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Essen: 
an Imperial abbey 

  

 Started in 845 A.D. by Saxon Altfrid, 

Essen Abbey was set up as a monastery for 

women of high nobility of that area. Besides the 

abbess, the canonesses were not required to take 

vow of perpetual celibacies.  They lived in their 

own homes and only wore religious clothing while 

performing certain roles. While male priests were 

assigned to part of the abbey, the abbess 

performed most of the duties of a bishop and 

oversaw the estates of the abbey. The only clerical 

superior above her was the pope.  

 It gained Imperial Abbey status between 

874 and 947 A.D. because of its connections with 

the Liudolfings, the family of the Ottonian 

Emperors. The start of its greatest years were 

under the direction of Mathilde, granddaughter of 

Otto 1. The support of arts and architecture she 

began was continued by her two successors, 

Sophia and Theophanu, both part of the 

Liudolfings family. These three abbesses were 

able to use their influence and wealth to become 

patrons for the arts and ambassadors of their faith.  
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Mathilde 

   973-1011 
 

 Granddaughter of Otto 1, Abbess Mathilde  

is widely known for her care and support of the 

arts. During her time, the most important art works, 

now held in the Essen Cathedral Treasury, came to 

Essen. As abbess, Mathilde was responsible for 

the abbey, buildings, the relics housed there, the 

liturgical vessels and manuscripts, political 

contacts, commissioning translations and 

overseeing education. 

 With the inheritance left to her from her 

grandmother, Eadgyth, and her mother Ida, she 

was able to freely use it as she pleased, using it to 

patronize art pieces in preservation of the memory 

of her relatives and herself. Known for her 

particular interest in goldsmithery, two jewelled 

crosses now sit in the Essen Cathedral because of 

her. 

 The Cross of Otto and Mathilde depict the 

crucified Christ. Pictured at the bottom is the 

abbess herself with her brother Otto, Duke of 

Swabia and Bavaria. Their depiction together 

demonstrates the relationship between the 

Liudolfing line and the Essen Abbey. Whether it 
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was made in memoriam of Otto is indeterminate, 

but highly considered to be true.  

This work, rich in gems and gold of beauty 

Mathilde ordered, she who freed Theophanu also. 

Good Abbess Mathilde giving golden gifts 

to the King of kings, which the king demands for 

eternity, 

feeds the Spirit of Otto in the celestial realms. 

-Inscription on a chasse commissioned by 

Mathilde  

Showing the passing 

of the cross; after Otto 

died, Mathilde 

became the manager 

of the household. 

 

  
Cross of Otto and Mathilde, Essen Cathedral 

Treasury.,985 
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Sophia 

  1011-1039 
 

 Daughter of Emperor Otto II and 

Theophanu, Sophia was raised and educated since 

childhood to become abbess of Gandersheim. She 

was taught by Abbess Gerberga II and recieved 

many grants of rights and property from her father.  

 She became abbess of Gandersheim in 

1002, with the approval of King Henry II. Nine 

years later, she was granted the Essen Abbey after 

the death of her cousin Mathilde. She oversaw 

both abbeys until her death in 1039 A.D.  

 While not much as been documented of 

her patronage work for Essen Abbey--her 

dedication to Gandersheim was top priority-- she 

was the abbess who initiated the remodeling of the 

Enamel Cross. Otherwise known as the 

Senkschmelzen Cross, this processional cross was 

originally created under Mathilde's direction. It is 

pondered whether this was created as a companion 

piece to the Cross of Otto and Mathilde.  

 The remodel Sophia initiated changed the 

collars of the ends of the cross to become pointless, 

concealed with a spiral shaped filigree wire. Art 

historians do not know why Abbess Sophia would 

have this cross remodeled, especially since it was 

created not much earlier by her predecessor.  
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 Senkschmelzen Cross, Essen Cathedral Treasury,. 1000   So named because 

of the five 

unusually large 

enamel plaques.  
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 Theophanu 

   1039-1058 
 

 Another woman of the Liudolfings line, 

Theophanu was the daughter of Matilda of 

Germany and granddaughter of the Empress 

Theophanu, her namesake.  

 With the power and prestige she had 

inherited, she focused her role as abbess on artistic 

and architectural commissions. Under her 

direction, the west end of Muster church was 

renovated to reflect Aachen Chapel's design, 

Charlemagne's Roman Catholic church.  

 She also donated several lavish illuminated 

manuscripts to the abbey.  

 
 

 

 The Cross of Theophanu was another item 

she patronized. It is considered to have been 

created as a companion piece for the 

Cover of the Gospels of Abbess Theophanu (Essen Catherdral), mid 11th 

century 
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Senkschmelzen Cross, donated by Mathilde and 

remodeled by Sophia as aforementioned.  

 A lump of Egyptian quartz sits at the 

center of a standard Latin cross. Behind the quartz 

are two pieces of the true cross of Christ, laying 

on velvet, enclosed as relics. It is decorated with 

pearls, jewels and some filigree work. On the 

cross are eighteen enamel plates that can be 

divided into three groups. The first being those of 

animals and plants that can only be found in the 

east. The second group of enamels have a plaited 

pattern while the third group use various method s 

to invoke a fish-scaled pattern.  

"Born a royal family, noble abbess Theophanu 

donated this standard." 

-inscription running the side of the Theophanu 

Cross 

Cross of Theophanu, Essen Cathedral Treasury, mid 11th century 
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