Weaving Power

Gender and Violence in Early Modern Tapestries

Ida Madsén

doi.org/10.23995/h2s68259

This essay examines how early modern European tapestries operated as
a medium through which gendered violence was normalised, while at the
same time producing imagery of female sovereignty. A central example is
the mythological narrative of Rome, where the rape of the Sabine women be-
came a narrative of heroic and political legitimacy rather than a representa-
tion of violence. The scene, depicted in the popular tapestry medium strongly affected
and shaped perception within courtly and ecclesiastical interiors. The recent research has
suggested that the violence towards women was neutralised through material richness
and ornamental framing of the tapestries. Via a feminist re-reading of a tapestry at Kalmar
Castle in Sweden, this essay examines how idealised female figures operated in the same
violent structures of hierarchy. In this way, the essay demonstrates how materiality and
spatiality shape the visual production of power and violence, contributing to research on
early modern tapestry and feminist art history.
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Introduction

Throughout the early modern period in Europe,
with production concentrated in the Low
Countries, tapestries were closely associated
with dynastic display in courtly and ecclesiastical
settings (Campbell 2002, 3). As Guy Delmarcel
has demonstrated in his extensive work on
Flemish tapestry, tapestry production took place
within workshop systems largely controlled by
male patrons and designers (Delmarcel 1999,
25). Feminist scholars such as Cristelle Baskins
and Rozsika Parker have, for their part, shown
that these conditions shaped how female bodies
and political authority were visually depicted
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Image 1. Sabinskornas bortrévande (The Rape of the Sabine Women), late 16th—early 17th century, tapestry,
Kalmar lans museum (KLM 28484:3), currently displayed at Kalmar Castle, Kalmar, Sweden. Image: Kalmar lans
museum, all rights reserved. The Sabinskornas bortrévande tapestry illustrates how mythological scenes of ab-
duction were integrated into early modern tapestry cycles and used to visualise political authority, social order,
and gender relations through material and spatial display.

(Baskins 2025, 14; Parker 1984).! Further, and
importantly for the argument of my inquiry
feminist art historian Griselda Pollock has sug-
gested that in the art of tapestry, representations
of violence against women were normalised
through the tapestries’ visual and material
properties (Pollock 2003, 9).2

1 In her book, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and
the Making of the Feminine Rozsika Parker explicitly
analyses how gendered power structures shape visual
production and shows how men control design, au-
thorship, and meaning, even in media associated with
women. See Parker 1984, 45.

2 In Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the
Histories of Art, Griselda Pollock understands ideol-
ogy not simply as a set of ideas, but as a system that
organises meaning and shapes how social relations
are perceived and made intelligible through cultural
practices. See Pollock 2003, 9.
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The continual depiction of “The Rape of the
Sabine Women” in tapestry imagery offers a
paradigmatic example. When embedded within
mythological accounts, the classical imagery of
power and conquest is naturalised (Zanker 1988,
125). The monumental woven image aestheti-
cises the scene, normalising an act of violence
and an implied rape. Through material richness
of colourful wool, silk, and metal threads, com-
bined with a significant scale often exceeding
four meters in height, the gendered domination
of men over women, is rendered justified. The
woven power relations thus become embedded
in the scene, rendering the act as an acceptable
part of a narrative of political foundation and
dynastic necessity. In this way, violence was
encountered as part of the lived early modern
elite interiors, where tapestries operated as
spatial environments that shaped perception
and political meaning (Mitchell 2005; Lefebvre
1991).

Traditionally, painting, sculpture, and archi-
tecture have been treated as major art, whilst
tapestry, embroidery, and other textiles were
regarded as decorative and functional, a hier-
archy that devalued textiles and separated them
from narratives of power. Early art historians
treated tapestries as visual objects, with the aim
of mainly describing their style and provenance
(Cavallo 1993, 45).* More recently, scholars such
as Baskins have demonstrated the importance
of reading woven imagery as narrative and ide-
ological structure rather than secondary craft.
They also highlight in what manner feminist and
material approaches are vital for investigating
the meanings that tapestries construct over time
and space, and how they shape political ideas
and hierarchies (Baskins 2025).

3 In Medleval Tapestries in The Metropolitan Museum of
Art Cavallo argues that although stylistic analysis can
be applied to tapestry, such approaches are limited, as
they often overlook the collective production, adaptive
reuse of designs, and the constraints of the medium,
which complicate questions of authorship, dating, and
stylistic development. See Cavallo 1993, 45.
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The Rape of the Sabine Women

In the recurring motif of “The Rape of the Sabine
Women”, sexual violence against women is
transformed into a heroic tale with implications
of dynastic continuity and moral value (Wolfthal
1999, 7). As said, in the tapestry medium, mate-
rial and visual structures of the image shape how
these scenes are perceived.

The story of the Sabines is one of triumph for
the Roman people, framed as an act of neces-
sity to ensure that the new city survives. In the
mythological narrative of the founding of Rome,
Romulus and his men kidnap the unmarried
women of the Sabine people for marriage. It is
a story of strength, where violence is rendered
meaningful, as it secures reproduction and alli-
ance. The theme also appeared in fifteenth-cen-
tury Florence, where it was painted on cassoni,
wedding chests, and thus linked to the formation
of familial bonds and the unification of two
groups of people (Feinberg 1995, 42).

As Susan Deacy and Karen Pierce have shown,
themes of rape were common in early modern
art, often drawn from different Roman myth-
ological stories, where figures such as Lucrece,
Proserpina, Lavinia, Rhea Silvia, Medusa, and
Lara recur (Pierce & Deacy 2002). Like the
story of the Sabine women, the story of Lucrece
repeated across poetry, literature, and visual art,
was not framed as morally problematic in early
modern culture. Instead of treating it as gen-
dered violence, the theme became a symbol of
Rome. This is to say that these accounts were not
told to address or process trauma; they attained
political meaning and became metaphors for the
foundation of Rome (Brockman 2017, 347).

At the same time, tapestry cycles frequently
portrayed powerful women who represented,
for example, wisdom and divine authority.
Queens, goddesses, and biblical heroines such
as Minerva, the Virgin Mary, Judith, and Esther
reinforced the religious orthodoxy and dynastic
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stability within structures that supported male
lineage (Tinagli 1997, 6; Westphal 2019, 9). Even
though these female figures were portrayed as
exceptional, their authoritative agency was
strictly regulated, and their apparent sovereignty
affirmed existing gender structures. Therefore,
representations of female strength in tapestry
imagery, did not counterbalance the violence:
they participated in the same visual structures
of discipline and control. Together, the violated
woman and the virtuous sovereign, two con-
trasting image types, define a spectrum through
which gender ideals and political ideology are
articulated.

A monumental scene that exemplifies how ma-
terial qualities aestheticise violence is present in
the extant tapestry of The Rape of the Sabines on
display at Kalmar Castle, Sweden. The depiction
of the abduction as a dreadful event becomes
secondary, as the visual experience dominates
the viewer. The Kalmar tapestry was part of
a larger cycle, of which only one other piece
remains, depicting the mythical founders of
Rome, Romulus and Remus among the captured
women.*

The coarse wool and smooth silk threads of the
tapestry create a tactile surface that absorbs
the sharp contrasts and blurs the boundaries
between the bodily movement and ornament,
contributing to the visual normalisation of vio-
lence. The foreground scene depicts a struggle:
armed forces on horseback appear to the left,
while a male figure in armour seizes a woman
dressed in gold and blue to the right. A diagonal
charge generates movement across the surface
and establishes a compositional axis that or-
ganises the surrounding figures. The woman’s
raised arms and exposed body are integrated
into this structure; they function both as signs
of resistance and as formal elements within the
composition. Her gesture forms part of a visual

4 The tapestries (KLM 28484:2 & KLM 28484:3) are part
of the collection of Kalmar lans Museum.
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choreography in which male force is central to
the construction of the scene. As Lynda Nead
has argued, female vulnerability becomes aes-
thetically productive (Nead 1992, 6-11).

This dynamic is repeated across the tapestry. In
the background, additional figures enact vari-
ations of seizure and forced intimacy. The act
of abduction is normalised through repetition,
as violence appears as an expected interaction
between male and female bodies. Through this
repetition, coercion becomes a visual convention.

In the middle of the scene, a male rider controls
both his horse and a struggling woman, an action
that aligns force with a political command. The
subjugation of women is structured to stabilise
patriarchal order, as if it were the taming of
nature (Nochlin 1988, 2-3).’

The ornamental aspects play a central role in this
process of visual stabilisation. A lush border of
fruit, flowers, and naked children frames the
violent act within a decorative setting. The
attack is stabilised by the ornamental framing
and reinforced by classical dress that idealises
antiquity and lends historical authority to the
scene. The female body is consistently positioned
as an object of display, lacking agency. Women
are shown in states of flight and submission,
their bodies oriented towards the viewer. This
structuring of the body can be read to aestheti-
cize female suffering, where violence becomes a
means of visualising broader narratives of civic
foundation and social order. The brutality of the
actis softened, and attention is redirected toward
beauty and symbolic meaning. The female body
becomes a vehicle for aesthetic pleasure, while
the coercive elements of the scene are visually
neutralised.

5 Linda Nochlin argues that ideology functions to obs-
cure power relations in society by presenting them as
natural or predestined by a higher divinity. See Nochlin
1988, 2-3.
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In its courtly context, during the early modern
period, the ideological work of the tapestry was
amplified by its spatial arrangement. As part of
a cycle depicting the creation of Rome, and dis-
played in ceremonial halls or princely interiors,
the imagery was encountered repeatedly and
formed part of both daily life and formal rituals.
The tapestry thus operated as a visual rhetoric
of control and The Rape of the Sabine Women
participated in the ideological production of
gendered power relations. It also shows how
early modern tapestry, as a spatial and visual
medium, transforms gendered violence into a
culturally acceptable and politically meaningful
form.

Feminist Re-reading and
Contemporary Perspective

As an art historian, it would be easy to treat the
Kalmar tapestry as a mythological episode only,
focusing on the splendour of the textile and its
historic aura. In my essay, I however offer a read-
ing that exposes how violence is structured and
sustained through visual and material means.

The exclusion and hierarchies within art history
contributed to the emergence of feminist art his-
tory, shaped by scholars such as Linda Nochlin
(1971), who challenged established canons and
narratives. In her pioneering work, Nochlin ex-
amined the institutional conditions that shaped
artistic production and historical recognition,
shifting attention from individual geniuses to
the structures of access and patronage (Nochlin
1971). Other early feminist art historians, such
as Griselda Pollock (2003), emphasised the
institutional and political structures through
which images are made meaningful. Their work,
together with that of Rozsika Parker (1984),
stressed how gender operates within the material
and institutional conditions that enable images
to exist.

This perspective provides the methodological
foundation for approaching early modern

1/2026

tapestry as an active participant in ideological
production. Through feminist art history, visual
culture, and material culture, tapestry can be
understood as a medium in which spatial or-
ganisation and material properties contribute to
the normalisation of gendered violence. Here,
gendered violence refers to violence structured
through systems of representation and power.

The imagery of female sovereignty also apparent
in the early modern tapestry does not counteract
the visual economy of violence; rather it depends
on it. Although female rulers and biblical her-
oines are presented as embodiments of virtue
or divine authority, their power remains defined
within patriarchal frameworks. In this way, these
representations rely on the normalisation of
violence against other female bodies, producing
a visual scale in which women either appear as
objects of coercion or as exceptional figures
whose authority is symbolic and conditional.
Together, these image types show how gendered
violence and moral ideals operate simultaneous-
ly to reinforce ideological coherence and social
hierarchy (see Butler 1990, xv).

As I have already indicated, the spatial and ma-
terial presence of tapestry shaped how images
were encountered in courtly interiors, where
they covered walls and framed movement
through ceremonial spaces. In such settings,
scenes of abduction were not isolated images
but part of a continuous visual programme, seen
repeatedly in both formal and everyday contexts.
This repetition mattered. It made violence famil-
iar and less likely to appear as an interruption.
A feminist approach makes it possible to ask
how such images still function when they are
displayed today. In museum and educational
contexts, the rape of the Sabine women is often
translated as abduction, a shift in language that
reduces the explicit reference to sexual violence.
This does not remove the violence, but it changes
how it is recognised. The way these images are
described and presented continues to shape how
they are understood (Marcus 1992, 388-391).

61



Image 2. The Rape of The Sabine Women, 1545-1555. Wool and silk, 365 x 342 cm. Hardwick Hall, The De-
vonshire Collection (acquired through the National Land Fund and transferred to The National Trust in 1959).
Image: National Trust / Robert Thrift, all rights reserved. The Rape of the Sabine Women tapestry on display at
Hardwick Hall, provides another visual example of a Renaissance tapestry depicting the motif of the Rape of the

Sabine Women within a monumental textile format.

The Kalmar tapestry predates modern feminist
and activist movements; therefore, art activism is
not applied here as a historical category or as an
attempt to recover historical intentions (Lippard
1995, 114-130).° Instead, it functions as a way of
reading how power operates through images and
materials. It asks questions such as, who repre-
sents, whose bodies are visible, and how violence
is normalised within visual culture. A feminist
rereading focuses on how seeing is structured

6 LucyR. Lippard (1995, 114-130) conceptualises art ac-
tivism as a mode of critical attention that foregrounds
context, historical responsibility, and the ethical impli-
cations of representation.
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within the image or narrative, and how images
organise meaning. This makes it possible to
examine how violence against women is not
only represented, but justified through material
splendour and spatial display (Bal 2021, 20).’

This approach also draws attention to the po-
sition of the viewer. Interpretations are always
produced within specific contexts, including the
present one, and they shape how historical images
are understood. In museum and educational

7 Mieke Bal (2021, 3-23) emphasises how vision is struc-
tured within images and narratives, shaping what is
made visible and how it is understood.
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settings, narrative framing and emphasis on
aesthetic qualities continue to influence how
scenes of violence are described and received
(Marcus 1992, 385-403).

Feminist perspectives, therefore, do more than
analyse the past. They also provide a way to
reflect on how visual traditions persist and are
maintained. Work in textile-based feminist
practices, as well as performance and archival
strategies, has further shown how material and
labour can be used both to conceal and to expose
gendered power relations (Parker 1984).

Conclusion

Through the repetition of iconographical motifs
and spatial display of early modern tapestries,
acts of violence were integrated into coherent
visual environments that aligned bodily coercion
with dynastic order and political legitimacy. In
this way, violence was presented as an organic
part of a structured and meaningful whole. My
analysis shows that images of female sovereignty
did not counterbalance these violent, gendered
structures. Female sovereigns appeared as fig-
ures of authority only within frameworks that
also normalised the subjugation of other female
bodies. The juxtaposition of these tapestry
images formed a visual system through which
gender and power were articulated, a process
that can be understood as a form of woven power.
Approaching tapestry as a spatial and material
medium makes it possible to understand how
such imagery operated beyond representation
and how perception was influenced through
repeated visual presence. In both historical
and contemporary contexts, the naming and
display of these scenes continue to influence
how violence is recognised and interpreted. A
feminist rereading draws attention to how visual
traditions continue to organise meaning and
mediate the visibility of violence.

My reading shows that the combination of an-
tiquity-inspired imagery, monumental spatial
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properties, and material richness affects how
gendered violence is perceived and normalised.
Depictions of female power depend on the vi-
olence inflicted upon other women. Tapestries
such as the Kalmar tapestry, produced in the
sixteenth century, were executed in vibrant
colours, wool, silk, and metal threads that en-
hanced shadows, light, depth, and action. The
scale of the tapestry and its placement within a
larger cycle of the story of Rome created a visual
environment that covered the walls. This visual
field directed the gaze and limited the possibility
of distance, as the viewer remained surrounded
by the scenes of coercion.

Today, the cycle to which the Kalmar tapestry
belongs is no longer intact, and only one other
piece is known. Age and exposure to light have
dulled the colours, and the tapestry no longer
dominates the space in the same way. It can be
perhaps rightfully claimed that the Kalmar tap-
estry has melted into the backdrop, its narrative
not immediately recognisable to the viewer, and
the violence it depicts may remain unacknowl-
edged. The shift in display conditions affects how
the work is perceived and how its meaning is
produced in the present.

However, sexual violence remains a lived reality.
It involves the crossing of bodily boundaries and
shapes how images of violence are encountered
and understood. To enter a space structured by
scenes of violence is therefore not a neutral expe-
rience. A feminist perspective draws attention to
how viewers engage with such imagery and how
these representations continue to carry ethical
and political implications.

Further research could focus on display and re-
ception of early modern tapestries in contempo-
rary contexts, particularly within museum and
educational settings. Such work would extend
the examination of how tapestries continue to
shape perception of gendered violence and how
the material and spatial conditions influence
that process.
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