women 
there. The captain promised that he would do anything Nicolaus would ask if 
only the bishop would then dine with him. The next morning the captain 
gathered together all the women living a bad life and let them be cast in the 
water (although taking care that they would not drown) and then ordered them 
to leave the castle and never return. Nicolaus was pleased with the captain and 
joined him for the meal.175  

Legal tasks were a significant part of the office of the bishop, and the 
depositions of Nicolaus’s canonization process show how they were also a 
public and memorable aspect of the bishop’s work. Over the course of the 
Middle Ages, the volume of litigations the ecclesiastical authorities had to 
judge increased. The prelates started to seek advice and delegate the legal work 
to trained legal advisors and lawyers. Many of the medieval bishops had 
studied law at the university, and they were supposed to know enough that 
they could resolve the cases themselves.176 The canon law protected the clergy, 
so that only an ecclesiastical authority could resolve their cases. In England, 
for example, a constitution from 1261 required all bishops to have a prison for 
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clerics that were accused or convicted of a crime.177 A multitude of cases in the 
church courts dealt with matrimonial questions, including fornication, 
adultery, concubinage, and other sexual offences.178 The examples in the 
depositions in Nicolaus’s case also concern such questions.  

The depositions also reflect the medieval problem of establishing clerical 
celibacy. Celibacy had been an ideal for clerics since the fourth century, but in 
practice it was not followed. In the early Middle Ages, parish priests were often 
married and had a family, while celibacy was part of the monastic life. In the 
eleventh century, celibacy was extended to all priests and enacted in the 
canons, although the life of the secular clergy often still included a female 
companion and children.179 Inspiring the clerics to follow celibacy and setting 
an example was something that the saintly bishops of the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries were expected to do, and they were praised for it.180 The 
implementation of clerical celibacy was difficult throughout medieval Europe, 
and Scandinavia was no exception. Anthony Perron points out that in 
Scandinavia, conceptions of manhood revolved around sexual prowess, and 
the ideal of celibacy was new. In most of Latin Christendom, ideals of chastity 
and celibacy were familiar because of monasticism, and when the ideal was 
extended to all priests, it was not a whole new model. In Scandinavia, however, 
the Church was only in the process of being established, and the ideal of 
clerical celibacy was novel and foreign.181 Perron also presents the narrative 
from Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum about Absalon, archbishop of Lund 
in 1178–1201, who is described as insisting on celibate clergy. The demand was 
an important part of Absalon exercising his episcopal power.182 Thus, 
Nicolaus’s aim to instil clerical celibacy can be linked to Nordic examples and 
models, but also to the wider European goal and challenge. The depositions in 
Nicolaus’s process also show how difficult the ideal of celibacy was to imprint. 
The importance of the topic is clear, as a whole inquiry article is dedicated to 
describing how Nicolaus treated the priests who did not follow the ideal of 
celibacy and loved those who did. The cleric witnesses confirm the article 
widely and in detail, which shows how significant celibacy was as a part of 
Nicolaus’s saintly image among the clergy. Nicolaus appears as the example 
and promoter of clerical celibacy.  

Apart from disciplinary actions, Nicolaus’s duties to guide his diocese are 
depicted through confession and his compassion towards the repentant. In the 
vita, Nicolaus’s compassion is mentioned in the way that it completes the 
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descriptions of his character. When describing his behaviour as archdeacon, 
the vita recounts Nicolaus’s asceticism, hospitality, and diligence, adding how 
he always had “motherly feelings” (materna semper gestabat viscera) towards 
the distressed and with teary eyes wanted to help them.183 The vita also 
describes Nicolaus’s power to get the “tyrants” to confess their sins and change 
their ways. Nicolaus’s compassion is underlined with the notion of how he 
shed tears of compassion for wrongdoers.184 The word “tyrant” is widely used 
in Nicolaus’s hagiographies, drawing political lines between him and his 
opponents, who are presented as unworthy and bad rulers.185 The vita does 
not share Nicolaus’s encounters with regular laymen and their confessions; in 
the vita, Nicolaus’s character is mostly built through asceticism and his brave 
resistance to the kings and other “tyrants”. Parish priests usually absolved 
repentant persons from their sins but there were some sins only a bishop could 
absolve, such as homicide, blasphemy, and indecency. The bishop was also in 
charge of the punishments of the clerics.186 In the vita, the narrated 
confessions are just this kind of heavier attacks against the Church, but in the 
process text the voice of supporters presents Nicolaus also as a confessor for 
anyone repenting, and one whole canonization process article is dedicated to 
depicting how Nicolaus pardoned repentant ones with tears in his eyes.187  

The witnesses share many quotations from Nicolaus in their depositions. 
Bishop Kanutus witnesses that Nicolaus often said to the repentant comforting 
words such as: “I rejoice over your conversion as much as over my own.”188 
Abbess Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter says she had heard how Nicolaus said with 
tears in his eyes: “If only you wanted to amend yourselves as willingly as I want 
to keep you.”189 The quotations present the tone with which Nicolaus is 
described in these articles and depositions. The tears were a sign of true 
devotion, and the “gift of tears” came from God. Usually the “gift of tears” was 
related to the sacrament of the eucharist, but the tears were a sign of devotion 
and closeness to God. The tears were also a weapon, especially for bishops. 
They were used in defence of the Christian faith and the Church, and as a 
reaction towards heretics or infidels. Weeping was typically associated with 
women, and Nicolaus’s vita indeed connects the tears with the “motherly 
feelings” he had towards those he wanted to help.190 Maternal imagery was 
used also for male figures such as Christ, Paul, or abbots of monasteries. Early 
medieval texts contain mentions about bishops as mothers, and the motherly 
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imagery included aspects of reproduction, unconditional love, and 
nurturing.191 Nicolaus’s vita does not specify or itemize the motherly feelings, 
but the context – compassion towards the repentant – bears connotations of 
love, comfort, and gentleness. 

Depositions about Nicolaus’s punishments mostly concerned clerics, but 
with the confessions most depositions describe how Nicolaus encountered the 
laymen. A bishop who urged the people to confess, even though they originally 
had no intention, was a recurring theme in the canonization processes.192 The 
witnesses tell how there were, for example, pirates, “tyrants”, knights, and 
poor women among those asking for absolution.193 Colourful narratives are 
again present within the depositions. One of them is in Bishop Kanutus’s 
deposition. He tells about the knight Algot Magnusson and his sins. Nicolaus 
had invited Algot to his table and there was also a nun from Vreta Abbey 
among the guests. Algot said to the nun: “I offer you half of my sins.” Nicolaus 
urged the nun to accept the offer and then asked Algot to give the rest of his 
sins to him. Algot was pleased to do that and said: “Revered father, I will do 
that gladly because you erase them and repent yourselves better than I do.” 
Nicolaus then asked the nun to give him the first half of Algot’s sins and asked 
Algot not to leave until the morning. The next morning, when Algot was 
leaving, Nicolaus started to ask for the gift Algot had given him. Algot did not 
understand how he could keep his promise and Nicolaus said that he wanted 
to hear his sins. Otherwise, he would not know what the gift was that he should 
thank Algot for. Then Algot started to repent and confessed to Nicolaus, 
although he originally had no intention to do that.194 The narrative showed 
Nicolaus’s wit but also taught the importance of confession. 

Apart from the memorable quotations and narratives, some witnesses also 
share their own experiences and memories about confessions to Nicolaus. 
Holmsten Johansson, a 44-year-old man who had served Nicolaus for five 
years, witnesses how Nicolaus always carefully listened to every confession, 
even those of the poorest women as attentively as if they were noble women, 
and how through confession Nicolaus was able to make “nobles and tyrants” 
(nobiles et tyrannos) mend their ways.195 Another witness, the 64-year-old 
knight Karl Magnusson, tells from his own experience how comforting and 
consoling it was to confess to Nicolaus.196 Karl was also an example of a 
repentant tyrant. Karl had been punished by his teacher, but he was still 
stubborn. When the teacher asked Archdeacon Nicolaus for help, he scolded 
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Karl, making him very upset, and he wanted to kill Nicolaus. Together with 
three of his friends, he set an ambush. Nicolaus came along the road with only 
one canon and one boy, but to Karl and his friends, it seemed like there were 
fifteen armed men with Nicolaus. They got scared and fled.197 Karl also says 
that when he was young, he had tried to violate privileges of the Church, but 
then he had asked for forgiveness from Nicolaus. Nicolaus had forgiven him 
and led him to serve God.198  

Karl Magnusson is the only witness to confirm the detail in the inquiry 
article on how Nicolaus rooted out superstitions. Karl tells how he had stolen 
blankets from a wife of one of his farmers to make a sail for his boat. The angry 
wife foretold that the blankets would not break from wind during Karl’s 
journey. When Karl then set sail, the strong wind abated, and Karl was forced 
to return to shore and return the blankets. Karl told everything to Nicolaus, 
who tirelessly fought against such superstitions on his visitations to 
parishes.199 The deposition of Karl Magnusson is an example of a 
contemporary who wants his story told in the canonization process. Aviad M. 
Kleinberg explains about this kind of enthusiasm of witnesses: “A mention in 
the Life of a saint guaranteed a modest measure of immortality.”200 The 
narrative about blankets and the farmer’s wife leaves Nicolaus almost in a 
minor role, with Karl Magnusson acting as the humiliated protagonist. While 
the deposition was meant to confirm how Nicolaus performed the tasks of a 
bishop, it also allowed the witnesses to preserve their personal deeds in 
history. 

Judicial authority was a prominent part of the bishop’s role. Thus, these 
tasks are also represented in the prevailing diplomataria from Nicolaus’s time. 
The bishop was an important and learned man, whose seal confirmed many 
kinds of documents and contracts. Most of the surviving documents are 
different kinds of agreements, where the bishop (or archdeacon in Nicolaus’s 
case, as he was for a long period of time the de facto leader of the diocese) 
confirms wills and exchanges and trades of land.201 An example of a dispute 
Nicolaus resolved is from 1370, when as the archdeacon he judged in the case 
of Staffan Stangenberg. Staffan had come to the sacristy to get a judgement on 
his father’s inheritance. Staffan’s deceased father Nils had committed adultery 
with a woman named Ramborg while Staffan’s mother was still alive. Nils and 
Ramborg had a son, Magnus, who was also already deceased. When Staffan’s 
mother died, Nils had married Ramborg. Now Staffan wanted neither Magnus 
nor his living daughter to have any right to his father’s inheritance, since 
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Magnus was born out of wedlock. Archdeacon Nicolaus Hermanni ruled on 
Staffan’s behalf.202 The cases in diplomataria represent those that Nicolaus as 
a prelate had to judge. The documents are in line with the picture the 
hagiographies give about Nicolaus and his sainthood; as archdeacon and 
bishop, Nicolaus had many judicial tasks and they had an effect on people’s 
lives, and thus were remembered as part of Nicolaus’s reputation. Good, 
righteous, and diligent administration were signs of a good bishop but also 
signs of sainthood. 

Punishing and directing wrongdoers was part of the reason for sainthood 
in the hagiographic texts, and these actions also appear in documents. As 
bishop, Nicolaus also delivered prohibitions via letters. In 1385, for example, 
Nicolaus instructed priests not to bury or hear the confessions of those who 
had insulted churches or monasteries.203 Diocesan statutes have remained 
from Nicolaus’s episcopate as well. The statutes ordain, for example, the 
clergy’s responsibilities and vestments, as well as the strict prohibition of 
having a concubine or being a concubine. The statutes contain detailed 
instructions for communion and hearing confessions, and they define, which 
offences should be confessed to the bishop himself.204 The witnesses in the 
canonization process do not specifically mention the statutes, but the 
depositions list the different prisons for the clerics and their concubines, and 
in the statutes the concubines are threatened with imprisonment.205 
Examining the document sources shows how the themes in the hagiographic 
texts arise from bishop’s tasks. Resolving disputes and enforcing discipline 
were a visible element of a bishop’s work, shaping also the saintly image of 
Nicolaus. 

The judicial actions of Nicolaus are reflected in all the sources, as the 
responsibilities of a bishop served also as proof of his virtues and sainthood. 
The vita emphasizes Nicolaus’s love for peace and how he always sought to live 
in peace with everyone but at the same time strived steadfastly for justice.206 
The narrative of the vita draws from biblical wordings, stating how Nicolaus 
“argued for the meek of the earth” and used “the sword of the Spirit, which is 
the word of God”.207 The vita presents Nicolaus as an ascetic defender of the 
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poor alongside the leading motif of defending the Church against kings. The 
canonization process expands the saintly image with compassion towards the 
repentant and steadfast disciplinary actions. The demand for celibacy seems 
to have been well remembered among the witnesses, and especially the case of 
Bishop Gotskalk’s murderer emerges from the canonization process and its 
depositions, in line with the preserved letters and documents. These detailed 
depositions provide weight for Nicolaus’s canonization process, confirming 
both his virtuous life and fama sanctitatis. These aspects, compassion towards 
the repentant and poor but strictness with wrongdoers, were conventional 
material for the canonization process of an episcopal saint: they were 
fundamental elements of the episcopal office, and highlighting them was a way 
to show the virtuous life of the saint. Because these tasks were also a tangible 
element of the bishop’s work, the witnesses were also able to offer some colour 
and personal matters in their depositions, as per the nature of hagiographies 
on recent saints.  

In addition, as Ellis Nilsson points out, the hagiographic texts “were written 
by the clergy, for the clergy, which implies that they were also intended as 
ideological tools for religious didactic purposes”.208 The hagiographic texts 
promoted ideals and examples, and Nicolaus’s hagiographies are rich with 
details concerning his judicial actions against the clergy. There seems to have 
been a motif of underlining the importance of clerical celibacy. On the 
occasions where Nicolaus encountered laymen, the importance of confession 
gets highlighted, as does the relief experienced through it.  

2.3 PATER PAUPERUM MISERICORDISSIMUS – CHARITY AND 
SUPPORTING THE RELIGIOUS ORDERS 
Charitable works were an integral part of sainthood as well. Charity included 
both helping the poor and the desire to save souls.209 Nicolaus’s hagiographies 
handle the theme together with his ascetic practices. For example, the 
canonization process article about Archdeacon Nicolaus tells how he sold his 
expensive clothes and gave the money to the poor, alongside fasts and 
penitential actions. He was also hospitable, generous in alms, and diligent in 
taking care of his neighbours.210 In this section, I discuss Nicolaus’s charitable 
work on its own and his ascetic practices in the following chapters, as the 
charity was directed towards other people. Charity also was something that 
Nicolaus performed from his office of archdeacon or bishop.  

The vita builds up Nicolaus’s virtues, starting from his time as archdeacon. 
Already at that time he was generous with alms, supported poor students, and 
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helped the poor, especially during Lent.211 After becoming bishop, he was even 
more eager in his virtues; he gave alms, served the poor himself, and 
sometimes (nonnumquam) ceremonially washed their feet.212 In the 
canonization process, too, Nicolaus supported twelve poor people at his table, 
often (pluries) washed their feet with his own hands, supported students, and 
gave alms and food to those in need.213 These actions were symbolic and 
presented the bishop as a protector of the poor and widows especially. It was 
part of the bishop’s office to donate a designated portion of the diocesan 
income to the poor, invite the poor to dine at his house, and wash their feet on 
Maundy Thursday.214 Nicolaus’s canonization process, however, presents 
Nicolaus’s actions as even more devout than what was required. 

The witnesses confirm the articles with some anecdotes. Bishop Kanutus 
tells in his deposition that Nicolaus washed the feet of the poor in his own 
bedchamber, with only his servant Marsvin as witness, because he wanted to 
keep it a secret.215 The deposition turns the general symbolic action of every 
bishop into a deeper devotional practice that Nicolaus engaged in. Also, the 
other depositions give the impression of Nicolaus’s personal commitment to 
charity rather than just performing it ex officio. Provost Laurentius Odonis 
tells a story about the time when they were in Avignon for the confirmation for 
Nicolaus’s election. There, the poor started to starve because of a rumour of a 
bandit having seized a bridge. Nicolaus started to share his possessions and 
reproached Laurentius and his other companions for indulging in good 
food.216 The curate Petrus Benedicti also remembers how Nicolaus helped 
people during a famine. He was present when Nicolaus and his official 
(officialis suus in temporalibus) discussed alms. The official, Bengt of 
Hunneberg, was worried because of the shortage of food in the city. Bengt 
thought that Nicolaus was giving away so much of his own that the bishop 
would be forced to go begging. Nicolaus answered that if only there were peace 
in the kingdom, he would happily eat chaff and stalks for three years.217 
Likewise, the priest Johannes Karoli recalls a situation where Nicolaus 
performed a surprising act of charity. Some pipers came to Nicolaus’s house 
and Nicolaus’s magister curie (“estate manager”) asked him to reward the 
musicians. Nicolaus then asked his treasurer how much money they had, and 
then ordered: “Go and buy shoes and boots and give them to my pipers.”218 
When saying this, Nicolaus pointed to the poor that were in his house, thus 
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implying who really were in need of help.219 The widow Katarina calls Nicolaus 
“the true father of the poor” (verus pater pauperum), who fed and clothed the 
poor and washed their feet in his bedchamber.220 “Father of the poor” was an 
epithet for bishops because of their role as the protector of the poor.221 The 
witnesses of Nicolaus’s canonization process give an impression of his 
personal dedication to helping the poor, and thus truly earning the title. 

Charity was a bishop’s duty but also a conventional theme in the 
hagiographies. Although charitable works were hardly the main reason for 
sainthood, they were expected from the saints and seen as an essential part of 
the episcopal sainthood.222 The charitable activity of Nicolaus was easy for the 
witnesses to confirm, as the detailed depositions show. The depositions 
diversify the topic in comparison to the vita, where the depiction remains 
more on the general level. The witnesses could add their own memories and 
encounters to the article at hand and thus add weight to Nicolaus’s sainthood. 
Including elements of charity was a conventional yet needed part of the 
canonization process, and in Nicolaus’s case the connection between charity 
and asceticism becomes visible through the occasions where Nicolaus declined 
good food in order to help others. As there is plenty of material where Nicolaus 
opposed “tyrants”, his wish in Petrus Benedicti’s deposition for peace in the 
kingdom has visible roots in the memories of his contemporaries; at the same 
time, the wish can be interpreted as a sign of the saintly mindset.  

The inquiry article about Nicolaus’s charitable work and taking care of the 
poor also includes mention of how Nicolaus took care of the religious orders 
in his diocese. According to the article, he supported and protected them, so 
that they called him their most merciful father (pater eorum 
misericordissimus).223 In the depositions, four religious houses come up. The 
witnesses confirm that Nicolaus helped the Cistercian convent of Askeby with 
tithes, food, and clothes after it was destroyed in a fire, and supported the new 
abbey in Vadstena financially, as well as the Cistercians’ Vreta Abbey and 
Alvastra Abbey.224 The vita does not mention his taking care of the religious 
orders at all, but in the canonization process there is another inquiry article 
that states how Nicolaus founded Vadstena Abbey and consecrated the 
brothers and sisters. These actions were a sign of Nicolaus’s desire to awaken, 
increase, and care for the faith of his people.225  
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The diocese of Linköping was a location for several religious houses. The 
Cistercians had convents in Alvastra, which was the oldest abbey, and its abbot 
was the visitator for the other abbeys of the order: Nydala, Vreta, and Askeby. 
The Dominicans had their convents in Kalmar, Skänninge and Visby; the 
Franciscans in Linköping, Söderköping, Jönköping and Visby; and, as 
mentioned, Vadstena Abbey was founded during Nicolaus Hermanni’s 
episcopate. The Franciscans and Dominicans were directly under the authority 
of the pope, thus being somewhat separate from the diocesan church. The 
other abbeys to some extent also received income from the bishop’s tithes; for 
example, the Vreta Abbey had Bishop Nicolaus Marci as their visitator in 1368. 
However, Herman Schück describes the relationship between the abbot of 
Alvastra and the bishop of Linköping, in general, to have been “sparse and 
cold”, and the abbey received only minor tithes.226  

Nicolaus’s canonization process reflects the closeness between the bishop 
and the abbeys, while the Franciscan and Dominican convents and friaries are 
barely mentioned at all. In the vita, as discussed earlier, the Franciscans of 
Stockholm are almost like antagonists for Nicolaus. The nunneries of Vreta 
and Askeby, not to mention the Vadstena Abbey, are present in the articles and 
depositions, and one of the witnesses, Katarina Bengtsdotter, was a nun in 
Vreta. The fire of Askeby Abbey in 1377 was a significant event, visible in both 
the canonization process and the diplomataria.227 Alvastra Abbey is present 
in Nicolaus’s canonization process mostly like a side note, possibly reflecting 
the cool relationship between the abbot and the bishop. Most mentions cite 
Prior Petrus, Birgitta’s confessor, but despite being called Petrus of Alvastra in 
the process, he is mostly present with his connection to Vadstena.228 The abbot 
of Alvastra appears in the depositions only by mention. A knight called Gerard 
Snakenborg had offended the abbot and was excommunicated because of it. 
Gerard and Nicolaus had a heated argument, with Nicolaus getting the last 
word. The deposition also mentions that Abbot Tidemannus of Alvastra was 
one of the candidates that Nicolaus named as his successor on his deathbed.229 
Thus, the abbeys most often mentioned in the canonization process are those 
that had the closest relationship with the bishop of Linköping. 

The founding of Vadstena Abbey took place during Nicolaus’s episcopate. 
In the vita, there are a couple of mentions of the abbey, but Birgitta’s vision of 
how Nicolaus would help in founding her abbey in Vadstena is presented early 
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in the text.230 The next mention is in the discussion between Birgitta and her 
daughter Katarina. Katarina says that Nicolaus would be useful for their abbey 
project if only he could be persuaded to enter the order as well. Birgitta rejects 
the idea, stating that Nicolaus is called to an even greater position.231 The 
significant part, that Nicolaus was part of founding the Vadstena Abbey, is 
presented early in the vita, but apart from that the abbey does not appear in 
the text. Vadstena Abbey was part of the pre-destined future of Nicolaus as the 
bishop of Linköping, and it is presented as a divine vision from Birgitta. 

Vadstena Abbey was Birgitta’s great ambition, and already in 1346 King 
Magnus and Queen Blanche bequeathed land for the future abbey. In 1370, 
Pope Urban VI gave his approval for Birgitta’s plans, but the new order, Ordo 
Sanctissimi Salvatoris, was established only after Birgitta’s death in 1378. The 
abbey was officially consecrated in 1384, and the bishop of Linköping was the 
visitator and father of the abbey, who also consecrated the nuns and monks to 
the monastery life. In many orders, the local bishop only had little authority 
over the members of the order, but in Birgitta’s plans the diocesan bishop was 
the visitator.232 Birgitta had intended the abbess to lead the abbey, but in 
practice the female and male convents ended up in power struggles.233 The 
jurisdiction power of the diocesan bishop did not solve the conflicts inside the 
abbey.  

In the canonization process, Vadstena is present both directly and 
indirectly. Birgitta’s revelation about Nicolaus’s future is repeated in one of the 
first process articles, reinforcing his role as one of the establishers of the abbey 
in Vadstena.234 The next mention of Vadstena is after Nicolaus’s election as 
bishop and on the way to Avignon. At the time, Nicolaus decided he would 
rather enter a monastery; the priest Johannes Karoli specifically says that 
Nicolaus would have wanted to enter Vadstena Abbey. Girmundus Laurencii 
repeats Nicolaus’s wish in his answer to the article about Nicolaus’s 
withdrawal after the return to Linköping.235 The reluctance of the bishop 
electus was a common theme in the hagiographies, and in Nicolaus’s case, his 
reluctance leads to the wish to enter Vadstena Abbey.236 In a way, it echoes 
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Birgitta’s daughter Katarina in the vita, where she says that Nicolaus would 
have been a great member of the order. Eventually, Nicolaus accepted his 
election (after the persuasion from Katarina), and in a hagiographic sense he 
thus consented to the vision of Birgitta. 

The canonization process presents the founding of the abbey alongside 
Birgitta’s canonization project as Nicolaus’s way to take care of the spirituality 
of his flock. According to the canonization process, Nicolaus worked for the 
founding of Vadstena Abbey with all his might and consecrated the monks and 
nuns of the order.237 A somewhat closer connection between Nicolaus and 
Vadstena Abbey is visible in the miracula in vita. According to the miracle 
narrative, Nicolaus was seriously ill in 1388 and many believed he was close to 
death. When Prior Petrus of Alvastra heard about this, he wrote a letter to 
Nicolaus and said: “This we have not agreed upon, for it is God’s will, that we 
both first must reform many things here in Vadstena Abbey concerning the 
new order.”238 When Nicolaus received the letter, he immediately stood up, as 
if he had awoken from sleep, ordered a horse to be saddled, and rode the same 
day to Vadstena.239 The mentions of Vadstena in the process articles build up 
the image of Nicolaus’s work and responsibilities as the bishop of Linköping. 
Vadstena Abbey was located in his diocese, and he cared for it as a good bishop 
should. At the same time, he was on good terms and close with notable 
Birgittines, such as Prior Petrus and Birgitta’s daughter Katarina. According 
to the canonization process, apart from visitations Nicolaus always resided in 
Linköping or Vadstena.240 The mention underlines that Nicolaus did not 
exceed the limits of obliged hospitality during the bishop’s visitations in the 
parishes, but it also expresses the significance of Vadstena in the diocese.  

The witness accounts casually mention several times how Nicolaus spent 
time in Vadstena, or how something happened while he was on the way to or 
from Vadstena.241 Bishop Kanutus tells how Nicolaus also advised Bo Jonsson 
Grip to go and confess in the Vadstena Abbey church.242 Some practical themes 
appear in the depositions, too: witnesses mention how Nicolaus supported 
Vadstena with his bishop’s tithes and how two parish churches were moved to 
Vadstena’s income.243 

The deposition of the priest Girmundus Laurencii offers a view on the 
disciplinary letters Nicolaus sent concerning the dimensions of the brothers’ 
convent. The deposition is more a narrative about Prior Petrus and Vadstena 
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than it is about Nicolaus’s holiness, but at the same time, Prior Petrus’s status 
strengthened the connection between Saint Birgitta and the saint-candidate 
Nicolaus. According to his deposition, Girmundus had accompanied Nicolaus 
on his visit to Vadstena after his above-mentioned illness in 1388 and the letter 
from Prior Petrus. Girmundus also presents dates and times for the 
occasion.244 He witnesses hearing more from Prior Petrus himself and being 
present when Petrus started to talk to the brothers about having a revelation 
from Birgitta. Petrus said he had heard orders from Birgitta on how, for 
example, the brothers should start their hours earlier than the sisters and how 
they should not use too complicated language when preaching to the common 
people. Birgitta had also brought up the dormitory of the brother convent, 
which they had built the wrong height and should be made into a chapter 
house instead. If they did not follow the orders, one of three disasters would 
happen: the earth would swallow up the people, the place where they lived 
would return to the use of tyrants, or a fire would burn the place and the 
buildings. To conclude, Petrus delivered a message from Birgitta to Nicolaus, 
that all this was the will of God and Birgitta, and Nicolaus should co-operate 
with Petrus to perform these reformations. The brothers did not follow these 
instructions and because of that a fire broke out in the abbey the next 
Whitsuntide.245 According to the memorial book of Vadstena, a fire did destroy 
buildings of the abbey in June 1388.246 Only this deposition refers to the 
dispute in the abbey, and in it Girmundus presents Nicolaus alongside Prior 
Petrus in stabilizing the new additions to the abbey’s life. Girmundus 
Laurencii’s deposition is based on the prestige of Petrus of Alvastra and 
presents Nicolaus as a respected bishop in Vadstena, although he remains in a 
minor role in this deposition. 

Nevertheless, Nicolaus was part of several aspects of building up the abbey, 
also personally. During the latter half of the 1370s, he confirmed donation 
documents and even donated land for the abbey.247 In 1377, Nicolaus donated 
land for Vadstena Abbey together with his nephew Henrik Hennekesson for 
the dowry of Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter, the daughter of Nicolaus’s niece.248 
Giving gifts to churches and abbeys was common in medieval Europe. The 
donations had social and political importance, but also religious and spiritual 
significance, because in return for the donation the donor and their family 
received, for example, prayers and Masses. The gift was often a child, 
predominantly a daughter, given to monastic life. This kind of religious gift 
can be seen as a way to create social relations and networks, and to strengthen 
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the donor’s social position.249 Hence, Nicolaus as the bishop confirmed the 
donations of other people for the new convent, but he and his family were also 
donors themselves, creating and strengthening the bond between Nicolaus 
and the Birgittines.  

Forming a new abbey required support and organization. In a letter to the 
archbishop of Uppsala and the bishops of Strängnäs and Linköping, Pope 
Gregory XI gave instructions about organizing the abbey, and in a letter to 
Nicolaus the pope advised Nicolaus to protect the abbey from the taxes of 
secular rulers.250 In the beginning of the 1380s, finances for the abbey were 
settled. Some parishes were moved under the abbey’s order, and a special tax, 
vårfrupenning (“Our Lady’s Penny”), was introduced. It was collected as tithes 
from parishes and Nicolaus ordered parish priests on a certain Sunday to 
remind parishioners of it.251 In 1382, Nicolaus was even able to write to 
Archbishop Birgerus Gregorii that wherever he had visited throughout the 
winter, people had been keen and willing to pay the tax.252 Later in the same 
decade, Nicolaus confirmed a letter of protection from Queen Margareta to 
Vadstena. In addition, notes and orders from Nicolaus’s visits to Vadstena 
have survived.253 During his first visitation in 1388, the first abbess of 
Vadstena, Ingegerd Knutsdotter, was consecrated, as well as regulations 
concerning the property of brothers and sisters.254 

Nicolaus administered the consecration of the abbey together with bishops 
of Uppsala and Strängnäs in October 1384.255 As life in the abbey started to 
become settled, the bishop’s tasks were widened to include disciplinary actions 
as well. In 1384, Nicolaus excommunicated monks for breaking the rules of the 
dimensions of the monk convent. Later that year, he had to remind that monks 
were forbidden to go to the sisters’ convent and sisters likewise to the brothers’ 
convent.256 He also had to forbid people in the abbey from criticizing Birgitta’s 
order, revelations, or Prior Petrus of Alvastra, and he forbade confessors and 
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penitents from discussing matters outside of confession.257 Prior Petrus was 
Birgitta’s confessor, and using Revelaciones Extravagantes he added 
additional regulations to Birgitta’s original rule. The additions concerned, for 
example, the roles and duties of the abbess and the general confessor, 
economy, and household chores of sisters. The new duties for sisters in the 
kitchen caused opposition and were considered too heavy. The letter of 
Nicolaus reflects the dispute. On one hand, he forbids criticism, but on the 
other hand he also discussed the matter with Prior Petrus.258 Some sources 
have survived also from the abbey’s point of view concerning Nicolaus. Master 
Petrus Olavi, general confessor of Vadstena, wrote a letter (dated between 
1375–1378) to Birgitta’s daughter Katarina and asked her to thank the bishop 
of Linköping for all the love and support he had for the abbey. The letter 
praises Nicolaus for his righteousness.259 In the memorial book of Vadstena 
Abbey, the note about Nicolaus’s death contains a résumé: “He was a man of 
great sanctity.”260 The sources draw a picture of Nicolaus as the diocesan 
bishop performing his episcopal responsibilities but at the same time having a 
warm relationship with the abbey and its people. 

The pictures from the hagiographic material and the documents and letters 
present a similar view of Nicolaus. As the bishop of Linköping, he had many 
tasks and responsibilities towards the religious orders in the diocese. The 
visions of Birgitta, however, give the impression of a closer relationship 
between the bishop and the Birgittines, and the mentions of how Nicolaus 
spent time in the abbey, and during turning points of his life seriously 
considered entering the abbey himself, strengthen the impression. On the 
whole, Nicolaus is presented as a protector for anyone who needed it, be it 
members of the religious orders or the poor. 

2.4 NURTURING FAITH WITH THE CANONIZATION OF BIRGITTA 
Alongside Nicolaus’s work in founding Vadstena Abbey, the canonization 
process states that to nurture the faith of the people he “worked persistently 
among the king, prelates, and princes of the realm” for the canonization of 
Birgitta.261 Birgitta of Sweden held a reputation of being a living saint and right 
after her death on the 23rd of July 1373 the project for her canonization 
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started.262 Birgitta’s daughter Katarina and son Birger brought Birgitta’s 
remains from Rome to Vadstena in July 1374. When Katarina returned to 
Rome the next year, she brought a collection of Birgitta’s miracles from 
Sweden with her. The canonization process started in 1377 and Birgitta was 
canonized in 1391.263 Bishop Kanutus and Provost Laurentius Odonis confirm 
in their depositions the letters Nicolaus drew up and sent: Kanutus relates that 
he used to write the letters and then bring the answers from the king to 
Nicolaus, and Laurentius tells how he wrote the letters based on Nicolaus’s 
dictation.264 Brother Ulpho Birgeri of Vadstena also confirms seeing copies of 
these letters in Vadstena.265 The same article covers Nicolaus’s work with the 
Divine Offices; while most of the witnesses concentrate on confirming that 
part of the article, the depositions of the firsthand and most high-ranking 
witnesses of Nicolaus’s process corroborate Nicolaus’s work for Birgitta’s 
canonization.  

In the vita, Nicolaus’s work for the canonization of Birgitta is not 
mentioned at all. Only his composing work for the Offices and legends for 
Anna, Ansgar, Sigfrid, and Birgitta appear. These are presented as a sign of 
Nicolaus’s willingness to fill his days with holy work rather than idleness.266 
Nicolaus’s Office for Birgitta is known as Rosa rorans, after its beginning 
words.267 The first antiphon describes Birgitta with the words “rose” and “star” 
(Rosa rorans bonitatem, / Stella stillans claritatem, / Birgitta, vas gratie), 
which were commonly related to the Virgin Mary. The epithets were not 
unusual in the context of other saints, however. For example, the Office for 
Elin of Skövde, attributed to Brynolphus Algoti, connected the rose with the 
saint.268 Nicolaus’s Office praised Birgitta’s saintly character, with several 
connections to the Virgin Mary’s epithets.269 Tryggve Lundén sees a clear 
connection between Nicolaus’s close and long relationship with Birgitta’s 
family and his inclination to describe Birgitta with metaphors usually linked 
to Mary. He also states that Nicolaus’s poetic work reflects the Birgittine 
tradition and also shows his position as a “Birgittine saint”.270 As discussed 
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earlier, Marian devotion comes through in other Offices composed by 
Nicolaus, and the canonization process contains hints about the significance 
of the Virgin Mary for Nicolaus.  

There are several letters and documents among the Swedish diplomataria 
that reveal Nicolaus’s work for Birgitta’s canonization. The first mention is 
from February 1376, when Nicolaus was still in exile in Gotland after his return 
from Avignon. He had marked down a miracle of Birgitta, according to a 
witness account.271 Right after returning to Linköping, in September 1376 
Nicolaus instructed priests in Vadstena to write down miracles that happened 
through prayers directed to Birgitta. He reminded them to cautiously record 
the illnesses and recovering processes as soon as possible. The names of the 
recovered and their hometowns were important, and later they would have to 
call three or four reliable witnesses to give their account on the miracle. 
Nicolaus emphasized the role of the witnesses, for in case the written material 
did not suffice, the Holy See could then further question the named 
witnesses.272 The letter reflects the instructions the curia sent to Sweden 
regarding the recording of Birgitta’s miracles. The first miracle collection was 
not sufficient because it did not identify the persons that experienced the 
miracle, the witnesses were not named, and it was not collected on the 
initiative of the diocesan bishop. The absence of the diocesan bishop was due 
to Nicolaus Hermanni’s exile in Gotland after his appointment, and now 
Nicolaus was given the task to ensure that the next collection would not be too 
primitive, as Anders Fröjmark depicts the first collection, in the eyes of the 
curia.273 Later the same year, Archbishop Birgerus Gregorii, Nicolaus, and 
Bishop Mattias Larsson of Västerås sent a petition for Birgitta’s canonization, 
and in December they gathered in Stockholm to confirm the appropriate 
miracle collection to send to the Holy See.274 

Nicolaus’s work for Birgitta’s canonization continued in the following 
years. In spring 1377, he acted as a witness when the bishop of Odense arrived 
in Vadstena by the pope’s order and questioned witnesses about the miracles 
at Birgitta’s grave.275 In May 1377, the Swedish bishops again advanced their 
petition for Birgitta’s canonization. The first petition was signed only by the 
archbishop and the bishops of Linköping and Västerås, but this time the 
bishops of Skara, Strängnäs, and Turku took part.276 Nicolaus also sent 
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supplementary miracles to the curia in September 1377 and August 1378. 
Anders Fröjmark considers that Nicolaus took the initiative in these miracle 
collections.277 In the letter from September 1377, Nicolaus explains to the Holy 
See that the Italian custom of using notaries in proving the authenticity of 
documents was not a Swedish practice, and instead they authenticate the 
documents with seals of eminent persons. The canonization process of Birgitta 
is well recorded and shows the course of a medieval canonization process. 
Nicolaus’s letters reflect the role of a bishop to take care that the documents 
were indisputable. The instructions from the Holy See had to be transmitted 
to parish priests for successful results.278 

The wish for Birgitta’s canonization was also included in other letters, such 
as Nicolaus’s letter to Pope Urban VI. Nicolaus thanked the pope for 
indulgences for Vadstena Abbey and the excommunication of (antipope) 
Clemens VII, and then he continued with the petition to canonize Birgitta.279 
Nicolaus’s role as one of the collectors of Birgitta’s miracles is noted in the 
canonization process document of Birgitta. The letters mentioned above are 
copied in the document, and witnesses such as Birgitta’s daughter Katarina 
and Petrus of Alvastra mention Nicolaus’s work.280 The attempt to have 
Birgitta canonized was a vast project, and apart from the bishops, King Albrekt 
and the nobility also wrote a petition letter to the pope, as did Queen Johanna 
of Naples, Jerusalem, and Sicily.281 Nicolaus appears as part of the 
collaborative Swedish front promoting Birgitta’s sainthood, but as the bishop 
of Linköping, Birgitta’s home diocese, he also appears on his own in the 
petitions and miracle collections that were sent to the Holy See. This can be 
seen as a sign either that he also had a personal interest in the project or that 
he took seriously his role as the local diocesan bishop in collecting the miracle 
accounts. The hagiography provides support for both perceptions; the 
relationship between Nicolaus and Birgitta is present early on in Nicolaus’s life 
as a significant factor for his character, but Birgitta’s canonization process on 
the other hand is solely depicted through his episcopal responsibilities.  

 
 

277 SDHK nr 11083 (10 September 1377, Vadstena Abbey), 40537 (2 August 1378, Vadstena Abbey); 

Fröjmark 1992, 41. See also Acta Birgitte 175–184. 
278 Acta Birgitte 393–394; Vauchez 2005, 45 fn. 53; Morris 1999, 145. The absence of notaries in 

Swedish miracle collections seems to have been a serious error, as Alfonso of Jaén (Alfonsus 

Giennensis) returned to it in his deposition to Italian commissioners in 1380 (Vauchez 2005, 45 fn. 

53). 
279 SDHK nr 39611 (29 June 1380). The letter can also be found in Johannes Hildebrandi’s Liber 

epistularis I (1998), 118–119. Urban answered both Nicolaus and Katarina in 1381, promising to take 

care of the canonization of Birgitta, although it was his successor who actually canonized her (SDHK 

nr 11883 [28 April 1381, Rome; summary only, picture provided], 11884 [id.]). 
280 Acta Birgitte 351–352, 393–394, 461, 548–549. 
281 SDHK nr 10884 (3 October 1376, Quisisana vid Castellammare di Stabia), 10890 (9 October 1376, 

Stockholm). 



II Men of the Church 
 

 82 

Birgitta’s canonization process can be seen as an undertone in Nicolaus’s 
process. First, the successful canonization of Birgitta paved the way for the 
following Swedish canonization projects – many of which started in the 
diocese of Linköping.282 Secondly, in addition to Nicolaus himself, Provost 
Laurentius Odonis was also a part of Birgitta’s canonization process, gaining 
the chapter of Linköping valuable experience in the required documentation 
of the canonization.283 However, in the narratives of hagiographies, Nicolaus’s 
exertions for the canonization of Birgitta remain a subplot, even though it was 
a noteworthy event and project during Nicolaus’s lifetime and episcopate. 
Birgitta’s canonization is not mentioned at all in the earlier vita, and in 
Nicolaus’s canonization process inquiries, it is present mainly via the firsthand 
witnesses, close clerics of Nicolaus. The letters and documents show Nicolaus’s 
active involvement in Birgitta’s canonization project, and his efforts can also 
be seen as a sign of his closeness to the Birgittines. Even though the 
canonization process article likewise describes how Nicolaus worked 
insistently for Birgitta’s canonization, the emphasis is on his position as 
bishop; thus, the canonization of Birgitta was to serve the devotion of the 
people in his diocese.  

2.5 LAWFUL GOOD BISHOP BRYNOLPHUS  
In Brynolphus’s case, the status and wealth of his family were the starting 
point of describing his good deeds as a bishop. Two articles in the process talk 
about how Brynolphus used his inherited possessions for the good of the 
Church: he established five new canonries in the diocese of Skara and chose 
suitable persons in those offices, and this resulted in more services being 
celebrated. In addition, the inquiry article states that Brynolphus used his 
inheritance and income only for what was necessary for his status, and the rest 
was dedicated to increasing the fortune of the episcopal mensa and supporting 
the prebends in the diocese.284 Taking care of the interests and properties of 
the Church was a sign of a good bishop in many medieval hagiographies. The 
wealth of a bishop had to be used wisely for the benefit of the Church in order 
to also take seriously the ascetic ideals.285  

Both articles on how Brynolphus used his and his family’s wealth for the 
Church are confirmed by several witnesses. Although the process article only 
states that Brynolphus used his inheritance to establish the five canonries, four 
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witnesses say that he partly used the income of the provost and partly his own 
inheritance.286 Bishop Brynolphus Caroli confirms the article in his 
deposition, adding that the prebends were founded partly from the bishop’s 
tithes and income, and partly from the provost’s profit, “which appeared to 
him very abundant”; Brynolphus also supplemented them with his 
patrimony.287 Provost Torkillus confirms the article as well, and even adds that 
he has the original letter about the arrangement.288 Some of the witnesses 
mention by name the estates that Brynolphus acquired with his inheritance for 
the Church, but otherwise the depositions are short, and only the clerics 
among the witnesses confirm the article by giving the names of former canons 
as their sources.289 The canonization process also describes how Brynolphus 
supported the Church by letting the church buildings in his diocese be 
repaired; two witnesses confirm this by saying that this was well known to 
everyone who visited those buildings and that Brynolphus always took care 
that they were decorated with paintings.290 Brynolphus’s contributions to the 
properties of the Church seem to have been widely remembered even a 
hundred years after his death, and it was presented as an integral part of his 
reputation as a saint. The material objects were tangible reminders of the 
bishop, and Brynolphus’s investments for the benefit of the Church and priests 
were still meaningful for the diocese. Witnesses unanimously confirm these 
articles, and both clergy and laymen mention old or deceased clerics as their 
source of knowledge. As described, two whole canonization process articles 
concern Brynolphus’s actions to increase the property of the Church, making 
them a notable share of the thirteen articles about his life.291 

As noted, the bishop was also a significant wielder of judicial power in his 
diocese. In Brynolphus’s process, this is depicted through the statutes he gave: 
“He reformed praiseworthily the whole diocese of Skara by orders and 
statutes, which rule hitherto in the best way.”292 Bishop Brynolphus Caroli 
gives more detailed information about these statutes. He mentions the orders 
Brynolphus had given to curates about their work, statutes for laity on how to 
treat the clergy, and statutes on how the property of deceased clerics should 
be divided. During the hearings he even showed an old parchment book 
containing the Notula Brynolphi, the regulations for liturgy.293 Knight Nils 
Guttormsson also confirms the article by stating that he has among his papers 
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the orders Brynolphus had given for laity and clergy concerning tithes, funeral 
costs, and such fees.294 The first diocesan statutes were given in 1280, only two 
years after Brynolphus’s election as bishop. Some of the statutes from 1281, 
regulating relations between laity and clergy, also became part of Yngre 
Västgötalagen (Younger Westrogothic Law). Thus, Brynolphus has been seen 
as an important figure in the field of lawgiving, both ecclesiastical and 
secular.295 The statutes and laws endured long after Brynolphus’s death, and 
they were strongly related to him. This is also visible in the process, where 
some witnesses seem to know a great deal about the statutes and orders; 
concerning many other articles of the process, the witnesses were unable to 
add anything certain. Some witnesses also refer to books and papers 
containing the regulations. Brynolphus’s reputation regarding the statutes was 
preserved in textual form. 

Most of the diplomataria from Brynolphus’s era are different kinds of 
agreements, where the bishop confirmed wills and exchanges and trades of 
land.296 Some more detailed cases can also be found in documents. In 1310, 
there was a case in Skara where the former provost had sold the property of 
the deanery without the consent of the bishop, and Brynolphus and the present 
provost made a document about how the former provost’s sisters could not 
deny the agreements made by their brother.297 In 1316, Duke Valdemar, the 
king’s brother, chose Brynolphus together with the bishops of Linköping and 
Västerås, the provost of Linköping, and the canon of Västerås to judge the case 
between Valdemar and the recently elected archbishop of Uppsala concerning 
taxes and estates.298 The documents show how the bishop’s authority and legal 
expertise were needed among the laity, clergy, and rulers of the realm. 

Besides Brynolphus’s administrative work, the canonization process also 
presents charity as part of Brynolphus’s sanctity. Brynolphus’s “signs of 
humility and piety” (humilitatis et pietatis insignia) are described by telling 
how he invited his rich and powerful friends to dinner but then withdrew from 
them, invited the poor to another house, and let the dishes be carried to them 
instead of the powerful guests. There, Brynolphus “rejoiced in the Lord with 
them”.299 Several aristocratic and episcopal households sustained the poor, 
often regular alms folk who were dependant on alms from a certain house. 
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Patrons distributed food to the alms folk with a ceremonial event during the 
dinner.300 Brynolphus’s actions take a surprising turn with the ceremonial 
custom of feeding the poor, making him appear as a true, devout benefactor. 
The witnesses confirm the article telling how they had heard this from clerics, 
and it was common knowledge.301 The inquiry article describes Brynolphus’s 
charity through a single example which most of the witnesses confirm. Thus, 
the narrative on Brynolphus leaving the rich guests without fine dishes and 
feeding the poor was part of the tradition around him, but there were no more 
narratives to expand the topic. As discussed, charity was an expected part of 
sanctity, and through the example the topic could be covered in Brynolphus’s 
process. 

Brynolphus’s process describes the bishop as “a good shepherd” who took 
care of the spiritual welfare of his diocese through “precepts, exhortations, 
admonishing, and examples”.302 As discussed, some of the witnesses confirm 
the article with their own copies of statutes by Brynolphus, which included 
regulations for the actions in the choir and celebrations of saints’ feast days.303 
As was the case with Nicolaus Hermanni, the canonization process of 
Brynolphus also brings up how Brynolphus wanted to promote the spiritual 
welfare in his diocese and wrote liturgical texts. His motivation for writing the 
“histories” is explained as his wanting to “avoid weapons of the old enemy” 
and spend his time in devotion. Therefore, he wrote Divine Offices for the 
Crown of Thorns, the Holy Virgin, and St Eskil and St Elin of Skövde.304 The 
Divine Offices were an important part of how Brynolphus was remembered 
and presented in the canonization process. Especially the feast of the Crown 
of Thorns has been related to Brynolphus; according to the tradition, he was 
the bishop who got the thorn from Christ’s Crown of Thorns from the 
Norwegian king and then composed the Office. However, the tradition seems 
to have some ambiguity at the time of the process, as two witnesses say that it 
was the Swedish king who donated the thorn. In his deposition, Bishop 
Brynolphus Caroli even seeks to rebut the claims that the Office for the Crown 
of Thorns was composed in Paris, and he shows examples of how it was clearly 
composed by Brynolphus, in comparison to the Office originating from 
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Paris.305 Overall, the witnesses confirm the article unanimously, as common 
knowledge or by naming specific elder clerics.306 The article about the Offices 
also mentions how Brynolphus preached in his diocese, repaired churches, 
and helped the poor and foreigners, but the depositions focus mostly on the 
Offices.  

Ingmar Milveden has questioned the tradition that Brynolphus was the 
writer of the Offices attributed to him in the canonization process. His studies 
about the acrostics (the first letters of each line or paragraph spell out a word: 
for example, the writer’s name) revealing the authors of the Offices or the 
different origins of the texts have raised discussion among scholars.307 The 
discussion is ongoing, but scholars nevertheless widely consider Brynolphus 
to be the author of these Offices.308  

It has been considered, too, whether the work of Nicolaus Hermanni also 
affected the saintly image of Brynolphus. Ritva Jonsson takes up the question 
in her review on Milveden’s doctoral thesis. Although critical of Milveden’s 
take, especially on acrostics, she considers: “What would be more natural than 
granting the older bishop Brynolf the same merits as the younger, more 
renowned bishop Nils, while they were saint candidates at the same time?”309 
Composing Offices became part of both Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s 
sainthood, being a sign of their dedication to the spiritual welfare of their flock. 
Milveden also linked Birgitta to the tradition of Brynolphus’s Office texts. In a 
letter from 1376, Archbishop Birgerus Gregorii thanks General Confessor 
Petrus Olavi for a legend of the Holy Virgin and the letter revealing Birgitta’s 
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revelation about it.310 Milveden considers the revelation as the one Birgitta had 
on Brynolphus’s grave, which says: “Scias, filia, quod iste episcopus honorauit 
me in vita sua et honorem opera confirmauit.”311 The word opera is usually 
translated as ‘deeds’, as in Denis Searby’s translation: “May you know, my 
daughter, that this bishop gave honor to me while he lived and proved the 
honor in his deeds.”312 Milveden, however, states that in Birgittine use 
opera/opus had a concrete meaning of work or works, thus referring to the 
literary work of Brynolphus.313  

Regardless of the discussion regarding the author of the Offices, there is no 
disagreement on whether the witnesses of the canonization process were 
certain that Brynolphus had himself composed the Offices.314 The 
canonization process article and depositions show that the tradition about 
Brynolphus and the Offices existed at the time of the process and that the 
witnesses were ready to give their word to confirm the article. The century 
between Brynolphus’s death and the canonization process had made the 
tradition about Brynolphus being the author of the Offices a firm and integral 
part of the spirituality in the diocese. Brynolphus’s canonization process has 
the impact of an established tradition, too. Guardian315 Hermannus Nicolai of 
the Franciscan convent tells in his deposition that Brynolphus’s Office for the 
Crown of Thorns is in use in his convent as well as in Skara Cathedral.316 The 
articles about liturgy and the Divine Offices in Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s 
processes contain aspects of both personal devotion and instructing their 
flock. Their contributions to the liturgical life of their dioceses are presented 
as their exemplar way of being bishops and thus their sainthood.  

2.6 BISHOP’S DUTIES INDICATING SAINTHOOD  
Both Nicolaus and Brynolphus were remembered from the Offices they wrote. 
However, in Brynolphus’s case the different Offices are named in the actual 
process article, whereas in Nicolaus’s process the Offices are mentioned at a 
general level in the article, and the depositions present the different Offices 
and details. There are fewer articles about Brynolphus’s life, and the lack of 
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material in Brynolphus’s case is visible in how the articles contain several 
subjects; together with the Offices the article describes Brynolphus’s 
preaching, helping the poor, and repairing churches, while in Nicolaus’s case 
the articles are more thematically divided.317 In Brynolphus’s process, every 
detail had to count, and most of the important details are included already in 
the inquiry articles. For example, the narrative on Brynolphus offering the fine 
dishes for the poor instead of his powerful guests is the only narrative on 
Brynolphus’s charitable actions, while in Nicolaus’s process text the inquiry 
article describes how he supported the poor, washed their feet, and distributed 
alms and food. While in Nicolaus’s case the witnesses also add their narratives 
and details, in Brynolphus’s the witnesses mostly only confirm the content of 
the articles. 

The depositions in Brynolphus’s case, however, represent a lively use of the 
Offices in the diocese of Skara. In comparison, Nicolaus Hermanni’s vita states 
that his Offices are in use in many dioceses, but this broad statement is not 
repeated in the process. In Nicolaus’s process, Brother Ulpho Birgeri tells that 
he has sung the Offices, but no witness among the clergy of Linköping 
mentions anything about the present use of Nicolaus’s Offices.318 Brynolphus’s 
canonization process gives the impression that the use of Brynolphus’s Offices 
is a well-established practice and that they hold a revered reputation in the 
liturgical life of Skara, whereas Nicolaus’s work was still becoming more 
common. 

André Vauchez also discusses the mentions about other saints’ vitae in the 
hagiographies. In the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century vitae, the saints were 
often described meditating on the vitae of saints; in Brynolphus’s and 
Nicolaus’s case, they are even praised for composing liturgical Offices.319 
Vauchez ponders:  

It is not impossible that, by dint of poring over these texts, they were 
eventually permeated by them, and that they took from them, for 
example, their zeal for asceticism and virginity. We here encounter, in 
all their complexity, surprising interactions between the lived reality 
and the imaginary, in a society which, having a different conception of 
historical time than we do, regarded as current and still valid spiritual 
experiences which had occurred many centuries ago, in a very 
different social and historical context.320 

 

Vauchez’s reflection on whether the work on the Offices for saints could have 
had an impact on the authors themselves comes close to the idea of a living 
saint, an individual who was perceived as a saint already during their 
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lifetime.321 The work that Brynolphus and Nicolaus put into promoting the 
cults of certain saints could have influenced them to adopt, for example, the 
zeal for asceticism; then again, their actions were given meanings and 
reinterpreted through the eyes of the promoters of their canonization.322 Other 
hagiographies as well contain mentions of how the putative saints read, 
meditated, or knew the vitae of other saints. The hagiographies intertwine and 
create those “interactions between the lived reality and the imaginary”, as 
Vauchez puts it.323 In Nicolaus’s case, the depositions provide many 
biographical details, interpreted through hagiographic examples and models. 
Nicolaus appears as a person who has adopted a saintly lifestyle and manners. 
Vauchez’s reflection is a reminder of the medieval culture of saints and 
hagiography, in which the experienced reality and narratives of the 
hagiographic genre intertwine in a perception of sanctity.  

Respect for Brynolphus’s noble family background continues in the articles 
regarding his episcopate. Brynolphus was able to increase the influence of the 
Church with his inheritance, and his contributions to the episcopal mensa 
were handled in the canonization process articles and unanimously confirmed 
by the witnesses. In Nicolaus’s process, no material investments took place to 
the extent of Brynolphus’s case, and only a couple of witnesses confirm the 
detail about the vestments Nicolaus provided for churches and priests. In 
general, Nicolaus’s canonization process is richer in details and overall textual 
material, and there was more firsthand information to share. Brynolphus’s 
process describes his investments for the benefit of the Church in more detail, 
and the witnesses refer to books and documents as their proof. The depositions 
in Brynolphus’s case often rely on common knowledge and tradition, but with 
these articles they had tangible evidence. The investments in the property of 
the Church were part of the good bishop’s work, and something that affected 
the canons of the fifteenth century, too. In both cases, the bishops, cathedral 
chapters, and clergy were notable factors in promoting the cults, and the 
diocesan and clerical interests are visible in these articles and their depositions 
as well. Episcopal tasks were an important factor in presenting Brynolphus 
and Nicolaus as holy bishops. In Brynolphus’s process, the official 
documentary elements play a notable role, whereas in Nicolaus’s case the 
memories of the witnesses and contemporaries strengthen and confirm the 
information of the inquiry articles. In both cases, the ceremonial tasks of a 
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bishop, washing the feet of the poor and supporting alms folk, are deepened 
into a more personal devotion: Nicolaus often washed the feet of the poor, not 
only on Maundy Thursday, and Brynolphus distributed to the poor the dishes 
that were prepared for the powerful guests, leaving them without any. 

In conclusion, as the bishops of their dioceses, both Brynolphus and 
Nicolaus appear as judicial authorities, committing themselves to the different 
tasks of their office. An inquiry article in Nicolaus’s process explicitly expresses 
that Nicolaus did everything that was expected from a bishop both faithfully 
and diligently.324 In Brynolphus’s case, the emphasis is on the organizational 
work of the bishop, while Nicolaus introduces more values to adopt, such as 
asceticism. Both aspects linked to the life of the clergy, and thus both 
hagiographies, presented ideals and models for the clerics to follow. In 
addition, taking care of the bishop’s duties in an exemplary way served also as 
the basis for their sainthood: bishops were prominent ecclesiastical and 
spiritual figures, and their exemplarity was an inherent part of the episcopal 
office itself. The hagiographies depict Brynolphus and Nicolaus similarly as 
conventions of episcopal sainthood, but the narratives about them can also be 
seen as a way to interpret the lived reality through the canonization projects. 
For example, Claire Stancliffe discusses how the events and actions of a saint 
were narrated through patterns of sainthood to convince the audience.325 In 
Brynolphus’s case, the witnesses remember and recall the official statements 
and statutes Brynolphus had written. Textual references, such as statutes and 
liturgical texts, were the key sources for Brynolphus’s hagiographer. They were 
his legacy as the bishop and now they were presented also as proof of his 
sainthood. In Nicolaus’s process, however, more private and detailed cases 
were shared, and these memories and oral tradition overcame the documents 
and orders; his influence on the Church was described more in terms of his 
pious actions. The Offices, jurisdictions, confessions, and work for Birgitta’s 
canonization are related to his pious wish to care for people’s souls and 
increase their faith. 
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3 MANLY CHAMPIONS OF CHRIST 

3.1 ARCHDEACON NICOLAUS TAKES ACTION 

The conflict with Magnus Eriksson and Håkan Magnusson 
The milieu of a bishop was not only the cathedral and parishes, as he was also 
part of the realm of politics and encountered rulers, kings, and princes. Thus, 
these elements often played a role in the hagiographies as well. Hostile worldly 
powers, such as the saints’ opponents, had appeared in hagiographies for 
centuries, but from the fourteenth century onwards the theme of a bishop 
defending the privileges of the Church against violations was prominent in 
canonization cases.326 St Thomas Becket of Canterbury, who was murdered in 
his cathedral in 1170 and canonized in 1173, became an archetype of episcopal 
sainthood: the martyred bishop, who defended the rights of the Church. 
Thomas of Canterbury was not the only bishop to be killed in office, but 
bishops opposing rulers and facing violence appeared frequently in 
hagiographies.327  

 In the vita and the canonization process of Nicolaus Hermanni, the theme 
of resisting kings is a leitmotif, and persecution by sovereigns marks his entire 
ecclesiastical career. I suggest that the hagiographies build Nicolaus’s 
sainthood around a character of a manly champion of Christ, who bravely 
opposes kings and other secular magnates. Narratives of this kind make up a 
notable part of Nicolaus’s hagiographies, and both the vita and the 
canonization process text bring up Nicolaus and his mighty opponents, both 
when he was archdeacon and bishop. 

The theme starts in the vita by describing how Nicolaus “could not be bent 
from justice, not by love, fear, hatred, or partiality. Therefore, he suffered so 
many persecutions and troubles from tyrants that we believe no one can record 
them in full.”328 The vita describes how Nicolaus faced persecutions because 
he supported his bishop, Nicolaus Marci, who was perceived as a traitor to the 
king and the realm. Because of that, Nicolaus shut himself in the cathedral 
with the clerics, and the “tyrants” kept guard over the doors. A noblewoman 
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acted as a mediator and smuggled food to the clergy inside.329 The main 
narrative in the vita is how the kings of Sweden and Norway, Magnus and 
Håkan,330 confiscated Bishop Nicolaus Marci’s possessions two times and 
violated liberties of the Church. After Nicolaus Marci had fled abroad, 
Archdeacon Nicolaus Hermanni excommunicated the kings, as per Nicolaus 
Marci’s instructions. The vita portrays Nicolaus as the sole defender of the 
Church, who had to stand alone against the kings – no help came from the 
archbishop or other bishops, not even after Nicolaus wrote to them and asked 
for support. Magnus and Håkan came to Skänninge and summoned Nicolaus 
with one of the canons. The kings mocked the clerics and asked who was the 
one who had excommunicated them. Nicolaus answered: “I have not 
excommunicated you, but I have read the letter in which you are denounced 
excommunicated.”331 Later, Magnus and Håkan arrived in Linköping, and they 
insisted that all clergy in town should come to them in procession, barefooted 
and with a rope around their necks. The clergy refused to obey the order. Then, 
the kings wanted some of the cathedral’s wax candles. Nicolaus answered that 
the kings were not even worthy of the tallow candles, let alone wax candles. 
When the kings finally got Nicolaus’s answer – the vita states that Nicolaus 
answered this way three times because the first two messengers did not want 
to repeat his exact words – they became incensed and sent their forces to 
imprison Nicolaus. He escaped, however, because the clerics begged him to, 
and the kings’ supporters could not find him. To conclude it all, the vita 
describes how the “tyrants” were astonished by Nicolaus’s behaviour and 
exclaimed: “This archdeacon would gladly become a martyr.”332 

 The key element of the narrative is the power struggle between secular and 
ecclesiastical authorities. The exile of the bishop had left the diocese in 
imbalance, and the encounters of Nicolaus and Magnus and Håkan feel almost 
like performances, as they both try to undermine the other’s authority. From 
the viewpoint of research on medieval theatre and performances, the power in 
medieval society had to be publicized and established over and over again. 
Maintaining authority and power meant public confrontation in front of an 
audience.333 Public humiliation was the method of the kings, whereas Nicolaus 
used excommunication and its public consequences. Excommunication cut off 
the person from connection with the Church and other Christians, for they 
could not receive sacraments. Some basic civil rights, such as the right to 
lawsuits and making a valid testament, were also denied to the 
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excommunicated.334 Nicolaus’s cheeky answers and the kings’ attempts to 
humiliate the clerics had the same aim: to undercut the other’s authority and 
demonstrate their own power. Although in the narrative of the vita Nicolaus 
eventually has to escape, he still gets the last word, as the kings were not able 
to arrest him. The vita also emphasizes how Nicolaus took flight only because 
the priests demanded it. Nicolaus’s unwillingness to escape underlines how he 
was ready to die as a martyr if necessary.  

The canonization process text follows the vita rather faithfully, and the 
opposition Nicolaus had to face during his archdeaconry is covered in three 
process articles and their depositions. The first article describes on a more 
general level how Nicolaus defended the Church against secular rulers, 
followed by the articles describing the situation with the kings of Sweden and 
Norway, and how Nicolaus was persuaded to escape to avoid capture.335 The 
tradition around Nicolaus’s conflict with the kings is widely confirmed by the 
witnesses. Many of them tell how they had heard of it from people who had 
lived at the time – both clerics and laity – and some even recall hearing about 
it from their mothers. Nicolaus’s niece Katarina confirms the articles by stating 
that she had heard about it from Nicolaus himself, and she remembers the 
incidents herself well, too.336  

Excommunicating the kings appears in the depositions of all three articles. 
Provost Laurentius Odonis, who was probably one of the leading figures in 
compiling Nicolaus’s vita, follows the line of the vita and tells how Nicolaus 
only read the letter of excommunication.337 In the other depositions, Nicolaus 
is presented more as an independent holder of ecclesiastical power and the 
excommunication appears as Nicolaus’s initiative. For example, Girmundus 
Laurencii mentions that Nicolaus was the bishop’s official when he 
excommunicated the kings, but Nicolaus’s successor, Bishop Kanutus, only 
speaks about how Nicolaus as archdeacon had excommunicated King 
Magnus.338 The most differing view from Laurentius Odonis’s deposition is 
offered by Gerdeka, granddaughter of Nicolaus’s sister and the abbess of 
Vadstena. She says that Bishop Nicolaus Marci did not want to excommunicate 
the kings, so Archdeacon Nicolaus Hermanni had to do it.339 Provost 
Laurentius follows the narrative of the vita rather faithfully, relating how 
Nicolaus followed the orders of Bishop Nicolaus Marci, but the other witnesses 
confirm without further explanations how Nicolaus acted on his own and 
excommunicated the kings. The tradition around the incident had started to 
evolve, placing Nicolaus in the centre of events as an independent hero.  
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The imprisonment of Nicolaus in the cathedral mentioned in the vita is 
remembered in three depositions of the canonization process. One of the 
witnesses, General Confessor Ericus Johannis of Vadstena, added to his 
account how some peasants nearby noticed the situation and started to 
capture the guards outside the cathedral doors. When Nicolaus noticed this, 
he opened the cathedral doors and saved his opponents from the peasants.340 

This surprising turn of events expressed Nicolaus’s saintly features: he did not 
act to protect his own interests but only the Church and Christian values. 
Abbess Gerdeka witnesses hearing from Katarina Nilsdotter of Götavi how she 
had provided food supplies to the cathedral, and the widow Katarina recalls 
that she had heard that the canons were locked up in the cathedral together 
with the archdeacon.341 The main events told in the vita are present also in the 
canonization process, but the witnesses colour them with different shades: the 
excommunication of Håkan and Magnus appears more as Nicolaus’s 
independent act, whereas his being locked up in the cathedral, which is only 
briefly mentioned in the vita, receives more details from the witnesses. The 
deposition of General Confessor Ericus only mentions Nicolaus being locked 
in the cathedral, but the widow Katarina remembers hearing about canons 
being there with the archdeacon. Here, too, some witnesses present Nicolaus 
as a lonely, independent protagonist.  

Some aspects of the vita are not repeated in any of the depositions or the 
inquiry articles. For example, the vita names the canon who went with 
Nicolaus to meet the kings, but in the canonization process none of the 
witnesses mention that Nicolaus had company then. The Nicolaus of the 
canonization process acts more on his own, but the emphasis is not made at 
other bishops’ expense; there is no mention of Nicolaus sending letters of help 
to other bishops or their refusal, such as one finds in the vita. This shows how 
Nicolaus’s courageous image was built in particular against the rulers of the 
realm – Nicolaus’s opponents were worldly princes, not ecclesiastical figures. 
The witnesses do not recall the narrative of the vita in which the kings demand 
that the clergy should walk to meet them with ropes around their necks. 
Although Laurentius Odonis repeats the narrative about Nicolaus reading the 
letter of excommunication, Nicolaus remains the only one to meet the kings’ 
hatred. The other clerics merely try to hinder his recklessness.342 Portraying 
Nicolaus as an independent figure serves the aims of the canonization process, 
as it centres him alone in the limelight. At the same time, the unfavourable 
details for the other bishops and clerics get smoothed away. 

Another detail not emphasized in the process (compared to the vita) was 
the opponents’ quote about Nicolaus’s willingness to die as a martyr. After 
describing how Nicolaus took flight and hid from the kings and their minions, 
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the inquiry article states that he would have gladly offered himself up to 
capture or death. 343 The clause stresses how Nicolaus did not take flight out of 
cowardice, but the direct quote from the opponents is not repeated from the 
vita. Acknowledgement from the opponents could have been strong evidence 
of how dedicated Nicolaus was, but at the same time it may have indicated that 
Nicolaus only acted to become a martyr. On the other hand, despite the fact 
that the word “martyr” is not specifically mentioned, it is strongly implied in 
the depositions. Provost Laurentius Odonis tells how Nicolaus only escaped 
because clerics begged him to. He describes how God directed Nicolaus’s horse 
and thus his oppressors could not find him.344 The escape was not a sign of 
cowardice but is instead interpreted as God’s will, because Nicolaus remained 
safe. Nicolaus’s niece Katarina relates how he, when an archdeacon, had 
resisted the kings’ wish to get wax and wine from the cathedral for free. The 
kings had threatened Nicolaus with seven swords above his head but gave up 
after they noticed that Nicolaus would rather die than give away the Church’s 
property.345 Katarina’s deposition resembles the narrative of the vita, where 
the kings demand candles from the cathedral, but it is not tied to any particular 
event from Nicolaus’s archdeaconry. Katarina’s account is based on her 
kinship with Nicolaus and offers a view on the memories of contemporaries 
regarding Nicolaus. His implied willingness to die for the liberty of the Church 
was one way to convince the Holy See of Nicolaus’s holiness. It showed how 
dedicated he was to God and the Church, and that he did not act because he 
feared death or capture. The more implied approach allowed emphasis of 
Nicolaus’s dedication as a prelate. 

As the hagiographic narratives show, the tasks of a bishop were not only 
limited to spiritual matters. Bishops had influence in state politics, and in 
Sweden they were part of the Council of the Realm (rikets råd, riksrådet). The 
Council consisted of noblemen and prelates; they were supposed to advise the 
king and oversee that the law was obeyed, and even rule if the monarch was a 
minor.346 Nicolaus Hermanni became the archdeacon of Linköping at the time 
of political upheavals. In 1353, King Magnus Eriksson’s chancellor Nicolaus 
Marci succeeded Petrus Tyrgili as the bishop of Linköping. He took an active 
part in state politics.347 King Magnus’s son Erik348 started an uprising against 
his father in the autumn of 1356 and managed to capture great parts of Scania, 
Götaland, and Österland. Bishop Nicolaus Marci supported him from the 
beginning but even though Erik and his wife died from plague in 1359, the 
bishop’s status did not waver. It was only in 1363 when his position changed. 

 
 

343 Processus, 54. 
344 Processus, 126–128. 
345 Processus, 288. 
346 Schück 2005, 175, 178, 239; Harrison 2009, 301–302. 
347 Schück 1959, 75, 77; Harrison 2002, 314. 
348 Erik Magnusson (1339–1359), King of Sweden 1356–1359. 



II Men of the Church 
 

 96 

Nicolaus Marci had supported strict politics against Denmark after its King 
Valdemar Atterdag had conquered Scania and Gotland in the beginning of the 
1360s. In 1363, King Magnus’s other son, Håkan, married Valdemar’s 
daughter Margareta.349 The situation became unbearable for Nicolaus Marci, 
as he suffered also from the events of the previous two years when King 
Magnus was imprisoned and Håkan had taken over the realm. The 
imprisonment had taken place in the city church of Kalmar, and as the bishop 
of the diocese Nicolaus Marci was blamed for it. Nicolaus Marci did not have 
the trust of the kings anymore, and the king had sent a messenger to Avignon 
to plead for the bishop’s reassignment. Accordingly, Nicolaus Marci had to 
leave his diocese.350 Normally, the archdeacon was the third-ranking prelate 
after the bishop and the provost, responsible for protecting the bishop’s 
interests and supervising the morals of laity and clergy. In this situation, 
Nicolaus Hermanni was the only prelate in Linköping, as Nicolaus Marci had 
taken flight and the provost, Johannes Karoli, was also a canon in Uppsala – 
and in reality, resided there. In addition, the dean of Linköping was also a 
cleric in the court.351 The extraordinary situation in the diocese led to Nicolaus 
Hermanni’s leadership and paved the way for a narrative of a brave 
archdeacon resisting the kings in saintly manner.  

The absence of Bishop Nicolaus Marci led to a conflict that is visible in 
letters surviving from the period. The cathedral chapter addressed three letters 
to Bishop Nicolaus Marci in 1363. In the summer, the chapter informed that 
on the 20th of July a man named Nils Bengtsson had come to sacristy of 
Linköping Cathedral with sixty men and read a letter from King Håkan with 
orders to confiscate goods of the episcopal mensa. The chapter had protested 
this kind of violation against the liberty of the Church and had negotiated with 
Nils Bengtsson who spoke “honourably and peacefully”.352 After the 
negotiation, a representative for both Nils Bengtsson and the bishop’s officials 
went around the bishop’s properties and inventoried them but left things there 
for the present.353 In the second letter, probably also from summer 1363, the 
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chapter wrote about the dangers the chapter and other priests had 
encountered. The chapter had sentenced with an interdict those places where 
there had been violations against churches. After that, they had encountered 
so many threats that the clerics did not dare to say anything to defend the 
Church or themselves, because the opponents immediately reminded them 
how Bishop Nicolaus Marci himself had violated the immunity of the Church 
by letting King Magnus be imprisoned in his diocese.354 With the third undated 
letter, probably also from 1363, the chapter forwarded a letter from King 
Håkan to Nicolaus Marci and asked how they should respond to it.355  

Nicolaus Hermanni was not mentioned by name in any of the letters, but 
they have been attached to him as he was the only prelate in the chapter at the 
time.356 The letters show the conflict between the kings and their followers and 
the cathedral chapter, and how the kings strove for Nicolaus Marci’s 
possessions. The feeling of persecution comes up in the letters, along with the 
chapter’s feelings about the power struggle between the Church and the Crown 
and the opponents’ aim to take advantage of the situation. Naming the actions 
of Nicolaus Marci as the reason for persecution is present also in the vita, 
together with the description of the kings and their supporters, who blamed 
the clergy of Linköping for their absent bishop’s deeds. In the canonization 
process, only some witnesses mention Nicolaus Marci, and on the whole, the 
canonization process focuses heavily on Nicolaus Hermanni’s agency rather 
than on all the people and details affecting the incident.  

The hagiographic narratives on Nicolaus’s time as the archdeacon mostly 
handle the events around 1363.357 Sources, both hagiographic and 
documentary, present a conflict between the chapter and the kings and the 
clergy suffering from their bishop’s reputation as a traitor, and that Nicolaus 
Hermanni led the chapter after the exile of Nicolaus Marci. Nicolaus 
Hermanni’s successor of the see of Linköping was Kanutus Boecii of the Natt 
och Dag family. He had close relations with worldly rulers, which caused 
conflicts with the cathedral chapter. Nicolaus’s cult started to form in this 
situation when the chapter members remembered the previous bishop as a 
strict defender of the privileges and liberty of the Church.358 At the time of the 
actual canonization process, the conflict was at least set aside, as the 
canonization project was a shared effort of both the bishop and the chapter, 
and Kanutus Boecii was one of the most notable witnesses in the canonization 
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process.359 The topos of a bishop defending the Church against kings and 
magnates was useful in the situation of Linköping. On one hand, the narratives 
about the brave archdeacon Nicolaus contained traditional imagery and were 
not a direct attack towards Bishop Kanutus; on the other, they provided 
elements for the chapter to handle the inflamed situation. In the vita, Nicolaus 
is depicted as a loyal archdeacon of his bishop, and the letters directed to 
Nicolaus Marci asking for guidance also show the significance of the bishop. 
As discussed, the author of the vita was probably a member of the chapter, 
perhaps Canon Laurentius Gedda. In the canonization process, the voice of the 
chapter is addressed by the older members of the chapter, Provost Laurentius 
Odonis, the canon Johannes Swartprest, and Bishop Kanutus. The 
canonization process follows the narrative of the vita, but the view of Nicolaus 
is that of a more independent actor in the diocese, focusing on his actions as a 
leader for the good of the Church and even his willingness to die while engaged 
in them.  

The depositions reveal the tradition that was remembered among the 
clergy and laity as well; although the vita is an earlier document, the witnesses 
of the canonization process were Nicolaus’s contemporaries, adding 
biographical elements to the process hearings. The document sources reveal 
the grave situation in the diocese of Linköping, and in the hagiographic 
material the events start with the topos of Nicolaus defending the Church 
against earthly rulers. 

An interlude before the episcopate 
The vita tells briefly how Magnus and Håkan were unseated and a new king, 
Albrekt,360 acceded. Following him, Bishop Nicolaus Marci also returned to his 
diocese. According to the vita, the king and noblemen had disagreements, and 
Nicolaus Hermanni saw how his bishop also became involved. Therefore, he 
withdrew from the bishop and suffered greatly the king’s persecutions because 
of it. The vita recounts the historical events by describing how Nicolaus Marci 
was forced to flee to Norway, and he was moved to the see of Knin, in Dalmatia. 
The new bishop of Linköping was Gotskalk Falkdal, a Dominican, but he was 
murdered after barely a year’s episcopate.361 The narrative is brief and leads to 
the depiction of Nicolaus’s election. The vita had previously presented 
Nicolaus Hermanni as a supporter of Nicolaus Marci, and now the chapter 
draws the line between the bishop and the archdeacon, in order to pave the 
way for Nicolaus’s episcopacy.  

The canonization process presents Nicolaus throughout as an independent 
actor and there is no need to explain the separation of Nicolaus Marci and 
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Nicolaus Hermanni. Nicolaus Marci’s exile appears only in the deposition of 
Nicolaus’s niece Katarina, and it is also the only narrative about Nicolaus’s 
time as an archdeacon in King Albrekt’s reign. According to Katarina, after 
Bishop Nicolaus Marci went into exile, King Albrekt sent a man called Dytzow 
with an army to take over the cathedral of Linköping. On the way there, he 
arrested Archdeacon Nicolaus Hermanni and said to him: “Everything you 
possess is now in my hands.”362 Nicolaus answered: “Praised be God, for if my 
body is in your hands, then my soul is in God’s hands, and it neither is nor can 
be under your rule.”363 Dytzow promised to save Nicolaus’s life if Nicolaus 
obeyed him in everything. However, when they reached Linköping Nicolaus 
jumped off his horse, ran to the cathedral, and excommunicated Dytzow.364 
Katarina confirms hearing the story from Nicolaus himself and her own 
mother, but the narrative does not appear in any other depositions.365 

Katarina’s deposition is in line with other narratives about Nicolaus, even 
though the encounter between Nicolaus and Dytzow does not appear 
elsewhere in the vita or the canonization process. Nicolaus is depicted as 
daring, even audacious, in both deeds and speech. 

The marriage between King Håkan and the Danish princess Margareta did 
not please the Swedish nobility, as there had just been a war between Sweden 
and Denmark, and Denmark had occupied Scania and Gotland. The nobility 
turned to Mecklenburg, where King Magnus’s sister Euphemia was married to 
Duke Albrecht of Mecklenburg. Their son, Albrekt as well, could therefore 
claim the Swedish throne. Albrekt arrived in Sweden at the end of 1363 and 
was proclaimed king of Sweden in February 1364. Peace in Sweden, however, 
was not achieved until 1371.366 As the vita explains, Nicolaus Marci returned 
to Sweden with Albrekt’s retinue, but he did not return to his diocese 
immediately. For example, in midsummer 1364 the archbishop directed his 
letter to Archdeacon Nicolaus Hermanni and Canon Nicolaus Johannis, not 
the bishop Nicolaus Marci.367  

The showdown between kings had effects on the diocese of Linköping. King 
Valdemar used his influence over the pope, and Magnus Eriksson’s wish was 
finally granted: Bishop Nicolaus Marci was invested in the see of Knin in 
Dalmatia and King Magnus’s confessor, Gotskalk Falkdal, was appointed the 
new bishop of Linköping.368 Nicolaus Marci was, however, in no hurry to move 
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to his new diocese, as he enjoyed the favour of King Albrekt. In practice, 
Gotskalk Falkdal ruled only part of the diocese, and Nicolaus Marci was, for 
example, able to impose a collection of taxes in Linköping in 1367 as a sign of 
his loyalty to the regime.369 Nicolaus Marci’s position was so strong that the 
chapter in Linköping addressed to him a letter when King Albrekt had 
imposed, without their permission, taxes on servants and peasants of the 
Church. Together with the chapter, Archdeacon Nicolaus had threatened with 
excommunication and an interdict the nobleman who was to collect the 
taxes.370 The letter is from the spring of 1372 or 1373, and it shows that 
Nicolaus Marci was the bishop the chapter turned to, not Gotskalk Falkdal. 
Around the same time, however, Nicolaus Marci turned to support Magnus 
and Håkan. The reason is unknown, but as archbishop Birgerus Gregorii 
likewise came over to support Magnus and Håkan, a disagreement between 
the bishops and King Albrekt may have been behind the switchover. 
Eventually, Nicolaus Marci left the diocese of Linköping, making his way to 
King Håkan in Norway.371  

Gotskalk Falkdal was officially appointed bishop of Linköping in January 
1374. Although Nicolaus Marci had left a year or two before, Gotskalk had led 
his diocese mainly via letters. He was a former penitentiary in the curia and 
was of Danish and German descent. In addition, Gotskalk had worked for 
Kings Magnus, Valdemar, and Håkan and was still protected by King Albrekt. 
Thus, Gotskalk was not an eagerly awaited bishop in his diocese. Soon after his 
appointment, Gotskalk was murdered during a visitation to Småland, after a 
row with a noble retinue.372  

In the hagiographies, the time between Nicolaus Marci’s return and 
Gotskalk Falkdal’s murder remains vague. Nicolaus’s role as the archdeacon 
probably consisted of administrative work, and the important events were 
Nicolaus Marci’s relocation, a flight to Norway, and Gotskalk Falkdal’s 
murder. They are given space in the hagiographies as a way to make a path for 
Nicolaus’s episcopacy. In the vita and the canonization process of Nicolaus, 
however, his predecessors are only minor characters who set the stage for 
Nicolaus’s sanctity. Although the hagiographies do not put much weight on the 
years of Nicolaus’s archdeaconry during King Albrekt’s reign, the period 
establishes the tone for Nicolaus’s actions as bishop: the turmoil in the realm 
had an effect on the diocese of Linköping, too, and the extraordinary situation 
enabled Nicolaus to be perceived as an extraordinary, saintly bishop. 

 
 

369 Schück 1959, 82; Pernler 1999, 98–99. 
370 SDHK nr 10110 (year 1372). A circulation letter from the chapter in 1366 mentions that King 

Albrekt had promised not to deprive the privileges of the Church if they would help collect a tax 

(SDHK nr 8985 [November 1366], 8986 [id.]). See also Brilioth 1925, 51–56. 
371 Schück 1959, 82–84. For Nicolaus Marci as Magnus’s and Håkan’s supporter, see SDHK nr 9916 

(15 April 1371, Edsviken). 
372 Schück 1959, 85. 



 

 101 
 

3.2 BRAVE BISHOP NICOLAUS 

The bishop and the sovereigns 
The conflicts between Nicolaus Hermanni and the rulers of the realm appear 
in the hagiographic material depicting his time as bishop of Linköping, too. 
The vita reveals several cases, starting with an opening sentence: “But how 
many letters and vigorous interventions he sent out to King Albrekt, Queen 
Margareta, and powerful in the kingdom for the freedom of people and the 
Church, and peaceful conditions; that cannot be weighed or measured.”373 
Although the vita focuses more on describing the encounters between 
Nicolaus and the sovereigns, the text also mentions letters as a more peaceful 
method that he used to persuade Albrekt and Margareta. The opening 
sentence also emphasizes Nicolaus’s aim for peace, although the encounters 
with the sovereigns are marked by conflict. 

 The vita presents a wide front of opponents and incompetent actors, both 
ecclesiastical and earthly, and as their counterpart Nicolaus is described as the 
lone defender of the Church and justice. The first case non-chronologically 
presents Queen Margareta as the sovereign. Peasants in Tjust had united and 
killed sixteen men of a local bailiff. Queen Margareta wanted to kill the 
peasants for this, but Nicolaus prevented it by threatening her with 
excommunication and an interdict: “You put tyrants and robbers, not 
defenders, in front of the poor people and, therefore, it is not surprising that 
at last God will be angry about this!”374 Nicolaus’s next “opponent” in the vita 
was Archbishop Henricus, who yielded to the kings in a meeting of the Council 
and agreed to something that was against the Church’s interests and canon 
law, although the text does not specify what it was. Nicolaus was not present 
at the meeting, but later he reproached Henricus and other bishops and 
prelates, and blamed Archbishop Henricus for betraying God and the Church. 
With his knowledge of canon law, Nicolaus was able to annul what had been 
agreed on in the meeting.375 These narratives are followed by Nicolaus’s 
encounters with King Albrekt, who in a way appears as Nicolaus’s main 
opponent as bishop. The examples with Queen Margareta and Archbishop 
Henricus present Bishop Nicolaus’s stance towards the mighty of the realm. 
Nicolaus appears as a defender of the common folk against the arbitrariness 
of the rulers, and a steadfast, exemplary bishop protecting the privileges of the 
Church. 
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Outside the vita, there is no mention of Nicolaus correcting Archbishop 
Henricus and other bishops in the canonization process. Overall, the other 
bishops appear only seldom in the text. The incident between Queen 
Margareta and the rebellious peasants is mentioned only in the deposition of 
the curate Petrus Benedicti, who gives his deposition only on five inquiry 
articles. He says that he had kept company with Nicolaus for two years before 
the bishop’s death. His account has some disparities with the narrative of the 
vita. As discussed, in the vita Nicolaus threatens Margareta with 
excommunication and an interdict if she were to crush the uprising too 
harshly, and he ends his threat with judgemental words towards the queen. In 
Petrus’s deposition, the quotation from Nicolaus only includes the threat of 
excommunication and the interdict, and the threat applies to “the tyrants” as 
well.376 In the vita, Nicolaus directs his words only towards the queen. In 
Petrus’s deposition, the monarch is also referred to in a more official way as 
“the brightest princess lady Margareta”.377 In addition, the same witness 
describes how Nicolaus had advised some noblemen to find their way into 
Margareta’s service.378 In order to work for Nicolaus’s sainthood, good 
relations with both ecclesiastical and earthly rulers were important. 
Presenting the bishops of other dioceses in an unfavourable light could work 
against the goal of achieving a united front from Swedish magnates and 
prelates for Nicolaus’s canonization project. The vita highlights Nicolaus’s 
steadfast and bold character, but the canonization process text refines some 
details. At the time of Nicolaus’s canonization process, Margareta ’s adopted 
son, Erik of Pomerania, was the king. This undoubtedly also affected how 
Queen Margareta was presented in the process. Nicolaus’s saintliness had to 
be clear – but not at the expense of those whose support was important for the 
canonization process. Queen Margareta is not mentioned in the process 
articles, and this one incident showing her in an unfavourable light is 
mentioned in only one witness account. 

The encounters between Nicolaus and King Albrekt are the culmination of 
the narration in the vita. The first encounter took place in the cathedral of 
Linköping. Nicolaus blamed Albrekt for not being a fair king. Nicolaus behaves 
recklessly, being immediately ready to become a martyr, as he calls Albrekt 
unjust, a usurper, and a heretic. Provoked, the king pulls his dagger, and 
Nicolaus, “the true shepherd, extirpator of vices”, bares his chest and says: 
“Look! I am ready. Stab. I tell you the truth.”379 According to the vita, Nicolaus 
had instructed the chapter before attending the meeting with the king and 
magnates that if he were to be killed there, the chapter should declare an 
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interdict. In the meeting, noblemen that stood nearby had to move between 
Albrekt and Nicolaus, because the king wanted to kill the bishop. One of the 
noblemen yelled at Nicolaus: “Lord bishop, go to vespers and please do not 
provoke my lord to a greater wrath!”380  

The canonization process also contains narratives about Nicolaus and 
Albrekt’s encounters. The inquiry article states how Nicolaus stood against 
King Albrekt because of a certain transgression he had committed. Nicolaus 
wanted to direct Albrekt to be a just king and urged him to dispense justice to 
malefactors, tyrants, and those who violated the liberty of the Church. 
According to the article, Nicolaus was not afraid of death, although the king 
threatened him twice with it.381 Several witnesses recall a similar narrative: 
Nicolaus criticized Albrekt and his retinue for offences, Albrekt got angry and 
threatened Nicolaus with his dagger, and only intervention by the noblemen 
present saved Nicolaus’s life. The amount of details varies between 
depositions; some witnesses only confirm the inquiry with a general 
description of the events, while some even share quotations of Nicolaus, such 
as how he incited the king: “If you want to kill me, do it! Here I am.”382 The 
clerics among the witnesses relate how a nobleman stood between Albrekt and 
Nicolaus and prevented the king from killing the bishop. They also mention 
his name.383 Knight Karl Magnusson’s deposition also bears a resemblance to 
the narrative of the vita, where one of the noblemen urges Nicolaus to go to 
vespers before Albrekt gets even angrier. Karl Magnusson tells in his 
deposition how one of the knights in the room says: “Don't you see, Lord King, 
that this bishop wants to die? Dismiss him and keep your hands innocent of 
his blood, for it is not suitable for a royal majesty to do such thing.”384 The 
Vadstena members, Brother Ulpho Birgeri and Abbess Gerdeka, tell how 
Nicolaus bares his chest to show where the king should stab him with his 
dagger.385 The article gets confirmed unanimously, but the details vary and it 
seems like there were some clusters of tradition; the Linköping chapter and 
clerics knew the name of the man who intervened while people from Vadstena 
shared the narrative about Nicolaus baring his chest. The most high-ranking 
witnesses, Bishop Kanutus and Provost Laurentius do not mention how 
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Nicolaus bared his chest and incited the king.386 They probably knew the 
theological discussion around voluntary martyrdom and how provoking 
someone to kill could be seen as a suicide.387 The inquiry article concentrates 
on Nicolaus’s virtuous goals, persuading the king to stop his offences against 
the people and the Church, but the witnesses mostly focus on sharing the 
memorable details of Nicolaus’s and Albrekt’s encounter, and the emphasis is 
on how Nicolaus was in mortal danger.  

The depositions depict a bishop willing to die if his words to the king should 
cause it. Nicolaus’s readiness to become a martyr is acknowledged by those 
standing nearby, but in the vita his opponents acknowledge it already when 
Nicolaus as archdeacon resists Magnus and Håkan. The canonization process 
links Nicolaus’s readiness for martyrdom to his actions as bishop. Although 
martyrdom would have been the ultimate proof of Nicolaus’s dedication and 
holiness, even his suffering for the Church offered a means of “figurative 
martyrdom”.388 The emphasis is in line with the process text’s tendency to 
present Nicolaus’s courage and virtues as growing even further when he 
became bishop. Archdeacon Nicolaus is portrayed as a daring defender of the 
Church, but as bishop these features are underlined even more. Sketching 
Nicolaus’s daring attitude, the depositions share direct quotations very similar 
to the one in the vita, where Archdeacon Nicolaus directs his words to Kings 
Magnus and Håkan: “Here I stand before you. My body is in your power. Do 
what you want with it but my soul you cannot destroy.”389 The archdeacon 
Nicolaus of the canonization process does not say such things, but the bishop 
Nicolaus does, urging the king to kill him. Similarities in the words and spirit 
of Nicolaus’s speech in the vita and witness accounts of the canonization 
process are clear, but in the canonization process, they all appear in the parts 
concerning Nicolaus’s episcopate. The canonization process emphasizes the 
progression of Nicolaus’s virtues when he became the bishop of Linköping; 
similarly, there is a tendency to present Nicolaus as a more independent actor 
as bishop than archdeacon.  

Apart from the uprising of peasants, the vita does not specify what exactly 
made the relations between Nicolaus and the rulers so inflamed. The narrative 
highlights Nicolaus’s behaviour than the circumstances of the incident. The 
vita colourfully describes how Nicolaus repeatedly criticized the sovereigns 
and nobility for their misbehaviour and wrongdoings, and they, in return, 
threatened Nicolaus with death. Nicolaus, however, had the possibility for 
excommunication and an interdict on his side, as it is expressed in the section 
where he advises the chapter to declare an interdict if he should be killed in 
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his meeting with the king. Nicolaus’s audacious behaviour was based on 
virtuous aims: the vita states that Nicolaus only wanted everyone to be able to 
live in peace, and he used both spiritual and temporal means to achieve it. His 
goal was justice, and he was not afraid of the threats of kings and noblemen. 
The vita also portrays Nicolaus’s actions with words like “sword of the Spirit” 
and that he “fought manfully for justice”.390 Although it was King Albrekt who 
took up arms, Nicolaus is described having weapons as well in the fight against 
the king; he was a spiritual soldier of God who aimed for peace, and justice is 
pictured as the opposite of violent earthly princes. In a way, Nicolaus steps on 
the same field as the knights and noblemen, using the terminology of arms and 
war, but his weaponry was even more effective than that of his opponents; 
Nicolaus wielded the power of the Church over people’s souls. 

The canonization process articles and depositions present a reckless 
bishop, too, but they offer some background story for the bad relations 
between Nicolaus and Albrekt. After Nicolaus was elected bishop, he travelled 
to Avignon to gain the pope’s confirmation of his election. King Albrekt, 
however, had promoted his chancellor, Arnoldus of Skara, to the see of 
Linköping. Therefore, Nicolaus was not in favour, and when he returned from 
Avignon, he was forced to start his episcopate in exile on the island of Gotland, 
which was at the time under Denmark’s rule. Witnesses tell how Nicolaus 
stayed in Visby for a year and was able to return to Linköping only after some 
noblemen negotiated peace between Nicolaus and Albrekt.391 Girmundus 
Laurencii says in his deposition that the cathedral of Linköping was under an 
interdict around the time of Nicolaus’s stay in Avignon. The cause of the 
interdict was related to the debts of Nicolaus Marci and Gotskalk Falkdal to 
the papal treasury.392 Herman Schück has interpreted the interdict as the new 
bishop’s way of protesting his exile.393 The vita does not mention Nicolaus’s 
exile at all, and in the canonization process, the emphasis is on Nicolaus’s 
glorious return to Linköping and celebration of his first pontifical Mass, a day 
that many of the witnesses remembered.394 The exile sets the tone for 
Nicolaus’s resistance against King Albrekt.  

 
 

390 Vita Nicholai, 325–326. In gladio spiritus, quod est verbum dei; quod tam viriliter pro iusticia 
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The deposition of the widow Katarina describes Nicolaus’s arrival in 
Linköping. According to the deposition, the canons wished that Nicolaus 
would have a peaceful entry into the city without any reception and the usual 
oath. Nicolaus, however, rejected the wish and wanted to observe the 
institutions. A book called the Karlaknap was brought to him, and he swore 
the oath.395 The ceremonies of episcopal adventus, entry to the cathedral city, 
and enthronement were not regulated by canon law, and there were many local 
variations, each being based around similar models from the Bible (especially 
Christ’s entry into Jerusalem) and secular and papal ceremonies. Part of the 
ceremonies included an oath of fidelity to defend the rights and liberties of the 
cathedral church. The oath guaranteed the chapter some protection against 
the bishop’s actions if the new bishop was not the chapter’s choice.396 In 
Nicolaus’s process, Nicolaus swore the oath “as if against the canons’ will”.397 
Nicolaus was the chapter’s choice, which possibly explains their wish to bypass 
some details of the ceremony. After his exile, however, Nicolaus wanted to 
follow every step of the enthronement ceremony. The ritual of the bishop 
entering the city for the first time was also a way to manifest in the city a 
bishop’s authority, both spiritual and political.398 Nicolaus’s arrival carried 
symbols and meanings significant in the canonization cause, too. After his 
forced exile in Gotland, Nicolaus was now ready to assume power over the city 
and the diocese and be the lord and defender of the Church. 

The canonization process inquiries and depositions mostly focus on the 
dramatic encounters between Nicolaus and Albrekt, but one of the witnesses 
mentions a reason for enmity between Nicolaus and Albrekt. Knight Karl 
Magnusson begins his deposition by telling how after the death of Bo Jonsson 
Grip, Albrekt tried to take over the fortresses Bo Jonsson had commanded. 
This did not happen as fast as the king had hoped and he considered Nicolaus 
responsible.399 The hagiographic motif of a bishop in conflict with the king was 
strong even without the background story about Bo Jonsson’s death, but Karl 
Magnusson as a 64-year-old man was a contemporary of Nicolaus and could 
provide background details. The contemporaneity is also visible in other 
depositions, as the witnesses mention many opponents of Nicolaus by name. 
The inquiry article is somewhat vague, stating that Nicolaus was against 
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Albrekt because of “a certain transgression”.400 Apart from Karl Magnusson’s 
deposition, the focus in the inquiry article and the other depositions is on the 
dramatic altercation between Nicolaus and Albrekt.  

In light of the document sources, drots401 Bo Jonsson Grip’s death in 1386 
resulted in a conflict, as the deposition of Karl Magnusson described. The 
drots was in practice the mightiest man in Sweden and had control over 
several castle provinces (Sw. slottslän). His will ordered that these provinces 
should be placed under the control of the Council, not King Albrekt. Nicolaus 
Hermanni was one of the executors of his will among other bishops and 
noblemen. The conflict escalated into a transfer of power: King Håkan’s widow 
and the sovereign of Denmark and Norway, Margareta, was chosen for the 
throne of Sweden. After the battles, Albrekt was imprisoned and Margareta 
became the sovereign in 1389.402 The documents do show Nicolaus as one of 
the executors of the will, among Bishop Tord of Strängnäs and eight earthly 
notables.403 However, the dispute over Bo Jonsson’s testament is the only 
conflict between Nicolaus and Albrekt visible on the documentary level, and 
Nicolaus appears as part of the united front of the prominent figures of the 
realm. Herman Schück believes that Nicolaus Hermanni did not, as an old 
man, have an active role in the events around the transfer of power, but in the 
following meetings Queen Margareta wanted to establish good relations with 
both Vadstena Abbey and the bishop of Linköping, who “already in his lifetime 
enjoyed the reputation of a saint”.404 Both documents and the canonization 
process signal the death of Bo Jonsson Grip adding tension between King 
Albrekt and the magnates of the realm. The portrayal of Queen Margareta is 
more varied. On one hand, she was the monarch and thus a counterpart to 
Bishop Nicolaus; on the other she defeated Albrekt and, by implication, was 
on the same side as Nicolaus. Her legacy was still relevant at the time of 
Nicolaus’s canonization process, and the primary opponents of hagiographic 
Nicolaus are her predecessors.  

 
 

400 Processus, 60. Propter ipsius certos excessus vehementer se erexit. 
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Despite the different allies and collaborations in the opposition against 
King Albrekt, the hagiographies raise Nicolaus as the hero of the Church 
against the king. The encounter between the bishop and the king completes 
the evolution of an archdeacon who was ready to become a martyr into a brave, 
unyielding bishop. Compared to the narratives concerning the conflict with 
Kings Magnus and Håkan, the vita and the canonization process do not 
provide much background for the enmity between Nicolaus and King Albrekt. 
Instead, for hagiographic purposes it was important to highlight Nicolaus’s 
courageous character and how he was even bolder and more steadfast as 
bishop than he had been as archdeacon. As archdeacon he was depicted as the 
defender of the rights of the Church, but as bishop the emphasis is on his bold 
behaviour and readiness to become a martyr. The canonization process text 
includes a broad statement of how Nicolaus blamed Albrekt and his retinue for 
violations against the Church and how he wanted the king to improve, but in 
the eyes of his contemporaries Nicolaus’s means were more memorable and 
served as proof of his sanctity. Nicolaus is attributed with the word zelotes, 
referring to zealous love, in his actions against Albrekt.405 The zealous 
character who was not afraid of the king or the martyr’s death drew from the 
models of saintly bishops defending the Church against violators and suffering 
a martyr’s death, or the threat of it. 

Tyrants and allies 
The canonization process contains three inquiries about Bishop Nicolaus’s 
bravery for the benefit of the Church. The order of the articles resembles the 
inquiry articles about Archdeacon Nicolaus and the worldly powers; the first 
article handles Nicolaus’s resistance against “tyrants” in general, and the 
following articles specifically name the kings. The “tyrants”, the word referring 
to all opponents of Nicolaus, are described repeatedly as trying to violate the 
liberties of the Church and capture and kill Nicolaus, but he defended the 
Church as well as widows and orphans. Some repented but some “scorned the 
paternal discipline” and died “a wicked death”.406 The end of the article 
concludes with Nicolaus’s significance: “The steadfast shepherd and champion 
of peace” strengthened both clergy and commons so that their spiritual and 
earthly welfare increased.407 Nicolaus is presented as a fatherly figure, a gentle 
supporter of those in need but strict and righteous at the same time.  
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Almost all witnesses in the process have something to add to the article 
about “tyrants”, and they all name some of Nicolaus’s opponents. Two names 
appear several times: Erik Karlsson, member of the Council, and Karl 
Bengtsson. Erik Karlsson was accused of collecting too much tax; as for Karl 
Bengtsson, he abducted a maiden from Vreta abbey and married her off to his 
servant.408 The depositions are like adventures, full of pursuits and ambushes. 
In one of them, a bailiff threatens Nicolaus with a dagger in the cathedral’s 
sacristy.409 Depositions also reveal Nicolaus’s most efficient weapon against 
the “tyrants”: actual excommunication or the threat of it. Several witnesses 
mention that Nicolaus threatened to or did carry out excommunication for 
those who opposed him or the Church.410 Apart from being a punishment with 
effects in both this life and the afterlife, the purpose of excommunication could 
also be seen as an attempt to heal the evildoer, to restore their spiritual 
health.411 This emphasis is also visible in Nicolaus’s canonization process, as 
the repentance of the tyrants is an important part of the narratives in the 
depositions. Presenting Nicolaus as a forgiving shepherd showed how earthly 
power was not his principal aim but the guiding of souls, as was a bishop’s 
duty. Providing examples about the repentant opponents of Nicolaus also 
served as a didactic element in the canonization process. Excommunication 
was a serious deterrent; the canonization process shows the consequences of 
serious violations leading to excommunication, but on the other hand it 
offered repentance as a way out.  

Sister Margareta Petersdotter of Vadstena shared an account of Nicolaus’s 
encounter with three men – Dytzow, Lydekin Negindank, and Lydekin Rydz – 
who planned to kill Nicolaus in his house. Previously that day, Nicolaus had 
ordered his housekeeper to prepare a proper dinner because they would have 
great guests. He forbade anyone to tell the men where he was, but when they 
had eaten Nicolaus should be informed. “Wearing the sword of faith”, Nicolaus 
entered the room and asked why the men had come.412 When they did not 
answer, Nicolaus said: “Well, my friends, because you do not want to reveal to 
me the reason for your visit, I shall tell you that I know you have come here to 
kill me. Here I am. Do what you want. Kill me, if it pleases you.”413 Nicolaus 
also proclaimed that he was always ready to risk his life for the Church and call 
evildoers to account for their actions. According to the narrative, the three men 
repented when they saw Nicolaus’s courage and promised to do penance. 
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Sister Margareta also added how Nicolaus after this incident visited the 
Vadstena Abbey and met Lady Katarina, Birgitta’s daughter, whom Margareta 
served. Katarina said to Nicolaus: “Look, my revered father and gracious lord, 
again have you avoided death, that you still would so voluntarily undergo!” 
Nicolaus assured that no violent attack could call him away from his 
intentions.414 The narrative with the three men dining in Nicolaus’s house is 
but one story showing his bold behaviour. And in terms of the canonization 
process, the outcome was important: the men turned away from their evil plan 
to kill Nicolaus and repented. Nicolaus’s words to his opponents were the high 
point of this gripping story, showing how fearless Nicolaus was. The “epilogue” 
with Katarina bears an almost teasing attitude towards Nicolaus, how he 
wanted to die as a martyr but still managed to survive. Nicolaus states that he 
would not try to escape from death if it were to happen for the sake of justice 
and the benefit of the Church, thus implying that his survival was the work of 
God. 

The most colourful narrative is found in the deposition of Eskil Djäkne, who 
recalls an incident with Zabel van Helpten, a bailiff at Ringstaholm Castle 
(Zabel wan Helpten capitaneo castri Ringxstadhaholm). Nicolaus had 
excommunicated him because he had violated the privileges of the Church and 
acted violently towards the peasants and goods of the cathedral of Linköping. 
Zabel came to Linköping in arms, and going to meet the bailiff Nicolaus took 
with him only two clerics. Nicolaus asked his servant to bring him his bishop’s 
sword (gladium suum episcopalem), which was made of silk and which he 
carried with him like a normal sword. He whirled it around in his hand and 
walked to Zabel van Helpten, who was armed on his horse. When the furious 
bailiff demanded from Nicolaus why he had excommunicated him, Nicolaus 
answered: 

Because you are excommunicated, condemned and you do detestable 
works and enforce them on the Church of God and its goods and 
possessions; besides, you have said and told in your letters to me how 
you want to castrate and kill me. Strike and kill my body, you wretch, 
if it pleases your sword. But I shall without doubt strike and kill your 
soul with my sword.415 
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Nicolaus showed his sword to Zabel, who left embarrassed but later 
returned to work for Nicolaus.416 Nicolaus’s cloth sword held the power of 
ecclesiastical jurisdiction and the narrative reveals how it overcame steel and 
brute force. Excommunication was seen as the spiritual, bloodless sword of the 
Church in comparison to material, temporal swords.417 This spiritual sword 
has become a material sword in the narrative about Nicolaus and Zabel van 
Helpten. Although knights could more easily take one’s life with their swords, 
the threat of Nicolaus’s sword was more far-reaching, as it affected the 
afterlife. In addition, some of the names of Nicolaus’s opponents – Zabel van 
Helpten, Dytzow, Lydekin Negindank, and Lydekin Rydz – appear to be of 
German origin. Although this is not directly pointed out, the names reflect the 
political strife between Albrekt of Mecklenburg and his German nobles and the 
Swedish aristocracy.418 These men appear solely as “tyrants”, whereas Erik 
Karlsson, for example, is mentioned as Nicolaus’s supporter in some parts of 
the canonization process text.419 

The documents from Nicolaus’s episcopate provide a few examples of how 
the bishop used his power against opponents. The letters contain the same 
names as the hagiographic texts. A document from 1386 reveals a dispute 
between Nicolaus Hermanni, Knight Erik Karlsson, and Squire Zabel van 
Helpten over a foundry. The quarrel was forwarded to the king to resolve.420 
In an undated letter from Nicolaus’s episcopate, Erik Karlsson himself 
complains about the interdict Nicolaus had ordered because of the deeds of 
Erik and his men.421 On a more general level, the letters also show how the 
Church had to deal with violations against its property and privileges. For 
example, in Nicolaus’s time as bishop, Pope Gregory XI gave instructions to 
the archbishops of Lund and Uppsala and the bishop of Linköping to 
excommunicate those who had violated the clergy, churches, or 
monasteries.422 Likewise, in 1380 bishops of Linköping, Strängnäs, Västerås, 
and Växjö ordained that anyone who broke into a priest’s house or used some 
kind of violence there would be excommunicated.423 The letters do not indicate 
who the violators were or what their social status was, but they show how 
excommunication and interdict were the Church’s response to the violations. 
A similar reaction can be found from the diocesan statutes of 1385, where 
Nicolaus orders excommunication for those who infringe on the property and 
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goods of the Church.424 The documents are examples of disagreements 
between representatives of the Church and the Crown, which were often about 
properties.425 In addition, Nicolaus Hermanni appears as a papal nuncius in 
the 1380s, collecting the receivables of the Holy See.426 The task probably only 
lasted a couple of years, but with the title of a nuncius Nicolaus was a papal 
representative. Nicolaus’s task could have caused tensions between the 
monarchy and the Church.427 The documents provide a view of the diocese of 
Linköping during Nicolaus’s episcopate. The violations against the Church and 
clergy were a concern of a bishop, and it is reflected in the hagiographic texts.  

The tensions between ecclesiastical and secular powers also are visible in 
an undated letter from the chapter of Linköping (or some members of it), sent 
probably to the chapter of Strängnäs. The writers of the letter complain about 
the persecution that the Church had faced during the last decades, and they 
also name Bo Jonsson.428 Yngve Brilioth dates the letter to 1383–1386 and 
argues that the bitter complaints about Bo Jonsson seem surprising, given his 
close connections to Bishop Nicolaus Hermanni. Brilioth suspected some sort 
of schism between the chapter and the bishop because the letter does not say 
anything about Nicolaus Hermanni; this marks the beginning of mistrust 
between the chapter and the bishop culminating in Kanutus Boecii’s time. 
Brilioth, however, emphasizes that the tone of the letter is not repeated in 
other surviving sources, and Nicolaus Hermanni, for example, confirmed in 
the diocesan statutes of 1385 the strict punishments given to those violating 
the Church.429 The letter depicts a breach in the relationship between the 
cathedral chapter and the bishop in the 1380s that cannot be traced elsewhere 
in the sources. As expected, the tone in Nicolaus’s hagiographies unanimously 
depicts him as the opponent of those who wanted to violate the rights of the 
Church. Nicolaus’s cult was promoted at the time when the breach between 
Bishop Kanutus Boecii and the chapter was still fresh in people’s minds, and 
the memory of the previous bishop Nicolaus and his holiness gets filtered 
through it. Nicolaus appears as the sole defender of the Church, but the 
members of the chapter, now witnessing in the canonization process, appear 
in the background of the narratives on the same side as their saintly bishop 
Nicolaus. 
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Nicolaus’s relations with rulers and nobility are mostly depicted through 
conflicts in the hagiographic material, but there are also mentions and traces 
about those who supported him. Bo Jonsson Grip appears a few times in the 
depositions of the process. According to them, he negotiated with King Albrekt 
so that Nicolaus could return to Linköping from his exile in Gotland; and when 
an excommunicated nobleman pursued Nicolaus, Bo Jonsson sent a hundred 
armed men to Nicolaus’s aid.430 One witness recalls a dispute between 
Nicolaus and Bo Jonsson about ownership of an island and names three 
negotiators between Bo Jonsson and Nicolaus: Birger Ulfsson, Ulf Jonsson, 
and Erik Karlsson.431 Erik Karlsson is, as previously noted, mentioned as 
Nicolaus’s opponent as well, but he is also an example of those who repented. 
Birgitta’s son Birger Ulfsson and Ulf Jonsson (Aspenäsätten), who was also 
one of the executors of Bo Jonsson’s testament, appear several times in the 
process text as Nicolaus’s friends and supporters. Several witnesses mention 
how Birger and Ulf asked Nicolaus for advice and were guests at Nicolaus’s 
table.432 They were also present at Nicolaus’s deathbed; this is a narrative 
recounted as well in the vita, which is also the only mention the vita has about 
Birger and Ulf.433 However, conflicts and opponents set the tone for the 
saintliness of Nicolaus, and they play a more significant role in the process 
than supporters and cooperation.  

Nicolaus’s actions against King Albrekt are marked by his readiness to 
become a martyr. The narratives of his encounters with other opponents 
depict him as the defender of the Church in much the same way as the 
narratives about the conflict with Kings Magnus and Håkan. Nicolaus is 
portrayed as a spiritual knight pit against the kings and earthly knights. Daring 
behaviour, even including some showing off with a fabric bishop’s sword, is 
accompanied with the word “manfully” (viriliter).434 An illustrative example is 
in Ulpho Birgeri’s deposition, where he states that Nicolaus faced Albrekt 
“publicly and manfully” (publice et viriliter).435 Nicolaus worked on the same 
stage as earthly princes and fought with weapons that were similar to his 
opponents’, but his weapons were from heaven: the hagiographic texts use 
phrases like “sword of the spirit”436 and “champion of Christ”437. After 
Nicolaus’s death, Sister Kristina of Vadstena had a vision of Nicolaus together 
with clerics carrying lights and reliquaries, and Kristina describes them as 
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knights clad in albs.438 These features are drawn already in the depiction of 
Nicolaus’s archdeaconry, but they become even more pronounced when he is 
bishop. As archdeacon, Nicolaus defended the Church, but he was still under 
Bishop Nicolaus Marci’s rule; according to the vita and process text, Nicolaus 
stated himself that he only read the letter in which Kings Magnus and Håkan 
were excommunicated. Later, as bishop, Nicolaus behaves daringly, wields 
episcopal power, and is ready to use it.  

However, the hagiographies also stress that Nicolaus’s actions were to 
provide protection for the common people against those in power. The 
canonization process concludes with the theme of Nicolaus resisting kings and 
tyrants by telling how he took every cleric and laic of his diocese under his 
protection and exposed himself and his possessions for their welfare and 
peace.439 Accounts for this article contain personal depositions as well. Brother 
Ulpho Birgeri tells how a bailiff harassed his mother after Queen Margareta 
started to pursue King Albrekt’s followers. She fled to Bishop Nicolaus, who 
helped her to regain her property and position.440 The widow Katarina recalled 
how Nicolaus helped her husband against the oppression of Bo Jonsson Grip 
and “worked manfully for his rest and peace”.441 Apart from boldness and 
facing the daggers of kings, Nicolaus’s manful behaviour could also be defined 
through his efforts for the peace and protection of those under him, combining 
the different ideals or models for saintly bishops: the defender and 
administrator of the diocese, a paternal figure but also an ascetic.442 

The vita and canonization process also compare Nicolaus to biblical figures 
and saints. Nicolaus is compared to Barak, who together with the prophetess 
Deborah liberated their people. After this comparison the prologue of the vita 
talks about Birgitta, linking Nicolaus and Birgitta with Barak and Deborah. 
Nicolaus’s dedication to protecting the liberty of the Church is compared to 
the prophet Elijah of the Books of Kings and the priest Mattathias from the 
Books of the Maccabees. Nicolaus’s episcopacy is compared to that of Aaron, 
who was also called by God, but also to a traditional bishop saint, his namesake 
St Nicholas of Myra, who was known for his charity.443 There was a long 
tradition of seeing the biblical saints, such as the prophets and the apostles, as 
proper models for imitation. They were examples of a virtuous life, and 
Christians were encouraged to follow their model.444 The comparison to 
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biblical and hagiographic models was a conventional way to support Nicolaus’s 
canonization, linking him with approved, traditionally venerated persons.  

The conflict with earthly opponents marks Nicolaus’s sanctity. The 
opponents are described as trying to violate the Church, clergy, or common 
people, and when Nicolaus objected or resisted, the “tyrants” threatened 
Nicolaus’s life. Although the “murder in the cathedral”, as this episcopal 
saintly model was headlined by André Vauchez, did not occur in Nicolaus’s 
case, the hagiographies imply that it was not due to a lack of courage on 
Nicolaus’s part.445 The model of a martyred (or almost martyred) bishop gets 
repeated and utilized as a recurring and strong element of Nicolaus’s 
sainthood.  

3.3 VALIANT BRYNOLPHUS 
The motif of the valiant bishop defending the Church is present as well in the 
canonization process of Brynolphus. The canonization process article 
describing the theme is in itself an exemplary formulation about a saintly 
bishop suffering from a conflict with the monarch; he defended diligently “the 
rights, goods, liberty, and immunity of his church in Skara” and was not afraid 
of the princes and their threats but suffered great persecutions.446 The article 
is confirmed by most of the witnesses, showing that the article was an integral 
part of Brynolphus’s fama sanctitatis; several other articles of the process are 
confirmed by only half of the witnesses as common knowledge. For example, 
guardian Hermannus Nicolai quotes an old Skara canon named Asmundus, 
who used to worry how there was nobody who would defend the Lord’s house 
as Brynolphus had.447  

The contemporary bishop Brynolphus Caroli tells in his deposition about 
Brynolphus’s mighty family and how he had eleven brothers, seven of whom 
were beheaded by King Magnus Ladulås. Bishop Brynolphus Caroli explains 
that the reason for their decapitation is unknown, but after hearing about the 
deaths of his brothers Brynolphus was afraid and fled to Alvastra Abbey in the 
diocese of Linköping. After some time Brynolphus decided to return and make 
his way to Vadstena. There, he heard how the king wanted to kill him. In 
addition, the winds were strong and dangerous on Vättern, the lake he had to 
cross. Thus, Brynolphus made a promise to St Elin of Skövde that if he survived 
all of these perils, he would write an Office to her. He did survive, and after 
arriving in Skövde he celebrated Mass in St Elin’s church. King Magnus, who 
now had “reformed to another man”, came to meet Brynolphus and humbly 
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asked for his forgiveness. After that, “they exceedingly loved each other in the 
Lord”.448 Two other witnesses, lagman Gustaf Magnusson and Canon Sweno 
Johannis, too, recall Brynolphus’s exile because of the king’s hatred. Gustaf 
also names the Cistercian abbey of Alvastra as Brynolphus’s hiding place.449 
Some of the witnesses confirm the article more briefly and on a general level. 
For example, Nils Guttormsson states that he has heard that the king of 
Sweden wanted to kill Brynolphus, but he “fought manfully for justice”.450  

Canon Lambertus Benedicti recalls a vivid story of how the king had once 
heard where Brynolphus was celebrating Mass and set off to kill him. 
Brynolphus heard about this, put on his episcopal clothing, and said to the 
bystanders: “If it pleases the king, let him kill me, armed in such armour!”451 

As the king approached, Brynolphus went out with his crosier. Seeing the 
bishop’s courage, the king fell to his knees and asked for forgiveness. 
Lambertus ends his deposition with a statement that Brynolphus “manfully 
defended its [the Church’s] rights”.452 The narrative is similar to Nicolaus’s 
case, even the quotations bear a similar tone. Tryggve Lundén noted that the 
narrative with King Magnus’s humble apology is similar to the Legend of St 
Ambrose, where the holy Bishop Ambrose reprimands the emperor, who then 
begs for forgiveness.453 In the canonization process, some witnesses end their 
narrative with the reconciliation between Brynolphus and the king, but others 
emphasize more Brynolphus’s role in resisting “manfully” the king and 
defending the Church. The Legend of St Ambrose also narrates the bishop’s 
replies to emperors, such as: “May God allow you to carry out your threat, and 
may God turn her enemies away from the Church! Let them aim all their spears 
at me and slake their thirst in my blood.”454 As discussed, St Thomas of 
Canterbury became a popular model of a persecuted bishop, and his legend 
contains a narrative of how Thomas went daringly to meet the king’s soldiers 
and said: “Here I am! What do you want?” The legend also states that Thomas 
“refused manfully and, holding high his cross of office, walked out”.455 The 
most colourful and detailed depositions in Brynolphus’s canonization process 
have similarities to the model of St Thomas of Canterbury, but the broad 
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consensus of the witnesses about the conflict between Brynolphus and the king 
also indicates a surviving tradition.  

Despite Bishop Brynolphus Caroli’s statement that he does not know the 
reason for the beheading of Brynolphus Algoti’s brothers, the influential family 
of lagman Algot, Brynolphus’s father, did encounter a crisis at the end of the 
1280s. However, Brynolphus was not directly involved in it. In 1288, his 
brother Folke abducted Ingrid Svantepolksdotter. Ingrid was descended from 
both Danish and Swedish royal houses, and she was engaged to David 
Torstensson, a steadfast supporter of the king of Denmark.456 Folke 
Algotsson’s deeds affected both the Danish and Swedish royal houses and the 
consequences were in accordance with it. The abduction resulted in the 
Algotssönerna losing their status: Father Algot lost his position and was 
imprisoned with one of his sons, Rörik. Three other sons – Bengt and Karl – 
and the king’s chancellor Petrus fled to Norway, and Algot and Rörik also fled 
there after their release in 1289. Karl returned to Sweden, where he was 
beheaded. Folke fled to Norway with Ingrid and married her. Brynolphus kept 
his position as bishop, but he was forced to give an oath of allegiance to the 
king.457  

The abduction was the basis for the popular medieval ballad Folke 
Algotssons brudrov (Folke Algotsson’s bride-napping), written in the 
fourteenth century, and the events were recorded by a Dominican monk in 
Skänningeannalerna (the annals of Skänninge, previously known as 
Sigtunaannalerna, the annals of Sigtuna) in the early 1300s.458 The conflict is 
visible in the documents as well. In December 1288, Brynolphus declared two 
men as his accredited representatives. They had the power to carry out 
Brynolphus’s excommunication, which would be passed by the archbishop of 
Uppsala in case Brynolphus opposed the king or his sons or helped the 
enemies of the king.459 Enemies of the king also included Brynolphus’s 
brothers. Pernler sees the conflict as an outburst of the diverging political 
courses of King Magnus Ladulås and Algotssönerna. Lagman Algot and his 
family had oriented towards Norway while the king sought allies from 
Denmark. The abduction became an opportunity for the king to diminish the 
power of Algot and his sons.460  
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The canonization process, however, does not specify what the situation was 
that made Brynolphus take flight. The witness accounts about Brynolphus’s 
exile from his diocese could refer to the events around the kidnapping of Ingrid 
Svantepolksdotter, but the abduction is not mentioned, and the emphasis of 
the canonization process is on how Brynolphus stood up for the Church. The 
documents present Brynolphus in a minor role, as a member of the family 
reacting to the consequences of his brother’s actions. The canonization process 
describes Brynolphus as an active bishop, and the conflict could be interpreted 
through the motif of a power struggle between an ecclesiastical hero and a 
worldly oppressor.  

Only Bishop Brynolphus Caroli names Magnus as the king of Sweden who 
opposed Brynolphus. In the course of Brynolphus’s episcopate, another king 
could be seen as the opponent of Brynolphus, too. The privileges of the Church 
were constantly under scrutiny in the relations of the Church and rulers. In the 
first years of the fourteenth century, King Birger Magnusson461 was caught up 
in a clash with his brothers, Dukes Valdemar and Erik. The different parties at 
times promoted the privileges for the Church, and at other times they were 
against them. Thus, the diocese of Skara became part of the duchy belonging 
to Erik.462 In 1309, King Birger wrote to the Holy See about the bishops of 
Skara and Linköping (Brynolphus and Karolus463) who planned to 
excommunicate him because of their connection to the dukes.464 The strife 
between the king and his brothers could also work as the background story for 
the narratives of the canonization process witnesses, but it seems like the 
identification of the king was not crucial in the saintly image of Brynolphus. 
At the time of the canonization process, a century had passed since those 
events, and in the depositions the overall perception of Brynolphus’s sanctity 
exceeded such details. The power struggle between the Church and the 
sovereign was not a curiosity during the later centuries of the Middle Ages. All 
over Europe, the interests of prelates and monarchs conflicted, and the 
narrative of a bishop in conflict with the monarchy was a common theme in 
the hagiographies. Especially in the British Isles and Scandinavia, the power 
struggle between the episcopate, monarchy, and aristocracy was topical.465 
Thus, the model of a persecuted or martyred bishop was easily applicable for 
the canonization efforts, and the tension between the Church and the realm 
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provided reason for the sainthood of a bishop, in this case for Brynolphus as 
well as for Nicolaus. 

3.4 SPIRITUAL WEAPONS IN THE HANDS OF MANLY BISHOPS 
The hagiographic texts describe both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s actions 
against their opponents as a manful fight for justice. Viriliter, “manfully”, is a 
word that frequently appears in the hagiographic texts describing the actions 
of holy bishops, especially concerning their deeds defending the ecclesiastical 
prerogatives. Their willingness to risk their lives reflected a strong model and 
ideal for a saintly bishop. Strength and power – either worldly or ecclesiastical 
– were typical elements in the images of male saints, thus reflecting the values 
of the time.466 Describing the actions of the saints as “manly” or acting 
“manfully” was so common that sometimes the word viriliter has been 
interpreted to have more connotations of strength and energy than of 
manliness, and thus the gendered language has been ignored. However, the 
gendered connotations are found within the word itself, and in the vocabulary 
the medieval writers decided to use.467 For example, Birgit Studt has phrased 
how in the Middle Ages one way of understanding the difference between 
genders was the concept of strength. In man (Latin vir) was strength (vis) as 
well as virtue (virtus). Woman (mulier), however, was defined by weakness 
(mollitia).468 In Nicolaus’s case, his actions are also described with words like 
fortis (strong, valiant, manly) and strenue (steadfastly, vigorously), offering 
an impression of activity and strength, while in Brynolphus’s case the defining 
word viriliter appears two times in the depositions regarding his actions 
against the king. However, “manhood” is not to be equalized with the modern 
term masculinity and its associations. Masculinity can be an applicable term 
when understood as a way to refer to the cultural or social aspects of gender, a 
social position of performing a gender identity.469 Michelle M. Sauer offers a 
concise definition: “Masculinity can be defined as the normative performance 
of maleness.”470  

The academic discussion on medieval masculinity, sex, and gender has 
mostly twined around the question of sexuality and potency, which in the case 
of clerics and the sources about them has mainly meant their celibacy.471 
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However, concentrating only on sexual performance as the definition of 
manhood can neglect other aspects arising from the sources.472  

Apart from sexuality, military activity has also been perceived as a key 
element in implementing secular manhood in the Middle Ages. The clerical 
and monastic ideals renounced both of them in favour of chastity and peace, 
but military metaphors, such as milites Christi, soldiers or knights of Christ, 
were used in Christianity, particularly for monks. Likewise, in medieval 
hagiographic texts, use of the word “manly” was often linked to religious 
courage, resolution, or combat. Manful actions could be against temptations 
but also heresy, enemies of the faith, or wrong teachings.473 In her essay about 
masculinity during the Gregorian Reform, with case studies of Bishops Ulrich 
of Augsburg (d. 973) and Ubaldus of Gubbio (d. 1160), Maureen Miller 
presents an idea of competition over masculinity between clergy and laymen. 
The vitae of these saints present laymen as violent and destructive whereas 
the bishops are their counterparts: powerful defenders of their church and 
people. A new image of a bishop was created, a bishop who “appears very 
powerful and extremely independent, single-handedly protecting his people” 
or, in other words, the “lone manly bishop, who single-handedly brings peace 
and prosperity to his city”.474 The warrior virtues of justice and wise command 
can be seen as “shared militant manliness”, as Scott Wells defines this 
common ground of expressing manliness for kings, nobles, bishops, and 
monks. Warrior virtues were associated with true manhood.475  

The canonization processes describe Brynolphus and Nicolaus in militant 
terms; a clause “fought manfully for justice” can be found in both texts. 
Similarly, the image of a protecting, active, and manly bishop is present in 
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their processes. The process text of Nicolaus stresses his independence and 
how several times he protected common people from the caprices of the 
mighty. In Brynolphus’s process text, the depiction of his “manliness” remains 
on a general level; he is defined as a defender of the Church but without many 
details from the witnesses. Rather, the saintly bishops, especially Nicolaus, are 
fatherly figures in their dioceses, providing protection for those in need.  

Providing protection and striving for peace contrasted with violence and 
aggressive behaviour. Violence has been seen as a typical feature of secular 
manhood and masculinity in medieval Scandinavia, and violence was 
connected to honour and values.476 In addition, Kirsi Salonen distinguishes 
three sins or crimes that were relatively often committed by Scandinavian 
bishops in the Middle Ages: contravention of celibacy, a breach of the bishop’s 
office, and violent behaviour.477 Violence and a threat of it were present 
throughout the society; both laymen and clerics could act violently and face 
aggressive behaviour. Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s responses to the threat of 
violence and violent magnates play an essential role in their canonization 
processes, and it is particularly those actions that are described as manful. The 
emphases in the canonization processes can be seen as counterparts to reality; 
the hagiographies show the proper way to respond to violence, take care of the 
bishop’s responsibilities, and commit to celibacy. The references to manliness 
and manful actions are more like confirming proclamations of their good 
characteristics, as the bishops did not have to prove or discuss their gender in 
the same way as female saints.478 Manliness was a positive, powerful attribute 
that emphasized the bishop’s courageous actions and the contrast to violent 
men. 

The juxtaposition of swords and clerical equipment is stirring: Brynolphus 
and Nicolaus could not have defended themselves against swords if the 
magnates were to attack. However, their weapons, which seem powerless, 
contain a significant amount of symbolical power, being able to affect the 
attacker’s destiny in the afterlife. They fought with spiritual weapons like 
excommunication. As if to underline this, Nicolaus was described as carrying 
a sword made of silk. Bishops carrying even actual swords were not a rarity in 
the medieval world, and especially in the crusades clerics also used weapons 
despite the ideal of churchmen not using violence. Armed bishops appeared in 
stories and legends as well. One of the most famous examples of a sword-
wielding bishop was the character Turpin from the Song of Roland. Warrior-
bishops dispensed divine justice with their swords as well as their words. In 
the thirteenth century, the clergy was forbidden to shed blood.479 Scandinavia 
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also had its share of warrior-bishops in its history, bishops who took part in 
crusades and fought against or at the side of rulers. The diocese of Linköping 
was also familiar with the model; Nicolaus Marci took an active part in the 
politics of the realm, although not literally fighting with weapons, and 
Gotskalk Falkdal carried an actual sword on his ill-fated trip to Småland.480 
Birgitta Birgersdotter, however, promoted a model of a bishop who only fought 
with spiritual weapons.481 Especially tears and prayer were seen as the bishop’s 
weapons.482 Nicolaus’s silk sword carries connotations to the warrior priests 
and bishops of the past, but at the same time represents the ideals of spiritual 
weapons that the bishops were allowed to and should use. On the other hand, 
together with the daring words the bishops directed towards the kings, the silk 
sword could be seen as mocking the monarchs’ actual, lethal swords. The idea 
of spiritual weapons stemmed from biblical ideals, such as “the sword of the 
Spirit, which is the word of God” from the Epistle to the Ephesians, cited in 
Nicolaus’s vita, too.483  

Depositions in both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s canonization processes 
relate direct quotes of the bishops confronting their opponents. Yet again, 
Nicolaus’s process has more of those words recalled, but Brynolphus is also 
narrated as inciting the king to kill him. The encounters of Brynolphus with 
the king and Nicolaus with the kings and “tyrants” bear notable similarities to 
each other, but also to other holy bishops, like St Ambrose and St Thomas of 
Canterbury. In all of them, the holy bishops invite their armed opponents to 
kill them, if it pleases them, but at the same time they warn them with their 
own weapons: Brynolphus faced the king with his crosier and Nicolaus had a 
sword made of fabric, while Thomas Becket held his cross of office. The 
episcopal saint candidates Brynolphus and Nicolaus from neighbouring 
dioceses shared some common motifs in their hagiographic narrations, and 
the manly defending of the Church was one of the key elements in them. The 
trope has origins in the Bible, too, where the encounter between David and 
Goliath (1. Sam. 17) contains a similar altercation; Goliath mocks David, who 
answers: “You come to me with a sword and with a spear and with a javelin; 
but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, God of the armies of Israel, 
whom you have defied” (1. Sam. 17:45). Behaviour that seems audacious 
becomes justified through the power given by God, which makes it possible to 
defend oneself against a mighty opponent.  

Spiritual warfare was associated mainly with the monastic life, and monks 
were seen as soldiers of Christ, as per the writings of Bernard of Clairvaux. 
Many churchmen condemned actual, temporal fighting, but using militant 
language regarding spiritual life implied that even though they and their peers 
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could not take part in “real” combat they had manly strength in them.484 
Martial imagery was also useful when writing about non-monastic saints, as 
the cases of Brynolphus and Nicolaus show, as they are represented as ideal 
saintly bishops caring for their flocks. The monastic ideal of miles Christi is 
reflected in the history of warrior-bishops and results in the phrasing in 
Nicolaus’s canonization process when a witness calls him pugil Cristi, a fighter 
or champion of Christ.485 As discussed, the theme was not unique for the 
sainthood of Nicolaus or Brynolphus, but these kinds of metaphors are 
repeated from hagiography to hagiography. However, Katherine Allen Smith 
argues that the motifs were not applied to the saints mechanically or 
unthinkingly, but that the saintly models still held unique, personal meanings 
for different individuals and groups.486 The thought is similar to the reflection 
by André Vauchez on whether the hagiographic models led the contemporaries 
of the saints to interpret their experiences through the models of the 
hagiographic tradition.487 Both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s cases utilize the 
hagiographic models of manly, knight-like bishops. The depositions show the 
meanings that the communities had given to these familiar models; in 
Brynolphus’s case there was a local tradition, while in Nicolaus’s case the 
narratives of witnesses show the strong memories of contemporaries.  

The narratives of Nicolaus’s confrontations with kings had a strong 
background in the cathedral chapter’s feelings about pressure from the kings. 
The image mediated from the diplomataria shows Nicolaus first as the only 
acting prelate in the diocese of Linköping, and later becoming bishop against 
the will of the monarch in stormy political situations with transfers of power. 
The threat and sentencing of the excommunications and interdicts were the 
prelate’s means to guard the rights and benefits of the Church. In the 
hagiographic narrative, there is a development from archdeacon to full, brave 
manhood as a bishop, who fears no temporal prince. In both Brynolphus’s and 
Nicolaus’s canonization processes, the manful actions were a means of 
highlighting the bishops’ sainthood. In Brynolphus’s case, the model stems 
more clearly from hagiographic tradition, and not as many witnesses confirm 
the articles with colourful narratives as in Nicolaus’s process. Time had passed 
since Brynolphus’s lifetime, while many witnesses in Nicolaus’s case could 
draw on their own experience or that of someone they knew. Nicolaus’s case 
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also shows the importance of the community around the saint, and how they 
perceived sanctity. The diocese of Linköping had experienced turbulence in its 
episcopal see, and Nicolaus’s predecessors had their share of the strained 
relations with the Crown; the king pleaded with the pope to move Nicolaus 
Marci from his position, and Gotskalk Falkdal was killed. However, in the eyes 
of the chapter, Nicolaus Marci had been too involved in the affairs of the kings, 
and Gotskalk appeared as an intruder, and their lives did not get a saintly 
interpretation. Nicolaus Hermanni’s life, connections, and actions composed 
a figure that his community could remember through the lens of sainthood.
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III MEN OF VIRTUE 

1 ASCETICISM  

1.1 WITTY, SECRETIVE, DEVOUT ASCETIC NICOLAUS 
The portrayal of medieval episcopal sainthood was balanced between the 
public duties of a bishop and spiritual exemplariness. Presenting bishops as 
ascetics was invariably common in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries to 
underline their commitment to religious life.1 In medieval spirituality, control 
over the body was seen as a sign of true devotion and a way to prepare oneself 
for the encounter with God. Asceticism – reduced food, sleep, and fine clothes 
– as a way to focus on devotion or as a penitential activity had already become 
popular during the first Christian centuries. Ascetic practices could be divided 
into negative and positive asceticism. Negative asceticism included denying 
the cravings of the body: abstinence from eating, sexuality, sleeping, and 
speaking. Positive asceticism was often practised alongside it, meaning acts 
against one’s own body, such as using a hair shirt. Extreme ascetic behaviour 
was considered masculine and an essential way of living a holy or religious life. 
Imitation of Christ’s suffering through one’s own suffering became popular in 
the high and later Middle Ages, and fasting was also spiritualized and seen as 
co-suffering with Christ.2  

Practising asceticism also became a proof for sainthood; as martyrdom 
became a rare way of becoming a saint, asceticism was considered as a way to 
become a spiritual martyr. Ascetic behaviour was seen as an integral part of a 
saint’s life; penitential practices, moral purity, and courage, together with 
virtues like simplicity and humility, were fundamental features. First, ascetic 
sainthood was applied to those who withdrew and lived in a desert. The 
ascetics attracted people to ask for advice and guidance, and their lifestyle 
presented a counterpoint to the life of those bishops and clergy, for example, 
who did not live in abstinence. Over time, asceticism became widely accepted, 
and the cult of Martin of Tours even combined the models of ascetic and 
episcopal sainthood; he was both an ideal bishop and an ideal ascetic. The 
model of St Martin became a standard for episcopal sainthood. The ascetic 
features of a saint were more open to doubt, however; there were times when 
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a saintly person was away from the public eye, and what they did during that 
time was some kind of mystery. In addition, a question of motives could be 
raised, namely, whether the person was an ascetic for the right reasons. 
Canonization processes became a way of judging and on the other hand 
convincing others of someone’s sainthood, and the hagiographers aimed to 
carefully prove a saint candidate’s unwavering observation of an ascetic 
lifestyle.3 Describing the episcopal saints as devout ascetics was a common way 
to make the saint more easily accepted. Asceticism was a widely respected and 
admired way of living a holy life from the fourth century onwards.4 Sherry 
Reames describes the three reasons that the image of a saintly bishop with 
monastic ideals was so appealing. First, an unpretentious, disciplined figure 
was easier to perceive as a saint, rather than an erudite or princely bishop. 
Secondly, when a bishop was presented as living a simple life without luxury, 
he could be expected to understand and sympathize with the ordinary people. 
Thirdly, strong principles implied that the bishop-saint would show 
persistence against any opposition.5 

Asceticism is a repeated element in both Nicolaus’s vita and canonization 
process. As discussed, the narration of the vita starts with depicting how 
Nicolaus started showing signs of a holy life from his childhood; abstinence, 
fasting, and rigid concentration on school astonished the adults around him. 
The narration on asceticism continues by describing how as archdeacon he 
continued fasting and abstinence, and sometimes he extended his Friday fast 
by eating nothing from Thursday’s breakfast to Saturday’s breakfast.6 One of 
the clerics warned him, saying that this kind of fasting was dangerous, but 
Nicolaus answered: “Nothing will hurt me, I am strong enough.”7 Nicolaus’s 
answer implies the idea of manly strength, due to which he was able to engage 
in harsh ascetic practices even.  

Nicolaus’s path to being a bishop is depicted through his living in a holy 
way and hinting that every aspect of his early life led to that. According to the 
vita, Nicolaus’s asceticism went to yet another level after he was appointed 
bishop. Then, he was even more dedicated to fasting, staying awake, praying, 
and giving alms. The vita shares an exchange of words between Nicolaus and 
his servant Bengt. When Bengt asked if Nicolaus was going to abstain from fish 
that day, he answered: “When you do not prepare food it is not your concern 
what food I eat.”8 A quoted discussion between Nicolaus and his servant 
enlivens the narration and hints at an oral tradition behind the vita. According 
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to the vita, Nicolaus stayed in his room at dinner times and concentrated on 
his devotional exercises; he often slept on the floor, sometimes on a bearskin, 
and sometimes on bare planks. He often used haircloth and said: “If the status 
of my orders allowed it, I would rather wear coarse than precious clothes. What 
use is it to decorate flesh that will be given to worms?”9 The vita recognizes 
that as bishop, Nicolaus had to be in contact with a lot of people, but states 
that his ascetic behaviour never wavered; he never ate or drank too much or 
submitted to merriments. Meals at his table were silent and strict. After the 
reading, Nicolaus gave a lecture.10 The vita describes Nicolaus’s asceticism 
throughout his life, and his physical practices only became stricter once he was 
appointed bishop. The descriptions of Nicolaus’s ascetic practices arose from 
the traditional hagiographic patterns, linking him with already venerated 
saints. His position as bishop had to be taken into account, but his asceticism 
gets pictured as unwavering and undeniable. 

The canonization process presents a similar image of the ascetic bishop. As 
discussed in the first chapter, the depictions of Nicolaus’s canonization 
process follow the model of an old child, who already began ascetic and 
penitential practices when young. Witnesses confirm the childhood articles 
and tell what they have heard from those who knew Nicolaus as a child.11 As 
happened in many other saintly children’s lives, Nicolaus’s canonization 
process also tells how his ascetic behaviour deepened as he grew older, from 
not joining the games of other children to fasting, and later to more severe 
penitential actions. Such ascetic behaviour is described as continuing 
throughout Nicolaus’s life, and that he continued the “blessed practices, to 
which he was accustomed since his childhood”.12 When he was a canon, he sold 
all his expensive clothes and gave the money to the poor. As archdeacon, he 
continued fasting and using rough clothes, and as bishop, he developed even 
further in his ascetic practices, such as fasting every summer for forty days.13 
Nicolaus’s fasting is confirmed by several witnesses, and some are even able to 
tell how they had eaten together with Nicolaus. Bishop Kanutus tells that 
Nicolaus ate only water and bread even though he was offered fine dishes – 
but he says he does not know anything about the summer fast of forty days.14 
Many witnesses confirm fasting through their own memories and some even 
describe in detail what Nicolaus ate or did not eat on each day of the week, and 
that he fasted also on days that were not generally fast days.15  
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Nicolaus’s fasting followed the traditions of Christian fasting. Although the 
number of fasting days and which foods were permitted varied, the general 
idea was that the great feasts were preceded by fasts, and abstinence, strictly 
speaking, meant eating only bread, salt, and water. Hagiographers often 
carefully described the saint’s habits around fasting, so that there would be no 
doubt about lapses and failures.16 The bishop was often present at the 
banquets of magnates, and the vita underlines that Nicolaus never took part 
in inappropriate talk or amusement. As if to disclaim all possible 
counterclaims, the vita states that if Nicolaus stayed longer at the table 
together with his friends, which he did not usually do, he still never ate or 
drank exceedingly, and he asked his friends not to follow his example by 
lingering too long at the table.17 The hagiographic narratives seek to water 
down all possible protests, to present Nicolaus as a rigid ascetic on the 
occasions where a slip could have happened. The descriptions of Nicolaus’s 
ascetic practices follow the patterns of hagiographic conventions, but the 
quotes in the vita and the witness accounts in the canonization process also 
provide biographical elements to Nicolaus’s sanctity.  

The instructions Nicolaus gave to others were also a way to describe his 
commitment to ascetic behaviour. Nicolaus’s niece Katarina tells in her 
deposition how her sister once asked Nicolaus about fasting and if one could 
eat apples and other fruits on Fridays. Nicolaus had answered that only bread, 
water, and salt were allowed if she wanted to fast the right way.18 Ragnhild 
Birgersdotter, an elderly woman, tells how Nicolaus himself had advised her 
that if she had carnal temptations, she should not spare her body but use 
sackcloth, twigs, nettles, and a knotted girdle, and calm it with cold water.19 In 
the depositions, Nicolaus appears almost like Katarina’s and Ragnhild’s 
instructor in ascetic practices, following the example of several churchmen 
giving instructions to women about asceticism. Katarina and Ragnhild asking 
for advice on ascetic and penitential practices reflects the medieval trend of 
many women engaging in penitential actions. Churchmen were often 
concerned about the women’s extreme practices and warned against them, 
although the women could also be admired and respected.20 A close example 
is Birgitta, who adopted harsh physical asceticism to follow the model of 
saintly life. Her exercises were so excessive that her confessors had to restrict 
her practices.21 The depositions of Katarina and Ragnhild add to the narratives 
on Nicolaus’s asceticism by depicting him as an instructor to these women in 
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ascetic practices. The holy bishop should be a devout ascetic, but the nature of 
his office also contained the aspect of guidance and instructing. Religious 
women had a priest as their confessor, to guide them in their spirituality, and 
Nicolaus’s instructions to women also reflected this kind of confessor’s role.  

Asceticism also carries elements of performance; the ascetics repeat certain 
activities and behaviour, such as repeated prayer, fasting, and sleep 
deprivation.22 At the same time, however, they had to appear humble and not 
“advertise” themselves too blatantly, but still display enough for the audience 
to admire.23 Nicolaus is described as trying to hide his fasting. Eskil Djäkne 
tells how Nicolaus always used a silver goblet, so that everyone thought he 
drank wine and other expensive beverages, when in fact he had only water. 
Similarly, when others ate meat, Nicolaus had only peppered bread.24 
Laurentius Odonis tells that he often ate with Nicolaus, and once he ate from 
the same plate with him on St Martin’s Day. Laurentius would not take 
anything from the fine dishes, and when Nicolaus asked why he did not, 
Laurentius answered that he would not take anything until Nicolaus had taken 
what he wanted. Then, Nicolaus took food from the plate, but did not touch 
them and ate only bread and water.25 According to Johannes Karoli, Nicolaus 
used to sleep on the floor on a bearskin, but when he heard that someone was 
coming, he would jump on his bed so that no one would know how he really 
slept.26 Nicolaus’s niece Katarina tells how her sister had “subtly sought many 
secrets of this kind from his servants” to find out about his behaviour.27 
Nicolaus’s quote in the vita about how he was strong enough for a rigid fast is 
not repeated in the canonization process. Rather, both the inquiry articles and 
the witness accounts depict Nicolaus as humble and devout, not bragging 
about his holy ways. In many canonization cases, the detailed information 
about the penitential practices came from people who knew the saint 
personally.28 Also in Nicolaus’s case, his close circle was able to confirm the 
article with details and personality, but at the same time emphasizing 
Nicolaus’s humility. 

Asceticism was perceived as spiritual martyrdom and as such it was proof 
of holiness. In the hagiographies of bishops, it also became a way to 
compensate for the choice of remaining in the world rather than entering a 
monastery. A saintly bishop wished to live a monastic life, but pastoral zeal 
kept him in his office and the world. Privately, then, the bishop practised 

 
 

22 Valantasis 1998, 548. 
23 Kleinberg 1992, 111–112. 
24 Processus, 226, 262. 
25 Processus, 132. 
26 Processus, 168. 
27 Processus, 290. Quia sorore eiusdem testis loquentis subtiliter a clientulis eius inquirente multa 

huiusmodi secreta didicit... 
28 Kuuliala 2020, 119. 



III Men of Virtue 
 

 130 

penitential acts like the monks.29 The canonization process describes 
Nicolaus’s wish to enter Vadstena Abbey. In addition, he withdrew from other 
people after he was appointed bishop, and he lived for weeks as a hermit at his 
home, so that Birgitta’s daughter Katarina had to persuade him to come out of 
his house. Some of the witnesses tell that there were rumours that Nicolaus 
was ill or had gone insane.30 Asceticism and penitent actions operated on the 
boundary of holiness and madness, and after-death miracles defined which 
way the popular opinion tilted.31 As an example, Abbess Gerdeka 
Hartlevsdotter, the daughter of Nicolaus’s niece, confirms the article about 
Nicolaus’s fasting by telling how she had heard this from Katarina from Götavi, 
who was afraid that too much fasting would affect Nicolaus’s brain.32 The 
careful description of the saint’s ascetic behaviour was a way of applying the 
model of St Martin, a bishop and an ascetic, to the new saint candidate, but 
the witness accounts also reflect the uncertainty of the people faced with such 
behaviour. The image given about Nicolaus is on one side a careful reflection 
of the Martinian model bishop, but on the other, the oddity of ascetic 
behaviour to Nicolaus’s contemporaries is expressed through the depositions. 
The detail is an example of Nicolaus’s profile of a recent saint; the traditional 
features of a saint are combined with memories and interpretations of 
contemporaries. Asceticism was common in hagiographies but raised 
questions and worries in those close to the would-be saint. Religious women 
were often encouraged towards more moderate ways of showing their 
asceticism, but men were allowed to take on more severe practices.33 The 
description of Nicolaus’s asceticism gives an impression about strength and 
dedication; he could take care of his office while still living like a true ascetic.  

A revelation of Nicolaus’s asceticism happened after his death: when his 
body was being prepared for the funeral, they discovered he was wearing a hair 
shirt, and there was only another hair shirt and some letters in his trunk and 
no money at all, although some people had hoped to find a treasure from his 
belongings.34 The trunk signified Nicolaus’s asceticism and revealed his secret; 
he had lived like a true ascetic and did not have hidden treasures to expose 
him as an impostor. Both the vita and the canonization process present 
Nicolaus’s asceticism in a similar way: he was young when he started fasting 
and penances, and he continued them throughout his life. Quotes in the vita 
and vivid depositions in the canonization process are illustrations of how 
asceticism was an integral part of Nicolaus’s fama sanctitatis.  
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Renouncing food and sleep were two ways of turning away from the secular 
world in order to show one’s devotion to God. In addition to these, chastity, 
virginity, and celibacy were also signs of this devotion. Virginity was most 
often linked to women. Felice Lifshitz argues that the term virgo cannot be 
directly translated as virgin, as virgo could be linked to all kinds of women – 
wives and widows as well – and could not be limited to physiological virginity 
only. Virginity was, of course, a component in being a virgo, but the term also 
carried other connotations, such as being a spiritual virgin.35 Celibacy meant 
an unmarried state, while abstinence refers to refraining from sexual activity. 
Chastity could mean the absence of sexual activity but also included a meaning 
of virtuous performance in whatever state, married or unmarried, and thus it 
had a sense of morality as well.36 As discussed, the scholarly interest in the 
celibacy of clerical men has been closely tied to questions of manhood and 
masculinity. Celibacy drew a line between clergy and laity, which Jo Ann 
McNamara has underlined in her article Herrenfrage as a masculine identity 
crisis and a struggle between celibate and married men for the leadership of 
the Christian world.37 Sexual performance has been perceived as the most 
significant manly action, and a man’s role was to be active in sexual 
relationships. Thus, abstinence from sex would theoretically cast a shadow 
upon the clergy’s manhood.38  

In Nicolaus Hermanni’s hagiographies, celibacy is mentioned but as a way 
to underline his virtues in line with charity and devoutness. The vita covers 
the theme only briefly. The text states how those who had known Nicolaus 
would describe him as “devoted, wise, humble, pure, moderate” (Qui pius, 
prudens, humilis, pudicus, sobrius), per the words of the hymn dedicated to 
confessor saints.39 The next section of the vita describes how devils tempted 
Nicolaus and tried to draw him from his holy way of life.40 The vita does not, 
however, further specify in what ways Nicolaus was tempted. The canonization 
inquiries describe Nicolaus’s virtues by presenting how he demanded celibacy 
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from his clergy. The inquiry article describes Nicolaus as chaste (castus) and 
pure or modest (pudicus) and states that everyone believed that Nicolaus “was 
taken from this world as a pure virgin in body and mind” (purus virgo mente 
et corpore).41 The witnesses have more to say about Nicolaus’s actions against 
priests and adulterers, but some of them also add their firm belief about 
Nicolaus’s virginity. Bishop Kanutus describes Nicolaus as “a mirror of 
sanctity” in his purity and cleanness of mind.42 Brother Ulpho Birgeri of 
Vadstena also says how Nicolaus always appeared “virginal” (virgineus) and 
nothing in him was reprehensible.43 Similarly, Eskil Djäkne says that he firmly 
believes that Nicolaus died “purus virgo”; when Eskil stayed with Nicolaus, he 
always saw him being the most modest of men with distinguished manners 
and love towards God and people.44 Thus, the term virginity carried 
connotations of behaviour and a way of life in the depositions as well.  

Likewise, Nicolaus’s niece Katarina states how Nicolaus loved the chaste 
and surely died a virgin, because no one had ever seen him with a woman apart 
from his wet nurse, who fed him at the breast when he was little.45 Avoiding 
and rejecting the company of women recurs in the narratives of many holy 
men, with narratives of the absence of women in the lives of saintly men to the 
vilification of woman figures.46 Katarina’s statement seems to carry this kind 
of image of a holy bishop, but in light of both Nicolaus’s vita and canonization 
process the statement seems to be more conventional than realistic, because 
several women appear in Nicolaus’s lifespan. The most prominent ones are 
saintly figures like Birgitta and her daughter Katarina, and his relatives, such 
as the nieces Katarina and Ingeborg. In addition, secular clergy could hardly 
avoid female parishioners. The 80-year-old witness Ragnhild Birgersdotter 
tells how she often confessed to Nicolaus, and in the depositions of the 
Vadstena sisters there appears a noblewoman Katarina from Götavi, who was 
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a source for several different aspects of Nicolaus’s life and seems to have been 
quite close with Nicolaus.47  

Although usually connected to female saints, the term virgo was also 
connected to men, and virginity could be interpreted as a manly struggle and 
a battle to overcome lust.48 Virginity was one official category for saints; the 
others were martyrdom and gaining the title of confessor or promoter of faith. 
However, in the lists of saints, the category of virgo was exclusively a list of 
female saints and thus in the liturgical context it was hinted that being a virgin 
was not as meaningful for men as it was for women. There were inspirational 
texts for male virgins as well but, in general, sexual abstinence meant that 
priests, monks, and friars could not prove their manhood in sexual activities. 
Instead, showing that religious men had sexual desires became a way to show 
their masculinity.49 Virginity carried language of bodily purity, and abstinence 
from sex could be seen as a manly struggle. Sometimes in medieval texts, men 
who spent too much time with women could be presented as effeminate. A 
manly action meant spending time with other men, such as in the military. The 
celibate clergy could thus be likened to the world of war and the military.50 
Because a struggle and battle against any foes could be interpreted as a manly 
activity, a struggle against a sexual desire could be proof of being a true man, 
a sign of active masculinity rather than being an effeminate or asexual 
eunuch.51 Provost Laurentius Odonis tells how Nicolaus, after having taken 
only the minor orders, suffered so much “lust of the flesh” (libidinis carnis) 
that he went up to his arms in a cold stream.52 Balancing the bodily humours 
with cold water was a frequent action in the lives of holy men. It was a 
conventional, even expected act to control their bodies.53 Laurentius Odonis 
as a provost could provide this piece of conventional saintly imagery for 
Nicolaus, as he had known Nicolaus personally, but he was probably also 
familiar with the hagiographic tropes. However, virginity or chastity did not 
become significant reasonings for Nicolaus’s sainthood, as it was rarely the key 
feature of male sanctity.54 Virginity and chastity are mentioned in quite a 
conventional way to show that Nicolaus meets this saintly characteristic, too. 

Apart from celibacy, shaving the hair from the top of their head separated 
clergy from laymen. Short hair had been a sign of sexual abstinence already in 
the first centuries. Similarly, a tonsure represented devotion to God when 

 
 

47 Processus, 270–274, 282, 284–292, 294. Katarina is mentioned in the vita, too (Vita Nicholai, 

318). 
48 Arnold 2003, 104–105; Karras 2008, 58; Lifshitz 2008, 96. 
49 Heinonen 2007, 71, 79; Lifshitz 2008, 97–98. 
50 Leyser 1999, 105; Karras 2008, 64–65; Lifshitz 2008, 101.  
51 Heinonen, 2007, 78–80; Karras 2012, 50. 
52 Processus, 136. 
53 Murray 2002, 15; Harvey 2014b, 602. 
54 Salih 2001, 17–18. 



III Men of Virtue 
 

 134 

taking the holy orders. However, there was a connection to sex and gender in 
it as well. The hairiness of a male body was considered as a sign of virile power 
and, for example, a man without a beard was assumed to have a cooler 
temperament.55 Tonsures were a clerical symbol of their access to God and 
linked to wearing a crown. The tonsure bore the same conflict of lay and 
clerical male ideals as the celibacy it represented: on one hand, the tonsure 
was a crown and a sign of control over self, while on the other, loss of hair was 
a sign of incompetence and humiliation.56 The tonsure appears in Nicolaus’s 
canonization process, too. The inquiry article proclaims how Nicolaus 
“decently” wore the bishop’s garment and tonsure and continues by depicting 
his devotion in celebrating Mass and divine services.57 Thus, above all 
Nicolaus’s process links the tonsure, in much the same way as his celibacy is 
pictured, to taking care of the bishop’s tasks decently and with personal 
devotion. 

The role models for ascetic sainthood, the hermits, not only fought against 
their own will and flesh. The hagiographies also tell about demons harassing 
them, especially during the night.58 Nicolaus’s vita as well tells about evil 
spirits that harassed him especially during his episcopate by keeping him 
awake and trying to “draw him away from his holy purpose”.59 Nicolaus 
suspected his servants of the nightly ferocities, but one night a canon called 
Gudherus slept in a room close to Nicolaus’s bedroom and woke up to a terrible 
noise shaking the walls and furniture. The next day he told the other canons 
what he had experienced, adding that now he understood the complaints of 
the bishop about the nightly disturbances.60 The canonization process repeats 
the event. The article describes how the malign spirits kept Nicolaus awake by 
making loud noises in his bedroom, although they did not dare touch him.61 
Several witnesses confirm the article by their own experiences. Bishop 
Kanutus and the priest Johannes Karoli tell how Nicolaus even blamed them 
for making the noises, and other witnesses tell how Nicolaus suspected 
someone from his household, although no one else heard the noises the 
demons made in the bishop’s bedroom, except for Gudherus, who is referred 
to in some depositions.62 The fight against the malign spirits was a recurring 
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theme in hagiographies. In Nicolaus’s case, it seems to rely on his own 
experiences; the witnesses say they did not hear or see anything, although 
some of them had been in the same house when Nicolaus made complaints 
about the disturbance of his sleep. In the hagiographies, the events are 
unanimously understood as attacks of evil spirits, although according to the 
witnesses Nicolaus himself did not first understand the source of the noises 
but suspected those who lived in the house with him. Nevertheless, several 
witnesses had experienced the events, and the inexplicable noises were 
interpreted through the hagiographic topos. The well-remembered narrative 
of Canon Gudherus implies, too, that Nicolaus had some kind of saintly 
reputation in his lifetime.  

To conclude, the picture drawn of Nicolaus follows the pattern of the 
Martinian saintly bishop, but yet again the canonization process contains 
traits of memories that were meaningful for Nicolaus’s contemporaries. The 
details and personal traits provided in the vita and the canonization process 
depositions strengthen the sought-after image of a saintly bishop, but at the 
same time they also offer a glimpse of Nicolaus with the reputation of a living 
saint. The witnesses share their memories and experiences, and they state if 
they do not know anything about the statements of the inquiry. For example, 
Bishop Kanutus knew about Nicolaus’s simple meals but was hesitant to 
confirm the summer fast. The ascetic practices were common in medieval 
spirituality, and thus they were valid material in arguing for one’s sainthood. 
Asceticism was at the same time a traditional, conventional part of Nicolaus’s 
sainthood, and something that the witnesses could wholeheartedly confirm, 
adding their memories and convincing details. The ascetic image of Nicolaus 
contained elements of strength and purity with the emphasis on the 
penitential actions he took throughout his life.  

1.2 TRADITIONAL ASCETICISM OF BRYNOLPHUS 
Brynolphus’s canonization process text, too, follows the pattern of portraying 
the episcopal saint as a devout ascetic. Ascetic behaviour is introduced already 
in the brief description of Brynolphus’s youth. According to the text, 
Brynolphus “ascended and advanced from virtue to virtue always from his 
youth” and devoted himself to prayers.63 The sentence describes Brynolphus’s 
childhood on a general level with a nuance of a holy child. The witnesses focus 
on confirming Brynolphus’s studies in Paris that are described in the same 
article, but the formulation of the article presents Brynolphus as living like a 
saint his whole life.  

In addition, two whole process articles are dedicated to describing his 
asceticism, covering the themes of fasting and penances. According to the 
inquiry article, Brynolphus fasted every Friday and on several other days 
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during the year on water and bread, but he let the normal dishes be prepared 
for him so that no one would know about his fasting. Both positive and 
negative types of asceticism are portrayed: Brynolphus stayed awake, fasted, 
prayed, and studied, but he also wore a hair shirt and a knotted cord around 
his body, arms, and legs.64 Witnesses mostly confirm the articles by stating 
that they believe it was true because of the common knowledge or 
Brynolphus’s saintly reputation.65 Some of them mention the names of old 
clerics as their sources and one witness gives as confirmation a proverb of the 
common people: “This and this our father Brynolphus used to do while he was 
still alive.”66 Wearing the hair shirt seems to have been the most commonly 
known detail about Brynolphus’s asceticism, as almost every witness mentions 
it in their account. The ideal of asceticism provided a dilemma for the position 
of a bishop: the bishop was a lord in his region, a man with power and 
property. In different canonization processes, the witnesses could place 
different emphases on the characteristics of a saint, showing only mild interest 
in the ascetic details and focusing on other aspects.67 In Brynolphus’s case, the 
lay witnesses mention the hair shirt but confirm the other details about 
asceticism with more vague and general wordings. Their picture about 
Brynolphus’s sainthood is painted through miraculous narratives and 
traditions rather than ascetic behaviour. The clerical witnesses confirm the 
articles on asceticism more clearly, and they name from whom they had learnt 
the information.  

Bishop Brynolphus Caroli shares in his deposition the reason why 
Brynolphus wore a hair shirt. There had been an incident between a knight 
called Törner and servants of Brynolphus, and Brynolphus had said that it is 
allowed to repel violence with violence. Later, when Brynolphus was finishing 
his meal, some people of his household came to his table, but they refused to 
eat meat even though Brynolphus permitted them to do that. Brynolphus 
asked why they would not eat meat and found out that these servants had 
killed Törner. He ordered the servants to eat anyway in the fear of God, but he 
used the hair shirt from that day on as penance for his earlier answer.68 
Asceticism and its physical manifestations combined the spheres of humility 
and penance, and these intentions could not always be separated, as can be 
seen in Brynolphus’s process text.69 Humility and penance made Brynolphus 
more approachable as a saint, but while also depicting his exemplary 
devoutness.  
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Illnesses and diseases were common, unwelcome visitors in medieval 
society. In the hagiographies of saints, however, the sufferings were 
interpreted as an opportunity to share and imitate Christ’s suffering, and thus 
they became a spiritual triumph.70 Bodily imitation of Christ’s suffering was 
interpreted as an exterior proof of true imitation, but on the other hand, harsh 
physical practices could also raise suspicions.71 Brynolphus’s right motives for 
his bodily expression of asceticism were explained by how he wanted to keep 
his fasting and physical expressions in secret from other people, hinting that 
he did not seek recognition from other people but was truly committed to God. 
While he wanted to keep his own penitential practices secret, he carried out a 
performance in feeding the poor with the food prepared for the honourable 
guests at his table. This kind of performance was something that allowed 
people to grasp the person’s sanctity, but at the same time it needed to be 
shown that the saint candidate’s intentions were proper. 

The canonization process also describes Brynolphus’s attitude towards 
other people’s abstinence. He orders his servants to eat meat, although they 
wanted to decline meat because of the homicide they had committed. The 
prohibition of abstinence gives an impression about Brynolphus’s spiritual 
authority: ascetic behaviour was not suitable for everyone, and Brynolphus 
was both a spiritual and earthly lord for his servants. He guided them but also 
took responsibility for their actions. Another narrative of this sort is found 
among Brynolphus’s miracles. A nobleman came to have lunch with him, and 
Brynolphus gave him a dispensation to eat meat. The man did not believe the 
validity of the dispensation and thus did not eat meat. After lunch, the guest 
left and rode through a field. There he saw the carcass of a horse, with dogs 
tearing the flesh. The man dismounted from the horse and insanely started to 
eat the carcass with the dogs. The man’s servants forced him back to 
Brynolphus’s house, where Brynolphus gave him absolution from his disbelief 
and restored his mental health.72 In these examples, Brynolphus did not 
require strict abstinence from other people, although his own asceticism was 
well presented in the canonization process. These narratives emphasize 
Brynolphus’s role as the leader of his diocese and remind how the harsh acts 
of self-denial were not self-purposeful but intentions behind them mattered, 
and in a way, Brynolphus guided his guest and servants in a proper way of 
abstinence. He took the responsibility for his servants’ actions and did not 
wish his guest to abstain from meat at his table.  

The article about the horse-eating guest of Brynolphus is confirmed by 
several of the witnesses. Three of them mention hearing this from Bishop 
Kanutus of Linköping, whose grandfather had been a servant of Brynolphus. 
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Two others also mention from whom they had heard the events of the article.73 
Knight Arvid Johansson tells about a proverb inspired by this story: “Beware 
lest it happens to you, as it happened to that soldier who refused and did not 
care to obey orders of blessed Brynolphus, became insane, and ate horse 
flesh.”74 Brynolphus’s canonization process does not contain elements of 
contemporary sainthood, as none of the witnesses had personally met him and 
only a few had known someone who had been alive at the time of Brynolphus. 
However, Brynolphus was not either a figure from the mists of history whose 
reputation had already sprouted to only layers of saintly characteristics, but he 
was a figure of local history who was still remembered in stories and phrases. 
The miraculous narrative of the insane, horse-eating guest of Brynolphus was 
entertaining and memorable, and apart from showing the miracles that 
happened around a holy person, the narrative had to be interpreted also as a 
justification for Brynolphus’s canonization, as he wielded the power of 
dispensation and absolution. The narrative also carried an educational aspect; 
eating horse flesh was prohibited by canon law in the eighth century because 
it was viewed as a pagan practice.75  

Asceticism was, as discussed, a very typical motif in saints’ vitae, and it 
provided a commonly accepted and anticipated element of sainthood for 
Brynolphus’s case. Although the narratives on Brynolphus’s ascetic behaviour 
are brief, the canonization process text divides descriptions of Brynolphus’s 
fasting and penitential actions into separate articles, thus giving more weight 
to the subject, as most of the witnesses were also able to confirm both 
articles.76 Asceticism was an important part of episcopal sainthood, and the 
canonization process of Brynolphus presents it as an indisputable part of his 
sanctity and the tradition around him.  

 

1.3 THE DEVOUT ASCETICS 
Both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s hagiographies share similar elements of 
depicting the bishops’ ascetic behaviour, showing the importance of corporeal 
expressions of faith for the canonization project. The hagiographies also show 
the struggle of describing the asceticism in the right way, and how it was 
important to prove the right motives of saint candidates: both Nicolaus and 
Brynolphus are depicted fasting and doing penances throughout their lives but 
at the same time trying to hide them. This was to show that they were not doing 
it for the sake of appearances but were truly committed to God. Both 
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hagiographies also seek to deny the possible doubts raised by the bishops’ high 
status; although they associated with the powerful figures of the realm, they 
still kept their modest ways. Fasting and asceticism also bore a resemblance to 
the eucharist; in the same way the priest received the eucharist for the people, 
he also represented them in his eating and not eating.77 The idea of a saint’s 
role as a representative can be also seen in both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s 
canonization processes. Brynolphus permitted his servants and his guest to eat 
meat, and Nicolaus put food on his plate although he himself did not eat it so 
that the provost would take what he wanted to eat and enjoy the meal. In 
Nicolaus’s case, the struggle to balance ascetic behaviour and not making a 
fuss about it is particularly visible: expensive dishes and plates are carefully 
described, but at the same time his true asceticism was (and must have been) 
revealed to those close to him. The bishops’ lifestyle was to show their own 
devoutness, but at the same time they were examples and sources of 
inspiration as saints. Describing their self-control also served the purpose of 
indicating their true manhood: maintaining rigid control over body and mind 
was a form of spiritual warfare.78 As an example, both Brynolphus’s and 
Nicolaus’s work with the Divine Offices of saints was narrated through their 
aim to avoid idleness or the weapons of the devil.79 Military metaphors 
expanded martial manhood to the field of asceticism, making the ascetic 
bishops appear as heroes of Christ. 

Their cases provide quite different approaches to the themes of celibacy 
and chastity, however. The canonization process of Brynolphus does not 
mention these at all. The absence of mentions about Brynolphus’s celibacy or 
virginity reflects the view that chastity and virginity were more important for 
female saints’ reputation – a female saint was often “titled” a virgin or a widow, 
whereas a male saint could be classified as a bishop, a confessor, and so on.80 
However, virginity and celibacy did not play an indispensable role in the 
sanctity in Scandinavia; those Scandinavian women who were venerated as 
saints had all been married.81 In any case, there were more options for men to 
show their sanctity than there were for women, and the sexual or marital status 
of men was rarely the key element of their holiness.82 Virginity and celibacy 
were not entirely without importance, as Nicolaus’s canonization process 
shows, but a male saint’s canonization project could go without pointing out 
the protagonist’s chastity. In both Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s canonization 
processes, what was considered a male thing to do was opposing actual, earthly 
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opponents. The picture of them as male saints was built through their relations 
to earthly rulers.  

The witnesses in Brynolphus’s case mostly confirm the articles as “general 
knowledge”, not providing many details, while the contemporary witnesses of 
Nicolaus’s canonization process were more eager to add curiosities and 
particulars to their depositions. Generally, hagiographies with contemporary 
eyewitnesses were richer and less conventional than later versions.83 This is 
visible also when comparing Brynolphus and Nicolaus. Although there is a 
vivid story about Brynolphus’s mad guest and Nicolaus’s ascetic behaviour 
reflects quite conventional saintly actions, the image of Brynolphus remains 
paler than that of Nicolaus. Brynolphus’s saintly reputation is more of a 
reputation, whereas the picture of Nicolaus is still painted by eyewitnesses. 
Nevertheless, editing work has already happened between Nicolaus’s vita and 
canonization process. For example, the narrative in the vita about how 
Nicolaus said he was strong enough to fast is not recorded in the canonization 
process; neither are his complaints about using expensive clothes. The 
protagonist in the canonization process is more of a traditionally described 
humble servant of God. Asceticism was a marker for holiness and an expected 
trait from a saint. Thus, it was a useful motif in the canonization processes, 
both as general knowledge and through the accounts of contemporaries.  
 

2 IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH 

2.1 NOLO EPISCOPARI – RELUCTANT NICOLAUS 
Aviad M. Kleinberg has emphasized the significance of “the saintly situation” 
rather than the saintly person per se. The saintly situation could be considered 
especially with living saints as a way to see how the putative saint’s behaviour 
was interpreted. The saints’ role as exemplars did not mean that the saints 
were perfect, but rather objects of imitation and admiration.84 Saintly 
situations were not all triumphant events, but incidents with doubts, illness, 
and infirmities as well. 

Nicolaus Hermanni rose to the see of Linköping in a stormy political 
situation. As mentioned, the clash of kings had resulted in a transfer of power 
in both the throne and the see of Linköping: Albrekt had been elected king in 
lieu of Magnus and Håkan, the bishop of Linköping Nicolaus Marci was 
reassigned and his successor Gotskalk Falkdal murdered. The hagiographies 
had introduced Nicolaus’s future position as the bishop of Linköping already 
in his childhood narratives when Birgitta Birgersdotter received a revelation 
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from God about Nicolaus’s future episcopate. The chosen bishop, however, 
was reluctant to become one, according to the hagiographers. The vita 
describes how Nicolaus was elected via inspiracionis after Gotskalk’s murder. 
Nicolaus was “very resistant” (plurimum renitens) but finally agreed to travel 
to Avignon where the curia was, in order to have his election confirmed. 
According to the vita, Nicolaus had opponents in Avignon, but he never asked 
the cardinals to support his case. Instead, he pleaded that they would appoint 
the right man for the diocese. After a half year, the cardinals saw Nicolaus’s 
humility, his election was confirmed, and he was ordained. The vita tells as a 
sign of God’s miracle that Nicolaus Marci, the earlier bishop of Linköping, died 
in exile in Norway a night before Nicolaus Hermanni’s consecration, thus 
nullifying any doubts that Nicolaus Marci’s removal was groundless and he 
still might actually be the bishop of Linköping.85 

The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) instituted three ways to achieve an 
agreement in elections. They were “acclamation”, “scrutiny”, and 
“compromissum”. Acclamation (also via inspiracionis or via Spiritus Sancti) 
held an idea of divine inspiration, where one of the voters more or less 
spontaneously proposed someone and others gave their loud support. 
Scrutiny, via scrutinii, meant the common voting, although the votes of those 
higher in the hierarchy carried more weight. The most common way to achieve 
the resolution was compromissum, or via compromissi, where the choice was 
delegated to a small commission.86 The manner of the election reflected the 
feelings of the chapter in Linköping; after turmoil and troubles, they managed 
to promote their own man to the see of Linköping. Schück also considers the 
possible influence of the Birgittines on the election: the promotion of Birgitta’s 
sainthood was forming, and Nicolaus had been close to her.87 Describing 
Nicolaus’s election as via inspiracionis gave an impression of divine influence, 
but it also showed the clerical viewpoint of the people promoting Nicolaus’s 
cult. 

According to the canonization process, too, Nicolaus was tormented by the 
election and had severe doubts about his suitability and future as bishop. Both 
the process articles and depositions of the witnesses describe Nicolaus’s 
hesitation. Nicolaus was reluctant to start on his way to Avignon, but in the 
end “relying on God” he consented to the election.88 Nicolaus’s niece Katarina 
witnessed that Nicolaus had visited her sister several times before he set off 
for Avignon. During the visits, he used to say: “O God of heaven and earth, if 
it is against your will, do not allow me ever to be promoted in the church of 
Linköping. But if it pleases your holy will, then let me lead and serve her so 
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that I can entrust my soul to you at the time of my death.”89 According to 
Katarina, Nicolaus wished to avoid the election but was afraid to resist God’s 
will.90 On his way to the curia, Nicolaus started to think over the difficulty and 
greatness of the office and decided that he was not competent for it. Therefore, 
he decided to take monastic vows, but his companions dissuaded him from it.91 
Both of Nicolaus’s relatives among the witnesses – his niece Katarina and 
Gerdeka, the daughter of his other niece and the abbess of Vadstena – mention 
hearing their information from Hartlev Bolk, who was Gerdeka’s father. 
According to them, Hartlev had accompanied Nicolaus to Avignon.92 Katarina 
states that during their travel to Avignon, Nicolaus repeatedly withdrew 
himself from others and “they suffered great difficulties with him on that 
journey” because he did not want to do anything to promote his election.93 
Gerdeka’s deposition is even more detailed. According to her, Nicolaus not 
only withdrew himself from his companions but when they visited a monastery 
during their journey he was already making monastic vows when the others 
found him and managed to lead him out.94 Other witnesses confirm Nicolaus’s 
willingness to step out of the election while he was already in Avignon and that 
Nicolaus had said he would rather become a monk than a bishop, but he was 
afraid to resist God’s will.95 Nicolaus is pictured as a humble servant of the 
Church, who was very reluctant to rise to power but did so anyway because 
God wanted it. The tradition about Nicolaus’s reluctance seems to have been 
strong among his family, as his relatives’ depositions are rich with details 
about it.  

Nicolaus’s reluctance regarding his election is not unique in the 
hagiographic genre. On the contrary, reluctance was an expected trait of 
saintly bishops. The phrase nolo episcopari (“I am unwilling to become a 
bishop”) summed up the assumption of how those who were qualified to 
become a bishop were reluctant to do so. The office of a bishop gave 
opportunities for power and wealth, and thus unwillingness for the office 
showed the right mindset of the saintly bishop.96 The canonization process 
depositions, however, link Nicolaus’s reluctance to the situation in the diocese 
of Linköping; his predecessors did not manage to lead the diocese happily ever 
after, they ended up in conflicts with the earthly rulers, and even then the king 
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wished to see someone else in the see of Linköping. Nicolaus’s election blends 
into the narrative about his bravery in defending the Church; his election 
opposed the will of temporal rulers, as he opposed them in his office. The 
election via inspiracionis gave both God’s and the chapter’s support for 
Nicolaus, despite the turbulent situation. At the same time, Nicolaus is 
depicted through the conventional lens of a reluctant electus, who does not see 
himself as worthy of the office but prays for God’s guidance. 

The canonization inquiry depicting Nicolaus’s time in Avignon follows the 
narrative of the vita. Nicolaus was humbly asking the cardinals to choose the 
right man for the diocese, and the cardinals were amazed at how Nicolaus 
prayed for the Church instead of himself. The Swedish king had sent 
opponents of Nicolaus’s election, but Nicolaus waited patiently for half a year 
for the confirmation.97 The depositions confirm the article unanimously. 
Laurentius Odonis, who says he was present in Avignon and worked for 
Nicolaus’s confirmation there, shares the political background of the situation: 
King Albrekt supported a priest called Arnoldus, the Duke of Mecklenburg 
supported the Dominican Brother Johannes Blombergh, and some supported 
old Nicolaus Marci because they thought that he had been transferred to Knin 
against his will. When Nicolaus Hermanni finally received his confirmation, 
they found out later that Nicolaus Marci had died just the previous night.98 
The date of Nicolaus Marci’s death was meaningful for the canonization 
project, as it dispelled doubts about the legitimacy of Nicolaus Hermanni’s 
election and it also felt like a divine sign confirming his election.99 Gerdeka 
Hartlevsdotter, the abbess of Vadstena and daughter of Nicolaus’s niece, 
shares her information from Birgittine circles, stating that she had heard from 
the companion of Birgitta’s daughter Katarina how Katarina worked for 
Nicolaus’s confirmation in Avignon.100 

The narration in the vita about Nicolaus’s reluctance ends with the notion 
that after Nicolaus Marci’s death and the ordination from the pope, there were 
no more obstacles for Nicolaus’s episcopate. After becoming bishop, Nicolaus 
was even more serious in his asceticism and charity work.101 The canonization 
process text, however, describes Nicolaus as still hesitant in his new role. After 
the exile in Gotland and return to Linköping, he withdrew himself to his 
chambers and lived as a hermit for a few weeks, concentrating on prayers, 
staying awake, and fasting. The length of Nicolaus’s seclusion varies in the 
depositions: witnesses talk about two or six weeks and even over four 
months.102 The article itself presents Nicolaus’s short recluse life as his wish to 
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practise his new office in the way God wanted, but the depositions seem to take 
the article in two different directions. Bishop Kanutus and Provost Laurentius 
Odonis confirm the article on a general level. They tell about hearing rumours 
of how Nicolaus had gone mad or fallen ill, or perhaps he had been writing 
services for saints and that was why he withdrew himself to his house.103 
Knight Karl Magnusson confirms hearing this from the canons of Linköping 
and adds a memory of how Nicolaus ate only peppered bread while others ate 
meat at his table, thus confirming the emphasis of the article about Nicolaus’s 
asceticism and willingness to pray for guidance from God.104  

Several other witnesses who tell of having a personal connection to 
Nicolaus at the time talk about Katarina Ulfsdotter, Birgitta’s daughter. They 
tell how Katarina, after arriving in Sweden with her mother’s relics, talked to 
Nicolaus and persuaded him to come out and start leading his diocese instead 
of entering Vadstena Abbey.105 The widow Katarina says how she and “other 
friends” were worried about Nicolaus’s mental health before the arrival of 
Katarina Ulfsdotter. Nicolaus’s niece Katarina says that she had heard about 
this from Nicolaus’s servant, and Abbess Gerdeka draws from the Birgittine 
circles and their knowledge about Katarina’s life.106 A contemporary 
deposition is the one by Johannes Karoli, who says he was Nicolaus’s canon at 
the time and read the Holy Offices together with Nicolaus in his recluse life, 
which lasted for 18 weeks. Only Katarina and her companions’ insistence 
managed to persuade Nicolaus to leave his house.107 It seems that the 
witnesses with some closer connection to Nicolaus at the time do not mention 
the rumours about Nicolaus’s derangement; Johannes Karoli says he was with 
Nicolaus, Abbess Gerdeka refers to knowing the events (maybe through her 
father, Hartlev Bolk, who according to Johannes Karoli was one of the few 
visiting Nicolaus in his house), and Nicolaus’s niece Katarina relates that she 
heard this from Nicolaus’s servant Peter Marsvin. Johannes and Gerdeka also 
talk about Katarina’s impact on persuading Nicolaus to leave his house. Other 
witnesses refer to rumours that Nicolaus had lost his mind or become ill. 
Nicolaus’s withdrawal was an unexpected move by a new bishop, and the 
depositions reflect the confusion of the contemporaries.  

The tradition linking Katarina and Nicolaus together comes out strong in 
the depositions, but Tryggve Lundén has pointed out that Katarina returned 
to Linköping in the summer of 1374 with her mother’s relics, and in 1375 she 
travelled back to Rome where she stayed for five years. Therefore, he has 
interpreted that Katarina visited Nicolaus after his election and persuaded him 
to travel to Avignon. Because Katarina was in Rome at the time of Nicolaus’s 
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stay in Avignon, he also considered that she would have worked for Nicolaus 
via letters.108 Thus, although Abbess Gerdeka states in her deposition that 
Katarina was present in Avignon and helped Nicolaus to get confirmation from 
the pope, that would not have been possible.109 The tradition about Nicolaus 
as a recluse and Katarina’s impact arises from several depositions, hinting at 
its trustworthiness. Nicolaus made efforts to not be elected at every stage of 
becoming the bishop, but finally the encouragement from Birgitta’s daughter 
Katarina convinced him. Thus, the revelation of Birgitta about Nicolaus’s 
future position was fulfilled, and Nicolaus could not resist it. Although 
Katarina’s actual presence in Avignon remains disputable, it can be 
interpreted as a Birgittine impact on Nicolaus’s election.110 The topos of a 
reluctant bishop is clear in the narratives on Nicolaus’s travel to Avignon, but 
the depositions seem not to interpret his recluse life as unambiguously 
complementing the motif of nolo episcopari. Some witnesses regard it as a sign 
of his asceticism, or they express only on a general level what people had 
thought about the incident. The depositions crediting Katarina for convincing 
Nicolaus to come out are more complementing to the traditional image of the 
reluctant bishop. Katarina and other Birgittines returning with Birgitta’s relics 
were almost like divine intervention, giving Nicolaus a reason to turn away 
from the life of a hermit and start the life of a bishop. 

Nicolaus was not the first choice for the see of Linköping in the eyes of the 
Crown, which becomes evident in the documentary sources. Eight days after 
the murder of Gotskalk Falkdal, Archdeacon Nicolaus Hermanni and the 
chapter of Linköping’s cathedral received a letter from Sten Bengtsson, who 
was a knight, lagman, and marsk.111 He strongly advised the chapter to elect 
King Albrekt’s chancellor Arnoldus as the next bishop. Arnoldus was 
recommended by the Council of the Realm (riksrådet) and the letter contained 
a threat about future problems if the chapter should act differently.112 The 
members of the chapter did not follow the order but elected their leader, 
Archdeacon Nicolaus Hermanni.113 Gregory XI appointed Nicolaus a year 
later, on 14 March 1375, in Avignon.114 When electing a bishop, the electus of 
the chapter was a primary choice for the see; however, he had to have his 
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election confirmed and consecrated by the pope. The pope had the right to 
nominate another candidate, which gave others the possibility to apply for the 
post. The chapters often wanted to give their electus their full support, and 
even if there was a vote, they often presented their result as unanimous.115 
With Nicolaus’s election, the chapter of Linköping was able to raise its own 
candidate to the episcopal see for the first time in decades.116 

During Nicolaus’s stay in Avignon, the pope issued bulls concerning the 
situation in the dioceses of Linköping, Uppsala, and Strängnäs. The 
archbishops of Lund and Uppsala and the bishop of Lübeck were instructed to 
act against those who violated the rights and property of the Church or clergy. 
The bulls give an outlook on how Nicolaus may have worked in Avignon to 
draw the papacy’s attention to violations against the Church in Sweden, 
although he is not mentioned in the bulls.117 Receiving papal confirmation for 
his election meant that Nicolaus had to pay servitia, or service taxes, to the 
curia. Thus, Nicolaus Hermanni promised to pay 600 gold florins for the papal 
tax chambers after his appointment, but later only 71 florins were paid.118 The 
payment was mentioned in the canonization process in the deposition of 
Girmundus Laurencii. He states that Nicolaus settled the debts of his 
predecessors, Nicolaus Marci and Gotskalk Falkdal.119 Hagiographic texts 
focus on Nicolaus’s character and humility during his stay in Avignon. The 
diplomataria offer a view on the more bureaucratical side of the events, 
although a narrow one.  

The purpose of hagiographic texts was not an exact chronological 
narration, and the narratives about Nicolaus’s reluctance to go to Avignon and 
his withdrawal to prayer after his return both express the tradition about a 
reluctant bishop. The details may have been blurred over time, but the 
narrative of Nicolaus’s withdrawal – be it one or two occasions, before and/or 
after his journey to Avignon – is in line with the depictions of his reluctance to 
become a bishop. The reluctance worked as a conventional trope in describing 
the election of a holy bishop, but the witnesses in Nicolaus’s case also state 
how they remembered it well and they are able to tell colourful narratives and 
even express the confusion around Nicolaus’s period of time as a recluse. 
Especially these concerns about Nicolaus’s mental health are intriguing, as the 
witnesses do not unanimously link his reclusion to the motif of a reluctant 
bishop. The reclusion seems to rise from the memories and tradition about 
Nicolaus’s life, but to interpret it as proof of holiness takes the witnesses in 
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different directions: emphasizing Nicolaus’s asceticism, stating common 
beliefs, or narrating the impact of Katarina Ulfsdotter. The hagiographies do 
not point out the explanation for Nicolaus’s behaviour, but the narratives 
preceding the events around his election provide plenty of background for his 
reluctance: Bishop Nicolaus Marci was transferred to a bishopric on the other 
side of Europe and later he became exiled. The next bishop, Gotskalk, was 
murdered. In addition, there were other bishop candidates who were 
supported by mighty men, many of whom Nicolaus had already resisted as the 
archdeacon. The canonization process text and the depositions do not describe 
Nicolaus as being afraid for his life, neither do they recount all the political 
twists in the background, even when the depositions describe how the electus 
tried to escape from his companions to a monastery. Rather they underline 
Nicolaus being the humble son of the Church, only afraid that he could not 
fulfil the task given by God, or that by declining he would oppose God’s will, 
thus representing his good qualities as a bishop and a saint.  

2.2 NICOLAUS’S INFIRMITY AND DEATH  
Illness played a noteworthy role in medieval society, being present in every 
stage of life.120 Thus, it is visible also in saints’ canonization processes. Miracle 
collections in the process texts present a collection of illnesses and their cures, 
but the saints themselves also faced illnesses and infirmities.121 Illness could 
be interpreted in two quite opposite ways: illness was a metaphor for sin, and 
as Christ had cured humanity of it, illness was an unwanted visitor; however, 
often being unavoidable, infirmity was also a tool for forsaking worldly 
pleasures and directing one’s life towards God in sharing Christ’s suffering. 
Pain could be depicted as a blessing.122 Yet, sickness was more closely related 
to the poor and peasants and their milieu, whereas the nobility were more 
marked by spirituality and physical beauty. Sickness among the nobility could 
be viewed with shame.123 The saints could show their supernatural power in 
how they transformed the afflictions shared by almost all mankind into 
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spiritual joy and triumph, no matter if they were from the higher or lower 
classes.124 

Illness appears also in Nicolaus Hermanni’s hagiographies, and as was the 
case in hagiographies, the putative saint’s stance on his illness was meaningful. 
According to the vita, Nicolaus never groaned when he was ill, no matter how 
severely he suffered.125 Along with penitence (penitentia), patience (patientia) 
was tightly linked to the corporal side of sainthood, indicating imitation of 
Christ’s suffering.126 The vita presents the line among the short depictions of 
Nicolaus’s saintly way of life – charity, patience, and love for those in need. 
Nicolaus’s attitude towards infirmities is one of the characteristics proving his 
holiness. Both the vita and the canonization process mention Nicolaus’s 
“bodily weakness” when he saved two innocent men who were sentenced to 
death.127 According to the vita, the executioner had already raised his sword 
when Nicolaus trudged there, almost carried by two men.128 It was important 
for a saintly prelate to carry on and fulfil his tasks despite any infirmity he 
might be suffering.129 Thus, the emphasis is on how Nicolaus did not let illness 
or weakness slow him from doing what was good and right. The narrative 
celebrates his patience, which allowed him to fulfil his tasks without groaning 
or skipping his duties; the saintly lifestyle could not happen at the expense of 
the office. 

Illness is also present in the depiction of Nicolaus’s death. The vita 
describes how Nicolaus started to suffer from fever and physical pain, but he 
did not want to rest in bed but instead sat with his canons and talked about 
God’s kingdom. Birger Ulfsson and Ulf Jonsson visited Nicolaus, and he gave 
them instructions. In his final speech, Nicolaus urged the powerful of the 
realm to repent. When death was at hand, Nicolaus wanted to be carried 
outside so that he could see his cathedral. After praying to the Virgin Mary, 
Peter, and Paul, he let himself be carried inside to die.130 The canonization 
process article and depositions describe Nicolaus’s death the same way, but 
with the emphasis on how Nicolaus did not give up on celebrating Mass or ever 
appear partially clothed because of his illness.131 Nicolaus’s death was well 
remembered among witnesses, showing the close temporal proximity between 
Nicolaus’s death and the canonization examination, and many of the witnesses 
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tell how they had heard their information from eyewitnesses, some of whom 
had met Nicolaus themselves when he was on his deathbed.132 The witnesses 
are also quite wordy when confirming this article, and their depositions hold 
some miraculous details of Nicolaus’s death. His final speech is repeated like 
a prophecy, with words of judgement for those who will not repent and 
predicting a good future for the faithful, such as Birger Ulfsson and Ulf 
Johansson. Nicolaus knew when his death was close and gave instructions on 
electing his successor (“although not observed”, as Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter 
notes in her deposition).133 The priest Johannes Karoli tells how Nicolaus gave 
all his gold to a Franciscan brother to go and preach to pagans in Russia.134  

The moment of death and acts on the deathbed were an important part of 
medieval devotion, and the instructions of a dying person held a ritual aspect. 
Medieval “good death” literature (ars moriendi) was popular and gave 
instructions on how to die well: one should direct their thoughts to heaven, 
repent their sins, not lose hope, shrive oneself, and receive absolution. 
Deathbed behaviour was a manifestation of the dying person, reflecting both 
their life and afterlife fate.135 The prologue of the vita, for example, underlines 
how Nicolaus’s good death raised the merits of his life.136 The tendency of 
seeking a good death was visible also in biographies of saints from the 
fourteenth century onward. The detailed depiction of a saint’s death reflected 
the influence of ars moriendi literature.137 Michael Goodich has outlined 
major elements of the fullest hagiographic accounts of the saint’s demise, 
which include a description of the terminal illness, the grief of the saint’s 
community, the saint’s blessing of their followers and a last will, the 
administration of last rites and confession, the kissing of the crucifix, the 
saint’s anticipation of meeting God, the recitation of Psalms and prayers, and 
the reaction of the bystanders to the death.138  

The description about Nicolaus’s death follows patterns of how the death 
of a saint was often depicted. Although Nicolaus’s hagiographies do not 
include all the elements Goodich presented, the conventional elements are 
nevertheless recognizable. The narrative contains the description of Nicolaus’s 
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illness, people who gathered around his deathbed, and Nicolaus’s last will and 
final speech; as a sign of his devotion, he wanted to see his cathedral a final 
time and recited prayers. Naming a successor was likewise common, for 
example, in determining the direction of a religious order after the death of a 
saintly leader.139 In addition, Nicolaus’s final speech with predictions about 
the future of the realm is an example of prophetic charisma that became a 
saintly feature towards the end of the Middle Ages.140 Narratives about 
Nicolaus’s death fulfilled ideals of a good death and the hagiographic topos.  

The saintly features of Nicolaus’s death did not end at his deathbed. 
Knights Karl Magnusson and Holmsten Johansson mention the pleasant scent 
that filled the air at Nicolaus’s death.141 Scents and odours played an important 
role in ancient society – bad things were linked with bad smells, good things 
with good smells. Odours were used as indicators in medical diagnosis and 
treatments. In addition, they held ritual purposes as holy oil and incense.142 In 
Christianity, good scents were linked with God, stemming from the Bible 
verses (cf. Book of Ecclesiasticus and 2 Corinthians):143  

Like cassia and camel’s thorn I gave forth the aroma of spices, 
 and like choice myrrh I spread a pleasant odor, 
like galbanum, onycha, and stacte, 
and like the fragrance of frankincense in the tabernacle.  

(Ecclus. 24:15) 

 
For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being 
saved and among those who are perishing, to one a fragrance from 
death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life. Who is 
sufficient for these things? 

 (2. Cor. 2:15–16)  

According to the Christian tradition, God rewards saints with a force (virtus) 
that acts in their remains also after their death, and therefore the remains of 
saints behave differently from those of ordinary people. Well-preserved 
remains (corpus incorruptum) were often a key factor in the birth of fama 
sanctitatis. Alongside the preservation of the body was the smell. Sometimes 
a pleasant odour was discernible already in the saint’s lifetime, but primarily 
“the odour of sanctity” appeared after their death – if the body did not emit a 
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pleasant odour, the emergent veneration of people could cease.144 In addition, 
Birgitta of Sweden was known for her “spiritual olfaction” and she had visions 
that contained odours, such as sin smelling foul.145 Thus, the pleasant odour 
of Nicolaus’s body completed the expected feature of sanctity, but it also could 
be linked to the tradition around Birgitta. 

 Depictions of Nicolaus’s death complete the image of a saint, showing how 
his death was as faultless as his life. Nicolaus showed his trust in God and the 
saints, worried about the fate of the Church and his cathedral, celebrated Mass 
every day until his death, and wore full clerical clothing until the very end, not 
giving up his dignity. The widow Katarina repeats in her deposition a direct 
quotation from Nicolaus. When Birger Ulfsson asked about Nicolaus’s wish 
where he should be buried, he answered by pointing to a dung pit near his 
house: “What is my body? Wrap it up in a sack and bury it in the dung pit.”146 
Birger, however, pointed to a burial place near the cathedral’s high altar, where 
there were already cut stones in place and small pieces of vestments, which 
was interpreted as a sign from God.147 The deposition proves Nicolaus’s 
humility but also his sainthood: God tended to the proper burial of his body 
and hinted to Birger about the burial place.  

2.3 BRYNOLPHUS’S AILMENTS 
As discussed, the hagiographies of saints had to deal with the difficult times of 
their protagonists’ lives – illnesses, infirmities, and doubts. In Brynolphus’s 
case, the narrative about his infirmity is described in two canonization 
inquiries. They start by explaining an event from Brynolphus’s childhood: a 
wet nurse poisoned him and his sister by mixing poison into their food. The 
sister died, and although Brynolphus survived, he suffered from stomach 
complaints for the rest of his life. The canonization process article describes 
the complaints as “worms” that “gnawed and severely tortured him”.148 Some 
of the witnesses continue the fauna-inspired metaphors: Dean Karolus 
Oddonis tells how Brynolphus ate barley bread to sate the hunger of the 
worms. Nils Guttormsson and Hermannus Nicolai describe the complaint as 
frogs that croaked from Brynolphus’s stomach.149 Vivid metaphors paint a 
picture of Brynolphus’s infirmity, but they also have a narrative element in 
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them. Events of Brynolphus’s life were in part remembered as narratives like 
this one and contained legend-like details. Frogs and worms were a sign of a 
severe condition, and similar depictions also appear in other medieval texts.150 
Other witnesses also confirm the information about Brynolphus’s condition as 
general information or that they had heard it from elderly people.151 Lagman 
Gustaf Magnusson witnesses hearing from Bishop Nicolaus of Skara152 how 
Brynolphus despised the remedies of physicians, trusting in divine 
providence.153 Scorning physicians and their treatments showed Brynolphus’s 
saintly attitude towards his infirmity; he did not seek an earthly cure but 
withstood and waited for the heavenly prize. Suffering was a reminder of 
Christ’s suffering and imitated the life of Christ.  

The second process article gives spiritual meaning to the narrative. 
Brynolphus forgave the wet nurse, made his parents forgive her also, and 
maintained her for the rest of her life when he was the bishop.154 Bishop 
Brynolphus Caroli recalls hearing how Brynolphus’s mother was ready to 
forgive the wet nurse for poisoning Brynolphus’s sister, but poisoning him she 
would not forgive, and only through his prayers did his mother forgive the old 
wet nurse.155 This underlines Brynolphus’s supernatural love and suitable 
saintly character, especially in comparison to his mother – Brynolphus could 
forgive and love his poisoner, and he was the one to persuade his mother to 
forgiveness and help her to put aside her hate. Brynolphus’s infirmity was the 
source of his patience, and he was sure that God had given him the pain to 
correct him.156 Brynolphus was thus depicted as overcoming his infirmity with 
God and taking the suffering as a devotion. The pain was a way to greater glory 
and a proof of Brynolphus’s saintly patience and love. Jenni Kuuliala sees 
Brynolphus’s case as an example of a saint whose patient character was 
constructed using a communal memory or a tradition about a bodily ailment. 
Brynolphus’s ailments were a well-known part of his fama sanctitatis, 
predominantly giving Brynolphus’s patientia meanings of physical 
infirmity.157 There is only one witness who states that he does not know 
anything about the said events, and two witnesses who confirm knowing about 
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Brynolphus’s condition but not whether he forgave his wet nurse or not.158 
Most of the witnesses confirm the articles either with details or as common 
knowledge, indicating what an integral part of Brynolphus’s saintly fame his 
infirmity comprised. 

Among the hagiographies of saints, there are narratives of holy babies 
rejecting the breast and refusing to nurse because they were already showing 
signs of asceticism or because their mothers’ or wet nurses’ sinful life made the 
milk taste bad.159 The narrative of Brynolphus’s childhood is not a clear 
equivalent for these stories, but it contains some of the same elements; a wet 
nurse – caregiver and feeder – becomes literally poisonous to the holy child. 
The canonization process text seeks to justify Brynolphus’s holiness through 
his miraculous bearing of suffering, his patience, love, and forgiveness, 
although the narrative in itself contains anecdotal details like worms and 
croaking frogs. Several of the witnesses confirm the article about Brynolphus’s 
stomach complaints, but there are fewer details in the depositions of the next 
article about his love and forgiveness. Brynolphus’s saintly image included 
physical pain, but the spiritual consequences seem to have been somewhat 
weakly recognized. The narrative bears, however, a loose analogy to other 
stories of holy children, and it has vivid metaphors of worms and frogs, so the 
canonization project had to interpret the tradition as a credible picture of a 
saint. Brynolphus’s infirmity was described as a holy fight and penitence, love, 
and forgiveness, and it was thus a justifiable way of constructing his sainthood. 

Brynolphus’s death is handled in his canonization process only by 
mentioning the date, and the witnesses confirm it based on a breviary or a 
calendar in Skara Cathedral listing the dates of previous bishops’ deaths.160 
The article preceding Brynolphus’s death date is almost like an apology for the 
missing information – the article blames war and judges Brynolphus’s 
contemporaries as “insipid and stupid” (insipidi et insulsi) because they had 
not written down Brynolphus’s vita and thus many memories about him had 
been lost.161 Two witnesses, the canons Sweno Johannis and Lambertus 
Benechini, add in their depositions how many clerics died in the Black Death 
after Brynolphus’s departure, and because of the clerics’ lack of experience his 
vita and miracula had failed to be written.162 André Vauchez considers 
Brynolphus’s cult “wholly a clerical ‘construct’” arising after the successful 
canonization of Birgitta in 1391.163 The contributors in Brynolphus’s 
canonization project were aware of the lack of material in their case and they 
give an explanation for it in their accounts. The inquiries and depositions 
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about his death remain vague, and the odour of sanctity is also lacking in the 
canonization inquiries. The odour indicating sanctity was so important for the 
canonization cause that this piece of evidence was sought elsewhere. When the 
canonization committee moved from Skara to Vadstena, General Confessor 
Ericus Johannis showed them a copy of Birgitta’s canonization process. The 
deposition of Prior Petrus of Alvastra describes how Birgitta visited Skara 
Cathedral and Brynolphus’s tomb. There, she smelled a sweet aroma and had 
a vision about the Virgin Mary and a bishop who was buried there.164 In 
Nicolaus’s case, the pleasant scent is confirmed by witnesses, but as the 
witnesses of Brynolphus’s case were not able to do that, the odour of sanctity 
is presented with the authority of Saint Birgitta. 

Illness and infirmity are present in both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s 
canonization processes, but with a slightly different approach. Brynolphus is 
described as suffering from stomach aches his whole life because of what 
happened in his childhood. Worms and croaking frogs were something that he 
was remembered for, and his wet nurse bore some resemblance to other 
stories about saints. The incident has legend-like features, and it becomes a 
meaningful part of Brynolphus’s sanctity. In Nicolaus’s case, his illness is not 
emphasized in the narrative about his good death, and the focus is on the 
things Nicolaus did before his inevitable passing. Nicolaus is also depicted as 
suffering from illness during his episcopate, but the mentions remain a 
subplot, and the core of Nicolaus’s sainthood is constructed from other 
features, such as defending the Church and engaging in ascetic practices. Both 
Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s cases share, however, a saintly outlook on 
infirmities: they were tools to make one better, and they also showed the 
bishops’ closeness to God. The saintly bishops did not surrender to suffering 
but maintained dignity, forgiveness, and love. Infirmity was a glorification; 
suffering was transformed into triumph. Just like asceticism, infirmity was 
seen as a fight and a struggle, and thus describing the bishops’ patience while 
suffering also served as a sign of heroic sainthood. 

 

3 BIRGITTA’S REVELATIONS IN THE CONSTRUCTING 
OF SAINTHOOD 

3.1 NICOLAUS AS A MODEL BISHOP IN BIRGITTA’S REVELATIONS 
Apart from both Brynolphus and Nicolaus being bishops and having their 
canonization processes opened at the same time, they also shared a notable 
connection to Birgitta Birgersdotter (1303–1373). She was considered a living 

 
 

164 Vita Brynolphi, 176–177. 
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saint during her lifetime and was popular in Sweden and Europe.165 Her 
canonization was also a starting point for the canonization projects of 
Brynolphus and Nicolaus, and Birgitta is present in both of their 
hagiographies. As all the noble families of Sweden were linked by marriages to 
each other, Birgitta was related to Brynolphus, and perhaps also to Nicolaus.166 

As discussed, Nicolaus’s hagiographies build up the connection between 
Nicolaus and Birgitta, starting from his youth. In addition, both the vita and 
the canonization process text contain Birgitta’s revelations connected to 
Nicolaus. The vita talks about a discussion between Birgitta and her daughter 
Katarina in Rome. Nicolaus was already the archdeacon in Linköping, and the 
news about the conflict between him and Kings Magnus and Håkan had 
reached Birgitta. Katarina and Birgitta mention Nicolaus’s future as the bishop 
in Linköping, and the discussion continues with a revelation about two men 
who had the qualities of a bishop: 

Now I tell you of another who I say has the makings of a bishop and he 
is the one whom I love. I will strengthen his body and save it from the 
snares of the devil. The deceptions of the devil will not obscure his 
conscience. My Mother will present his soul to me. I ask three things of 
him. First, that he should proceed with caution and walk the path no 
farther than he ought. Second, he should leap over walls and ditches 
by offering me that which is most dear to me – souls. Third, he should 
not set his left foot in front of his right nor lift one foot until the other is 
set on solid ground.167 

 

 
 

165 See, e.g., Salmesvuori 2014. 
166 On Brynolphus’s family relations to Birgitta, see Klockars 1976, 11–12. Nicolaus’s consanguinity 

with Birgitta is studied by Hans Gillingstam in Personalhistorisk tidskrift (80, 86). While this seems 

to be uncertain, it is referred to in Nicolaus’s canonization process. 
167 Ex. 79:3–5; Vita Nicholai, 321. The Revelations are translated by Denis Searby in 2006–2015. 

The citation is from Ex. 79. I have marked differences between the edition of Revelations and Vita 

Nicholai with underlinings and space brackets: Nunc tibi dico [Vita Nicholai: dico tibi] de alio, quem 

voco [Vita Nicholai: quem eciam uoco] materiam episcopalem, et est [Vita Nicholai: erit], quem 

eciam diligo [the clause is missing in Vita Nicholai], cuius corpus ego ipse confortabo et saluabo de 

laqueis dyaboli [Vita Nicholai: et custodiam de laqueis diaboli], cuius conscienciam non 

obumbrabit fallacia dyaboli [Vita Nicholai: astucia inimici], cuius animam mater mea michi 

presentabit, a quo eciam tria peto [Vita Nicholai: a quo tria peto]. Primo, vt [Vita Nicholai: ut] 

progrediatur caute et non plus procedat in via debito [Vita Nicholai: debito procedat in via]. 

Secundo, vt transiliet [Vita Nicholai: ut transiliat] muros et fossas presentando michi, quod est 

michi carissimum [Vita Nicholai: quod karissimum habeo], idest animas [Vita Nicholai: id est 

animas proximorum]. Tercio non preponet [Vita Nicholai: quod non preponat] sinistrum pedem 

dextro nec alium pedem prius eleuet, nisi alius solide subsistat [Vita Nicholai: nisi alium prius 

solide subsistere sciat]. 
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The revelation continues by explaining the meaning of these three things: that 
the bishop should not weaken his body with excessive abstinence, he should 
trust God when facing obstacles, and he should maintain balance in pleasing 
God and other people. The instructions carried a promise: 

If the bishop climbs over these walls and ditches, then he will be able to 
win for me treasure of souls, so precious to me, and I, God, will be with 
him in his heart and on his lips, and I will keep his body safe so that the 
arrows of malicious men do not reach his heart.168 

 

The vita ends the narrative about Birgitta and her revelation by stating that 
after the revelation, Nicolaus was eager to observe the things mentioned in 
it.169  

The narrative and chronology of the vita connect the revelation to the 
events of the 1360s when Nicolaus as the archdeacon of Linköping opposed 
Kings Magnus and Håkan. The vita says directly that Birgitta received the 
revelation after praying for Nicolaus, who fought for the Church in Sweden: 
“Lord heard the prayer of blessed Birgitta and showed her this revelation about 
him.”170 The revelation is included in Birgitta’s Revelaciones Extravagantes, 
and in the modern editions this particular revelation has been dated to the 
1340s. During that timeframe, young Nicolaus became acquainted with 
Birgitta’s family and began his studies in France.171 The timing in the vita gives 
Nicolaus saintly support in his cause of defending the rights of the Church 
against the kings of Sweden, thus providing proof that Nicolaus acted 
according to God’s will in events that were core for his fama sanctitatis. 
Birgitta herself had been close to King Magnus and Queen Blanche, and had 
given them advice through her revelations. Later, towards the end of the 1350s, 
the relations cooled between King Magnus and Birgitta because of the rise and 
favouring of the young noble Bengt Algotsson in the royal court, 
maladministration, the unsuccessful crusade to Novgorod, and debts to the 
Holy See, which led to the excommunication of the king.172 The placing of the 

 
 

168 Ex. 79:11; Vita Nicholai, 322. Translation by Denis Searby. Si episcopus istos muros 

transcenderit et fossas, tunc thesaurum michi preciosum, idest [Vita Nicholai: id est] animas, 

michi [Vita Nicholai: mihi] lucrari poterit, et ego Deus ero cum eo in corde et ore, et conseruabo 

[Vita Nicholai: seruabo] corpus eius, ne iacula malignancium [Vita Nicholai: maglignancium] 

perueniant ad cor eius.  
169 Vita Nicholai, 322. 
170 Vita Nicholai, 321. Dominus oracionem exaudiuit hanc eidem beate Birgitte reuelacionem de 

ipso ostendends. 
171 See Morris’s notes in The Revelations of St. Birgitta of Sweden: Volume 4, The Heavenly 

Emperor’s Book to Kings, The Rule, and Minor Works (2015), p. 292. See also Appendix 1.  
172 Klockars 1976, 126–133; Nordberg 1995, 278–284; Salmesvuori 2014, 145–158; Bagerius & 

Ekholst 2017, 306; Falkeid 2019, 94. 
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revelation in the vita reflects Nicolaus’s position against King Magnus 
alongside Birgitta. 

This revelation is part of the canonization process, too, as the priest 
Girmundus Laurencii cites the revelation in his deposition. However, the 
revelation is not part of his account on the connection between Birgitta and 
Nicolaus or about Nicolaus opposing Kings Magnus and Håkan, as it was in 
the vita. Girmundus connects the revelation to one of the articles in Nicolaus’s 
miracula in vita, where demons tempted Nicolaus at night, and links them to 
Birgitta’s revelation talking about the temptation the holy bishop would have 
to face.173 The connection to events of the 1360s is not repeated in the vita, 
neither in the process articles nor in the depositions of the witnesses. The 
approach to the revelation becomes more thematic, as the obstacles 
mentioned in the revelation were connected to demons of the process article. 
The fact that the revelation appears in both the vita and the canonization 
process shows its importance for Nicolaus’s saintly reputation and 
canonization project. There was a strong tradition that the revelation referred 
to Nicolaus, although the vita and the canonization process text connect it to 
different parts of Nicolaus’s life.174 

For hagiographic purposes, the revelation served as divine proof of 
Nicolaus’s calling to serve as a bishop and marked that God had plans for him. 
As mentioned above, the vita states that Nicolaus himself knew the revelation 
and wanted to live according to it. During the canonization process hearings, 
Girmundus Laurencii also presents the revelation to procurators on a piece of 
paper, written by Nicolaus himself.175 Laurentius Odonis relates how he had 
found a piece of paper when he was in the chapter together with Nicolaus, and 
there were Birgitta’s revelation and “other beautiful” words about Nicolaus 
written on it.176 The mentions of how Nicolaus himself knew the revelation 
serve as examples of Nicolaus’s personal devotion. The vita states more 
directly that Nicolaus wanted to follow the instructions of the revelation, thus 
presenting the revelation as a source for Nicolaus’s inner motivation. 
However, in the deposition of Laurentius Odonis the piece of paper had been 
Nicolaus’s secret, and Girmundus Laurencii presents the paper written by 
Nicolaus as proof of the authenticity of the revelation. Many revelations of 
Birgitta were aimed at individuals, and the recipients received them via 

 
 

173 Processus, 208–212. 
174 The tradition is also noted in scholars’ work. For example, the Swedish and English translations 

of the Revelations have linked Ex. 79 to Nicolaus Hermanni. See Himmelska uppenbarelser (1967), 

p. 90 and The Revelations of St. Birgitta of Sweden:  Volume 4, The Heavenly Emperor’s Book to 

Kings, The Rule, and Minor Works (2015), p. 292. 
175 Processus, 208. 
176 Processus, 124. Vltimum punctum dicti articuli et alia pulchra de eodem domino Nicolao in se 

lacius continentem. 
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letters.177 The piece of paper, either written or received by Nicolaus, reminds 
of the personal aspect of the revelations. Nicolaus’s take on the revelation 
remains a curiosity in the canonization process; the revelation is a sign about 
Nicolaus’s humbleness and personal devotion rather than guidelines of his 
career. Nicolaus’s profile as a recent saint, however, allowed the witnesses to 
share their memories of Nicolaus knowing and treasuring the revelation. The 
depositions in the canonization process do not state that Nicolaus wanted to 
follow the instructions of the revelation, as the vita proclaimed. Thus, the 
emphasis is on the content of the actual revelation – how via Birgitta God 
promised to support Nicolaus. The handwritten copy of the revelation in 
Nicolaus’s possession suggests humility before God. Laurentius Odonis says 
he found the piece of paper and after reading it carefully put it back. Nicolaus’s 
own outlook on the revelation remains a secret. In any case, the revelation was 
important, as it contained the divinely inspired words of a canonized saint and 
thus could be presented as a weighty proof of Nicolaus’s holiness. 

The priest Girmundus Laurencii also cites another revelation of Birgitta in 
his deposition, regarding the article about Nicolaus teaching Birgitta’s 
children. He says that the last chapter in the Seventh Book, the revelation that 
Birgitta received five days before her death, speaks about Nicolaus: 

Then he said to the bride: “Tell the prior to deliver all my words in all 
the revelations to his brothers and to my bishop to whom I will give the 
zeal of my Spirit and whom I will fill with my grace.”178  

 

The prior in the revelation possibly refers to Petrus of Alvastra. “My bishop” 
could be interpreted as Alfonso of Jaén, who collected and published the 
revelations, but as the deposition shows, it was also linked with Nicolaus 
Hermanni. For example, Tryggve Lundén thinks the revelation more likely 
refers to Alfonso of Jaén, but scholars acknowledge that the revelation also has 
a tradition linking it with Nicolaus.179 Girmundus witnesses hearing from 
Petrus of Alvastra that the revelation meant Nicolaus, and when asked where 
he had heard this he answered that it was in Nicolaus’s house in Vadstena.180 
The priest Girmundus thus presents both revelations about Nicolaus in his 
deposition, showing how both were connected to Nicolaus in the circles 
promoting Nicolaus’s holiness. Although this revelation may have originally 

 
 

177 Salmesvuori 2014, 16–17. 
178 Rev. VII 31:6; Processus, 186. The revelation is dated to the 19th and 23rd of July 1373. Translation 

by Denis Searby. Deinde dixit sponse: ‘Tu autem dic priori, quod tradat omnia ista verba mea 

omnium reuelacionum fratribus et episcopo meo, cui dabo feruorem Spiritus mei, et complebo ei 

graciam meam.’ 
179 Himmelska uppenbarelser, 75 fn. 2; The Revelations of St. Birgitta of Sweden: Volume 4, 266 

fn. 6; Klockars 1966, 51; Lundén 1971, 12. 
180 Processus, 186. 
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been about another bishop, from early on it was integrated into Nicolaus’s 
saintly reputation. Girmundus could also present a notable name, Prior Petrus 
of Alvastra, to support this interpretation. The revelation held meaning for 
Nicolaus’s canonization process and the tradition seems to have been accepted 
by the procurators after further interviewing Girmundus about the revelation. 
The mention of “my bishop” and the promise of the Holy Spirit and grace 
contribute to Nicolaus’s saintly reputation, although they are only short 
passages. 

3.2 BIRGITTA IN BRYNOLPHUS’S PROCESS 
After the hearings in Skara, the procurators of Brynolphus’s process travelled 
to Vadsena. There, General Confessor Ericus Johannis of Vadstena showed the 
procurators the book of Birgitta’s revelations and another book containing the 
depositions of Birgitta’s canonization process. The appearances of the books 
are described in detail – the golden and silver decorations and the red and 
black ink the texts were written with.181 The revelation that Ericus Johannis 
wanted to present was the last revelation in the Second Book of Birgitta’s 
revelations. To assure the procurators that the revelation was about 
Brynolphus he also showed the deposition of Petrus Alvastra, in which Petrus 
talks about Birgitta’s visit to the cathedral of Skara. During the visit Birgitta 
had smelled a pleasant scent and seen the Virgin Mary with a man in episcopal 
clothes. Mary had told Birgitta about Brynolphus’s exemplary life.182 The visit 
had probably taken place in February 1349.183 The description of the 
appearances served as identification as well as proof of the existence of these 
books, and the presentation of their contents follows in the process text.  

The revelation from the Second Book of Birgitta’s revelations is copied in 
whole in the canonization process, in order to give the full deposition and proof 
of Birgitta’s revelation. The revelation gives a flattering image of Brynolphus: 

Mary spoke to her Son saying: “… This holy man, when he was living 
in time, was as steadfast in the holy faith as a mountain unbroken by 
adversity, undistracted by pleasure. He was as flexible toward your 
will as the moving air, wherever the force of your spirit led him. He 
was as ardent in your love as fire, warming those grown cold and 
overtaking the wicked. Now his soul is with you in glory, but the vessel 
he used is buried and lies in a more humble place than is fitting. 
Therefore, my Son, raise his body up to a higher station, do it honour, 
for it honoured you in its own small way, raise it up, for it raised you 
up on high as much as it could by means of its toil!” The Son answered:  
“… This man was indeed steadfast in faith and fervent in charity, just 

 
 

181 Vita Brynolphi, 176–177.  
182 Vita Brynolphi, 176–177. See also Acta Birgitte, 531; Wetzstein 2004, 457–458. 
183 Morris 2006, 170–171. See also Steffen 1909, 277–280. 
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as he was ready to do my will with the greatest of continence. 
Therefore, he tastes to me like good food prepared through patience 
and tribulation, sweet and good in the goodness of his will and 
affections, even better in his manly struggles to improve, excellent and 
most sweet in his praiseworthy way of finishing his works.”184 

 

That Brynolphus is a holy man is clearly stated at the beginning of the 
revelation and the text continues praising him. Witnesses were heard 
regarding the revelation and its connection with Brynolphus. Nine people of 
Vadstena Abbey gave depositions –General Confessor Ericus Johannis, 
Abbess Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter, three brothers, and four sisters. They all 
confirm unanimously that the revelation is about Brynolphus, and as proof, 
they report hearing it straight from those who had heard it directly from 
Birgitta herself: the first general confessor of Vadstena, Magnus Petri, 
Birgitta’s confessor Petrus of Alvastra, 80-year-old Vadstena Brother 
Gudmarus, the former curate and later brother in Vadstena Nicolaus, Birgitta’s 
daughter Katarina, and Sister Katarina Brynolfsdotter.185 The witnesses in 
Vadstena thus refer to as high-ranking members of the order, and as eminent 
names as possible, in order to convince the procurators about Brynolphus’s 
case and link the revelation closely to Brynolphus. The revelation text speaks 
about a holy man, so it was important to identify him as Brynolphus. The 
sisters questioned in Vadstena also share their depositions concerning 
Brynolphus’s miracles in vita; the miracle of water turning into wine is 
repeated in several depositions and Sister Gertrud Bengtsdotter adds a 
formerly unknown miracle of a childless couple receiving a son after visiting 
Brynolphus and asking for help.186 The depositions show the tradition of 

 
 

184 Rev. II 30:2–10; Vita Brynolphi, 177. Translation by Denis Searby. Maria [Vita Brynolphi: 

Mater] loquebatur filio dicens: “… Hic sanctus, cum temporaliter vixit, fuit in fide sancta sicut 

mons stabilis, quem non fregit aduersitas, nulla retraxit delectacio [Vita Brynolphi: 

delectatio]. Fuit et flexibilis ad voluntatem tuam sicut aer mobilis, quocumque [Vita Brynolphi: 

quocunque] eum impetus spiritus tui traxit. Fuit insuper in caritate tua ardens quasi ignis, 

calefaciens frigidos et consumens iniquos. Nunc autem anima eius tecum est in gloria; vas autem 

instrumenti eius depressum est et in humiliori loco iacet quam decet. Ideo, fili mi, da corpori eius 

alciorem eleuacionem [Vita Brynolphi: altiorem eleuationem], honora illud, quod te pro modulo 

suo honorauit, eleua illud, quod te labore suo, quo potuit, eleuauit.” Respondit filius: “… Iste quippe 

homo, sicut in fide fuit stabilis et in caritate feruentissimus, sic et in continencia [Vita Brynolphi: 

continentia] optime fuit ad voluntatem meam dispositus. Propterea sapuit michi [Vita Brynolphi: 

mihi] sicut cibus optimus optime decoctus in omni paciencia et tribulacione [Vita Brynolphi: bona 

patientia et tribulatione], dulcis denique et bonus in bona voluntate et affectu, melior in conatu et 

virili progressu, optimus et dulcissimus in laudabili consumacione [Vita Brynolphi: 

consummatione].” 
185 Vita Brynolphi, 178–180. 
186 Vita Brynolphi, 179–180.  
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Brynolphus’s sainthood in Vadstena Abbey. For example, Brother Martinus 
Laurentii witnesses how he was so convinced of Brynolphus’s sainthood that 
he had visited Brynolphus’s tomb before entering the abbey.187 The hearings 
in Vadstena were an important part of Brynolphus’s canonization process: not 
only did they connect Brynolphus with a canonized saint Birgitta but they also 
proved his existing fama sanctitatis. 

The end of the revelation speaks about another man, who was considered 
holy, but in the revelation, his holiness revealed as false: 

However, regarding that man whom the people of the earth are calling 
a saint, three things show that he was not holy. The first is that he did 
not imitate the life of the saints before he died; second, that he was not 
joyfully ready to suffer martyrdom for God’s sake; third, that he did 
not have an ardent and discerning charity like the saints. Three things 
make someone appear holy to the crowd. The first is the lie of a 
deceiving and ingratiating man; the second is the easy credulity of the 
foolish; the third is the cupidity and lukewarmness of prelates and 
examiners. Whether he is in hell or in purgatory is not given you to 
know until the time comes for telling it.188 

 

This other man is generally identified as King Magnus Ladulås (1275–1290), 
with whom Brynolphus Algoti was embroiled in conflict after Brynolphus’s 
brother abducted and married Ingrid Svantepolksdotter. The nascent cult of 
King Magnus was fostered among the Franciscans in Stockholm; the king had 
chosen his gravesite at their church and the picture of a good king became 
promoted. King Magnus Ladulås’s grandson King Magnus Eriksson (1316–
1374, king of Sweden 1319–1364) favoured the cult of his predecessor as well. 
Birgitta’s revelation at Brynolphus’s tomb put Brynolphus and Magnus 
Ladulås – yet again – in rivalry.189 According to Bridget Morris, in this 
revelation Birgitta demonstrates her political interests more clearly than in 

 
 

187 Vita Brynolphi, 178. 
188 Rev. II 30:19–23; Vita Brynolphi, 177. Translation by Denis Searby. Illum vero hominem, quem 

homines terre dicunt sanctum, tria ostendunt eum non esse sanctum. Primo, quia ante mortem 

non imitabatur vitam sanctorum; secundo, quia hilarem voluntatem non habuit paciendi 

martyrium [Vita Brynolphi: patiendi martirium] pro Deo; tercio, quia non habuit caritatem 

ardentem et discretam sicut sancti. Tria quoque sunt, propter que quis videtur a populo sanctus. 

Primum est mendacium fallacium et placere volencium [Vita Brynolphi: fallentium et placare 

volentium]; secundum facilitas credulitatis insipiencium [Vita Brynolphi: insipientium]; tercium 

est cupiditas et tepiditas prelatorum [Vita Brynolphi: cupiditas prelatorum et tepiditas 

prelatorum] et examinatorum. Utrum [Vita Brynolphi: Vtrum] autem ipse est in inferno vel in 

purgatorio, nondum est tibi licitum scire sed cum tempus fuerit loquendi. 
189 SBL urn:sbl:10148 (Magnus Birgersson, article by Herman Schück); Pernler 1995, 100; Roelvink 

1998, 34.  
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any other.190 King Magnus Ladulås had strengthened the power of the king 
over the nobility. The changes in the law and order of the realm caused 
opposition in the old families. The abduction by Brynolphus’s brother and 
rebukes in Birgitta’s revelations have been seen as indications of this 
opposition.191 Brynolphus and King Magnus Ladulås are presented as 
counterparts in the revelation, with the text clearly in Brynolphus’s favour.192 
André Vauchez considers in La saintetè en Occident aux derniers siècles du 
Moyen Age that Birgitta and the circles around her wanted to replace the cult 
of holy kings with more Christian figures, such as bishops like Brynolphus.193 
However, Christian Oertel has shown how Birgitta’s view of the cult of St Erik 
was rather positive, and Erik could be seen as the model she set for King 
Magnus Eriksson.194 Thus, Birgitta’s revelation in Skara promoted 
Brynolphus’s sainthood at the expense of Magnus Ladulås’s veneration and 
indicated political biases against the late king alongside matters of sainthood. 

The Franciscans in Skara were, however, an important source of tradition 
for Brynolphus’s canonization project, as the guardian of their convent in 
Skara was one of the witnesses in the process, sharing what he had heard from 
an old brother of the convent.195 Sven-Erik Pernler remarks that no sources 
reveal how the Franciscans in Skara reacted to Birgitta’s revelation, where she 
claimed that their holy king was a false saint.196 Nevertheless, the only mention 
in Brynolphus’s canonization process about King Magnus’s holy reputation is 
in Bishop Brynolphus Caroli’s deposition. 197 The revelation is presented solely 
to advocate for Brynolphus’s sainthood; the other man in the revelation 
remains a minor point, and the canonization process text does not explicitly 
present any rivalry between the cults. The cult of Magnus Ladulås did not 
make it into an official pursuit of canonization and thus there was no serious 
competition between their sainthoods at the time of Brynolphus’s 
canonization project. Magnus is not mentioned at all in the depositions of the 
brothers and sisters of Vadstena, as the focus is entirely on Brynolphus’s good 
reputation. 

The other revelation of Birgitta concerning Brynolphus was first recorded 
in the canonization process of Birgitta. In his deposition, Prior Petrus of 
Alvastra recalls Birgitta’s visit to Skara Cathedral. Birgitta had smelled a sweet 

 
 

190 Morris 2006, 170–171. See also Fröjmark 1995, 139–140. In Vita Brynolphi, 156, Bishop 

Brynolphus Caroli mentions that King Magnus was considered holy. 
191 Harrison 2009, 400–401, 407–408. 
192 See also Pernler 1995, 100. 
193 Vauchez 2005, 171–172, 224 fn. 243. 
194 Oertel 2016, 163–167. 
195 Fröjmark 1995, 143. Guardian Hermannus Nicolai’s deposition in Vita Brynolphi, 165–166. 
196 Pernler 1995, 100. 
197 Vita Brynolphi, 156. Rex Magnus, dictus Laduslaas, qui iam Stokholmis, Upsalensis dyocesis 
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aroma and then fallen into a trance. She saw the Virgin Mary with a man in 
episcopal clothing, and the Virgin Mary explained to her:  

May you know, my daughter, that this bishop gave honor to me while 
he lived and proved the honor in his deeds. His life was so pleasing to 
God that it gives off the aroma you smell. Although his soul is in God’s 
presence, however, his body lies here on earth and no honors are given 
to it. This pearl, so beloved to me, has thus been placed among pigs.198 

 

This revelation raised questions among the procurators. Two brothers were 
asked why the revelation in Peter’s deposition had not been placed among the 
other revelations of Birgitta but it was only in his deposition. Brother Finwidus 
Simonis believed that Petrus of Alvastra had not told it in time to Alfonso 
Pecha, the collector of Birgitta’s revelations. As for Gregorius Jacobi, he 
reports knowing of many revelations of Birgitta that had not been recorded in 
the collections.199 The revelation recalled by Petrus in his deposition was later 
copied in the book of Revelaciones Extravagantes. The revelations of the book 
stem from Petrus of Alvastra’s material, which was excluded from Alfonso 
Pecha’s collection for the papal canonization commission. The material was 
compiled in Vadstena into a manuscript and the first edition was printed in 
1492.200 The deposition of a revelation was not yet solid proof of Brynolphus’s 
case. The procurators asked the witnesses about it and were then convinced of 
it, as the witnesses declared it with the same certainty as the other revelation. 
Anders Fröjmark notes that all the witnesses were loyal followers of Birgitta 
and entered Vadstena Abbey after her death. They had personally talked to 
close followers of Birgitta and were part of the tradition.201 The deposition of 
Prior Petrus was important for Brynolphus’s canonization as it presents the 
“odour of sanctity” also in Brynolphus’s case. The pleasant smell of saint’s 
remains was absent from the process article and depositions about 
Brynolphus’s death, but the canonization process of Saint Birgitta offers this 
traditional part of the saintly image. The unique fragrance of a relic was an 
essential part of pilgrimages as well as a sign of sainthood.202 Birgitta’s visit to 
Skara presents an example of pilgrimage to Brynolphus’s tomb and grants the 
expected proof of holiness. 

 
 

198 Ex. 108:2–3; Vita Brynolphi, 177; Acta Birgitte, 531. Translation by Denis Searby. Scias, filia, 

quod iste episcopus honorauit me in vita sua et honorem opere confirmauit. Cuius vita quam 

acceptabilis fuit Deo, demonstrat odor, quem sensisti. Nunc autem licet anima eiusdem [Vita 

Brynolphi: eius] est in conspectu Dei, tamen corpus eius iacet hic in terra sine honore. Et sic ista 

margarita michi [Vita Brynolphi: mihi] dilecta locata est inter porcos. 
199 Vita Brynolphi, 178–179. 
200 Ex. 108; Morris 2015, 219–220. 
201 Fröjmark 1995, 139–140. 
202 Brazinski & Fryxell 2013, 12 
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Birgitta’s revelation also talks about Brynolphus’s burial place not being 
suitable for a saint. The theme is present in lagman Gustaf Magnusson’s 
witness account. When asked about the first article about Brynolphus’s 
parents, Gustaf tells what he had heard when he served Skara’s Bishop 
Nicolaus (bishop 1356–1386). According to Gustaf, a relative of Brynolphus, 
Knut Folkesson,203 had chosen a burial place in the same grave as Brynolphus. 
When Knut had then died and his body was brought to Skara Cathedral, 
Sacristan Johannes Smella had a vision where he was hurried to gather 
Brynolphus’s bones so that they would not lie together with “that dirty 
swine”.204 The next morning Johannes went and gathered the bones together 
and placed them at the side of the grave.205 Gustaf Magnusson’s deposition ties 
Knut Folkesson to the revelation of Birgitta. Birgitta and Knut Folkesson knew 
each other, and in the 1340s Birgitta had a dispute with Knut, who was jealous 
of her influence on the king. In response, Birgitta predicted Knut’s death and 
warned him of his possible afterlife situation. Knut Folkesson died around 
1349.206 Thus, Birgitta visited Skara Cathedral soon after Knut Folkesson’s 
death. Although the revelations were mainly about Brynolphus’s saintly image, 
the visit also has a link to Birgitta’s former dispute with Knut Folkesson. 
However, Birgitta’s judgement of Knut is not repeated or emphasized in 
Brynolphus’s canonization process, and only Gustaf Magnusson’s deposition 
brings up Knut’s name.  

Both Birgitta’s revelations carried a negative counterpart for Brynolphus: 
the one revelation with Magnus Ladulås and the other with Knut Folkesson. 
Magnus Ladulås represented the diminishing of the power of the old noble 
families, whereas Birgitta had a more personal dispute with Knut Folkesson. 
The deposition of Gustaf Magnusson likewise contains the negative 
connotations of Knut Folkesson from the revelations of Birgitta, as he is 
referred to as “that dirty swine”. However, he is also named with some respect 
as Brynolphus’s relative. The deposition also notes that Knut wanted to be 
buried in the same grave as Brynolphus, thus giving Knut credit for the respect 
he apparently had for Brynolphus. The revelations reflect some old rivalries 
and situations from Birgitta’s time, but in the canonization process of 
Brynolphus they are presented to promote Brynolphus’s sanctity. The main 
point in Gustaf’s deposition is the handling of Brynolphus’s bones. He tells 
how the current bishop and chapter of Skara themselves had found the bones 
gathered together in the grave when they had taken them to wash them and 
lay them in another place.207 Likewise, the focus point of Birgitta’s revelation 

 
 

203 The son of Brynolphus’s brother, Folke Algotsson, and Ingrid Svantepolksdotter. See Appendix 

4. 
204 Vita Brynolphi, 147. 
205 Vita Brynolphi, 147. Et non permittas ea iacere circa ossa illius lutosi porci. 
206 Fröjmark 1995, 141–142; Salmesvuori 2014, 115–117. 
207 Vita Brynolphi, 147.  
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was the wish of elevatio of Brynolphus’s remains and placing them at the altar, 
as was appropriate for a saint.208 The old rivalries were not relevant in the 
canonization cause of Brynolphus, but at the same time, the image given about 
Brynolphus in the revelations was of uttermost importance. The presentation 
of the revelations focuses on Brynolphus’s saintly features, and the other 
aspects remain in the background. 

Brynolphus’s cult has been described as a clerical construct, which is shown 
by the work of the canons of Skara and Bishop Brynolphus Caroli in building 
up the hagiographic material for Brynolphus.209 However, there seems to have 
also been older traditions about Brynolphus’s sainthood. Birgitta’s visit to 
Skara and her revelations show that the growing idea of Brynolphus’s 
sainthood already existed before Birgitta’s successful canonization. In 
addition, the depositions of the canonization process reveal a family tradition 
of Bishop Kanutus Boecii of Linköping about the man who did not believe 
Brynolphus’s dispensation to eat meat.210 Nevertheless, Birgitta’s visit to 
Brynolphus’s tomb was a strong push for Brynolphus’s veneration.211 

Birgitta was a canonized saint and thus her revelations were evidence of 
Brynolphus’s holiness. The most crucial question in the canonization hearings 
was if the revelations were actually about Brynolphus. The witnesses in 
Vadstena Abbey named people close to Birgitta as their sources, thus 
convincing the procurators about the trustworthiness of the revelations. The 
revelation in Prior Petrus’s deposition in Birgitta’s canonization process raised 
some doubts and the witnesses in Vadstena were questioned about it, but they 
unanimously confirmed it too. The hearings in Vadstena built up Brynolphus’s 
saintly profile. The cited revelations of Birgitta clearly describe him as a saint 
and worth venerating, and they also mention the odour of sanctity, which was 
absent from the inquiry articles. One of the witnesses had visited Brynolphus’s 
tomb and the witnesses also shared depositions about Brynolphus’s miracles. 
Thus, Birgitta’s Revelations and hearings in Vadstena present Brynolphus’s 
cult with continuous history and show that his veneration had a tradition as 
well as contemporary fama sanctitatis. 

3.3 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE REVELATIONS 
Both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s canonization cases were opened at the 
Council of Constance (1414–1418), where the most urgent matters included 
putting an end to the Papal Schism, fighting heresies (most notably the cases 
of John Wyclif, Jan Hus, and Jerome of Prague), and reforming the Church.212 

 
 

208 Fröjmark 1995, 141–142; Pernler 1995, 95–96. 
209 Vauchez 2005, 224; Tysk 2005, 22–28. 
210 Fröjmark 1995, 141–143; Vauchez 2005, 224.  
211 Krötzl 1994, 90. 
212 Spinka 1965, 63–73. See also Müller 2012. 
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Themes of sainthood were also discussed, and the Swedish interest around the 
topic was high. The Birgittines aimed to have Birgitta’s canonization 
confirmed since there was some uncertainty of the validity of the canonization 
bulls enacted during the schism. Birgitta’s canonization had raised opposition, 
too, and the discussion was opened again at the Council of Constance. The plea 
to open the canonization processes of Brynolphus, Nicolaus, and Ingrid of 
Skänninge was made by the same Swedish delegates that wanted to have the 
canonization of Birgitta confirmed. During the Council, Jean Gerson, 
chancellor of the University of Paris, wrote his treatise De probatione 
spirituum (“On the testing of spirits”), where he called for the Church’s duty 
to test the spirits, that is, to examine whether the source of the prophesies and 
revelations was indeed the Holy Spirit. He also referred to Saint Birgitta, as he 
emphasized how the Church should examine, evaluate, and approve the 
private revelations. The treatise called for proper spiritual advising for the 
visionaries.213  

Birgitta’s canonization was confirmed by the Council on 1 February 1415, 
and Gerson’s De probatione spirituum is dated to August 1415. Anna 
Fredriksson points out that there are no written responses from the Birgittines 
to Gerson’s text, nor are there recorded actions against Birgitta’s canonization 
during the Council. She considers it more likely that Gerson’s treatise is 
connected to the petition of canonization of Brynolphus, Nicolaus, and Ingrid 
of Skänninge than it is to Birgitta’s case. Birgitta’s revelations were crucial 
evidence especially in Brynolphus’s case, which could have raised discussion 
and questions about their orthodoxy.214 Thus, the canonization projects of 
Brynolphus and Nicolaus intertwine with Birgitta’s canonization. Jean Gerson 
was among those who commissioned further investigations of the three saintly 
candidates215 and was at least to some point critical towards Birgitta’s 
revelations. The canonization projects of Brynolphus, Nicolaus, and Ingrid 
strengthened the grounds of Birgitta’s canonization: a canonized Saint Birgitta 
was proof of Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s canonization, and using Birgitta and 
her revelations as the evidence also more firmly legitimized Birgitta’s 
sainthood.  

Birgitta’s revelations are present in both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s 
hagiographies, but with different approaches. In Brynolphus’s case the 
revelations are presented as independent evidence for Brynolphus’s sanctity, 
and several witnesses in Vadstena had to confirm whether the revelations 
actually were about Brynolphus. The revelations about Brynolphus are also 

 
 

213 Morris 1999, 155–157; Anderson 2006, 303–307; Fredriksson 2014, 217–221, 224; Fredriksson 

2019, 105–107. Morris mistakenly names Katarina Ulfsdotter instead of Brynolphus as one of the 

new saint candidates of the Swedish delegation. 
214 Fredriksson 2014, 222, 230–237. Later, the Revelations were formally examined regarding their 

orthodoxy and divine origin; see Fredriksson 2014, 237; 2019, 120–131. 
215 See Processus, 46. 
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directly linked to the site of his grave, and they are presented in the same way 
as the inquiry articles. In Nicolaus’s case, the revelations appear only in one 
witness account. The procurators asked the witness, the priest Girmundus 
Laurencii, about how he knew that the revelations were about Nicolaus, and 
he could relate to hearing it directly from Petrus of Alvastra. In addition, the 
deposition links the revelations to different parts of Nicolaus’s life than the 
vita. The tradition linking Nicolaus and Birgitta’s revelations together seems 
to have been strong, but at the same time the revelations were interpreted and 
used freely, and they have been connected to other bishops as well, not only 
Nicolaus. Mentions in Girmundus Laurencii’s and Laurentius Odonis’s 
depositions on how Nicolaus had a piece of paper with Birgitta’s revelation 
written on it suggests as well the close connection between Nicolaus and 
Birgitta. Nevertheless, placed in the depositions the revelations feel more like 
a piece of additional information in Nicolaus’s case. In Brynolphus’s case, the 
overall material consists of fewer inquiry articles and witnesses than in 
Nicolaus’s case.216 Thus, the revelations compose a weighty proof for his case, 
linking the cult of Brynolphus with Saint Birgitta, showing how Brynolphus 
had reputation of a saint in history but also in contemporary Vadstena. 

 
 

216 See Appendices 2 and 3. 
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IV MIRACULOUS MEN 

1 OVERVIEW OF MIRACLES  

A miracle was an exceptional occurrence, but at the same time it was a 
requirement for canonization. The nature of miracles has been categorized for 
the purposes of the canonization process, as well as studied from many 
viewpoints in the works of modern scholars, both regarding the demographics 
of the saints’ cults and as, especially in recent years, miracle collections have 
served as sources in researching the everyday life of the medieval people.1 The 
miracles are also a map to the fama sanctitatis of the saint candidate, and a 
study of miracles allows tracing of the home regions of witnesses as well as 
those who supported the case.2 Both Brynolphus and Nicolaus are examples of 
the Scandinavian enthusiasm of having their local saints officially canonized; 
indeed, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, almost one-fifth of the 
period’s miracle collections were from Scandinavia.3 Brynolphus’s and 
Nicolaus’s miracles thus provide a view on the beginning of their saintly 
reputations, showing how their sanctity was constructed in contemporary 
communities through the genre of miracle collections. 

In the hagiographies, the miracles are positioned chronologically after the 
saint’s life, but in a way the miracles and their collection were the beginning 
and the core of a saint’s cult. In them, the saints themselves were not personal 
agents, as the people who called upon the saint for help were the main 
characters; this emphasizes the communal nature of sainthood. The miracle 
collections also served different purposes. Obviously, they were examples of 
the power of the saint and faith. They also made the saint’s home regions and 
shrines more famous and taught the right and moral Christian way of life.4 The 
pilgrimages were essentially intertwined with the miracles. People travelled to 
the tomb of the saint in hope of healing or a miracle, or they came with a votive 
offering to give thanks for a miracle that had occurred for them, or they made 
a pilgrimage as a penitential exercise.5 Miracles could thus be divided into two 
main categories: shrine miracles, which took place at or near relics, and 

 
 

1 Katajala-Peltomaa & Krötzl 2018, 3. See also Katajala-Peltomaa, Kuuliala, & McCleery (eds.), A 

Companion to Medieval Miracle Collections (2021). See, for example, Österberg 1991; Myrdal & 

Bäärnhielm 1994; Krötzl 1994; Fröjmark 2005; 2012 for miracles and cults of Swedish and Nordic 

saints. See Wenz-Haubfleisch 1998; Goodich 2007; Bartlett 2013; Kuuliala 2016; Krötzl & Katajala-

Peltomaa (eds.) 2018; Nissi 2020 for miracles in general. 
2 Pellegrini 2018, 120. 
3 Krötzl 1994, 40–41; Vauchez 2005, 446–448. 
4 Krötzl 1994, 35. 
5 Krötzl 1994, 27–28. 
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invocation miracles, which happened away from the relics, and often included 
a vow, that is, a promise of a pilgrimage and a votive offering for the saint.6  

The sources on Nicolaus’s miracles are twofold: the miracula from 1414 
and the canonization process from 1417. The miracle articles of the 
canonization process are a selection from the miracula, with some editing and 
omitting, and they probably also represent the selection that Bishop Kanutus 
added to his letter to the Holy See in 1414 with the petition on canonization. 
The more extensive miracula is a selection as well, but no earlier recorded 
miracles have been preserved.7 The earlier miracula consists of 77 miracle 
narratives, of which the earliest are recorded in February 1402 and the latest 
in 1414. The canonization process text contains fifty of the miracles and 
includes seventeen more that had occurred between 1414–1417. The total 
amount of miracles depends on the reading of each scholar, as in some miracle 
narratives the same person tells more than one.8 In addition, there are nine 
miracula in vita, that is, miracle narratives that took place when Nicolaus was 
still alive. 

Brynolphus’s miracle collection consists of five miracle narratives from 
Brynolphus’s lifetime (miracula in vita) and 25 posthumous miracles that 
make up the miracle articles of the canonization process. In addition, two 
witnesses share an extra miracle narrative each, and at the end of the 
canonization process seven additional miracles are recorded. The number of 
miracles is relatively small, considering that from the thirteenth century 
onwards the canonization processes became lengthier, also in terms of 
miracles. In the beginning, there were only a handful or perhaps around 20 
miracles, but the amount grew over time.9 However, Koopmans remarks that 
the sheer number of miracles does not indicate the strength of the cult, as the 
miracle collections only reveal a snapshot about the stories told at a certain 
time – and the speed of the most energetic miracle story collectors.10 In 
Brynolphus’s case, the low number of miracles is line with how his 
canonization process text consists of fewer inquiry articles and details, 
compared to Nicolaus’s process. 

 
 

6 Wenz-Haubfleisch 1998, 37–41; Krötzl 2018, 159–160. The vow always contained the invocation 

of the particular saint and a precise commitment of what the person would do for the miracle 

(Vauchez 2005, 453). 
7 Fröjmark 1992, 44–46. 
8 For example, Myrdal differentiates between “registered miracles” and “miraculous events” 

(mirakelhändelser) in his tabulation, counting the registered miracles of Nicolaus as 95 and 

miraculous events as 106 (Myrdal 1994b, 104, 116). Fröjmark calculates the total amount of 

Nicolaus’s miracles as 101 (Fröjmark 1992, 84). Heß calculates the miracle narratives of miracula 

as 75 (Heß 2008, 219). 
9 Goodich 2007, 72.  
10 Koopmans 2011, 45. 
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In light of the earlier research, Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s miracles and 
pilgrims to their tombs follow the line of other Swedish miracle collections. In 
Nicolaus’s case, 41% of the pilgrims at Nicolaus’s tomb were women, while out 
of the 34 miracles of Brynolphus, 12 occurred to women (35%) and 21 to men 
(62%). In both cases, about one-third of the miracles occurred to children who 
suffered from an illness or an accident, and their parents made the votive 
promise for them, as was the case also in most of the other Swedish miracle 
collections. The youngest kids, ages 0–6, are the most common in the miracles 
concerning children in the Swedish miracle collections, and that is the case 
also in Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s miracles.11  

The home regions of the pilgrims indicate that the cult of Nicolaus was 
predominantly local for the diocese of Linköping, as most of the pilgrims came 
from the home diocese of Nicolaus. Anders Fröjmark has compared the cults 
of Nicolaus, Birgitta, and Katarina and notes that within the diocese of 
Linköping, the pilgrims to Nicolaus’s tomb came from a more wide-ranging 
area of the diocese than Birgitta’s. There were also some pilgrims from outside 
of the borders of the diocese of Linköping; there were pilgrims from Växjö, 
Södermanland, Uppland, and Turku, as well as from Oslo and Pomerania. The 
chapter of Linköping was eager to promote the cult of Nicolaus, both by 
suggesting that the vows would be made to Nicolaus and by working to get 
letters of indulgence for the cathedral.12 When compared to other Swedish 
miracle collections, Nicolaus’s case has, alongside the miracula of Defixio 
Domini, an artwork of the Deposition of Christ in the Dominican convent of 
Stockholm, with the most miracles with healing at a distance; in Nicolaus’s 
case, almost all of the pilgrimages are made in order to thank the saint for a 
miracle.13 This ratio is in line with the overall trend from the latter half of the 
fourteenth century onwards, when long-distance miracles became more 
common than pilgrimages made in hope of a miracle, although in Sweden the 
change happened later than in southern Europe.14 

The pilgrims who came to the tomb of Brynolphus were exclusively 
inhabitants of the diocese of Skara and, more precisely, the province of 
Västergötland.15 The geographical proximity of the pilgrims can also be seen 
in how several of the pilgrims came to the tomb of Brynolphus to pray for the 
miracle instead of making the vow where they were. Nine of the 34 miracles 
contained a visit to Brynolphus’s tomb in search of help, and in the case of two 
miracles the family members of the suffering person visited the grave.16  

 
 

11 Fröjmark 1992, 83–84; Myrdal 1994a, 47–55.  
12 See, e.g., SDHK nr 17861 (25 July 1412, Rome) on a letter of indulgence in which the work for the 

canonization of Nicolaus is mentioned. 
13 Krötzl 1994, 89. See also Vauchez 2005, 447. 
14 Vauchez 2005, 447–448; Krötzl 1994, 368–369. 
15 Fröjmark 1995, 144. 
16 Vita Brynolphi, 143, 168–169. 
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The traditional research on miracle collections has produced different 
kinds of statistics regarding the miracles themselves or those who received 
divine help through the saint. One way of examining the miracle collections is 
to observe the social status of the pilgrims whose experiences of miracles were 
written down (Table 1). As discussed, pilgrims to Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s 
tombs were predominantly from their own dioceses, and thus this kind of 
examination reveals the popularity of the cult in different groups in the 
community. Dividing the pilgrims into rough social groups is not without 
problems. The most obvious one is that the status of the pilgrim is not 
mentioned; thus, most of them fall into the category of “unknown”. Another 
choice a scholar has to make is how to divide the inhabitants of cities not 
specified as burghers.17 In the following table, I have used Fröjmark’s table for 
Nicolaus and added a part on Brynolphus based on the canonization process. 
Birgitta’s part is from Fröjmark as well and added here for reference.18  

Table 1. The social status of the helped. 

 Nobility Clergy,  
monastics 

Merchants, 
burghers 

Rural, 
“underclass”, 
unknown 

Brynolphus all, N=32 12.5% 3% 12.5% 72% 
Men 15% 5% 15% 65% 
Women 8.3% 0% 8.3% 83.3% 
Nicolaus all, N=101 5% 8.9% 11.9% 74.3% 
Men 5% 13.3% 10% 71.7% 
Women 4.9% 2.4% 14.6% 78% 
Birgitta all, N=131 12.2% 6.9% 14.5% 66.4% 
Men 15.4% 9% 15.4% 60.3% 
Women 5.9% 3.9% 13.7% 76.5% 

 

As noted earlier, most of the pilgrims who visited Brynolphus’s tomb were 
men. The percentage resembles, for example, Ronald C. Finucane’s study on 
pilgrims in Medieval England, as well as Anders Fröjmark’s study on the saint 
cults of the diocese of Linköping. The different genders and social groups often 
witnessed different kinds of miracles; most of the women pilgrims were of the 
lower classes, while amongst men the distribution of classes was wider. 
Crippling diseases and blindness were more common among the lower-class 
pilgrims, whereas non-healing miracles were reported more often by upper-
class men. However, among the Swedish saints in Fröjmark’s study, the 
correlation is somewhat weaker, because the practice of making vows 

 
 

17 Fröjmark 1992, 80–82. 
18 Fröjmark 1992, 84. 
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narrowed the differences between different genders and social groups.19 In 
addition, Koopmans points out the storytelling and authority patterns behind 
the miracles; gender, social, and religious status affected what one could say.20 
In Nicolaus’s case, the number of nobles remains low among the pilgrims to 
his tomb throughout the collection process of his miracles, unlike the case, for 
example, in the cult of Birgitta or that of Brynolphus. Neither the burghers nor 
the inhabitants of the city of Linköping seem to have been the most eager 
visitors to Nicolaus’s grave. Fröjmark remarks that the inhabitants of the city 
may have visited the cathedral and tomb unnoticed by the collectors of miracle 
narratives, but regarding the recorded pilgrims it seems like the cult of 
Nicolaus appealed to burghers and farmers in the diocese of Linköping, while 
the nobility and clergy came instead from outside the diocese borders.21 Small 
details and examples about the social background of the pilgrims include 
vernacular words (lungsoot, beenverk, flugh) that are not translated or 
explained in Latin in the miracle collection.22 

Another way of comparing the different miracula has been to count 
different types of miracles. Janken Myrdal has collected statistics of the 
Swedish saints,23 among them Brynolphus and Nicolaus, and compared them 
to the statistics produced in the 1970s and 1980s in the scholarly work by 
Pierre-André Sigal, Robert C. Finucane, and André Vauchez.24 According to 
Myrdal, the miracles of Brynolphus (and Nicolaus) could be divided according 
to the following table (Table 2). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

19 Finucane 1977, 142–151; Fröjmark 1992, 83. 
20 Koopmans 2011, 40–43. 
21 Fröjmark 1992, 135–139; Heß 2008, 233. 
22 Miracula Nicholai, 378–380. See Heß 2008, 223. 
23 Myrdal presents Erik, Birgitta, Nicolaus, Brynolphus, Katarina, and Defixio Domini (Sw. Helga 

Lösen) as individual saints or cults, while the miracles of Henrik, Ingrid of Skänninge, Petrus Olavi 

of Skänninge and David of Munktorp are handled together as “Others”. 
24 Finucane (1977), Miracles and Pilgrims; Sigal (1985), L’homme et le miracle dans la France 

médiévale (XIe-XIIe siècle); Vauchez (1981), La sainteté en occident aux derniers siècles du moyen 

age, d’apres les procès de canonization et les documents hagiographiques; Myrdal & Bäärnhielm 

(1994), Kvinnor barn & fester I medeltida mirakelberättelser med en katalog över svenska 

mirakelberättelser och en nyöversättning av Brynolfsmiraklerna. 
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Table 2. The main types of miracles.25 

 Paral-
ysis  

Mental 
illness 

Blind, 
deaf 

Difficult 
births 

Other 
illnesses 

Acci-
dents 

No 
illness 

Brynolphus 
(N=34) 

26% 15% 18% 6% 21% 3% 12% 

Nicolaus 
(N=106) 

5% 8% 17% 4% 39% 11% 17% 

Sweden 1300s–
1400s 
(N=661) 

8% 10% 14% 3% 32% 17% 16% 

Vauchez 1200s 
Europe 

29% 11% 12% 1% 35% 5% 7% 

Vauchez 1300s–
1417 Europe26 

13% 5% 12% 3% 45% 6% 17% 

 

Myrdal, however, points out the problems of compiling statistics out of the 
miracle collections. First and foremost is the actual method of grouping the 
different kinds of miracles under the summarizing titles, and then dividing the 
miracles into these groups. For example, Myrdal points out that to get 
comparable results with works of other scholars he had to place epileptic 
seizures under the title of mental illnesses, although he would have liked to 
calculate them as paralysis.27 Another factor is that different scholars count 
the number of miracles differently. In the miracle collections, the same 
pilgrims may have shared several miracles within their story, and thus they 
could be interpreted in different studies as one or several individual 
miracles.28 Myrdal remarks that the percentages of the miracles of Swedish 
saints that Myrdal himself has calculated and divided into the categories are 
more comparable with each other than with the statistics of other scholars. 
Nevertheless, the statistics by Vauchez above offer a general overview of the 
European miracles and show how the miracle collections of Brynolphus and 
Nicolaus are roughly proportionate with the wider miracle trends. The 
different timeframes in saints’ lives and miracles could also affect the miracle 
collections, such as more accident-related miracles during wars, but Myrdal 
considers the differences between the different saints to be greater than the 

 
 

25 Myrdal 1994b, 116–118. See also Krötzl 1994, 189. 
26 Vauchez uses Nicolaus’s miracles in his study as one of the ten canonization processes calculated 

for the table, so there is some overlap. However, Nicolaus is among the canonization processes of 

the statistics that have the smallest number of miracles, so his share of the miracles is not a tenth. 

See Vauchez 2005, 468, 503. 
27 Myrdal 1994b, 115–119. 
28 For example, Fröjmark (1992) counts the total amount of Nicolaus’s miracles as 122, whereas 

Myrdal and Bäärnhielm (1994) calculate 106. 



IV Miraculous Men 
 

 174 

differences between the different timeframes.29 The miracle collections of 
Brynolphus and Nicolaus were compiled around the same time, and their 
differences support Myrdal’s view. 

Despite the problems and generalities, the tabulations of those who were 
helped as well as the miracles provide an overview of the miracle collections 
and help by means of the crude comparison of different saints. All things 
considered, most of the miracles in Brynolphus’s miracle collection are healing 
paralyses and the least are accidents. However, his miracle collection also has 
fewer miracles overall; thus, in terms of percentages one individual miracle 
weighs more. Nicolaus’s miracles are more in line with the overall ratio of 
Swedish miracles, as well as the European miracles of the later Middle Ages. 
In the narratives about Nicolaus’s life, traits of recent sainthood are apparent 
but in the miracles, there are no personal details about Nicolaus. The power of 
a saint was measured by his miracles, not personality. Moreover, both 
Brynolphus and Nicolaus were mainly venerated locally, not in relation to 
specialization of certain types of miracles or people. 

 

2 MIRACLES IN LIFE 

2.1 NICOLAUS’S MIRACULOUS LIFE 
The miracles in the canonization processes of saints consist of two different 
kinds of miracles: those the saint performed while they were still alive and 
those performed after their death. The latter were crucial for the cult and 
canonization of the saint; the former were more open to doubt because, for 
example, magicians were also believed to be able to perform miracles (but with 
the help of the devil). Miracles performed by a living saint served as proof for 
canonization, but they were not an indispensable requirement. Miracles from 
the saint’s lifetime were, on the one hand, bound to the saint’s actions; on the 
other, they bore legendary elements, especially if the saint had lived long ago. 
The miracula in vita were to illustrate the virtues and saintly life of the saint, 
who served as the protagonist. The miracula in vita were the link between the 
saint’s life and their posthumous miracles, helping the people in need to 
approach the saint.30 Nicolaus Hermanni’s canonization process contains nine 
miracula in vita. The themes in the miracles vary: Nicolaus cures a girl who 
was possessed by a devil, is himself saved from a man who wanted to kill him, 
prays for rain during a drought, prophesies for the mighty men of the realm, 
and resists devils.  

 
 

29 Myrdal 1994b, 116–118. 
30 Weinstein & Bell 1982, 141–142; Myrdal 1994, 99–100; Vauchez 2005, 503–505; Krötzl 2018, 
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In the articles concerning Nicolaus’s life, the witnesses are quite 
unanimous, but with these miracles in life the depositions are more varied. 
Most miracles are confirmed by only some of the witnesses, or they confirm 
them with general formulations, like stating that the content in the article is 
common knowledge. The most widely confirmed miracles were Nicolaus’s 
prophecies, in which he foretold King Albrekt’s banishment from Sweden, 
disasters in the cities, and Bo Jonsson’s death. For example, Provost 
Laurentius Odonis, the priests Johannes Karoli and Girmundus Laurencii, the 
widow Katarina, and officialis Eskil Djäkne all confirm hearing directly from 
Nicolaus himself about the forthcoming disasters in the realm and banishment 
of King Albrekt, either in his sermons or discussions. The witnesses confirm 
hearing the prediction of drots Bo Jonsson’s death directly from Nicolaus as 
well.31 Vaste Olovsson, a lay brother of Vadstena, is heard only in relation to 
the article about the prediction of King Albrekt’s exile. He tells hearing from 
curate Hermannus of Åtvid that Nicolaus had told Hermannus many secrets, 
among them how Apostle Matthew and Saints Erik and Birgitta appeared to 
Nicolaus on St Matthew’s day, right before King Albrekt’s exile. The saints had 
told Nicolaus that the rulers of Sweden would win and exile Albrekt if they 
themselves followed the laws of the state. This had happened, and according 
to the deposition it was thanks to Nicolaus’s vow on behalf of the rulers.32 
Nicolaus’s prophetic miracles represent a popular topos in other saints’ lives: 
prophetic charisma, which was seen as a sign of a saint. The theme also 
represents the shift in the profile of saints; they were not only performers of 
curing or exorcizing miracles but also clairvoyants.33 The predictions had to 
come true to serve as saintly features, and some witnesses of Nicolaus’s 
canonization process recount how the predictions came true just like he had 
said.34  

However, some miracles seem to have been harder for the witnesses to 
confirm. For example, Bishop Kanutus says he does not know anything 
(interrogatus dixit se inde nil scire) about the miracles where Nicolaus cured 
the devil-possessed girl, ended the drought, or had a revelation about a soul he 
had been praying for. Other members of the clergy as well say they know 
nothing of certain miracles, although they all do confirm some of the 
miracles.35  

 
 

31 Processus, 120, 142, 180, 206–208, 246, 268. 
32 Processus, 298–300. 
33 Vauchez 2005, 474. Vauchez describes prophetic charisma as a common theme in the Nordic 

countries and Italy from the mid-1300s onwards. 
34 Processus, 120, 180, 206–208, 246, 268. 
35 Processus, 118–120. See Laurentius Odonis (pp. 142–144) on articles 33 (the possessed girl), 37 
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The miracle of curing a possessed girl is confirmed specifically by two 
witnesses. Johannes Karoli tells he has heard it from Ragnhild Birgersdotter 
but continues with another similar miracle, where Nicolaus exorcizes a devil 
from a farmer with the help of his maniple and stole, and the head of St 
Birgitta.36 The other witness is Ragnhild herself, an 80-year-old woman. She 
witnesses some of the articles from the beginning of Nicolaus’s life in the 
canonization process, citing as her sources the former parish priest of 
Skänninge, Benedictus, and Hartlev Bolk. Then she witnesses the article about 
a girl who had been possessed by a devil. She names Ingeborg, Hartlev Bolk’s 
wife and Nicolaus’s niece, as her source for the miracle. According to Ragnhild, 
the girl had come to Ingeborg for help and Ingeborg had taken the girl to see 
Nicolaus, the archdeacon of Linköping. Ragnhild recounts the narrative with 
quotations from Nicolaus.37  

The other miracle, in which Nicolaus ended the drought by praying for rain, 
also does not get full confirmation from the witnesses. Apart from those who 
say they do not know anything about the miracle, some witnesses confirm it, 
but with small hesitations. The priest Johannes Swartprest talks about the 
drought and how many had come to Nicolaus for help. Nicolaus had advised 
them to go back and farm their lands. That year the yields were good.38 
Girmundus Laurencii says he does not know the narrative in this form, but 
Nicolaus did pray for the yields at times of drought or rain, and the widow 
Katarina says she believes firmly that God heard the prayers of Nicolaus.39 Two 
witnesses, Petrus Benedicti and Nicolaus’s niece Katarina, witness that the 
rain started immediately after Nicolaus’s prayer.40 Both of these miracles get 
confirmed, but only by some of the witnesses, suggesting some hesitation 
among the higher-rank clerics to witness the most miraculous events in 
Nicolaus’s life.41 The clerics did not, however, hesitate to tell about Nicolaus’s 
visit to the church of Lommaryd. While listening to his sermon, a 12-year-old 
boy saw a dead person in the form of a skeleton rise from under the floor and 
listen to the sermon. After the sermon, the dead person bowed to Nicolaus and 
said to the boy that he would fall ill in three weeks and die. The boy shared his 
story on his deathbed and said: “Therefore rejoice with me, for I shall go to 
eternal joy.”42 Bishop Kanutus is in this case the foremost witness, as he 
witnesses that he has heard this from the father of the boy as well as the curate 

 
 

recovers after receiving a letter from Vadstena) and 37; Girmundus Laurencii on article 36 (Nicolaus 

is saved from a murderous man). See Appendix 2 for a summary of the articles. 
36 Processus, 178. 
37 Processus, 294–296. 
38 Processus, 160. 
39 Processus, 206, 246. 
40 Processus, 220–222, 292.  
41 Österberg 1991, 42–44. 
42 Processus, 66–68. Ideo congratulamini mihi, quia ad eternum gaudium vadam. 
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of Lommaryd.43 The priest Girmundus Laurencii and Provost Laurentius 
Odonis confirm the article as well, the former also telling that he was with 
Nicolaus on the visit and that Nicolaus would not want to hear anyone talk 
about the incident.44 The other miracula in vita do not appear in the earlier 
vita or miracle collection, but this miracle was told by a pilgrim, a woman 
called Bengta, who herself was healed after a vow to Nicolaus. She also recalled 
this miracle from Lommaryd.45 In the canonization process, the narrative 
appears independently as one of the inquiry articles. 

Nicolaus’s canonization process contains several narratives about the 
bishop opposing kings and rulers, and the topic continues with miraculous 
details in the miracula in vita. One of the articles is about Henrik van Ly, 
whom Nicolaus had excommunicated. Out of hatred, Henrik wanted to kill 
Nicolaus and lay an ambush for the bishop in a forest. People told Nicolaus 
about the ambush and advised him to either change his route or stay in 
Vadstena. Nicolaus answered profoundly that he would always defend the 
Church, even if he was in mortal danger. When Nicolaus reached the place of 
the ambush with his entourage, they saw a dark cloud filled with crows, as if 
marking the place of the ambushers. Then Nicolaus spoke to the men and they 
were too afraid to harm him.46 This miracle is confirmed as common 
knowledge by some of the witnesses, but Bishop Kanutus as the most 
noteworthy witness also shares some background: Henrik van Ly was first 
excommunicated by the bishop of Skara, and therefore Nicolaus 
excommunicated him as well.47 Sister Margareta Petersdotter confirms she 
had been there at the time of excommunication, but she does not recall if the 
man was Henrik van Ly or another man called Sikow. Sister Margareta shares 
the powerful image of the ritual of excommunication: the same candles that 
were held above the witness’s head when she was taken into the monastery 
were cast into the ground in the excommunication ritual.48 The ritual involved 
the bishop and twelve priests, who stood in a circle around the bishop with 
candles in their hands. After the bishop had spoken the words of 
excommunication, the priests would throw the candles to their feet and crush 
them. The ritual contained powerful imagery, with the priests representing the 
twelve apostles, the change from the dim light of twelve candles into darkness, 
and the words of excommunication. However, it is not certain how much this 
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ritual was actually used.49 Also, the deposition of sister Margareta reveals a 
similar kind of candle ceremony used in the excommunication, leaving her a 
powerful memory to share in the canonization process hearings. The miracle 
in itself does not differ much from the other narratives in the canonization 
process, where Nicolaus stood against the knights and rulers he had 
excommunicated; only the appearance of the dark cloud with crows makes it 
more miraculous. The fact that the narrative is placed among the miracles 
gives Nicolaus’s encounters with earthly rulers a miraculous tone and hints 
that Nicolaus acted with divine power on his side.  

Two last miracles in the miracula in vita both concern incidents behind the 
closed doors of Nicolaus’s room. As discussed in the chapter on asceticism, evil 
spirits harassed Nicolaus at night, waking him up with loud noises. This 
miracle is confirmed by several witnesses, some of whom tell even that 
Nicolaus had blamed them for making the noises, thus offering a direct link to 
the miracle.50 One night a great light shone from his room, bearing to Nicolaus 
information on the situation of a soul he had prayed for and how it could be 
released from purgatory.51 The priest Johannes Karoli witnesses that he had 
been with Nicolaus when this happened. He also mentioned a “White Book” 
(Hwitabok) in which Nicolaus recorded his vision. Also, Girmundus Laurencii 
recalls seeing this miracle recorded on a piece of paper with Nicolaus’s 
handwriting.52 Both of these miracle narratives seem to stem from the 
experiences of the clerical witnesses of the process. Johannes Karoli even 
mentions providing his copy from the White Book for the procurators when 
preparing for the canonization process. Over the course of the fourteenth 
century, the mystic aspect of sanctity became popular, and in many vitae, a 
chapter about the saint’s visions, revelations, or prophecies was written.53 In 
Nicolaus’s canonization process, only Johannes Karoli provides a mention of 
Nicolaus’s visions. The description of visions was mainly a part of the 
sainthood of the laity, while the attributes of a holy bishop were different. 
However, the Hwitabok hints at the tradition about the visionary aspect of 
Nicolaus as well. 

In conclusion, Nicolaus’s miracula in vita serves the purpose of a transition 
from the saint’s life towards the miracle collection: there are miraculous 
events, which the high-rank clerics are hesitant to wholeheartedly confirm, 
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expected miracles such as visions and prophecies, and strengthening of 
Nicolaus’s profile as a knight-like defender of the Church. 

2.2 BIBLICAL MIRACLES OF BRYNOLPHUS 
The canonization process of Brynolphus includes five miracles of Brynolphus 
that he performed while he was alive. These miracles are placed at the end of 
the articuli interrogatorii of Brynolphus’s life, right before the article of his 
death, as was typical in hagiographies.54 The first miracle article starts with the 
expression on how Brynolphus performed miracles already in his lifetime 
because of God’s benevolence and love towards him. Once, when Brynolphus 
wanted to fast with bread and water, he ordered water delivered to him from 
the well of the Franciscans in Skara. When he received the water, he noticed 
that it had turned into fine wine. He sent another servant on the same task, 
but the water was again wine. Only after the third time did Brynolphus realize 
that it was a miracle and he “drank with the fear of God”.55 The witnesses 
widely confirm the article, and many of them refer to hearing about the miracle 
from a Franciscan Brother Sigvard, who had heard it from another brother of 
the same convent who was almost a hundred years old.56 The transformation 
of water into wine was a common miracle type, even though on other occasions 
the saints were often described as abstaining from drinking wine.57 The 
miracle also refers to the first miracle performed by Jesus in the Gospel of 
John in the wedding at Cana (John 2:1–12), thus presenting the first miracle 
of Brynolphus as similar to Christ’s first miracle. Brynolphus’s error to 
understand the miracle works as a narrative device with three attempts, but it 
also gives personality and humanity to his character. The narrative in the 
inquiries about Brynolphus’s life, where he is reprimanded by his father 
because he fled his city during a famine, resembles the miracle in terms of 
Brynolphus making an error and then understanding God’s intentions behind 
the events.  

The other three of the five miracula in vita likewise stem from the miracles 
of the gospels. Brynolphus cured a blind young man and raised two men from 
the dead. The first deceased was Brynolphus’s servant, who had died suddenly 
without a confession. Brynolphus cried and prayed beside his body; then the 
dead man woke up, kneeled to confess, and after receiving the absolution laid 
himself again on the bier. The other body belonged to a knight named Törner 
Cryda, Brynolphus’s uncle. Brynolphus had excommunicated Törner, and 
therefore the knight harassed Brynolphus’s servant. The outcome of the events 
was that Brynolphus’s servant killed Törner. Brynolphus let the remains be 

 
 

54 Krötzl 2018, 158. 
55 Vita Brynolphi, 142. Et de eodem cum dei timore potauit. 
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collected and taken to the church of Varnhem Abbey, where he prayed for the 
departed. Törner stood up, confessed, and after the absolution laid himself 
back on the bier.58 These miracles present Brynolphus as re-enacting the 
miracles of the gospels. The miracle types from the Bible were significant 
models for the miracle collections and hagiographies, and they were referred 
to, cited, imitated, and compared.59 The biblical miracles offer a safe and 
conventional way of proclaiming Brynolphus’s sanctity in the miracula in vita. 

 The miracles emphasize Brynolphus’s commitment to the Church and its 
sacraments. The miracle narratives emphasize how Brynolphus raised the 
dead because he wanted to give them a chance to confess, thus they also carry 
didactic elements about the significance of confession. Although miracula in 
vita were not a requirement for canonization, they were a strong convincing 
factor. In Brynolphus’s case, the miracles are quite conventional, inspired by 
the Bible. Brynolphus’s wish to keep the miracles secret comes from the 
biblical narrative and echoes Christ’s humble example. Two witnesses tell that 
when Brynolphus was in the church with Törner Cryda, one of his servants 
climbed to the window and saw what happened. The next day Brynolphus 
wanted to find out who the presumptuous servant had been. He started to 
examine the feet of his servants and noticed that one servant had colder feet 
than the others, which gave him away. Brynolphus discharged the servant.60 
The secrecy comes close to the narrative about how Brynolphus wanted to keep 
his ascetic behaviour hidden. The presumptuous servant is in a way the 
antihero of the narrative: because of the servant the miracle was revealed and 
could be used for canonization purposes, but to show Brynolphus’s humility 
the servant was discharged.  

Apart from the biblical miracles, the miracula in vita also present the 
earlier discussed peculiar case where a nobleman eats a horse carcass after 
rejecting the dispensation from Brynolphus to eat meat.61 The miracle presents 
an older tradition in Brynolphus’s sainthood. Bishop Brynolphus Caroli, 
Provost Torkillus, and Canon Sweno Johannis all recall hearing this from the 
bishop of Linköping, Kanutus Boecii, whose grandfather, Bo Nilsson, had 
served Brynolphus. Bishop Kanutus had not met his grandfather, but he had 
heard it from his father. Anders Fröjmark states that although Kanutus 
himself was not present at the hearings in Skara, the many witness accounts 
hint that there was a tradition of Brynolphus’s miracle in his family.62 Knight 
Arvid Johansson tells about a phrase among the nobles about how one should 
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be careful to not be like the knight who refused to obey the commands of the 
blessed Brynolphus, and who therefore became mad and ate horse flesh.63 Yet 
another miracle is in Nils Guttormsson’s deposition, as he shares a tradition 
outside of the inquiry articles. According to him, the bishop of Växjö, Boetius 
Haetta, had come to visit Brynolphus. Brynolphus asked Boetius to sell his 
horse for a reasonable price. Boetius refused and Brynolphus said that the 
bishop would never return to his diocese with that horse. The same day the 
horse ran away and was eaten by wolves.64 The two horse-related miracles 
carry a legend-like tradition of Brynolphus’s sainthood. Nils Guttormsson’s 
sources are vague, but his narrative contains an apt quotation of Brynolphus, 
hinting at an existing tradition.  

The hearings in Vadstena added yet another miracle that took place during 
Brynolphus’s life. As mentioned, Sister Gertrud Bengtsdotter tells in her 
deposition about a young woman who came to Bishop Brynolphus. She begged 
for a divorce because she wanted to become a mother. Brynolphus advised the 
woman to live for a year together with her husband, and then return to 
Brynolphus. A year from that moment, the woman returned with a son. She 
gave thanks to Brynolphus and said that she did not want a divorce anymore.65 
Miracles with infertility issues were rare in Swedish miracle collections and 
here, also, the miracle appears only in a deposition as an additional miracle.66 
This miracle type, too, has biblical roots in the narratives about Sarah, 
Rebekah, Hannah, and Elizabeth.67  

Comparing the miracula in vita of Brynolphus and Nicolaus shows that the 
miracles of Brynolphus are more legend-like and clearly inspired by biblical 
examples. For example, the model for the miracle of water turning into wine 
comes from the Bible, but the miracle narrative also refers to a tradition among 
the Franciscans. Guardian Hermannus of a Franciscan convent tells in his 
deposition about several elder Franciscan brothers from whom he had heard 
about the miracle, among them a brother who had lived to almost 100 and thus 
had probably been Brynolphus’s contemporary.68 André Vauchez states that 
Brynolphus’s cult existed only since 1404, but Anders Fröjmark and Fredrik 
Öberg see these miracles as a sign that some form of tradition about 
Brynolphus’s sainthood existed also before Birgitta’s canonization.69 The 
miracles of Nicolaus have legendary traits, too, as is the nature of miracula in 
vita, but the memories of the contemporary witnesses are also present; this is 
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true as well in cases where some witnesses were hesitant to easily confirm 
some of the miracle inquiries.70 Brynolphus’s miracles were more stylized after 
the biblical models. In addition, they also carried a didactic motif about the 
significance of confession.  

 

3 POSTHUMOUS MIRACLES 

3.1 CANONIZATION STRATEGIES IN NICOLAUS’S PROCESS 

The differences between the miracula and the canonization process 
As discussed, the miracles of Nicolaus consist of the miracle collection from 
1414 and the canonization process text from 1417. The latter has a selection of 
50 from the miracula, with some added miracles. As noted above, Nicolaus’s 
miracles follow the conventional patterns of sainthood in terms of different 
types of miracles; most miracles are healing miracles, and most of the pilgrims 
were men. The miracles served in an expected way to confirm Nicolaus’s 
sainthood. However, there are differences between the earlier collection and 
the canonization process material. The purpose of the canonization process 
text was to serve as juridical proof of Nicolaus’s sainthood, and the articles 
only repeat the essential parts of the miracles, the most convincing factors. 
These were the severity of the illness, that the cure happened soon after the 
vow, and that it was undoubtedly because of this vow. The same development 
has been seen in other miracle collections when they were collected for 
canonization purposes: the narrative nature was shifted aside and a more 
bureaucratic list with the emphasis on the required elements was favoured 
instead.71 

Thus, the miracles of the canonization process went through an editing 
(and omitting) process, compared to the miracle collection. Cordelia Heß has 
studied the differences between the miracle narratives of the miracula and the 
canonization process, and she states that the miracles in the canonization 
process are exemplary rather than specialized: there are several miracles of 
severe illnesses with depictions of unconsciousness and signs of death, but the 
other types of miracles are presented only one to five times.72 The canonization 

 
 

70 See Appendix 2 for the contents of the inquiry articles. 
71 Koopmans 2011, 205–206. 
72 Heß 2008, 220. See also Myrdal & Bäärnhielm 1994, 141–144 for a catalogue of Nicolaus’s 

miracles. Their list also shows which miracle narratives of the miracula are included in the 

canonization process. 



 

 183 
 

process seeks to present a wide-ranging selection of Nicolaus’s miracles and 
thus some of the miracles in the miracle collection are cut out. Most of the 
omitted miracles are of the same types as those which were reiterated in the 
canonization process: pain in feet, legs, and arms; blindness or other eye-
related pains; and fevers or other unspecified illnesses. Thus, the canonization 
process text has a representative miracle, and others of the same type are often 
left out, supporting Heß’s argument of the wide representation of miracles in 
the canonization process. Some miracles nevertheless seem to have been cut 
out for other reasons. Heß notes that the ratio of nobility and clergy among the 
helped and witnesses is higher in the canonization process than what it was in 
the older miracle collection. For the broad representation, the most 
insignificant miracles (and even people, Heß notes) have been left out, as well 
as the competition and drawing lots between different saints.73 Heß speaks 
about censorship, but as Fröjmark notes in his review, the nature of the 
canonization process provides different kinds of saintly images.74 Overall in 
the canonization processes, witnesses from higher social groups were given 
more weight, and the words of the clerics were seen as trustworthy, even if they 
had not witnessed the miracle themselves.75 The clerics played a significant 
role in spreading the new cult, and thus their input to the canonization project 
was a persuading factor. 

The first miracle in both the miracle collection and the canonization 
process was the narrative of Nicolaus’s former baker, Jakob, recorded in 1402. 
The miracles are not organized in chronological order in the miracle collection 
or the canonization process. Thus, the fact that the miracle narratives of Jakob 
are placed first in both texts indicates their importance for Nicolaus’s cult at 
the time of collecting miracles. Fröjmark considers that they were also read 
aloud in the synodical conference of 1402.76 According to the narrative, a few 
years earlier, in 1397, Jakob was falsely accused of a robbery in Germany. In 
prison, Jakob started to tell his cellmate about Saint Birgitta and the pious 
Bishop Nicolaus, but he did not know if he was still alive or not. Together they 
decided to ask Birgitta and Nicolaus for help. Later, Nicolaus appeared to 
Jakob together with Birgitta, and the other people in the same prison made a 
vow to visit the Holy Blood in Wilsnack,77 Birgitta in Vadstena, and Nicolaus 
at his grave. Jakob was later declared not guilty and released. He continues his 
narrative with two incidents where Nicolaus saved him from an attack by his 
enemies and one by a robber. Furthermore, Jakob talks about a shipwreck, 
from which Nicolaus and Birgitta saved him and the other passengers. Jakob 
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appears as the champion of the story, educating the other passengers about 
the identities of Birgitta and Nicolaus, because some thought that the bishop 
who had saved them was St Thomas of Canterbury. Finally, Jakob tells how 
Nicolaus appeared to him in a dream, giving him advice. Jakob did not follow 
the advice, which caused him much trouble. In the end, Nicolaus appeared 
together with Birgitta, scolding Jakob for his disobedience but promising to 
keep him safe, directing him to go to Linköping and tell about this to the 
canons Johannes Bonde and Laurentius Odonis.78 Mentioning St Thomas of 
Canterbury reminds how the motif of a martyred or suffering bishop defending 
the Church was applied to Nicolaus as well, and now they are compared and 
linked in Nicolaus’s miracula as well.  

In the canonization process, the adventures of Jakob are edited and 
distilled into two inquiry articles. The first article emphasizes the tortures 
Jakob had to face, followed by his call for Nicolaus’s help and then his release 
from prison. The second article sums up the other trials of Jakob, summarizing 
them into how Nicolaus appeared to him many times, consoled him together 
with St Birgitta, and helped him through dangers on both land and sea.79 Even 
though the witnesses Laurentius Odonis and Johannes Swarteprest confirm 
Jakob’s narrative with details, the inquiry articles themselves are truncated.80 
Jakob is no longer in the limelight of the miraculous events, but the focus is 
rather on his desperate situation, along with the unquestionable help from 
Nicolaus. 

According to Heß, the selection process from the miracula to the 
canonization process seems to have been quite random in some cases, but 
some miracle types appear to have been deliberately left out, such as miracles 
containing violence.81 In the miracle collection, Håkan tried to interrupt a fight 
between two men and was hit, and therefore he had pain in his eye that was 
healed after a vow to Nicolaus. In the canonization process article and the 
deposition by Håkan himself and his wife, the pain in the eye is mentioned but 
not what led to it.82 In another miracle, pregnant Ingrid got beaten up by two 
men because she refused to give them more beer to drink. Ingrid was 
bedridden for a month, and the men ran away. The men made a vow to 
Nicolaus on behalf of Ingrid, and after hearing it, Ingrid was ready to fulfil the 
vow.83 This miracle is not repeated in the canonization process at all. Heß 
considers that the miracle contained too many problematic elements: 
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entanglement of ecclesiastical and earthly use of force, and the vow was not 
made of free will.84  

Animal-related miracles were also cut out and edited. The healing of an ox 
and a mare were cut out; also edited is a case where a boy and the cattle 
belonging to his family are healed. In the miracle collection, the boy recovers 
from sudden blindness, and two of the family’s cattle also recover from their 
illness. In the canonization process, the mention of the animals is lacking from 
both the article and the depositions.85 One miracle with the saving of an animal 
is in the canonization process, however: a horse fell into a deep well and not 
even a pair of oxen could pull it up. After the vow to Nicolaus, the women were 
able to hoist the horse from the well.86 In the additional miracles of the 
canonization process, yet another miracle involving an animal occurred: a cow 
got bitten by a snake and was close to death until the owner promised half of 
the cow’s worth to Nicolaus; the cow regained her health.87 In the animal-
related miracles of the canonization process, the human viewpoint is 
emphasized: the cow was the only cow of her owner, Daniel Magnusson, and 
when the horse fell into the well, risk of contamination of the well was 
imminent. The other illnesses of the cattle and animals were not so threatening 
to serve as examples of this miracle type.  

When compiling the canonization process articles, the healing event was 
emphasized over exact depictions of the infirmity, the way of the pilgrimage, 
or the nature of the votive offering.88 For example, in the healing miracle of 
Margareta Finvidsdotter’s hand, the miracula presents the exact date of the 
healing and how the master of the house Anders made the vow that Margareta 
would make a pilgrimage to the tomb of Nicolaus and offer there a wax hand. 
After four days, Margareta was healthy again.89 The article in the canonization 
process presents only the necessary elements: her hand was “crippled, weak, 
cold and entirely dry, and there was no hope of recovery”, but after the vow, 
she soon regained her health.90 The vow, or votum, was an important element 
of the miracle, and it was also scrutinized during the interrogations. Often 
witnesses even repeated their invocations and vows word for word, indicating 
their importance for themselves as well.91  

The selection of miracles in the canonization process sought to present the 
most convincing and appealing variety of miracles to support Nicolaus’s 
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canonization. The witnesses of the miracles represent a wider range of people 
than the witnesses of the articles about Nicolaus’s life, but high-ranking 
witnesses were still preferred with miracles. 

Saintly co-operation and rivalry 
Other saints make an appearance in Nicolaus’s miracles, and these mentions 
often end up edited in the canonization process text in comparison to the 
earlier miracle collection. Birgitta is mentioned most often, starting with the 
first miracle narrative of both the miracle collection and canonization process, 
the adventures of Jakob Baker. In the narrative, Birgitta appears to Jakob 
together with Nicolaus, and Jakob himself educates his fellow men about the 
sainthood of Birgitta and Nicolaus, both in prison and on a ship to Bergen.92 
As discussed earlier, Jakob’s six eventful miracle narratives get narrowed 
down and summed up into these two articles in the canonization process. 
Likewise, the mentions of Birgitta appearing alongside Nicolaus are not 
repeated as they are in the miracle collection. Rather than itemizing the 
different events, the canonization process article is content with stating how 
“Bishop Nicolaus several times appeared to him in troubles, to console him 
together with blessed Birgitta of Vadstena, and liberated him from different 
other perils on land and sea”.93 Birgitta does not get a mention in the version 
of the prison miracle, but she is then given credit for appearing to Jakob 
alongside Nicolaus in the perils of Jakob’s journeys. The pilgrimage to the Holy 
Blood of Wilsnack is omitted entirely from the canonization process. Instead 
of narratives where Jakob appears as the protagonist, enlightening his 
companions about the personalities of Birgitta and Nicolaus, the canonization 
process article only talks more generally about perils where Birgitta and 
Nicolaus consoled Jakob.  

However, among the witnesses questioned about the articles was Provost 
Laurentius Odonis, who wrote down Jakob’s story and translated it into Latin. 
He tells in his deposition about Jakob’s voyage to Bergen and how Nicolaus 
appeared to Jakob together with Birgitta. Nicolaus told Jakob to offer wine and 
wafers and then he and Birgitta would save them.94 In the articles, Jakob’s part 
gets revised, but as Laurentius was the one to hear his story first-hand, he tells 
it in his deposition. The tales about Jakob were important for the forming of 
Nicolaus’s cult, as they were placed first in both the miracle collection and the 
canonization process. The change of tone in these miracles cuts out the wordy 
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descriptions about Nicolaus and Birgitta appearing together and helping 
Jakob. 

Most often, the other saints are mentioned in cases of casting lots between 
different saints. Birgitta is present as an alternative saint in casting lots 
between saints. People in hope of help cast lots to decide which saint they 
should call for aid.95 Other candidates in the cases where people cast lots in 
the miracula were St Olaf in one miracle narrative and Ingrid of Skänninge on 
two occasions. Two miracles contain vows to both Birgitta and Nicolaus: 
Provost Johannes Folconis had made a vow to Birgitta and Ingrid of Skänninge 
but had not recovered from his illness, and only after his friend made a vow to 
Nicolaus was Johannes cured.96 In another miracle, a thirteen-year-old girl 
suffered from an illness, and the votive promise was made to both Nicolaus 
and Birgitta. As the promise to Nicolaus was neglected, the condition of the 
girl deteriorated. The mother of the girl renewed the promise and the girl’s 
infirm foot recovered.97 In these miracles, it is clear that Birgitta was an 
important saint in the same areas as Nicolaus, but unlike in the miracle 
narratives of Jakob Baker, there is no special connection or co-operation 
between Birgitta and Nicolaus. Birgitta, Ingrid of Skänninge, and Nicolaus 
were saints of the same region. Heß considers that in the miracle collection 
there is no rivalry between Nicolaus and Birgitta but rather they work in co-
operation and supplementing each other. The saint profile of Nicolaus should 
be of a bishop saint, concentrating on different kinds of miracles than 
Birgitta.98 Despite there being no direct rivalry depicted in the miracle 
collection, in these miracles Nicolaus’s saintly power overcomes Birgitta, 
either by winning in casting lots or by vows to Nicolaus being more effective in 
healing the infirmity. Thus, the miracle collection contains both co-operation 
of Birgitta and Nicolaus and favouring of Nicolaus over Birgitta. 

In the canonization process, these miracles are shortened. Some of the 
miracles with people casting lots to decide which saint they should call upon 
for help are completely left out of the canonization process articles. In some of 
them, the mentions of drawing lots are left out and thus, for example, 
mentioning of Birgitta disappears as well.99 Casting lots was not a forbidden 
practice, as God was believed to control the outcome, and it appears also in 
other miracle collections from the Nordic countries. Often the lot was cast 
three times, emphasizing the divine nature of practice with the rhetorical use 
of the number three.100 Cordelia Heß has observed the cases of casting lots in 
Birgitta’s and Nicolaus’s hagiographies. There are several cases where people 
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cast lots to determine which saint they should turn to when directing their 
prayers and promises. Heß notes that casting lots was not against the 
ecclesiastical tradition per se, and that the omission of these details in 
canonization articles seems to be because of literary reasons: casting lots was 
not an essential part of the miracle narratives.101 The miracle articles were 
stylized to tell only the necessary details, and casting lots was not that. 

Nicolaus’s power as a saint gets emphasized in a narrative about the 
recovery of a thirteen-year-old girl. The version of the canonization process 
article is somewhat more precise when it comes to the fulfilling of the 
promises. The narrative in the first version in the miracle collection states: 
“while the vow to lord Nicolaus was omitted without fulfilment”,102 the 
canonization article spells it out: “the vow was fulfilled to blessed Birgitta, not 
to blessed Nicolaus”.103 Although the content of the miracle narration is 
similar, the canonization process article emphasizes the detail that even 
though the vow to Birgitta was fulfilled, it was not enough to keep the girl in 
good health. The full recovery could happen only after the vow to Nicolaus was 
fulfilled as well, hinting that Nicolaus was a more powerful saint than Birgitta. 
The case of Johannes Folconis is repeated in the canonization process, too, but 
the previous vows to Birgitta and Ingrid are not mentioned. The canonization 
process article states that promises were made to different saints without 
specifying them.104 The writers of Nicolaus’s canonization process articles 
seem to have been balancing between raising Nicolaus’s profile without 
undermining Birgitta. Repeating the miracle would have amplified Nicolaus’s 
power over Birgitta, but at the same time, people working for Nicolaus’s 
canonization were also supporters of Birgitta. The more general formulation 
also dispels the possible interpretation about competition between recent 
Swedish saints, and that Nicolaus was not the first of the local saints to whom 
people would turn. Nicolaus had to be presented as an independent saint, but 
not too much at the expense of Birgitta’s cult.  

In the miracula, especially in the narratives of the baker Jakob, Nicolaus 
and Birgitta are presented in co-operation, and Birgitta’s presence helps to 
strengthen the saintly image of Nicolaus, a new saint.105 Cordelia Heß notes 
that the writers of the canonization process seek to present Nicolaus as a 
counterpart for Birgitta, sort of a male bishop saint at the side of a female 
mystic saint, but Nicolaus’s profile as an independent saint also gets 
emphasized. She considers that in comparison to Birgitta or other female 
saints, the miracle collection of Nicolaus lacks miracles containing the demand 
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for moral improvement, and demonic power is present only in one miracle.106 
However, the process of Birgitta contained especially numerous miracles with 
demonic possession, and so almost any other miracle collection would have a 
low number of such miracles compared to Birgitta. There are miracles in 
Nicolaus’s case that contained elements of demonic behaviour, too, although 
they are not specially named as such.107 The profile of a bishop saint was 
different than that of a female visionary. The canonization project of Nicolaus 
utilizes in many aspects the traditional features of episcopal sainthood in the 
description of his sanctity, and with the miracles also a wide range of different 
miracle types are presented. As Heß points out, in the canonization process 
the need is to raise Nicolaus’s profile as an independent saint, and alongside 
compact statements of the process text, most mentions of other saints are 
omitted. This trend is in line with the overall depiction of the canonization 
process, as the narratives about Nicolaus’s life also leave out, for example, 
mentions about other clerics or bishops working alongside Nicolaus. 

Although these two hagiographies are not temporally so far from each 
other, the different aims result in different presentations of Birgitta. The 
miracles where Nicolaus and Birgitta work together did get narrowed down in 
the canonization articles, but on the other hand, Birgitta and Nicolaus’s 
closeness to Birgittines is constantly present in the canonization process. The 
vita and miracula and the canonization process serve different kinds of 
purposes. The vita and miracula were the basis for the canonization process 
articles, but the latter is more of a legal document and serves that purpose. 
Only absolutely essential information was gathered in the canonization 
articles, and witnesses then added their say to them. Both Birgitta and 
Nicolaus were saints of the diocese of Linköping, and in the miracula Birgitta’s 
role was to strengthen Nicolaus’s profile as a saint. Co-operation with Birgitta 
was to confirm Nicolaus’s saintly status. In the canonization process articles, 
the relationship of Birgitta and Nicolaus in miracles is more like co-working; 
they share the diocese of Linköping as their acting arena, but they both work 
as independent saints.  

Clergy in the miracles 
The cult of Nicolaus has been characterized as clergy-led, and in general 
hagiographies carried ideological and didactical meanings that the clergy who 

 
 

106 Heß 2008, 221, 235–236. On the demons in the miraculae, see Krötzl 1994; Fröjmark 2001; 

Katajala-Peltomaa 2020.  
107 Katajala-Peltomaa 2012, 223; Katajala-Peltomaa 2020, 33–34. For example, the miracle where 

Johannes Karoli lost his mind (Processus, 362–364) contains demonic behaviour and visions about 

black dogs, which were often considered material forms of demons (Katajala-Peltomaa 2020, 33–

34). 



IV Miraculous Men 
 

 190 

wrote the texts directed towards other clergy.108 The miracles that occurred to 
clerics were not omitted from the canonization process, but all six of them 
made it into the process text; the additional miracles contain as well one 
miracle that happened to a priest. The high-ranking witnesses were seen as 
most trustworthy, but in comparison some miracles that took place in the 
families of knights were not repeated in the canonization process.109  

The miraculous events around saints also raised suspicion and doubts. 
Therefore, the miracles where a sceptic is punished and then recovers after 
repenting were considered effective against disbelief. The theme of the saint 
punishing blasphemers and doubters is more common in early medieval 
miracles, but nevertheless they serve the same purpose: persuasion and 
assurances of sainthood. In addition, they give an example of a repentant 
returning to faith after divine intervention. In terms of the oral tradition, these 
kinds of miracles were also exciting and held the interest of the audience.110 
Michael Goodich states that some political bias can often be tracked to the 
doubtful thoughts in punishing miracles. The saints were frequently patrons 
of certain regions, professions, or people, and thus opposition to a saint came 
from those who identified as opponents of that certain region, profession, or 
faction. Another group of opponents came from the clergy. Some learned 
people criticized the veneration of saints and their cults because they 
suspected that miracles were false and invented to fool and exploit people.111  

The saints thus performed miracles of vengeance against their doubters, 
but a punishing miracle could also take the form of a infirmity returning or 
worsening if a vow to a particular saint was not fulfilled or if a saint revenged 
for blasphemy of their sainthood. Both of these, direct blaspheming but also 
the failure to fulfil a vow to a saint, were regarded as acts of blasphemy. In 
medieval theology, blasphemy was used synonymously with heresy, and 
blasphemous words against saints were seen as contempt for God. Blasphemy 
was seen as one of the consequences of the deadly sin of wrath.112 Both of these 
types are present in the miracles of Nicolaus, and both also are found with 
clerics. 

Neglecting the vow made to Nicolaus appears in both the miracle collection 
and the canonization process right after the narrative of Jakob Baker. Mikael, 
a priest, suffered from a toothache, which disappeared after he made a vow to 
Nicolaus. However, he did not fulfil the vow, and the ache returned even worse. 
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Then Mikael repented and fulfilled the vow.113 The miracle collection also 
describes how Mikael made a vow to make a pilgrimage in woollen clothes and 
barefoot if the ache would be cured. After he was healed, Mikael offered wax 
elsewhere but did not fulfil his vow, and after a year the ache returned. Then 
Mikael fulfilled what he had promised.114 The canonization process text is 
silent about the time between the making of the vow and the ache returning, 
so the narrative appears dynamic and effective. Mikael’s toothache is not the 
only miracle in the canonization process where the exact timelines are missing. 
In the miracle collection, for example, a knight’s wife called Margareta 
suffered from fever and made a vow to Nicolaus. She did not fulfil her vow, and 
she remembered it when three and a half years later her leg became sore. Then 
she fulfilled the vow.115 The canonization process article repeats only the 
infirmities and that she first neglected the vow.116 A Vadstena brother 
witnessed the miracle and told what the husband of Margareta had said to him: 
“My wife mocked blessed Nicolaus of Linköping and he severely took revenge 
on her.”117 Likewise, the canonization process does not mention the fortnight 
that a man called Halsten dawdled in fulfilling his vow, which was followed by 
his toothache returning.118 The dawdling in fulfilling the vows appears in 
several miracles, and Priest Mikael’s case is placed among the first miracles in 
both the miracle collection and the canonization process. In terms of 
trustworthiness and providing a didactic story for the clergy, the miracle was 
important because it happened to a priest. The canonization process articles 
are compact formulations and only the core of each selected miracle has been 
edited and included in the articles. The omission of exact timeframes gives the 
miracles a more potent quality and dispels possible doubts about Nicolaus’s 
saintly power.  

In Nicolaus’s miracles, the direct blaspheming appears only by clerics. In 
1405, an old priest called Hermannus spent the evening with his friends and 
started to wonder how it is possible that Nicolaus of Linköping would perform 
miracles so soon after his death while the remains of the apostles were hidden 
for many years and did not perform any miracles. The following day 
Hermannus lost his senses, became dumb, and was barely able to tell his 
steward to make a vow to Nicolaus.119 The miracle narrative contains a rare 
example of traces of the original language in which the pilgrim told his tale. 
Probably the priests wrote the miracles down directly in Latin, without first 
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taking notes in Swedish. In this miracle, the stuttering of Hermannus is 
recited: bis, biscop.120 The canonization process article quotes the 
blasphemous words of Hermannus, thus making the article somewhat longer 
than the articles about regular healing miracles.121 Johannes Karoli, who had 
witnessed in the canonization process about Nicolaus’s vita on the 11th of May 
1417, tells that on the 15th of May he had sat at a table with three chaplains.122 
Johannes had said that he did not care about any saint or apostle. He had 
loaned money to Nicolaus but had not gotten it back, and he had also made 
vows to Nicolaus several times without any healing. The narrative tells that 
Johannes tasted, as he often did, an herb called pimpinella; he then lost his 
mind, started to swear and hallucinate, while his eyes rolled up so that those 
present started to be afraid. The vow made to Nicolaus healed him, and all the 
chaplains witnessed the event for the canonization process.123 Pimpinella was 
probably anise or salad burnet, which was used as a medicine but also to spice 
wine and liqueur.124 Both of these punishing miracles represent the scepticism 
of the learned towards the miracles and cults of saints.125 The case of Johannes 
Karoli underlines the situation: he had been there for the canonization process 
hearings, and at the end of the day he spoke out about his doubts in the 
company of other priests. Nicolaus’s cult was led by the chapter of Linköping, 
and the miracle collection provided tools to defeat the doubts of the clergy. 

Three of the miracles taking place outside of the diocese of Linköping 
happened to clerics. Two clerics from Oslo were healed after vows were made 
to Nicolaus.126 Although the most common miracles were those that included 
healing of different kinds of diseases or the outcomes of accidents, some 
peculiar miracles were also recorded. One of them happened to the curate 
Johannes from Turku, who lost a letter directed to the Holy See by King Erik 
to confirm Archdeacon Magnus’s election as the bishop of Turku. Johannes 
was already on the ship when he made the vow to Nicolaus, but a headwind 
forced them to return to the port of departure. There a priest brought him the 
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letter.127 Clergy from more distant dioceses proved how Nicolaus’s veneration 
also worked wonders outside Linköping, and this convinced clerics to continue 
promoting Nicolaus’s cult by offering them examples of miracles, thus 
strengthening their dedication.  

The miracle collection of Nicolaus contains a quite common selection of 
miracles with a majority of healing miracles happening to laypeople. However, 
the strategies in selecting the miracles for the canonization process reveal 
strategies in the construction of Nicolaus’s sainthood. The formulations of 
miracle inquiries became less wordy in order to meet the criteria of the 
canonization inquiry process, and editing details was done as well. Nicolaus’s 
profile as an independent saint was emphasized by decreasing the mentions of 
other saints and the casting of lots between them. None of the miracles in 
which clerics were helped were omitted, and the different types of these 
miracles cover the most common healing miracles as well as severe punishing 
miracles with sceptical and blasphemous words against the saint. Although 
Nicolaus’s miracles lack the didactic element of moral improvement for the 
laypeople, the punishing miracles contain assurance and guidance for the 
learned priests. The miracles taking place outside of Linköping show how the 
clergy took on the new cults of saints first, but they also persuaded clerics 
outside of Nicolaus’s home diocese to turn to Nicolaus of Linköping for help.  

3.2 MIRACLE COLLECTION OF BRYNOLPHUS 
The first post mortem miracle in Brynolphus’s miracle collection is dated 
August 1404, when Bishop Brynolphus Caroli celebrated his first episcopal 
Mass in the cathedral of Skara. A woman called Kristina attended the service. 
She had suffered from blindness for three years and had in a dream been 
advised to go to the tomb of Brynolphus. There she gained her sight again.128 
The miracle in a way sets the tone for the miracle collection of Brynolphus; his 
namesake Bishop Brynolphus Caroli advised his priests to carefully record the 
miracles that happened at the tomb of Brynolphus Algoti.129 As an example, 
Hermannus Nicolausson, guardian in the Franciscan convent of Skara, tells in 
his deposition that the late canon in Skara, Johannes Hwit, in his sermons 
often encouraged people to turn to Brynolphus so that he would be 
canonized.130 Certain Skara clerics appear frequently in the hearings of the 
miracles, as it was their duty to write down the narratives of the pilgrims to 
Brynolphus’s grave; thus, Canons Bero Knap and Sweno Johannis as well as 
the prebendary Johannes Magni witness some of the miracles.131 A couple of 
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miracles get witnessed by Abbot Stenonis of the Munkaliv monastery in 
Bergen, who witnesses either meeting the healed person or hearing about it 
from a cleric. Abbot Stenonis was the procurator of King Erik and likely the 
one who compiled the interrogation articles for the canonization process.132  

Apart from the clergy, the Franciscan convent in Skara seems to have had 
a tradition about Brynolphus’s sainthood, as discussed regarding the miracula 
in vita. Sigrid, a wife from Sätuna, witnesses a miracle that happened to her. 
She had suffered for twelve weeks from swelling from her feet up to her navel. 
She heard that a Franciscan Brother Matthias had come to her church in 
Sätuna, and she went to confess to him. Matthias advised her to make a vow 
to Brynolphus, and as soon as she visited his tomb she was healed.133 The 
clergy was an important factor in spreading the cult, and on the other hand, 
those who had previously experienced a miracle told others about the saint’s 
power.134 For example, Curate Andreas Johannis witnessed that he had urged 
the blacksmith of the town to make a vow to Brynolphus, and he had made a 
vow as well.135 Also the burgher Bonde Kiebbas had asked Brynolphus to help 
his horse, which had fallen down like it was dead, and the horse revived. After 
that Bonde encouraged the parents of an injured boy to make a vow to 
Brynolphus. Bonde himself witnesses both miracles in the additional miracles 
of Brynolphus’s process.136 These narratives work as well as proof about a 
saint’s fama sanctitatis.137 The witnesses hint that Brynolphus not only 
performed miracles but that his fama was so well known that people could tell 
others about it.  

As discussed above, the miracles of Brynolphus follow the general line of 
medieval miracula, with most of the miracles being different kinds of cures 
and healings. The cult of Brynolphus was also a strongly local cult, as can be 
seen from the geographical proximity of the pilgrims. As noted, in 
Brynolphus’s case many pilgrims came to the tomb to pray for a miracle 
instead of making a vow. Some of the miracles that took place at the tomb were 
healing of mental illness, such as that of Gunnor, who suddenly had jumped 
over the table at her own wedding and like a wild animal dashed through fields 
and forests. Her bridegroom and father managed to capture her and take her 
to Brynolphus’s grave, where she regained her sanity.138 In addition, a small 
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child was carried to Brynolphus’s grave four times, and once the parents of a 
son with paralysed legs came to the tomb and prayed for their son. In one of 
these miracles, a four-year-old girl who had been ill for two years slept for an 
hour at Brynolphus’s tomb and became healthy.139 Sleeping at the tomb was 
considered a healing practice.140 The miracles that took place at the tomb 
contained communal aspects of miracles: the parents carried their children to 
the cathedral, and friends or family brought those who were possessed to 
receive heavenly help. It also enabled the witnessing clerics to state in their 
depositions how they had themselves seen the miracle take place.141 

 Emphasizing Brynolphus’s power as a saint in comparison to other saints 
is also present in a couple of his miracles, as in some cases people had tried to 
turn to other saints first in hope of help. Curate Johannes Bertori tells how he 
first made a vow on behalf of his parishioner, Gunnar, for the Holy Blood in 
Wilsnack in northern Germany. This vow did not heal the man, and the curate 
instead made the vow to Brynolphus. Then Gunnar regained his health.142 Also 
in the cases of a young woman called Gyrid, who had been for several years 
“heavily possessed by the devil”, and Helena, whose body suddenly started to 
convulse, friends or family first made vows to other saints (without specifying 
them) but only the vow to Brynolphus helped and saved them.143 Similarly to 
Nicolaus’s miracle narratives, the emphasis is on Brynolphus’s power as a saint 
rather than the weakness of others.  

The power of Brynolphus’s remains and his tomb is presented in the article 
about the miracle that happened to Canon Lambertus. He had suffered from a 
headache and then become deaf because of it. Lambertus dropped into his ear 
water in which the leg bone of Brynolphus had been washed, and the next 
morning he heard clearly again.144 The narrative with Brynolphus’s bones 
hints at the elevation of his remains, which thus took place in 1413 or 1414.145 
The relatively high number of miracles that happened at Brynolphus’s tomb 
together with the miracles containing material elements, such as the water 
with Lambertus, according to Christian Krötzl give the miracle collection “a 
conservative stamp”.146 Likewise, the miracula in vita of Brynolphus also were 
quite conventional, and many of the miracles stemmed from the biblical 
narratives. Thus, miracles both in Brynolphus’s life and experienced 
posthumously follow traditional traits.  
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As discussed, punishing miracles also were common in miracle collections. 
They contain aspects of persuasion and teaching. In two of Brynolphus’s 
miracles, the helped person neglects to fulfil the vow they had given to the 
saint. In one of these, Johan Kusk recovered from muteness but did not fulfil 
the vow, so his condition returned.147 In another, the burgher Bonde Kiebbas 
shares his narrative. Bonde had experienced healing of his horse and the 
recovery of a three-year-old boy, but when he visited Skara, he did not go and 
tell these miracles to the canons. On his way home he lost his purse and with 
regret he understood that this was because he did not give his account about 
the miracles. Right after he made a vow to Brynolphus, a woman came and 
returned his lost items.148 The miracle of Johan Kusk is a common miracle, 
with healing and a neglected vow followed by a punishment, whereas in Bonde 
Kiebbas’s narrative the punishment happened when Bonde neglected to share 
news of the miracles for the benefit of Brynolphus’s cult. Brynolphus’s 
canonization process contains apology-like explanations for the lack of 
material on Brynolphus’s life, and Bonde Kiebbas’s miracle narrative among 
the additional miracles of the process underlines the necessity of having them 
written down. A didactic aspect can be seen also in other miracles, for example, 
in a miracle where a man regained his mental health after one and a half years 
of insanity and was able to receive the holy sacraments six days before his 
death. In another, a burgher had violated the rights of the Church and clergy 
and therefore fell severely ill. Finally, the man lost his sight, but then he 
repented and made a vow to visit Brynolphus’s grave.149 These miracles 
present warning examples for neglecting the sacraments or violating the rights 
of the Church and thus guide towards proper Christian life.  

Although Brynolphus’s cult has been described as wholly a clerical 
construct, his miracles have a lower number of clerics than Nicolaus’s.150 In 
addition, in Nicolaus’s miracles, the didactic elements seem to have been 
mostly directed towards the clergy, but in Brynolphus’s case, the didactic 
elements deal with the lives of laypeople: witnessing the miracles, receiving 
the holy sacraments, and respecting the Church. Brynolphus’s miracles in the 
vita, too, emphasize the importance of confession and other sacraments before 
one’s death. Both sainthoods were supported with the imagery of a holy 
bishop. An essential part of this was defending the rights of the Church, and 
the theme is also present among the miracles. In Brynolphus’s case, the saint 
punishes the man who aimed to diminish the rights of the Church and clergy.151 
In Nicolaus’s case as well, defending the Church was written in the form of a 
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miracle, but among the miracles in the vita. Both miracle collections follow the 
common patterns and themes of miracles, but the miracles themselves also 
reveal patterns, ideals, and aims contained within each canonization project. 
Rachel Koopmans has discussed the common themes in miracles in relation 
to the oral tradition behind them. She considers that the recurring themes in 
miracle narratives are a result of oral rather than textual processes; people 
interpreted their own experiences through miracle narratives and plotlines 
they already knew. Although the oral tradition cannot be revived, oral 
patterning can be thought out.152 In Brynolphus’s case, however, the only 
miracle collection is the canonization process collection, in which the miracles 
are told with the canonization procedure in mind, where the aim was to 
convince the papal curia about Brynolphus’s miracle-working power. The 
difference between a freer miracle collection and the canonization process text 
can be seen in Nicolaus’s case, where the miracles are edited to meet the 
criteria of the canonization procedure. The oral traditions behind the miracles 
are in these cases impossible to trace as well, but alongside the traditional 
patterns for miracle narratives, the miracles offer a glimpse into the living 
memory of the saint and the aims to present the saint candidate in the most 
favourable light.  
 

4 FROM A VIRTUOUS LIFE TO A MIRACULOUS 
AFTERLIFE 

4.1 THE BIRGITTINE WITNESSES 
Vadstena Abbey and its members played a role in both Brynolphus’s and 
Nicolaus’s canonization processes, as witnesses were heard in Vadstena for 
both cases: Brynolphus’s case on 28 April 1417 and Nicolaus’s from 30 April to 
4 May. The cases share a few common witnesses: General Confessor Ericus 
Johannis, Abbess Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter, and Sisters Ragna Johansdotter 
and Gertrud Bengtsdotter. In addition, the unnamed brother in Nicolaus’s 
preserved canonization process text is probably one of the brothers heard in 
Brynolphus’s case: Martinus Laurentii, Finwidus Simonis, or Gregorius 
Jacobi.153 The hearings of Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s cases differ from each 
other, as in Brynolphus’s case the brothers and sisters of Vadstena are 
questioned about the revelations of Birgitta whereas in Nicolaus’s case they 
witness the interrogation articles.154 In Brynolphus’s case, three nuns, among 
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them Ragna Johansdotter and Gertrud Bengtsdotter, also witness hearing 
about some miracles of Brynolphus. In Nicolaus’s case, Ericus and Gerdeka 
witness for all of the articles, and Ragna and Gertrud witness for two: Sister 
Kristina Finvidsdotter’s vision before Nicolaus’s death, predicting that and his 
ascent to heaven, and Nicolaus’s illness and recovery after Petrus of Alvastra’s 
letter. Gertrud also witnesses about Master Petrus of Skänninge’s reaction to 
Nicolaus’s return from the curia after his appointment to the bishopric.155  

The central figures of the Birgittine order appear frequently in the 
depositions. In Nicolaus’s process, Girmundus Laurencii states as his proof 
that he had heard from Petrus of Alvastra in the presence of a couple of 
Linköping canons and Nicolaus Gudmundi, the future bishop of Västerås, that 
the revelation in the Seventh Book was about Nicolaus.156 Petrus of Alvastra 
was the key figure in authenticating the revelations in both canonization 
projects, as in Brynolphus’s hearings General Confessor Ericus Johannis, 
Brother Martinus Laurentii, and Abbess Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter name Petrus 
of Alvastra as their source. The witnesses in Brynolphus’s case named 
primarily Birgittines and people from Vadstena as their proof, and the list of 
names is limited to seven: Petrus of Alvastra, Master Petrus of Skänninge, 
Magnus Petri, Brother Gudhmarus, Brother Nicolaus of Häradshammar, 
Birgitta’s daughter Katarina, and Sister Katarina Brynolfsdotter.157 They were 
all notable Birgittines; Magnus Petri was the first general confessor and 
worked for Birgitta’s canonization;158 Gudhmarus had been Birgitta’s chaplain 
and travelled with her to Rome and the Holy Land;159 and Brother Nicolaus of 
Häradshammar had been in Rome with Birgitta and was one of the first to 
enter Vadstena Abbey.160 Katarina Brynolfsdotter was as well one of the first 
sisters in the abbey.161  

In Nicolaus’s case, the witnesses in Vadstena were heard regarding the 
articles about his life, and the sisters and brothers of the abbey provide a 
variety of names as their sources and verification. Prior Petrus and Master 
Petrus do not play such a prominent role in Nicolaus’s life as in Brynolphus’s 
case, which is understandable as Petrus of Alvastra died in 1390 and Petrus of 
Skänninge in 1378. They were Nicolaus’s contemporaries and did not impact 
Nicolaus’s cult in the same way as they did Brynolphus’s. Some names do, 
however, recur in different depositions: Brother Störkarus, Hartlev Bolk, and 
Katarina of Götavi. Brother Störkarus was 80 years old at the time of his death 
in 1416 and in the memorial book of Vadstena receives thanks for his 
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documentary work.162 Abbess Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter names Nicolaus of 
Häradshammar, too, who was one of the key sources in Brynolphus’s case.163 
Hartlev Bolk was married to Nicolaus Hermanni’s niece and was Abbess 
Gerdeka’s father. Katarina Nilsdotter from Götavi was a member of the noble 
family later named Bielke, and she entered the abbey after becoming a 
widow.164 Otherwise the witnesses in Vadstena name several clerics of 
Linköping as well as members of the monastery; sisters, brothers, and lay 
brothers.165 For example, Brother Ulpho Birgeri mentions having learnt his 
knowledge from Brothers Finwidus and Gregorius, who were witnesses in 
Brynolphus’s case.166 The people promoting Nicolaus for sainthood were in the 
Birgittine orbit as well. Members of the Birgittine order make up a 
considerable portion of the witnesses for Nicolaus’s process articles, but 
Provost Laurentius Odonis was also part of the commission examining 
Birgitta’s miracles.167 The closeness to Nicolaus is visible in the depositions of 
the brothers and sisters of Vadstena; many of them recalled people who had 
met Nicolaus personally, such as clerics, relatives, and the first members of 
Vadstena Abbey. Brynolphus’s sainthood seems to have been built up by 
leading figures among the Birgittines, echoing the fact that Birgitta herself was 
a notable factor in the beginning of Brynolphus’s saintly reputation. 

There are two relatives of Nicolaus among the witnesses, his niece Katarina 
and the daughter of his other niece, Gerdeka. Gerdeka became the abbess of 
Vadstena in 1403, after the resignation of her predecessor, Ingegerd 
Knutsdotter. Ingegerd was Birgitta’s granddaughter and the first official 
abbess of Vadstena. In 1399–1402, she was part of the bitter infighting within 
the monastery. The dispute mainly concerned the position and power of the 
abbess and the general confessor in the monastery, with Ingegerd protecting 
the status of the former. Besides the competition between the sister and 
brother convents, the dispute included Bishop Kanutus Boecii, Ingegerd’s 
relative, and Queen Margareta, Ingegerd’s friend since childhood. Queen 
Margareta wished to restore properties separated from the Crown, and she 
sought the Church’s help for her aim. Bishop Kanutus Boecii had supported 
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the queen and because of that fell into conflict with his chapter. The dispute 
resulted in bitter allegations that Ingegerd had embezzled property of the 
abbey, broken the regulations of the order, and forged a seal on documents. 
One of the accusations of the brothers of Vadstena claimed that Ingegerd had 
in secret loaned Bishop Kanutus the abbey’s money. As a result, Ingegerd was 
forced to resign.168  

On the diocesan level, Kanutus’s predecessor Nicolaus Hermanni had 
become a symbol for the freedom of the Church, which is visible in his 
canonization process depositions. Although the relations between Bishop 
Kanutus Boecii and the cathedral chapter later improved, the saintly 
reputation of Nicolaus Hermanni remained.169 In spite of the power struggles 
of the early fifteenth century – with Bishop Kanutus Boecii being criticized for 
his close connections with those in power and the scandalous events in 
Vadstena – the memory of the good bishop Nicolaus Hermanni prevailed. 
Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter became the abbess of Vadstena around the same time. 
As noted earlier, despite their burgher background, Nicolaus’s family had 
become noteworthy on ecclesiastical career paths as well. Members of the 
family had frequent contacts with Birgitta and the Birgittines ever since the 
time of Petrus Tyrgili, who was Nicolaus’s uncle, the bishop of Linköping, and 
later archbishop of Uppsala. Petrus Tyrgili was a bishop in Birgitta’s time, and 
as the bishop of Linköping he was one of the Swedish bishops to examine 
Birgitta’s revelations in the 1340s. Later, when he was archbishop, Birgitta 
directed a revelation towards him.170  

Several of Nicolaus’s female relatives entered Vadstena Abbey: apart from 
Gerdeka her mother Ingeborg also entered the abbey, and so did her cousin 
Birgitta.171 Herman Schück sees the family as an example of several trends of 
the time, including the religious, cultural, and economic activity of the burgher 
class and the significance of the Birgittine tradition within aristocratic and 
burgher families.172 Lars-Arne Norborg describes Nicolaus together with 
Archbishop Birgerus Gregorii and drots Bo Jonsson as “three leading figures 
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in the Birgittine party” of the 1380s.173 The Birgittine party or circle is present 
in Nicolaus’s vita and canonization process in many ways. Nicolaus himself 
was close to Birgitta due to their personal connection, but the family tradition 
and the general trend of burgher families are also present as undertones. 
Nicolaus’s own family is not in such a prominent role as Birgitta’s in his vita 
and canonization process. A respectable family background was important, 
and Birgitta’s noble family provided more support for Nicolaus’s case than his 
own.174 

Cordelia Heß discusses how the members of Vadstena seemed not to have 
taken Nicolaus as a rival for their “own” saints – Birgitta, Katarina, and Master 
Petrus, who had also gained some saintly reputation. Instead, the monastery 
supported Nicolaus’s case, perhaps because his saintly profile as a bishop saint 
complemented rather than competed with the more monastic saints of 
Vadstena. Heß states that Birgitta was at the same time important and 
dangerous for the success of Nicolaus’s cult. Nicolaus’s work for the 
canonization of Birgitta was an important factor for his reputation within the 
Birgittine circle, but on the other hand Birgitta was such a brilliant and popular 
saint that Nicolaus was unavoidably in her shadow as a saint. Birgitta’s 
supporters were from the upper classes of society, whereas mainly peasants 
and the clergy of Linköping supported Nicolaus’s cult. In the vita and the 
miracle collection, the profile of Nicolaus is directed towards his being a local 
saint, but in the canonization process the strategy changes, perhaps because 
official canonization for only a locally venerated saint would be less probable. 
To change the profile of Nicolaus’s sainthood, more male nobility and clergy 
were interrogated, and the co-operation of Nicolaus and Birgitta in the 
miracles was narrowed down.175 However, the preference for witnesses that 
were considered most trustworthy was common in canonization hearings, 
which meant that high-ranking men played an important role.176 The 
canonization process text was compiled to present Nicolaus in as favourable a 
light as possible and to meet its legal conditions. The relationship to Birgitta 
was only one aspect of Nicolaus’s sanctity, but as Heß states, the promoters of 
Nicolaus’s sanctity had to balance between utilizing the fame of Birgitta and 
presenting Nicolaus as an independent saint. Although the co-operation in 
miracles with Birgitta is not highlighted in the canonization process, as it was 
in the earlier miracula, Birgitta is still strongly present in the saintly profile of 
Nicolaus.  

Nicolaus was part of the “Birgittine circle”, which also affected his 
canonization project: he was clearly a Birgittine saint, but an attempt was 
made to also give him an independent voice, regardless of his obvious 
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closeness to Birgitta and her family. On the other hand, the canonization of 
those close to Birgitta would also be beneficial for the newly found order in 
Vadstena.177 In the vita of Katarina, Nicolaus is mentioned twice. First, when 
Katarina returned to Linköping with Birgitta’s relics, she was welcomed by 
Nicolaus and Katarina persuaded him to end his recluse life. The passage 
emphasizes Katarina’s advice to Nicolaus but refers also to Nicolaus as holy 
bishop (sanctus pontifex). The second mention is the description of Katarina’s 
funeral, which Nicolaus officiated “with tears” (cum lacrimis).178 The occasion 
of Katarina’s funeral is not mentioned in the hagiographies of Nicolaus, but 
the attributes given to Nicolaus in Katarina’s vita describe the respect in the 
Birgittine circle towards the former bishop of Linköping.  

Overall, Cordelia Heß gives Nicolaus’s sainthood only little credit; she 
states that the “boom” of the local cults after the canonization of Birgitta made 
a saintly reputation possible even for “such an uninteresting bishop as 
Nicolaus”.179 Anders Fröjmark, on the other hand, sees Nicolaus as a suitable 
saint for the purposes of the Linköping chapter with his spiritual integrity and 
closeness to Birgittines, whereas Brynolphus’s case is more explicitly trying to 
utilize Birgitta’s success.180 Nicolaus’s vita and canonization process show how 
Birgitta was an important factor in Nicolaus’s sanctity, but not the only one, 
and in the canonization process some of the mentions about Birgitta are edited 
to make Nicolaus appear a more independent saint. The depositions of the 
canonization process also hint that the community around Nicolaus 
considered him a living saint already during his lifetime. Thus, the 
canonization of Birgitta raised enthusiasm around the local cults, but the fama 
sanctitatis was born already before her official canonization. Likewise in 
Brynolphus’s case, there were traditions about his sainthood, but the lack of 
material made the revelations of Birgitta crucial proof of his sanctity. 

 Both Brynolphus and Nicolaus had also been useful in a way for Birgitta 
and the Birgittines. Birgitta’s revelation on Brynolphus’s tomb bore political 
connotations and later, in the Council of Constance, the confirmation of 
Birgitta’s canonization intertwined with the petition of Brynolphus’s 
canonization, as his case raised questions about the reliability of her 
revelations. Nicolaus Hermanni had been one of the leading figures in 
Birgitta’s canonization project and had known Birgitta and many of her close 
followers personally. Brynolphus was temporally and geographically 
somewhat more distant to Birgitta, whereas Nicolaus was her contemporary 
and operated in the same diocese. In Nicolaus’s canonization process, the 
circle of people the Vadstena witnesses name as their sources vary from sisters 
and brothers of Vadstena to clerics and laypeople, whereas in Brynolphus’s 
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case the tradition of his sainthood stems from a few renowned monastery 
members. Birgitta and the Birgittines were significant actors in building up 
both Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s sainthood. 

4.2 THE DEVELOPING CULTS  
In his dissertation, Anders Fröjmark analyses the background of the 
development of Nicolaus’s cult: for the canons of Linköping, Nicolaus was a 
champion of the rights of the Church, in addition to having a pious character 
and connections to Birgitta. Birgitta’s canonization caused enthusiasm for 
miracles in the diocese, and it could be channelled into the cathedral and 
Nicolaus’s tomb as well. The cult was promoted by the chapter and canons of 
Linköping but the pilgrims were mainly from the lower classes, unlike the cult 
of Birgitta, which appealed more to the nobility.181 The importance of clergy 
spreading the cult and recognition of a saint is common in many cults.182 
Nicolaus’s cult was mainly diocesan, and Bishop Kanutus Boecii justifies it as 
such in the prologue of Nicolaus’s vita: 

And even though we cannot celebrate every single saint, it is right that 
every region, city, or parish venerates their own patron... France 
honours Dionysios, England Thomas, Sweden certainly Sigfrid, and 
we in our diocese of Linköping venerate our father Nicolaus and we 
must work for his canonization. We believe that he is triumphant in 
heaven, singing the new song with blessed Birgitta.183 

 

Nicolaus was presented as a local patron saint for the diocese of Linköping. 
Sigfrid was a missionary bishop and his legend also had connections to the 
dioceses of Skara and Linköping, but primarily he was the patron saint of the 
diocese of Växjö. In the fourteenth century, Sigfrid’s feast day was added to a 
calendar from Linköping, and Sara Ellis Nilsson sees some form of 
competition over Sigfrid between the bishoprics of Linköping and Växjö.184 In 
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his deposition in the canonization process, Bishop Kanutus also recalls the 
inscription on Nicolaus’s gravestone. The inscription celebrated piety, morals, 
and teachings as well as Nicolaus’s Offices for Anna, Birgitta, and Ansgar.185 
The cult of Nicolaus gave the diocese of Linköping their own saintly bishop. 

The nascent saintly reputation of Brynolphus became more organized with 
Brynolphus Caroli’s episcopate. After a blind woman was healed at Brynolphus 
Algoti’s tomb during Brynolphus Caroli’s first pontifical Mass in 1404, the new 
bishop ordered canons to record miracles of his late predecessor. Brynolphus 
Caroli was the key witness in Brynolphus Algoti’s canonization process as well, 
and his relationship with the Vadstena Abbey has been considered close.186 
The diocese of Skara already had a flourishing cult of Elin of Skövde, but 
Brynolphus Algoti’s cult also provided it an episcopal saint to venerate.187  

Thus, both Brynolphus and Nicolaus represent the popular saint type of 
holy bishop. The importance of holy bishops in the canonization procedures 
had already started to decline in the fourteenth century, while the number of 
lay saints rose. Vauchez describes the change as “the crisis of episcopal 
sainthood”.188 As the Holy See tightened its grip over the local bishops, for 
example, transferring the bishops from one see to another, the crowds no 
longer took the bishop saints as their own. The holy bishops of Scandinavia 
(and England) still maintained their popularity amidst the power struggle 
between the Church and the realm, but in general the cults of saintly bishops 
became the object of veneration of the cathedral clergy.189 The cults of 
Nicolaus and Brynolphus were at the brink of a change in the canonization 
processes in another way as well. André Vauchez ended his study of sainthood 
in the year 1431 because by the middle of the fifteenth century, the significance 
of miracles decreased, and the saints were promoted more as role models than 
miracle-makers. In addition, there were different ideals of sanctity in different 
areas of Western Christendom. The papacy favoured the spirituality of the 
Mediterranean with its ideals of perfection, mysticism, and strong inner 
asceticism, while in the peripheral areas of Western Christianity the local 
populations still favoured another kind of sainthood, such as that of kings and 
bishops.190 Laura Ackerman Smoller, however, discusses in her article on the 
miracles of Vincent Ferrer how the shift Vauchez described was not so clear; 
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although there may have been efforts to emphasize a virtuous and exemplary 
life, the significance of miracles still lingered.191  

After the canonization process hearings, there are not many sources on the 
cults of Brynolphus and Nicolaus. The elevatio of Brynolphus’s remains 
happened in 1404 and is referred to in the canonization process, but there is 
no mention in Nicolaus’s miracle collection about the elevatio of his remains. 
Anders Fröjmark considers that it took place around 1412, when the 
indulgence letter for those who could promote the collecting of Nicolaus’s 
miracles was also given. Nicolaus’s cult also faced the typical fate of saints’ 
cults: after the first decade or two, the enthusiasm of the people tapered off 
while the official canonization process moved on. However, there are no 
sources to give information about how it exactly was with the cult of Nicolaus. 
No miracles were recorded after the canonization process hearings, but it 
seems as if pilgrims still visited the grave.192 Bishop Henricus Tidemanni of 
Linköping (bishop 1465–1500) seems to have preferred the cult of Katarina 
over Nicolaus, and during his episcopate the canonization process of Katarina 
took place. The translation feast of Katarina possibly gave inspiration to the 
other cults in Sweden, and in the 1490s there were again attempts to complete 
the canonizations of Brynolphus and Nicolaus, too.193 After the initiative of 
Provost Hemmingus Gadh in Rome, the pope gave permission in 1497 and 
1499 for the translation of the relics of Nicolaus, Brynolphus, Ingrid of 
Skänninge, and Bishop Hemmingus of Turku.194 The translation feast of 
Nicolaus took place in 1515, and a few years later Bishop Hans Brask let an 
officium be printed and the feast days of Nicolaus were settled.195  

In the diocese of Skara, some hints about the cult of Brynolphus after the 
canonization process procedures have been preserved in the form of 
sculptures and pilgrim badges. Most of these are dated to the early sixteenth 
century, but some could also date back to the late fifteenth century. For 
example, one pilgrim badge with a picture of Brynolphus is on a church bell in 
Lindärva; it bears the seal of Bishop Benedict, who was the bishop of Skara in 
the 1450s, suggesting that he was the one who had the badges made.196 The 
translation feast of Brynolphus had already taken place in 1492, as Bishop 
Brynolphus Gerlaci (1478–1505) may have predicted the decision by the pope. 
On the same occasion, the canonization process articles were also printed and 
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an officium was composed. Although the hagiographic material of Brynolphus 
remains meagre, the art and pilgrim badges are examples about the continuity 
in the cult.197 In addition, the recognition of Brynolphus’s cult is visible in 
another cult, namely, in the miracle collection of Defixio Domini, an artwork 
of the Deposition of Christ in the Dominican convent in Stockholm. In a 
miracle recorded in 1422, a vow to Brynolphus had not healed a farmer’s 
daughter, but the vow to Defixio Domini did.198 

Both Nicolaus and Brynolphus are also presented with the title of patron 
saint. For example, in the memory book of Vadstena, the note about the death 
of Canon Laurentius Gedda in 1417 describes how Laurentius had worked for 
the canonization of the three “patrons of our land” (patronae terre nostre), 
that is, Nicolaus, Brynolphus, and Ingrid.199 Jöns Budde, a Birgittine brother 
who acted in Naantali in the 1450s–1490s, mentions Nicolaus and Brynolphus 
as holy bishops of the land alongside Hemmingus of Turku, Thomas of Växjö, 
and Archbishop Birgerus of Uppsala, all of whom had a connection with 
Birgitta.200 The patron saints were embodiments of local identities, being icons 
of the community. For example, the feast of a local patron saint brought people 
together and built a sense of security and community.201 The canonization 
process of Nicolaus was the embodiment of the chapter’s identity as the 
defender of the Church’s rights. In addition, the people of the lower classes 
seem to have adopted the cult of Nicolaus. However, the diocese of Linköping 
also had other local cults competing with the nascent cult of Nicolaus. In 
addition to Birgitta, Nicolaus, and Katarina, also Ingrid of Skänninge, Master 
Petrus Olavi, and Elav in Öland had gained saintly reputations.202 In a way, 
Brynolphus did not have the same contest of different rising sainthoods, and 
his cult was able to become more established.  

Towards the end of the fifteenth century, a third bishop appears alongside 
Nicolaus and Brynolphus: Hemmingus of Turku (Åbo). The cult of 
Hemmingus offers a parallel for Nicolaus and Brynolphus as another episcopal 
saint close to the Birgittines. Hemmingus was the bishop of Turku in 1338–
1366. During his episcopate, he travelled to Avignon and took Birgitta’s 
revelations to the pope and kings of England and France. Birgitta also had 
several encouraging revelations about Hemmingus.203 In her dissertation, 

 
 

197 DV 901; Fröjmark 1995, 144–146; Tysk 2005, 33–34. 
198 Miracula defixionis, 50–53. See also Fröjmark 1995, 144. 
199 DV 276. See also Berglund 2003, 64–68. 
200 Jöns Buddes bok, 191; Lamberg 2007, 11, 214. Epter huilkom sidhan vprwnno mange otallige 

Helga greena, serdeles j the helga kirkio helga biscopa Som ær sanctus brynolfus j skara Nicolaus 

j lynkøpungh Hemmingh j abo Thomas j væxio Ok birgerus ærchebiscoper j vpsala. 
201 Mulder-Bakker 2002, 11. 
202 See Fröjmark 1992, 67–77. 
203 See, e.g., Rev. IV:125, where Hemmingus is one of the seven animals symbolizing bishops; Ex. 

85; Ex. 104. 



 

 207 
 

Birgit Klockars has studied Hemmingus and surveyed the different sources 
about the bishop, and recently Kirsi Salonen has discussed the details of 
Hemmingus Gadh’s suggestion for the events of Hemmingus’s translation 
feast.204 The revelations of Birgitta highlight Hemmingus as courageous, 
fearless, ascetic (to the extent that Birgitta had a revelation about how he 
should not be so rigorous in his fasting), and pious, especially towards the 
Virgin. The hagiographic material about Hemmingus dates back only to the 
seventeenth-century Swedish writers Johannes Messenius and Johannes 
Vastovius; they may have had a medieval Office as their source, but no such 
text has been preserved.205  

Both Messenius and Vastovius also include short narratives about Nicolaus 
and Brynolphus. Messenius’s narrative admires Brynolphus for his years 
studying in Paris and long episcopate, and his miracula in vita, such as raising 
the dead and transforming water into wine. Nicolaus is described as a wise 
child, a student of canon law and theology, an ascetic archdeacon, and a 
bishop. Vastovius starts his narrative on Nicolaus by naming his family 
relations to Archbishop Petrus Tyrgili. He mentions Kings Magnus, Håkan, 
and Albrekt as Nicolaus’s opponents and how Nicolaus defended the Church. 
His withdrawal into reclusion is mentioned, as is how Katarina persuaded him 
back to his office, and how his life was characterized by charity, humility, 
kindness, and innocence. Brynolphus’s conflict with King Magnus Ladulås is 
described, but his piety and officium for the Virgin are mentioned as well. 
Vastovius also cites the revelations of Birgitta about Brynolphus.206 In their 
work, Hemmingus also has the qualities of a holy bishop; he is diligent to save 
the souls of his people, a defender of the Church, ascetic, and generous with 
his property towards the Church.207 Thus, in the seventeenth century, the 
saintly bishops Brynolphus, Nicolaus, and Hemmingus appear in the same 
Swedish texts. 

Hemmingus was part of the medley of saintly figures around Birgitta, 
together with Nicolaus, Brynolphus, Petrus of Skänninge, and Katarina. At the 
tomb of Petrus Olavi, some miracles occurred, and a vita was produced, but 
Vadstena Abbey was unable to carry out his canonization process. With 
Katarina, a preliminary inquisition, like Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s in 1417, 
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took place in 1475 and the translation of her relics happened in 1489.208 In 
1495, Bishop Magnus Nicholai of Turku wrote a letter to a parish priest in 
Stockholm about the miracles of Hemmingus. According to the letter, miracles 
had happened ever since the year 1416.209 Thus, the cult of Hemming started 
during the episcopate of Magnus Tavast, the supporter of Birgittines and a 
commissioner in the canonization processes of Brynolphus and Nicolaus.210 
Klockars notes that towards the end of the fifteenth century, the epithets of 
“saint” and “blessed” start to appear together with Hemmingus’s name. 
Klockars assumes that there would have been a national cult in order for 
Bishop Magnus to even consider applying for the canonization of 
Hemmingus.211 As discussed, the papal permission for the translation, 
equivalent to beatification, of Brynolphus, Nicolaus, Hemmingus, and Ingrid 
was given at the end of the fifteenth century. The translation feast of 
Hemmingus took place in 1514.212 

Although the comparison of Hemmingus to Brynolphus and Nicolaus or 
other episcopal or Birgittine saints would be a matter of future research, even 
a quick overview of Hemmingus offers a parallel for Nicolaus and Brynolphus. 
All of their saintly lives intertwined with Birgitta and Birgittines, but the 
diocesan actors – canons and the contemporary bishops of Skara, Linköping, 
or Turku – gave power for their cults. The preliminary hearings of 1417 gave 
the cults of Nicolaus and Brynolphus material to utilize for Offices at the time 
of their translations, but it seems that Hemmingus received the same “status” 
even without the opening of an official canonization process. The strength of a 
local cult was essential for the canonization process, as official canonization 
became expensive: the papal commissioners, notaries, and their entourages 
had to be maintained during their stay, sending emissaries to the curia 
required money, and even the festivities around the beatification or 
canonization were costly.213 The clergy comprised an important factor in 
promoting the cults, as bishops were able to encourage priests to preach on 
behalf of new saint candidates to induce pilgrims. The reasoning for 
Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s sainthood was constructed via patterns of 
episcopal sainthood, but the contributing factor in their saintly reputation – 
and Hemmingus’s – was their connection to Saint Birgitta.  
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V CONCLUSIONS ON THE HOLY MEN 

At first glance of the hagiographies, Brynolphus Algoti and Nicolaus Hermanni 
seem to be very similar and generic episcopal saints. They came from 
neighbouring dioceses in Sweden, their canonization processes were 
underway at the same time, and the Reformation disrupted their cults. Their 
hagiographic image seems to have been built on conventional saintly features 
– pious asceticism and virtuous charity, defending the Church against kings 
and knights to the brink of martyrdom, and taking good care of the tasks of a 
bishop. However, comparing their hagiographies and the historical sources 
reveals differences in the construction of their sainthood. The similarities 
show the conventional elements of sainthood that were applied to the saintly 
bishops, and how the tasks and characteristics of a good bishop were viable 
arguments for canonization. The disparities lead to the uniqueness of each 
cult. In Nicolaus’s case, comparisons can also be made within his own cult: the 
vita and the canonization process with its depositions allow examining of 
different takes on his sainthood. Brynolphus’s case provides a valuable parallel 
for Nicolaus’s canonization case despite the briefness of Brynolphus’s 
canonization process material. Nicolaus’s case is an example of a canonization 
process of a recent saint, whose contemporaries fill their depositions with 
details and their own memories. While episcopal sainthood had partly lost its 
appeal in the southern parts of Europe, it was still a valid and applicable type 
of sainthood in the North. The successful canonization of Saint Birgitta drove 
enthusiasm around Nicolaus and Brynolphus, bishops that had a connection 
to her cult.  

The features of traditional sainthood and the details of contemporary 
sainthood together build up Nicolaus’s saintly image. The conventional 
imagery of sainthood was applied to the man the witnesses had known. For 
example, the traditional features of an old child, asceticism, and charity are 
coloured through the depositions of the witnesses. They invoke their own 
experiences or what they had heard from people that had known Nicolaus. The 
witnesses share their personal insights and experiences, such as details about 
Nicolaus’s exact fasting habits. The narratives were not always entirely 
essential for the canonization cause, which aimed at compact documentation, 
but the contemporary witnesses had an opportunity to leave their mark in the 
process documents and they used it, sometimes with meandering memories 
and a personal touch. Personal encounters and insights also reveal the 
confusion of the contemporaries on certain occasions. The witnesses tell how 
some people were scared that Nicolaus was fasting so much that it would affect 
his brain. There was also some uncertainty about Nicolaus’s recluse life after 
his return to Linköping as the bishop. The recluse life was interpreted as a sign 
of humility and devotion, but the witnesses recall different lengths of time for 
the new bishop’s seclusion; some of them seem to hesitate to confirm it at all 
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and share how there were rumours circulating about how Nicolaus had fallen 
ill or was mad.  

The narratives about Nicolaus’s encounters with the rulers of the realm 
show also how the characteristics of conventional and contemporary 
sainthood intertwined. The narratives of the vita and the canonization process 
resemble the topos of a martyred or almost-martyred bishop who 
unflinchingly defends the Church and its rights. Likewise, the diplomataria 
show the tensions particularly in the 1360s, when the diocese was in a state of 
ferment and the kings sought to gain from the situation. Thus, the 
documentary sources and the hagiographic material present the events of the 
decade in quite a similar way. The vita and the canonization process continue 
to describe the tense atmosphere between Nicolaus and the monarchs during 
his episcopate. However, it is not as clear if the relations between Nicolaus and 
King Albrekt or Queen Margareta were as strained as the hagiographies depict. 
The encounters with Albrekt in the vita and the canonization process 
underline the full power and courage of Nicolaus as the bishop; some 
witnesses describe how as archdeacon Nicolaus followed the instructions of 
the bishop, but as the bishop he was an active and independent wielder of 
ecclesiastical power. The canonization process sanitizes the sharpest edges of 
the vita about Queen Margareta so that the adoptive mother of the current 
king would not be shown in a negative light. In addition, the strained relations 
between the cathedral chapter and Nicolaus’s successor affected how 
Nicolaus’s actions and posthumous reputations were seen and interpreted.  

Thus, being considered a good and exemplary bishop also gave 
qualifications for sainthood. The characteristics of an episcopal saint – 
celebrating Mass and liturgical hours faithfully, wielding judicial power, 
helping the poor, and defending the rights of the Church were features that 
were easy for the witnesses to confirm about their recent bishop. The saintly 
characteristics arose naturally from the tasks of the bishop. The topos of 
saintly narratives and the experiences of the contemporaries intertwine, 
resulting in the discussion between the witnesses and the inquiry articles in 
Nicolaus’s case, while in Brynolphus’s case the features of a good bishop are 
easily applicable, even though the witnesses had not personally met 
Brynolphus. This interpretation of the good qualities of a bishop and a saint 
also shows the importance of the community and perception of sanctity, as the 
meanings given to the characteristics and actions of the deceased bishop made 
the saint.  

The hagiographic material carries hints about how the community around 
Nicolaus perceived his sanctity already in his lifetime. Many depositions refer 
to Canon Gudherus’s experience about demons interrupting and harassing 
Nicolaus at night, and the witnesses describe Nicolaus’s ascetic behaviour with 
details. The conflicts with the kings were also traditional narratives in 
hagiographies of holy bishops, and Nicolaus’s actions could thus be 
interpreted through a hagiographic topos. In addition, Nicolaus was 
mentioned as cherishing a copy of Birgitta’s revelation about him, which 
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marked closeness between them. The work for Nicolaus’s canonization started 
relatively soon after his death, which can be seen as a sign for the fama 
sanctitatis existing quite early. 

When comparing the earlier vita and the canonization process of Nicolaus’s 
case, both follow the traditional patterns of the hagiographic genre, but certain 
differences and development in emphases can be seen. The vita puts 
somewhat more weight on Nicolaus’s studies and erudition, whereas the 
canonization process underlines his virtues and way of life, also regarding his 
studies. Asceticism was a sign of a saint’s exemplariness and a model for 
imitation, and it was thus an easier and more appealing sign of sainthood to 
promote. Nicolaus’s charitable work gets described more in detail through the 
depositions of the witnesses when compared to the vita, where the charity is 
described more on a general level. The canonization process depicts Nicolaus 
as more of an independent actor in his conflicts with the kings: there are no 
mentions about the canons accompanying him, and some witnesses 
emphasize how Archdeacon Nicolaus excommunicated Kings Magnus and 
Håkan because Bishop Nicolaus Marci would not do it, while the vita and some 
witnesses say that Nicolaus followed orders from the bishop. On the other 
hand, the inquiries and the depositions do not mention how Nicolaus 
reproached other bishops for their submission to the demands of rulers or how 
he asked for their help with Kings Magnus and Håkan but did not receive any. 
The emphasis on Nicolaus’s independence protected the reputation of other 
bishops as well. Nor does the canonization process explicitly repeat the vita’s 
words from Nicolaus’s opponents about how he appears to be willing to 
become a martyr. While the readiness for martyrdom is undeniable in the 
canonization process, and the depositions share many daring words and deeds 
of Nicolaus, the emphasis is more on Nicolaus’s dedication as prelate rather 
than any wish or even aim to become martyred, which could have been 
perceived as a false motive for a saint. Overall, the emphases on the 
canonization process text reflect the aim to present Nicolaus’s case in the most 
favourable light in the eyes of the curia, while the purpose of the vita was to 
present Nicolaus’s sanctity to wider audiences and for devotional uses, too. 

Because of the temporal distance between Brynolphus’s lifetime and his 
canonization process, his saintly image appears to follow more models of 
episcopal sainthood without a contemporary touch. Brynolphus’s fama 
sanctitatis contains similar elements to Nicolaus’s: he is presented as a good, 
ascetic bishop who defended the rights of the Church. However, in 
Brynolphus’s case, the depositions do not contain personal memories. Rather, 
the witnesses confirm the articles often as “general knowledge”, while the 
depositions with more wordy confirmations often include legendary elements, 
such as the depictions of Brynolphus’s poisoning as a child causing him pains 
like croaking frogs in his stomach, the miraculous events of raising the dead to 
confess their sins, or the guest who ended up eating a horse carcass. Some 
witnesses recall proverbs indicating how Brynolphus, his legacy, and his 
saintly image had become part of the tradition in Skara. The depositions do 
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not reveal questionable aspects of Brynolphus’s life that the contemporaries 
would have known and shared, but there are occasions where he is depicted as 
fallible. He is described fleeing from famine and then being reprimanded by 
his father Algot, and giving careless advice to his servants, resulting in them 
committing a homicide and his starting more severe ascetic practices in 
remorse. The mistakes of a saint gave a sense of authenticity, providing 
Brynolphus traits of familiarity that the depositions could not provide.  

As a saint, Brynolphus stood in a way between traditional and 
contemporary sainthood; there were no contemporary witnesses to give their 
depositions, but the memory of him had not yet totally faded. Even though his 
sainthood lacked many features of a recent saint, Brynolphus’s saintly image 
contained traits of local tradition. People in his home diocese shared proverbs 
and tales about him and there may have been even some aura of sainthood 
stemming from Birgitta’s visit to his grave. He had been a bishop with an 
aristocratic background, enabling him to leave his mark in the material 
heritage of the diocese, as well as with statutes and Offices for saints. These 
tangible elements were often mentioned in the depositions. The temporal 
distance between Brynolphus’s lifetime and the time of the writing of the 
hagiographies can be seen, for instance, in the processing of Birgitta’s 
revelations and her visit to Brynolphus’s tomb in 1349. The revelations contain 
traces from Birgitta’s dispute with Knut Folkesson, as well as her preference 
for Brynolphus’s cult over that of King Magnus Ladulås. These undertones are 
mentioned or hinted at in the process, but the emphasis is on Birgitta’s praise 
for Brynolphus. His saintly image contains elements of a tradition dating back 
closer to his own lifetime. The promoters of Brynolphus’s case seem to have 
been painfully aware that their material for the canonization process was not 
extensive, and in the process they explained it by describing how the majority 
of the clergy in Skara had died from plague and therefore the information 
about Brynolphus had not been written down. There were also attempts to fill 
in the crucial elements of sainthood; for example, the odour of sanctity does 
not appear in the canonization process articles or in the depositions, but the 
revelation of Birgitta is quoted to provide that piece of evidence.  

The hagiographers still could not construct the cult entirely freely. For 
example, there is no detailed narrative about Brynolphus’s childhood. The 
statements about his sanctity still had to be something that the witnesses could 
confirm through the impression of sanctity and tradition that Brynolphus had 
left behind. The construction of sainthood was about making choices about 
what to emphasize and what to downplay. Despite the similarities, there are 
different choices made in Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s processes. For example, 
although illness and infirmity have a more prominent role in Brynolphus’s 
case, it seems like Nicolaus also suffered from illness for some time. 

Both cases build on the image of a bishop defending the Church, even to 
the brink of martyrdom. In Nicolaus’s case, his manly stance against those who 
tried to attack the privileges of the Church becomes the leitmotif of his 
canonization process. The narrative is repeated regarding both his time as 
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archdeacon and as bishop of Linköping, first against Kings Magnus and 
Håkan, then against King Albrekt, and to some extent against Queen 
Margareta. In addition, Nicolaus’s actions against the murderer of his 
predecessor, Gotskalk Falkdal, are widely remembered among the witnesses, 
and they also complement the image of the steadfast bishop. Despite being a 
popular saintly topos, the narratives about Nicolaus seem to stem strongly 
from historical events and especially how they were interpreted and 
remembered after his death. It is no wonder that in one miracle narrative the 
entourage of Nicolaus’s former baker, Jakob, reckons that it was St Thomas 
Becket who appeared to them, and Jakob has to correct them and tell them 
about Nicolaus of Linköping. St Thomas laid the foundation for northern 
episcopal sainthood, and the topos was applied to the interpretation of 
Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s actions, too. In Brynolphus’s case, the 
presentation of him as a saint is quite similar to Nicolaus’s. The inquiry article 
describes Brynolphus’s actions on a general level, and the witnesses mention 
how Brynolphus opposed the king. The relations between the Church and the 
Crown were marked by a power struggle through the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries; thus, the disputes between Brynolphus and Magnus Ladulås or 
Birger Magnusson can be seen behind the narratives, but the connection to the 
historical events remains vague. Brynolphus’s case repeats more the 
traditional narrative of the manly bishop defending his diocese. In Nicolaus’s 
case, the narrative contains material that seems biographical; for example, the 
encounter between Nicolaus and King Albrekt is widely confirmed by the 
witnesses. In his case, the use of the hagiographic topos has biographical 
elements. The depositions show the discussion and interpretation of the 
experiences and memories, and the traditional narrative.  

Both narratives describe the bishops’ stand against kings and knights as 
manly. Research on episcopal and clerical manhood and the masculinity of the 
Middle Ages has often focused on celibacy and its implications, but both 
Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s cases present the theme in militant terms. 
Nicolaus’s chastity and virginity receive mentions in the vita and the 
canonization process, but in Brynolphus’s case it they are not mentioned at all, 
showing how the subject was not so relevant for male saints. Rather, Nicolaus 
acted “publicly and manfully”, used the bloodless sword of excommunication 
against the actual weapons of his opponents, and did not fear martyrdom. 
Likewise, in the narration of the canonization process, Brynolphus refers to 
his episcopal clothing as armour. The narratives use martial imagery and, 
especially in Nicolaus’s case, build up an image of a true manly champion of 
Christ. The militant narratives present the bishops acting on the same field as 
earthly princes and knights, but their power comes from above, and the 
bishops leave violent rulers in the shade. The militant imagery presents as well 
how a bishop should respond to violent behaviour by promoting spiritual 
weapons above swords and the spiritual death of excommunication as a worse 
fear than losing one’s life.  
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The successful canonization of Birgitta inspired the construction of other 
Swedish cults, and the connections to Birgitta were also presented as a proof 
of sainthood. In Brynolphus’s case, Birgitta’s revelations were fully taken 
advantage of in constructing Brynolphus’s sainthood by presenting her 
revelations at his tomb as proof of his holiness. In Nicolaus’s case, however, 
the balance between utilizing Birgitta and still presenting Nicolaus as an 
independent saint had to be maintained. In the vita of Nicolaus and the 
canonization articles, his connection to the family of Birgitta is emphasized; 
they present Nicolaus almost like a member of the noble family. Nicolaus came 
from a bourgeois family, and more weight is put on his connection to the family 
of Birgitta, as if to give Nicolaus noble origins. Birgitta’s vision about how 
young Nicolaus would one day become bishop and help build up the abbey in 
Vadstena predicts Nicolaus’s future as a prelate and includes him in the 
Birgittine orbit, but at the same time the canonization process text tones down 
Nicolaus’s eager work on Birgitta’s canonization, presenting it more through 
his tasks and responsibilities as the diocesan bishop. Likewise, the miracles 
where Nicolaus appears alongside and in co-operation with Birgitta in the vita 
are narrowed down in the canonization process to present Nicolaus more as 
an independent saint. In both cases, the status of Saint Birgitta was used to 
strengthen Nicolaus’s and Brynolphus’s saintly profile, but the interest of the 
members of Vadstena Abbey shows that these episcopal cults were also 
beneficial for Vadstena: Brynolphus’s canonization process legitimized the 
revelations of Birgitta, and Nicolaus was presented as a Birgittine episcopal 
saint.  

The depositions show the different origins of traditions and memories 
behind the saintly reputations. The depositions in Brynolphus’s process are 
more scattered, and only Bishop Brynolphus Caroli confirms every inquiry 
article. The priests among the witnesses confirm several articles, and often 
they could rely on hearing the information from older canons. The witnesses 
in Nicolaus’s hearings confirm the inquiries quite unanimously, but some 
clusters of memory can be traced. A notable group of witnesses in Nicolaus’s 
case were the canons and clerics of Linköping, while in the hearings at 
Vadstena Abbey, many members of the order also gave their depositions. The 
abbess of Vadstena, Gerdeka Hartlevsdotter, was also Nicolaus’s relative, as 
was her aunt Katarina, and their depositions contain information from the 
family of Nicolaus. For example, almost every witness confirms the 
information about how Nicolaus became the teacher for Birgitta’s children, 
saying that they had heard it from notable Birgittines. However, Nicolaus’s 
niece, Katarina, says she does not know about the teacher part. Gerdeka and 
Katarina refer to Gerdeka’s father, Hartlev Bolk, who accompanied Nicolaus 
on the journey to the curia in Avignon, and they recall how Nicolaus tried to 
escape from his entourage to take monastic vows in order to avoid becoming 
bishop, while some of the canons say they do not know about Nicolaus’s plans 
to enter a monastery. The canons and clerics mostly confirm the articles about 
Nicolaus’s episcopal tasks, while the other witnesses do not have so much to 
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add to these articles. Nicolaus’s courage and opposition against the kings are 
confirmed widely by the witnesses, but the various witnesses share different 
details: three clerical witnesses, following the narrative in the vita, tell how a 
knight stood between King Albrekt and Nicolaus to prevent any killing. Two 
witnesses in Vadstena, for their part, share details about how Nicolaus bared 
his chest before the king to underline his words. 

The importance of the clergy in spreading and promoting the cult is clear 
in the canonization process texts. In both cases, the most noteworthy 
witnesses are the bishops, canons, and other clerics. The purpose of the texts 
was not only to promote someone’s sainthood to the Holy See, as their 
audiences were also closer, including clergy and laypeople, especially in the 
home dioceses. In Nicolaus’s process text, educational elements directed at the 
clergy can be identified. The process text contains inquiry articles and 
depositions in which Nicolaus demands clerical celibacy and the observation 
of liturgical hours. In the miracles of the canonization process, none of the 
miracles that occurred to a cleric have been left out, so the miracles where a 
priest mocks Nicolaus or his sainthood and gets punished for it are repeated 
in the canonization process miracles. The miracles with blasphemous words 
and the saint punishing them were to convince disbelievers about the power 
of the saint, which was necessary as the learned clerics were often doubtful 
towards the new cults of saints. The clergy were effective in promoting new 
saints for their parishioners, and convincing them was a crucial goal for any 
new cult. The hagiographies also served the purpose of educating the 
laypeople. Brynolphus’s process contained narratives about the importance of 
confession and other sacraments before one’s death, and how it was crucial to 
witness the miracles, while in Nicolaus’s process repentance and confession 
were described as a way to counteract the serious consequences of 
excommunication. On the other hand, these examples showed the putative 
saint’s dedication to the teachings of the Church, and they demonstrated a 
model for a good Christian life. 

The cases also show how the canonization hearings were not the most 
crucial element for the existence of new saintly cults. Veneration of 
Brynolphus seems to have become established in the diocese of Skara despite 
the modest canonization process, and there are preserved sculptures and 
pilgrim badges related to his cult. The diocese of Linköping became the 
location of multiple new cults of saints, such as Birgitta’s daughter Katarina, 
making the cult of Nicolaus one among many. After several silent decades, at 
the end of the fifteenth century, the pope gave permission for the translation 
feasts of Brynolphus and Nicolaus – alongside Bishop Hemmingus, whose 
sainthood was not opened for preliminary hearings at all, showing the multi-
faceted nature of the medieval cult of saints. Before the thirteenth century, 
local bishops had given the blessing for sainthood, and although in 1234 the 
right to canonize was reserved for the pope, not all communities around saints 
aimed for official recognition but continued local veneration. 
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In this study, the comparison between Brynolphus’s and Nicolaus’s 
hagiographies, documentary sources, and the traditional topoi of the 
hagiographic genre has offered a view into the construction of sainthood and 
the enthusiasm around sainthood and the new saints in the fifteenth century 
in Sweden. The comparison has allowed to trace how the lives of the former 
bishops were interpreted through saintly models and the memories of their 
contemporaries. In Nicolaus’s case, this means that the reasoning for sanctity 
arose from the conflict between the Church and the Crown, making Nicolaus 
an almost-martyred heroic bishop, whose asceticism, charitable actions, and 
Birgittine connections made a cumulative saintly impact. His case provides the 
biographical details of a recent saint. Brynolphus’s case shares similar saintly 
features but is closer to a traditional, conventionally depicted sainthood. The 
depositions of the canonization process signal a feeling of sanctity that had 
lingered around Brynolphus. Even though the witnesses could not confirm the 
inquiry articles with their own experience, they express their knowledge about 
the tradition of Brynolphus’s sanctity. The similar phrasings describing the 
virtues and deeds of the good bishops are confirmed with details and the 
strong memories of contemporaries in Nicolaus’s case, whereas in 
Brynolphus’s case his sainthood is validated more by “general knowledge”. 
Further examination and a comparison of Brynolphus and Nicolaus with other 
saints, also in other areas of Western Christendom, could provide still new 
perspectives on late medieval saints and the construction of sainthood. 
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VI APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: TIMELINE 
ca 1240s Brynolphus Algoti is born (the 1230s also possible, at the latest in 

1248).1 
 
1250 King Erik XI dies without heirs, his nephew Valdemar (son of Birger 

Jarl) is elected king. Birger Jarl acts as a regent. 
 
ca 1250s–1260s/1270s   

Brynolphus studies at the University of Paris, allegedly for eighteen 
years. 

 
1266  Birger Jarl dies. The conflict between his sons Valdemar and Magnus 

begins. 
 
ca 1270  Brynolphus’s father Algot becomes a lagman. 

 
1275 Magnus (Ladulås) becomes king via a rebellion against Valdemar. 

 
1277 Brynolphus becomes a canon in Skara and a dean in Linköping. 

 
1278 Brynolphus becomes the bishop of Skara (20 August). 

 
1281 Brynolphus’s statutes. 

 
1288  Folke Algotsson abducts Ingrid Svantepolksdotter. 

 
1290  King Magnus Ladulås dies, the council reigns until Birger Magnusson 

(b. 1280) comes of age.  
 Around 1290 Hemmingus is born in Bälinge, the diocese of Uppsala. 

 
1302  Birger Magnusson is crowned. 
 
1303 Birgitta Birgersdotter is born. 

 
1304  A thorn from Christ’s crown of thorns is donated to Skara Cathedral. 

 
1306  Birger Magnusson is taken captive by his brothers, Dukes Erik and 

Valdemar. 
 

1308  Birger is released, and parts of Sweden remain in Erik’s reign. 
 

1317  Brynolphus Algoti dies. 
Nyköping Banquet: Birger captures his brothers. 

 
1318 King Birger’s brothers Erik and Valdemar die in Nyköping Castle. Birger 

goes into exile in Denmark and his son Magnus is executed. 
 

 
1 See Pernler 1995. 
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1319 Three-year-old Magnus Eriksson (son of Duke Erik) is elected king. 

 
1325/1326 Nicolaus Hermanni is born. 

 
1332  Magnus IV Eriksson comes of age. 

 
1338 Petrus Tyrgili, Nicolaus Hermanni’s uncle, is elected bishop of 

Linköping. 
 Hemmingus becomes the bishop of Turku. 

 
ca 1344 Nicolaus Hermanni begins his studies at the Universities of Paris and 

Orléans. 
 

1348  Crusade against Novgorod. 
 

1349  Birgitta Birgersdotter visits Brynolphus’s tomb. 
  

1350 The Black Death reaches Sweden. 
 Nicolaus Hermanni returns to Sweden. 
 

1353 Petrus Tyrgili becomes archbishop of Uppsala, Nicolaus Marci becomes 
the bishop of Linköping. 

  
1356 Erik Magnusson starts an uprising against his father, King Magnus. 

 
1357  Nicolaus Hermanni becomes a canon in Uppsala. 

 
1358 Magnus IV is excommunicated. 

 
1359 Erik Magnusson dies. 

 
1360  Danish King Valdemar Atterdag conquers Scania. 
 
between 1357 and 1361  

Nicolaus Hermanni becomes the archdeacon of Linköping. 
 

1361  Valdemar Atterdag conquers Gotland, King Magnus imprisoned. 
 

1362 King Magnus gets released, Håkan reigns alongside him. 
 

1363 Håkan marries Valdemar Atterdag’s daughter Margareta. 
Nicolaus Marci goes into exile, the conflict between Nicolaus Hermanni 
and Kings Magnus and Håkan takes place. 

 
1364  Albrekt of Mecklenburg is elected king of Sweden, battles between 

Magnus and Håkan and Albrekt begin. 
Nicolaus Marci is reassigned to Knin in Dalmatia; the new bishop of 
Linköping is Gotskalk Falkdal. 

 
1365 Magnus is imprisoned. 
 
1366 Hemmingus dies. 
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1371 Peace between Håkan and Albrekt; Magnus is released. 
 Bo Jonsson Grip is appointed drots. 
 

1372 Nicolaus Marci leaves Linköping and moves to Norway. 
 

1373 Birgitta Birgersdotter dies. 
 

1374  Gotskalk Falkdal moves to Linköping in January, murdered on 3 
February. 

 Nicolaus Hermanni is elected bishop of Linköping. 
 Katarina Ulfsdotter returns to Sweden with Birgitta’s relics. 
 

1375 Nicolaus Hermanni is confirmed bishop of Linköping in Avignon, goes 
into exile in Gotland. 

  
1376 Nicolaus returns to Linköping. 

 
1377 Canonization process of Birgitta begins. 

 
1380 Håkan Magnusson dies. 

 
1384 Vadstena Abbey consecrated by bishop Nicolaus Hermanni. 

 
1386 Bo Jonsson Grip dies. 

 
1389 Margareta is called to be the ruler of Sweden. War erupts between 

Margareta and Albrekt. Margareta’s nephew Erik (Bogislav) will be 
elected king of Norway and Sweden after Margareta. 

 
1391 Nicolaus Hermanni dies. 

 Birgitta Birgersdotter is canonized. 
 

1402 First miracles of Nicolaus are recorded. 
 

1404 First official record of Brynolphus’s miracles. 
 

1414–1418 The Council of Constance. 
 

1416 Preliminary investigation of Brynolphus Algoti, Nicolaus Hermanni, 
and Ingrid of Skänninge is opened. 

 
1417 Hearings in Skara, Vadstena, Linköping, and Skänninge. 

 
1492 Translation feast of Brynolphus. 
 
1514 Translation feast of Hemmingus. 

 
1515 Translation feast of Nicolaus.
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APPENDIX 2: SUMMARY ACCOUNT OF THE INQUIRY ARTICLES  
 

Articles about Brynolphus Algoti’s life 
I Brynolphus had noble and pious parents. 
II Brynolphus was dedicated to prayers, studied in Paris for 18 years. 
III Brynolphus became a canon, a dean, and finally the bishop of Skara. 
IV Brynolphus used his property to establish new canonries. 
V Brynolphus used his property for the benefit of the Church. 
VI Brynolphus reformed the diocese with statutes. 
VII Brynolphus composed new Offices. 
VIII Brynolphus was marvellously patient even though he was poisoned when 

he was a child. 
IX Brynolphus forgave the nurse who poisoned him and his sister. 
X Brynolphus invited rich people to meal, but gave the food to the poor. 
XI Brynolphus was serious in fasting. 
XII Brynolphus stayed awake, fasted, prayed, and studied, wore a hair shirt 

and a knotted cord around his body, arms, and legs. 
XIII Brynolphus defended the Church against the violations of mighty men. 
XIV Miraculum in vita: Water turned into wine 
XV Miraculum in vita: Brynolphus gave a nobleman a dispensation to eat meat. 

The man did not believe the validity of the dispensation and became insane.  
XVI Miraculum in vita: Brynolphus resurrected a deceased man who had died 

without the sacraments. 
XVII Miraculum in vita: Brynolphus resurrected an excommunicated man. 
XVIII Miraculum in vita: Brynolphus healed a blind man. 
XIX The insipid people had not written down Brynolphus’s vita and much has 

been forgotten. 
XX Brynolphus died on 6 February 1317. 
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Articles about Nicolaus Hermanni’s life 
I Nicolaus had devout parents, Herman and Margareta 
II Nicolaus’s parents sent him to school. Nicolaus started penitential 

exercises. 
III As a young man Nicolaus started using a whip, etc., fasted, and stayed 

awake. 
IV St Birgitta heard about Nicolaus and made him a teacher for her children. 

Birgitta had a vision that Nicolaus would one day become the bishop of 
Linköping. 

V Nicolaus studied at the Universities of Paris and Orléans.  
VI Nicolaus became a canon in Uppsala and Linköping. He was devout and 

pious. 
VII Nicolaus became the archdeacon of Linköping and continued his holy 

way of life and took care of the welfare of people. 
VIII Nicolaus resisted manly tyrants who violated the property of the Church 

and exploited the poor. 
IX Nicolaus opposed the kings of Sweden and Norway and suffered 

persecution for it. 
X Nicolaus had to escape the men who were sent to kill him. 
XI Nicolaus worked for the expulsion of the murderer of Gotskalk Falkdal 

and forced him to travel to the curia for absolution.  
XII Nicolaus was elected via inspiracionis as bishop of Linköping. He was 

reluctant but consented to God’s will. 
XIII On the way to Avignon, Nicolaus decided that he was not worthy to 

become a bishop and wanted to enter a monastery. 
XIV In Avignon, Nicolaus requested the pope to choose the right man to the 

see of Linköping. Everyone marvelled at his humility, and finally his 
election was confirmed. 

XV Nicolaus had to stay on Gotland before he could return to Linköping. 
When he arrived in Linköping, he celebrated his first Pontifical Mass. 

XVI Soon after his return, Nicolaus withdrew from other people and lived like 
a hermit. 

XVII As a bishop, Nicolaus became even more sedulous with penitential 
actions. 

XVIII Nicolaus decently wore the bishop’s garment and tonsure. He attended 
every Divine Office and celebrated Mass every day. 

XVIX Nicolaus visited the parishes of the diocese and took care of the tasks of 
a bishop during the visitations. 

XX Nicolaus defended the Church, widows, and orphans against tyrants. 
XXI Nicolaus resisted manly King Albrekt and those who violated the 

privileges of the Church. 
XXII Nicolaus set free innocents. Once he rushed to save two men from 

execution although he suffered from weakness of body. 
XXIII Nicolaus protected priests and laymen. 
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XXIV Nicolaus did not tolerate clerics who did not stay celibate. He loved those 
who were chaste and virtuous, and he himself was chaste and pure. 

XXV Nicolaus was compassionate towards repentant persons. 
XXVI Nicolaus was wise and proficient in negotiations, and the whole realm 

trusted in him.  
XXVII Nicolaus loved members of religious orders and supported them. 

Likewise, he supported twelve poor at his table, washed their feet, helped 
schoolboys, and distributed alms. 

XXVIII Nicolaus worked for the canonization of Birgitta and founding of 
Vadstena Abbey. He wrote new Offices for saints, promoted old cults of 
saints, and donated equipment for the altars and priests. 

XXIX Nicolaus died on 2 May 1391. Before his death Nicolaus had fever, but 
he kept his bishop’s clothes on to the end and celebrated Mass. On his 
deathbed, Nicolaus taught those present. 

XXX After his death people found out that Nicolaus was wearing a hair shirt. 
XXXI People could not find any money from his chest, only a hair shirt and 

some letters. 
XXXII After Nicolaus’s death, Sister Kristina of Vadstena had a vision in which 

he was clad in white clothes. 
XXXIII Miraculum in vita: As archdeacon, Nicolaus banished a demon from a 

girl. 
XXXIV Miraculum in vita: When Nicolaus preached in a church, a boy saw a 

dead man rise from the floor to listen to the sermon. The skeleton foretold 
the boy’s death. 

XXXV Miraculum in vita: Nicolaus was ill. Prior Petrus of Alvastra sent him a 
letter, and after receiving it Nicolaus immediately felt better and rode to 
Vadstena. 

XXXVI Miraculum in vita: A man set a trap for Nicolaus. When Nicolaus 
approached, the man saw only a dark cloud of crows and Nicolaus 
managed to escape the trap. 

XXXVII Miraculum in vita: Nicolaus ended a drought through his prayer. 
XXXVIII Miraculum in vita: Nicolaus foretold King Albrekt’s exile, and disasters for 

the realm. 
XXXIX Miraculum in vita: Nicolaus foretold Bo Jonsson Grip’s death. 
XL Miraculum in vita: Evil spirits harassed Nicolaus and prevented him from 

sleeping.  
XLI Miraculum in vita: One night a light came from Nicolaus’s bedchamber, 

and he had a vision about a soul he had prayed for. 
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APPENDIX 3: WITNESSES IN THE CANONIZATION PROCESSES 
 

Witnesses in articles about Brynolphus Algoti’s life (Skara) and Birgitta’s 
revelations (Vadstena) 

Name Title Age Date  Place  Pp.1 
Gustaf Magnusson knight, lagman 50 12.4.1417 S 147–149 
Nils Guttormsson knight (militaris) 60 13.4.1417 S 149–151 
Arvid Johansson knight (militaris) 41 13.4.1417 S 151–153 
Johan Larsson alderman (consul) 50 13.4.1417 S 153–154 
Brynolphus bishop of Skara 66 13.4.1417 S 154–158 
Torkillus provost 

(praepositus) 
50 14.4.1417 S 158–159 

Karolus Oddonis dean (decanus) 44 14.4.1417 S 159–160 
Bero Knap canon  50 14.4.1417 

 
S 160–161 

Sweno Johannis canon 50 14.4.1417 S 161–163 
Lambertus 
Benechini 

canon 60 15.4.14172 S 163–165 

Hermannus Nicolai guardian 48 15.4.1417 S 165–166 
Johannes Berthori curate (curatus) 50 15.4.1417 S 166–167 
Ericus Johannis prior3 504 28.4.1417 V 178 
Martinus Laurentii brother 75 28.4.1417 V 178 

Finwidus Simonis brother 64 28.4.1417 V 178 
Gregorius Jacobi brother 80 28.4.1417 V 178–179 
Gerdeka 
Hartlevsdotter 

abbess 47 28.4.1417 V 179 

Estrid 
Gunnarsdotter 

sister 50 28.4.1417 V 179 

Gertrud 
Andersdotter 

sister 64 28.4.1417 V 179 

Ragna Johansdotter sister 44 28.4.1417 V 179 
Gertrud 
Bengtsdotter 

sister 50 28.4.1417 V 179–180 

 
S = Skara 
V = Vadstena 

 
 

  

 
 

1 Pp. refers to Vita S. Brynolphi episc. Scarensis cum processu eius canonizationis.  
2 Vita S. Brynolphi dates the hearings of Lambertus Benechini, Hermannus Nicholai, and Johannes 

Berthori to “Thursday 25 April” (Die Jouis XXV mensis Aprilis), but the correct date is 15 April. 
3 Should be general confessor, see Fröjmark 1995, 139. 
4 The canonization processes of Brynolphus and Nicolaus give different ages to Ericus. Diarium 

Vadstenense records that he died at the age of 85 in 1447 (DV 577:1). 
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Witnesses in articles about Nicolaus Hermanni’s life 
Name Title Age Date  Place  Pp.1 
Kanutus Boecii bishop of Linköping 57 8.5.1417 L 104–122 
Laurentius 
Odonis 

provost (prepositus) 77 7.5.1417 L 122–144 

Johannes 
Swartprest 

canon 60 8.5.1417 L 144–146, 
158–162 

Ulpho Birgeri brother in Vadstena 43 (?) (V?) 148–158  
Johannes Karoli priest (plebanus) 60 11.5.1417 (L?) 162–184 
Girmundus 
Laurencii 

priest (plebanus) 56 12.5.1417 L  184–212 

Katarina 
Bengtsdotter 

sister in Vreta 66 13.5.1417 (L?) 212–216 

Petrus Benedicti curate (curatus) 46 17.5.1417 (L?) 216–222 
Karl Magnusson knight (miles) 64 3.5.1417 V 222–236 
Katarina Johan Magnusson’s 

widow 
70 4.5.1417 V 236–250 

Ericus Johannis prior2 53 30.4.1417 V 250–256 
(Unknown 
brother) 

   (V?) 258–262 

Eskil Djäkne former official (officialis) 44 2.5.1417 V 262–268 
Gerdeka 
Hartlevsdotter 

abbess 47 4.5.1417 V 268–278 

Ragna 
Johansdotter 

sister 53 (4.5.1417) (V) 278 

Gertrud 
Bengtsdotter 

sister (?) (4.5.1417) (V) 278, 284 

Margareta  
Petersdotter 

sister 47 (4.5.1417) (V) 278–282 

Katarina Johan Klinga’s widow 60 6.5.1417 (S?) 284–292 
Ragnhild 
Birgersdotter 

virgin 80 6.5.1417 (S?) 292–296 

Holmsten 
Johansson 

knight (militaris) 44 (?) (L?) 296–298 

Vaste Olovsson lay brother (conuersus) 60 (?) (V?) 298–300 
 
( ) = not mentioned in the text  S = Skänninge3 
L = Linköping   V= Vadstena  

 
 

1 Pp. refers to Processus canonizacionis beati Nicolai Lincopensis. 
2 Should be general confessor, see Fröjmark 1995, 139.  
3 The commissaries explain in the canonization process how some of the witnesses were heard in 

Skänninge because they could not come to Vadstena (Processus, 98). The location of Katarina’s and 

Ragnhild’s hearings is not mentioned, but they are both linked to people in Skänninge. 
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APPENDIX 4: FAMILY TREES 
 

 Family tree for Brynolphus Algoti4 
 

 
 
 

Family tree for Nicolaus Hermanni5 

 
 

 
 

4 After SBL urn:sbl:5658; urn:sbl:5659, urn:sbl:5661; urn:sbl:5662 (Articles on Algot Brynolfsson; 

Algotssönerna, släkt; Knut Folkesson; Peter Algotsson by Beckman, Nat.). 
5 After E. Hildebrand (Historisk Tidskrift 1883, p. 226) and Tryggve Lundén (1963). See also Schück 

1959, 89, 527.  
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