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Using and Not Using the Past after the Carolingian Empire offers a new take on European history from c.900 to c.1050, examining the ‘post-Carolingian’ period in its own right and presenting it as a time of creative experimentation with new forms of authority and legitimacy.

In the late eighth century, the Frankish king Charlemagne put together a new empire. Less than a century later, that empire had collapsed. The story of Europe following the end of the Carolingian Empire has often been presented as a tragedy: a time of turbulence and disintegration, out of which the new, recognizably medieval kingdoms of Europe emerged. This collection offers a different perspective. Taking a transnational approach, the authors contemplate the new social and political order that emerged in tenth- and eleventh-century Europe and examine how those shaping this new order saw themselves in relation to the past. Each chapter explores how the past was used creatively by actors in the regions of the former Carolingian Empire to search for political, legal, and social legitimacy in a turbulent new political order.

Advancing the debates on the uses of the past in the early Middle Ages and prompting reconsideration of the narratives that have traditionally dominated modern writing on this period, Using and Not Using the Past after the Carolingian Empire is ideal for students and scholars of tenth- and eleventh-century European history.
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INTRODUCTION

Sarah Greer and Alice Hicklin*



The vision of the figure of Charlemagne, who established an empire of almost a million square kilometres reaching from the frontiers of modern Hungary to the Atlantic, and from the English Channel to central Italy and Catalonia, has been a heady one for those who came after him. In the year 1000, the Roman Emperor Otto III returned to the German heartlands of his empire after a grand tour around his kingdom. He was finally drawn to a site laden with imperial significance: the Carolingian palace complex of Aachen, where the remains of his predecessor Charlemagne had been laid to rest in the cathedral after his death some 186 years earlier. Remarkably the exact location of the emperor’s body had been lost to posterity, and consequently Otto ordered that the ground of the cathedral should be ripped up, so that he could look upon the body of his great predecessor. The excavations eventually uncovered the site, and the emperor, accompanied by members of his imperial court, came face to face with his predecessor. According to contemporary reports, the body of Charlemagne was found sitting upright on a royal throne in a crypt below the cathedral, wearing a golden crown and holding a sceptre. Otto reverently removed relics from Charlemagne’s body – though all the sources disagree on exactly what these relics were – before reburying him with the greatest honour within the church.1 This millennial unveiling of one emperor by another reverberated throughout the empire and beyond. What Otto specifically hoped to achieve or convey with his exhumation of Charlemagne is disputed, but its symbolism is nevertheless clear: almost 200 years after Charlemagne’s death, the lure of aligning his own empire with the memory of the first post-Roman western emperor brought Otto to Aachen and to the feet of Charlemagne. The Carolingian past, personified by its eponymous and most successful ruler, exerted a gravitational pull on those who came after.2


*    The research for this chapter was funded by the ‘After Empire: Using and Not Using the Past in the Crisis of the Carolingian World, c.900–1050’ HERA project, receiving funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement no. 649307.



The power of Charlemagne as a political symbol has endured. Remembered from the time of his death to the present day, Charlemagne is linked to a vision of a coherent political entity for the territories that once lay within his empire, and was celebrated on the 1,200th anniversary of his death in 2014 as the ‘father of Europe’, pater Europae.3 Earlier in the twentieth century, Charlemagne’s empire functioned as a point of reference – and perhaps inspiration – for the architects of the European Union as they embarked on the ambitious project of constructing a post-national, post-war Europe in the 1940s and 1950s.4 Even now, the yearly Charlemagne Prize in Aachen is awarded to those who have served the cause of European unity.5 Charlemagne’s conquests of different areas of Europe that had fractured politically with the collapse of Roman imperial power in the west in the fifth century have long fascinated historians, and these, along with the extensive administrative and ecclesiastic reform programmes begun in his reign and the remarkable flourishing of intellectual life at his court and those of his descendants, have been the subject of an immense body of scholarship.6

In contrast, European history after the middle ninth century was for many years often cast as the nadir to Charlemagne’s zenith, and as a period of decline preceding the seismic political and cultural changes brought about in the later eleventh century.7 The eventual fragmentation of the empire in the tenth century was seen as the tragic result of the failures of Charlemagne’s descendants, epitomized by the battle of Fontenoy in 841, when Charlemagne’s grandsons’ territorial disputes escalated into what is widely considered to be the bloodiest battle of the Carolingian era.8 Over the course of the ninth century the raids of Scandinavian warbands on the coasts and rivers of western Europe, Britain and Ireland destabilized existing power structures to a greater and greater extent, as on the Continent contemporaries lamented the inability of the later Carolingian rulers to assuage their suffering. Iberian and North African warbands drawn from the Islamic caliphates had a similarly transformative effect on the regions they targeted in the Mediterranean: churches were destroyed, outposts built, and alliances made. By the end of the ninth century Magyar raids on the eastern edges of the Carolingian Empire proved debilitating to marcher lords there and in northern Italy; these raids would grow in intensity until the middle of the tenth century. This narrative of Carolingian woes, crowned by the untimely deaths of a number of Carolingian princes, came to a head as the empire splintered into regional kingdoms – East Francia, Lombardy, Burgundy, Lotharingia, Provence, West Francia, and Catalonia – whose magnates famously – according to a contemporary chronicler – elected new kings ‘from their own guts’.9

The splintering of western Europe into different kingdoms meant that each territory charted its own trajectory of rulership over the following century and a half. East Francia saw the rise of a new Saxon dynasty, the Ottonians, who eventually conquered Lotharingia and Lombardy and claimed hegemony over the surrounding territories of Burgundy and Provence as well as principalities to the east of the Elbe. The new German-Italian Empire that was thus formed over the tenth century went on to be ruled by the Salians, an offshoot of the Ottonian family who had established themselves in the Middle Rhine region, from 1024 through the rest of the eleventh century. While Lombardy ended the tenth century as part of this empire, the immediate post-Carolingian period saw northern Italy riven by internal conflict over who should rule; competing Italian kings and their supporters battled for dominance, which opened the opportunity for external figures to repeatedly interfere in Italian affairs and eventually lay claim to the Italian throne. Southern Italy remained a febrile area for much of the period as well, held by the Byzantine emperors who faced challenges both from the Saxon Roman emperors and the Islamic caliphate, before the watershed change of the Norman Conquest of Sicily in the mid-eleventh century.

The West Frankish kingdom, on the other hand, cannot truly be described as ‘post-Carolingian’ until 987. In the century following the deposition and death of Charles the Fat, West Francia saw a legitimate line of Carolingian kings take the throne. However, their position was far from assured; several non-Carolingian kings were drawn from the Robertian/Capetian dynasty over the late ninth and tenth centuries and Carolingian kings needed to manoeuvre with increasing care around the claims of this family as well as other magnates to rule over large areas of the West Frankish kingdom. The Capetians eventually claimed the throne of West Francia definitively in 987, albeit in the face of considerable resistance from the last generation of Carolingian heirs. In contrast, Catalonia, which lay sandwiched between southern West Francia and the Islamic territory of al-Andalus on the periphery of the Carolingian Empire, had a very different experience as Carolingian and even Frankish power in the region dwindled. Local magnates, such as the counts of Barcelona, stepped forward to claim authority in the tenth-century power vacuum.

Another form of Carolingian periphery can be seen in Anglo-Saxon England; while it was never formally part of the Carolingian Empire, it was enmeshed in the institutional and personal networks of the Carolingian realm and retained close links with the Continent. The tenth century saw the successors of King Alfred in Wessex push back against the viking presence that had swept through the various Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in the ninth century, claiming rulership over a newly created ‘English’ kingdom. The renewal of viking raids in the late tenth century, however, culminated in a second conquest in the early eleventh century and the accession of Scandinavian kings to the throne. Though the exiled son of Æthelred II, Edward the Confessor, eventually returned the line of Alfred to power, his death without issue ended the line, with the Norman Conquest following months later.

This explosion of new dynasties and territories that sprawled across the former empire and beyond its borders have long been the subject of fervent scrutiny. For earlier historians, influenced by the rise of nationalism in nineteenth-century Europe, the tenth century was the era commonly pinpointed for the origins of the countries that would later become modern nation-states. These origin narratives are prominent in Germany, France, and England, but are visible too in Poland, Norway, Iceland, Denmark, Wales, Scotland, and beyond. Though each of these origin stories differ, the identification of the tenth century as the point of national genesis has nonetheless shaped the overall vision of this period. The long tenth century has thus been seen as a period of chaos and turbulence, from which, eventually, the founding figures of these new nations were able to bring order and stability, creating the structures that would underpin the more recognizable kingdoms of the later eleventh and twelfth centuries. In order for this kind of triumphalist national origin story to function, the tenth century must necessarily lie in the shadows, with its political order characterized as the debris resulting from the collapse of the Carolingian Empire.10 Fortunately, more recent approaches have moved away from these flawed accounts, recognizing instead the fluidity of this period and the resulting political experimentation. The creation of these new kingdoms is now seen in the light of the uncertainty and various experiments in rulership and government within the tenth century, rather than as part of an inevitable drive towards the nations of modernity.

Yet, while few would still subscribe wholeheartedly to these nationalist views, the legacy of these approaches endures in modern scholarship on the long tenth century. There remains a tendency to consider each territory individually and thus to push narratives of exceptionalism for each. As a result, systematic comparisons of the different regions of tenth- and eleventh-century Europe have been somewhat discouraged. Arguably, the current corpus of scholarship taken as a whole divides the kingdoms of the post-Carolingian Empire more sharply than those living in the tenth century did. Ironically, however, the tendency towards nationalistic scholarship has also encouraged us to view local phenomena as pan-European trends: the kingdoms and principalities of tenth- and eleventh-century Europe are thus at once homogeneous and exceptional.

If the Carolingian Empire is one book-end to the gloomy world of the long tenth century, then the other is provided by the apparently wholesale societal changes that shaped the later eleventh century. The new, ‘medieval’ order that characterized the twelfth century has cast a shadow that obscures almost entirely the preceding 150 years, turning them, as one commentator observed, into ‘a medieval Middle Ages’.11 Again, the attention of scholars on individual territories has led to the development of different focal points and debates, which have occasionally been applied across all of Europe, despite their rather localized origins. In France, famously, the year 1000 has long been identified as a turning point between the post-Roman world of the Early Middle Ages and the world of the High Middle Ages,12 a battleground for debates over whether a so-called ‘Feudal Revolution’ rapidly changed the nature of western European society.13 Georges Duby and those who followed him focused less attention on the collapse of the Carolingian Empire than on the new forms of lordship that rose up around the turn of the millennium, when local rulers began appropriating power from royal hands.14 The tenth century played an integral part in such discussions, being closely examined for evidence of when and where the seeds of this later social order were planted.15

In Germany, the long tenth century has been overshadowed by the Investiture Contest, a series of convulsions between secular and ecclesiastical powers at the highest level that reshaped kingly and papal authorities and their interactions and brought the ‘Early Middle Ages’ to their end.16 The transformation of the Church that began in earnest in the second half of the eleventh century from the impetus of Gregory VII (leading to them being referred to as the ‘Gregorian Reforms’) drew on ideas that had already taken root in monasteries throughout Europe in the tenth century. In the German Empire, however, the timing of this new reform movement in the later eleventh century offered an opportunity for those who were becoming increasingly frustrated with the Salian dynasty to legitimize new non-Salian rulers. The conjunction of this reform movement with a civil war in Saxony and the rise of several ‘anti-kings’ sparked a crisis which threatened the basis of the Salian emperors’ legitimacy; accordingly, the long tenth century is viewed as a prelude to this fundamental clash between secular and ecclesiastical rulers in the Empire.17

In Italy, the collapse of independent power in the long tenth century is seen as heralding the rise of the city-states of twelfth-century northern Italy. With the fragmentation of the Italian peninsula into different areas under the control of external forces, the resulting power vacuums created by absent rulers are thought to have allowed new polities to emerge which were defined by their local nature. This build-up of local, urban power is thus viewed in the light of a collapse of public order in Italy in the tenth century and then linked to the concurrent revival of Roman law in Italy in the later eleventh century and the emergence of a cadre of professional lawyers – with a resulting shift in the nature of Italian documentary culture.18 In Catalonia, again, the vision of a breakdown of public order in the late tenth/early eleventh century is implicated in ideas of an increasingly feudalized society;19 and in England, the tenth century’s successes were snuffed out by the Norman Conquest of 1066 and the radical restructuring of society which followed.20 Whether the focus has been on the east or the west, northern Europe or the Mediterranean, looking at the tenth century as the prelude for what lay beyond it in the later eleventh century has led to the impression that the period stretching between 888 and 1050 presents little more than an interval between the lost order of the Carolingian era and the new, more recognizably ‘medieval’ order of the long twelfth century.

Important work has nevertheless begun to change our view. There has been a shift in favour of interpreting the period under consideration on the Continent on its own terms and with sensitivity to the interconnectedness of its regions. This scholarship, largely but not exclusively produced within the last thirty years, has shown the potential of the sources to shine light onto a period often shrouded in obscurity. From assessments of individual kings or dynasties to considerations of reform movements, monasticism, diplomacy or documentary culture, little by little the tenth and early eleventh centuries emerge from their reputation as the poor relation to what came before and after, showing themselves to be deserving of serious consideration in their own right.21

Across continental Europe, the scale and orientation of polities underwent a seismic shift: kingdoms shrank, principalities grew, and power shifted away from the traditional heartlands of the Carolingians towards new areas. Regions that had been peripheries of the former empire, such as Saxony and Catalonia, now found themselves the centres of new polities. Even the idea of ‘Frankishness’ that had dominated the empire now broke open into different identities, some new and some far older, whether ‘Normans’, ‘Saxons’ or ‘Lotharingians’. There was a notable diversification of political authority: in addition to new kings, emperors, and dynasties, local figures of authority asserted themselves, from the emergence of sub-regnal ‘dukes’ in various kingdoms to the apparently commensurate increase in episcopal authority. Power in areas that had once tended towards administrative centralization – such as West Francia and northern Italy – splintered, while the West-Saxon dynasty of Anglo-Saxon England, ruling over a kingdom newly constructed in the wake of Scandinavian conquest, borrowed heavily from past Carolingian models of power as a means to centralize authority and rejuvenate its literary and cultural milieu.

The Carolingian Empire’s heyday may well have ushered in a ‘renaissance’ of knowledge, art and culture, but the tenth and earlier eleventh centuries saw intellectual breathing space develop as an inevitable outcome of the fragmentation of power. The long tenth century thus offers us the chance to look closely at how authority and legitimacy were consciously constructed in a new political order, and how these constructs reflected, manipulated and rejected the past. At all turns, contemporary writers evinced a need to validate, justify and critique the new forms of authority that rose and sometimes fell within their lifetimes, often with reference to what had come before. As previous consensus on the natures of authority and legitimate power vanished, debate (and disagreement) on these topics intensified. Secular rulers, bishops, abbots, abbesses and their familiae, clerics and laypeople all attempted to comprehend the changes that they were experiencing by situating them in ideological frameworks that they already possessed. In particular, they turned to the past in order to comment on the present, a reflection of anxieties about the ever-changing present. Innovations and new ways of ruling, writing or governing might be cloaked in references to the past in order to provide the veneer of respectability and historical precedent for new ideas; equally, the past could be a yardstick against which contemporaries and their actions were measured (and then beaten with, should they fall short). In this era of exceptional change, the past became an increasingly powerful tool to comment on the present.

Historians have not failed to notice the sudden changes to the volume and types of historical sources available after the Carolingian Empire’s decline. The many narrative histories that illuminate the Carolingian world, long perceived as characteristic of the Carolingian intellectual project through their connections to royal and imperial court culture, had all ended by the early tenth century.22 Yet the decline in the first half of the tenth century of this style of history-writing did not leave a void. Across Europe, we witness the growing reification of the past in diverse texts. While long-form historical narratives dwindled, they continued to be read and copied, and after 950 there is a clear revival of this type of historical record, in both traditional and new forms. In England and on the Continent hagiographical texts that commemorated living or recently-deceased holy men and women became an increasingly important medium for relating the past, where before hagiographers tended to focus on saints at considerable historical remove; Gesta of bishops, too, surged in popularity. The relationships of new histories to the Carolingian past were complex: some new histories were cast as continuations of ninth-century texts, while others showed little interest in Carolingian history and events, and instead focused more intently on their authors’ here-and-now.

Innovations and developments in the field of liturgy can also show us new ways of using the past. These are often at first glance more subtle than those of narrative sources but nevertheless highly revealing, as their authors and compilers consciously manipulated Carolingian models to create new ways of commemorating their communities and celebrating their faith. New genres appeared, such as the pontifical, a collection of rites and texts relating to the office of the bishop, and an important witness to the construction of episcopal authority. Changing attitudes to governance present complex regional and normative interactions with the past in documentary culture: the enormous corpus of Carolingian capitularies, diplomas and charters remained a powerful source of legal authority that were copied, revised and manipulated across the former empire and beyond. At the same time the way kingdoms were governed appears to have radically changed: the application of laws and legal norms changed significantly in response to present needs and practices. Agencies came to rely less on the production of new texts, indicating some kind of rupture with what went before, but also used the past to develop different strategies to justify and support legal claims and normative measures in their present world. Falsified documents attributed to Carolingian rulers offer us insight into when and why Carolingian legitimacy may have been wanted or needed and how the past could be used for present effect, as do invocations of the names of previous kings and their legal decisions in contemporary documents.

The ‘crisis’ of the Carolingian world therefore produced an abundance of texts and authors who tried to understand the present and forecast or shape the future through reference to the past, even if their forms and functions appear at first glance more inscrutable to the historian of early medieval Europe. Those behind the writing and copying of texts simultaneously viewed their present as marked by uncertainty and change, and used the past with increasing creativity and liberty. Understanding how these two interlocking impulses flowed through narratives and texts of the tenth and earlier eleventh centuries offers us a way to comprehend the period on its own terms more fully. This, of course, is not to view the tenth and eleventh centuries through the lens of the Carolingian era, but instead to try to recalibrate our understanding of this period through looking at how tenth- and eleventh-century individuals themselves thought about their present in relation to their past, whether that meant their immediate predecessors, the Carolingians, or further back still, to Merovingian, Lombard, Roman or Greek precedents.

The following volume uses these contradictory and multivalent conceptions of the past as a way to open up lived experiences without resorting to national or teleological perspectives. The various contributors to this collection explore how insecurity around social, political and religious authority in the period after the collapse of the Carolingian Empire drove creative uses of the past across Europe. The chapters of this collection cover a wide geographical remit, including the former territories of the Carolingian Empire, but also looking east and south to its borders on the Slavic march and in Spain, and north-west to Anglo-Saxon England, a society with deep debts to Carolingian ideas about power and authority in the period under scrutiny. A transnational approach to this period, in which historic and contemporary ‘frontier’ and heartland regions are perceived to be of equal importance, helps us move beyond traditional narratives of national origins associated with tenth-century Europe. The following presentation of cases ranging from France to Germany, Italy to Flanders, and England to Catalonia, offers a comparative view of history after the Carolingian Empire which serves to break the isolation of these different regional histories.

Our first section, ‘Past Narratives’, explores the writing of texts explicitly concerned with history, considering how different authors approached the past under the new political realities of the long tenth century. In his contribution, Geoffrey Koziol argues that the evaporation of the Carolingian Empire as a framework for presenting past and present events reoriented historiographical texts in the tenth century. New structures needed to be introduced to fill the gap, with those springing up from ecclesiastical genres finding particular favour in shaping new memories of the past. The three subsequent case studies offered by Maya Maskarinec, Edward Roberts and Lenneke van Raaij tackle this same question in fine detail. Maskarinec examines how an Italian monk offered monastic history as an encouraging alternative to the sad lament of imperial history in Rome. As Roberts shows, Flodoard of Reims also tried to find hope for the future in the stories of the past in his careful presentation of the troubled history of the archbishops of Reims. The timelessness of saintly history provided hagiographic authors in Trier another way to respond to the changing political world around them, which van Raaij outlines in her contribution. Stuart Airlie concludes the section by contemplating our own ongoing attempts to find new structures to understand the past as medieval historians, drawing out how the genre of biography has shaped our view of the long tenth century, and how biographies of medievalists, as well as those of medieval texts, can help us better understand our own perceptions of this period.

From this focus on historically-minded texts, we turn to texts that engaged in the past in other, subtler ways in the section ‘Inscribing Memory’. Here, our contributors examine the impact of past exemplars and ideas on various genres of text created after the end of the Carolingian Empire, whether that was through adopting or adapting the wording of past documents or creating new texts or manuscripts that visually imitated Carolingian models. Matthias M. Tischler reveals how border regions like Catalonia created their own expressions of ‘Carolingian-ness’, which evolved in response to localized pressures; these could look rather different from the ‘Carolingian-ness’ of the Frankish heartlands. The development of Catalan manuscript culture of the ninth to eleventh century provides a case study of this process, featuring the development of a hybrid Visigothic-Caroline minuscule. The visual memories held within manuscripts are also explored by Megan Welton in her study of the role of Carolingian and Ottonian royal women in royal liturgy: we can see the hints of discord and dissenting voices over time in manuscripts where queens’ names were written down, erased, or replaced. Liturgy promoted a timeless image of the queen’s role in the kingdom, but these sources reveal the tensions that liturgical rites were attempting to quell. This attempt to impose harmony is also seen in Philippe Depreux’s examination of the wedding charters recorded by Ademar of Chabannes: the use of Carolingian models for these contemporary texts reveals how the past could be drawn on to provide further stability for acts in the present. The final two contributions both examine the explicit attempts of the Salian dynasty to imitate the Carolingians in two different genres. Sarah Greer focuses on the creation of new genealogical tables that sprang up in the tenth and eleventh century, arguing that one unusual royal genealogy can only be understood when set in the context of the Salian court’s intense interest in the Carolingians. This interest was also expressed in the obvious modelling of Salian oaths on Carolingian forms, as Stefan Esders outlines; he argues that this was a deliberate decision on the part of the Salian rulers, revealing the conscious shaping of their rulership in imitation of non-Ottonian past practices.

The final section of the volume, ‘Recalling Communities’, moves away from specific texts to think more broadly about how the past was used to define communities and communal identity in a period where identities were suddenly in flux. The idea of solidarity, unsurprisingly, became an increasing concern to authors in the tenth and eleventh century as they faced the fluid nature of the new political order. Both Max Diesenberger and Jelle Wassenaar address how authors defined and historicized solidarity and what their aims were in promoting these ideas; Diesenberger provides an overview of the development of the rhetoric of solidarity from the late Carolingian era through to the post-Carolingian kingdoms, while Wassenaar provides a targeted case study, exploring the discussions of solidarity in the tenth-century Italian episcopacy. Giorgia Vocino continues the focus on the Italian episcopate, but provides another facet of their community and identity by exploring the networks of masters and students that shaped the Italian intellectual elite. She notes these networks predated the tenth century, providing some continuity after the collapse of Carolingian power and the rise of new polities while also offering opportunities for Italy to develop its distinctive intellectual culture of the eleventh century. The final two chapters turn to examples where the past was being used to shape religious communities through exclusion. Steven Vanderputten addresses the discourses on monastic purity that spread across Europe through the tenth century, emphasizing how authors relied on time-honoured rhetorical traditions to shape their criticism of contemporary communities. In contrast, Sarah Hamilton describes the innovation of a new form of text, the recording of excommunication practices, which only emerged in post-Carolingian Europe. However, Hamilton shows the underlying foundation of ninth-century legislation on these new texts; they were at the same time both innovative and traditional.

Each of our authors draws out how individuals in the long tenth century perceived their present by exploring their depictions of political, legal and social legitimacy in reconstructed versions of the past. Rather than simply treating this period as the sad aftermath of the collapsed Carolingian project, or as the turbulent period that preceded a new social order, this collection of essays considers the tenth and earlier eleventh centuries in their own right, revealing a complex, fluid world where definitions of authority and legitimacy were constantly negotiated.
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THE FUTURE OF HISTORY AFTER EMPIRE

Geoffrey Koziol



Histories written in the reigns of Pippin and Charlemagne were triumphalist grand narratives that chronicled the successes of the Franks and their Carolingian rulers. Histories written under Louis the Pious had fewer triumphs to celebrate; yet what Mayke de Jong has argued about polemics written during Louis’s reign applies equally to histories: they were deeply engaged in debates about the Carolingian empire. To a large extent this remained the case under Louis’s sons: even when Nithard and Hincmar wrote to criticize kings and magnates, they still wrote in the belief that the Carolingian enterprise mattered historically.1 So when the dynasty and the empire failed, what did those who wrote history think history was about? What had become the purpose of history? What framework now gave history coherence? And the problem was not just the purpose and coherence of the events of history. The growing separateness of the Carolingian kingdoms also created a narratological problem about how to write history coherently. For example, Ado of Vienne had managed to write a short chronicle that provided a clear, coherent, summary narrative from the Creation to the death of Lothar I in 855. Even his highly abbreviated account of Lothar II’s troubles is coherent, if partisan. But in the brief sections he and his continuator wrote about subsequent events, the narrative falls apart entirely, while the continuation ends in an incomprehensible jumble.2 The same applies to the end of Regino of Prüm’s Chronicle, if to a lesser extent. Its entries for its last thirteen years largely focus on Arnulf and Zwentibald but sometimes dash into Italy and the West Frankish kingdom for particular events, interrupted by the sudden irruption of Huns onto the scene and their equally sudden disappearance; and always events seem to end in failures or, worse, massacres.3 Arnulf subdues Italy and is crowned emperor only to die, leading to a civil war between Louis the Blind and Berengar, one battle following another until Berengar captured Louis by treachery and had him blinded. ‘And so’, Regino comments, ‘at last Berengar acquired the kingdom of Italy, bloodstained by many slaughters’.4 Then there is the assassination of Fulk of Reims, and Odo’s execution of Walcher, and the treacherous murder of Eberhard by the son of Gerulf, to say nothing of the uprising against Zwentibald and Zwentibald’s death. Not least there was the Babenburg feud that arose over what Regino calls ‘the smallest and most trivial matter’. Again quoting Regino, it, too, ended ‘in mutual slaughter. A countless number on each side perished by the sword, hands and feet were lopped off, and the regions subjected to them were completely devastated by plunder and burning’.5

Stuart Airlie has written eloquently on some of the issues that underlay these aspects of Regino’s Chronicle. In his words, the Chronicle shows that Regino

was thinking what was nearly unthinkable for the actors in his text, namely, that the crisis of the system of Carolingian dynastic hegemony . . . revealed that this system, even at its height, was just another transient historical arrangement.6

To this lucid statement one might only add that the problem was not just a failure of Carolingian dynastic leadership. It was a failure of the entire Carolingian programme for the creation of a Christian society, and the failure of an assumption that the course of history had been leading towards the Carolingian empire so that it might create such a society. It might also be suggested that one reason the great wealth of Carolingian historical writing ends in the later ninth century –– leaving Regino nearly alone in undertaking a major historiographical enterprise – was precisely this problem: the purpose of history – history understood both as events and as the recording of events – had become opaque.

This realization raises a central question that must be addressed by anyone who would understand ‘the transformation of the Carolingian world’: how did contemporaries deal with this new opacity of history? How did they think about the unthinkable?

To continue with Regino, the best known aspect of his paradigm for understanding historical failure was his repeated emphasis on fortuna. The wheel of fortune rises and falls, carrying rulers with it – and by extension not only rulers but their kingdoms and empires as well.7 It is also well known that although Regino was writing a kind of universal chronicle, he differed markedly from other Carolingian practitioners of the genre like Ado of Vienne and Frechulf of Lisieux, for he did not go back to Adam but began with Augustus and the foundation of the Roman empire.8 One possible reason was that to make his point Regino did not need the succession of four world empires or the six ages of man, because those models of succession implied that history was going someplace, that the present was the culmination of the past. But Regino was no longer sure that history was going anywhere at all.9 His view of history was what Hayden White would have called ‘satirical’: just one damn thing after another, in fact the same damn thing after another.10 Moreover, since Regino’s real purpose was to understand the historical place of the Carolingian empire, and since the Carolingian empire was imagined as a prolongation of the Roman empire, Regino could make his point simply by beginning with Augustus. Indeed, omitting the three empires prior to the Roman clarified the issues immensely. For the Assyrian, Persian, and Greek empires had risen and fallen before Christ’s birth and the redemption of humankind, whereas the story of the Roman empire was the story of Christ’s birth, humanity’s redemption, and the creation of a Christian empire under Christian emperors.11 Thus, Rome’s failure established a different imperial model: history could become the story of the impossibility of a truly Christian empire.

In writing his history of Rome Regino relied on just a handful of works. The most important of them was Bede’s De ratione temporum, specifically, the Eusebian-type chronicle that makes up Chapter 66 of De ratione.12 But even though Regino closely followed Bede’s sequence of events, he radically abbreviated Bede’s accounts. The result was to give Regino’s version of Roman imperial history a much different cast than Bede’s. One sees this in the way Regino’s Chronicle opens: in the forty-second year of Caesar Octavian, Jesus Christ, the son of God, was born, his birth proclaimed by angels and visited by shepherds.13 What Regino left out was Bede’s Eusebian framing of the event: in Bede’s account, Christ was born the very ‘year in which the movements of all the peoples throughout the world were held in check, and “by God’s decree Caesar established genuine and unshakeable peace”’.14 In other words, Bede followed a typical Christian historiographical model which went back to Melitus of Sardis that required the Roman empire for God’s unfolding, providential historical plan. Regino completely ignored the model, and with it, discarded the empire’s foundation as a linchpin of a knowable providential plan for history.

Or take the two historians’ accounts of the reigns of Vespasian and Titus. Bede notes the emperors’ suppression of the Jewish revolt, their conquest of Judea, and Titus’s destruction of the Temple. But he also speaks of what he calls Vespasian’s ‘great deeds’ (magnorum operum) which included not only his conquest of Britain but also his building of the Colossus of Rome – 107 feet high, a fact which Bede took from Jerome. And from Eutropius Bede took his description of Titus as ‘a man so admirable in all forms of virtue that he could be called the love and delight of humankind.’15 None of this praise is in Regino. Instead, he provides the dates of Vespasian’s rule, states that ‘the kingdom of Judea was overthrown and the temple destroyed by Titus’, then adds: ‘It was during his reign that Bishop Apollinaris, sent to Ravenna by the blessed Peter, was martyred’.16

Granted, Regino is providing an epitome of Bede’s epitome, so his accounts are always much briefer than Bede’s. Yet for that very reason his distinctive pattern is always much more obvious. Emperors do nothing in Regino’s narrative but provide occasions to highlight the glories of martyrs. Over and over, Regino simply gives the dates of imperial reigns, then writes immediately of the martyrdoms that occurred under them. Thus, in writing of Marcus Aurelius and Commodus, Bede mentions their unusual joint rule, their victories against the Parthians, and a plague that struck Italy and Rome. He notes Marcus Aurelius’s establishment of his son as emperor. He writes that during Marcus’s reign Melitus of Sardis sent his apology for Christianity to the emperor, and the king of Britain wrote to Pope Eleutherius asking to become a Christian, and Bishops Apollinarus of Hieropolis and Dionysius of Corinth lived. Folded into this mass of information documenting the steady expansion of Christianity, and without any particular emphasis, Bede adds that there was a persecution in Asia in which Polycarp and Pionius were martyred and that ‘in Gaul as well many gloriously shed their blood for Christ’.17 Though it is based on Bede, Regino’s account is entirely different. He gives a simple statement that Marcus Aurelius ruled with Commodus for nineteen years and one month, then writes: ‘In these times and those mentioned above the following were martyred’. He now names twenty-six individual martyrs, adding that there were, in addition, fifty unnamed martyrs in Armenia and forty-eight from Lyon, to say nothing of the seven sons of Felicity.18

Regino does this consistently. He ignores the virtues of emperors and the great successes of the empire, leaving only a bloody trail of martyrs. Just as interesting, this continues to be the pattern after Constantine. Bede, of course, lavishes attention on Eusebius’s great hero, writing of Constantine’s conversion; the council of Nicaea; the emperor’s building of basilicas in Rome and elsewhere in honour of the Cross, Peter and Paul, John the Baptist, and various martyrs; the emperor’s desire to establish a great new capital named after him; and finally his order that pagan temples be closed, adding that he executed this order ‘without killing anyone’.19 Regino omits nearly all of this. Instead, he focuses his attention on Pope Sylvester, even asserting that the council of Nicaea was summoned at his direction, not Constantine’s, and strongly implying that although the cross of Christ was found during Constantine’s reign it was not found by his mother Helena.20 And far from Constantine’s conversion representing a culminating moment of Christian triumph, it simply inaugurated a different kind of persecution under Christian emperors and new martyrs under Constantine’s sons and later Julian.21 Then begins an entirely new set of travails: the Huns attacking the Goths, who waste Thrace; Goths, Vandals and Alans attacking Italy and Gaul; the Goths sacking Rome; Vandals, Alans and Goths devastating Africa; and the Vandals finally capturing Carthage.22

So in Regino, the unification of the world under the Roman empire changed nothing. The conversion of Constantine changed nothing. The only constant in Christian history is that every success is followed by failure, and there is always persecution and martyrdom.

Seen in this light, another characteristic of Regino’s Chronicle may take on a different meaning than it is usually given. For the decades between the death of Charles Martel and the death of Charlemagne Regino simply copied out the Royal Frankish Annals (RFA), nearly verbatim. These annals are, of course, the epitome of Carolingian triumphalist history. But Regino sandwiched them between two very different kinds of historical narratives – his history of the Roman empire and that of the contemporary Carolingian empire – and in the latter as in the former, triumph is invariably followed by or accompanied by martyrdom, dissension, and failure. This placement of the Royal Frankish Annals between two histories of imperial failure almost demands that a reader interpret the Annals’ grand narrative differently, not as a turning point of history but as only another transient moment when the wheel of fortune lifted the Franks to the heights before their inevitable fall.

Regino’s distinctly untriumphalist interpretation of Christian empire renders one of his rare changes to the RFA exceptionally significant. He added an interesting fable about Carloman, the brother of Pippin the Short who resigned as mayor of the palace to become a monk at Monte Cassino. The fable depicts Carloman as a perfect monk, perfect especially in humility, as he undertook the most self-abasing tasks without complaint, even patiently suffering insult and physical abuse without ever revealing his true identity. In this tale, when Carloman had first knocked on the door of the monastery and was brought into the abbot’s presence, he immediately fell to the ground, ‘declaring that he was a murderer and guilty of all sorts of crimes, and he begged for mercy and asked for a place of penance’.23 Presumably, the crimes and murders requiring penance were some discreet or garbled reference to his massacre of Alamans at Cannstatt. Regino seems to allude to it earlier, though the allusion is too broad to be certain (and in any case, it came verbatim from the RFA). But what is important is that for Regino Carloman, not Pippin, was the exemplary figure of the dynasty, for after doing what kings did by conquering and killing, he sought a life of penitential atonement – as a monk.24

Recently, Charles West has argued that Regino’s understanding and writing of history were shaped by what he had read. Although one can only agree, the most important influences on Regino may not have been those West identifies: the Royal Frankish Annals and the materials on Lothar II’s divorce collected by Adventius of Metz.25 The most important influences were surely Bede’s De ratione temporum and, alongside it, Justin’s Epitome of Pompeius Trogus’s Philippic History.26 The former gave him a brief, accepted, completely orthodox account of Roman imperial history. The latter gave him a model for an explicitly un-Providential historical narrative. Reading Bede through the prism of Justin, Regino was able to write a history of the Roman empire that could serve as a prototype for a different history of the Carolingian empire. For his additions and subtractions to Bede’s ‘Greater Chronicle’ turned his own history into an illustration of the ultimate failure of worldly political power and the inevitable sinfulness of those who wield such power. And much more than in Bede’s chronicle, in Regino’s history the Church appears most resplendent in the suffering of its martyrs and confessors.

Regino’s recasting of Bede’s account of Roman imperial history raises an important point. As Rosamond McKitterick has reminded us, the history of the Roman empire and its intertwining with the history of the Church remained the touchstone for Carolingian historical writing throughout the entirety of the ninth century.27 This does not mean, however, that chroniclers drew the same lessons from Roman history or described the relationship of Church and empire in the same way. To understand just how differently Roman imperial history had been read earlier in the century, one might compare Regino’s treatment with that of Frechulf of Lisieux’s Histories.28 Admittedly, the two works are not exactly comparable. Where Regino began with Augustus, Frechulf began with Adam and followed Eusebius and Orosius in adopting the schema of the four world empires, the very schema Regino’s focus on Rome allowed him to ignore. And where Regino continued his Roman imperial history to its Carolingian prolongation in his own day, Frechulf ended his history in the early seventh century, with Franks and Lombards destroying the last remnants of the western Roman empire and the Roman pontiff formally recognized as the head of the universal church.29 Yet the two works overlap in treating the beginnings of the Roman empire, and here their treatments are strikingly divergent. For in pronounced contrast to Regino, Frechulf’s Augustan Rome is a grand construction, preordained by God the Father for the birth of His Son. Borrowing heavily from Eusebius, Orosius and others, Frechulf does describe the glories of the martyrs and the wisdom of the ‘doctors’ of the early church. But Eusebius and Orosius had also treated Roman imperial power, since it was a building-block of God’s providential history. Frechulf adopted these stories also.30 Above all, when writing of the early Roman emperors he quoted the Epitome de Caesaribus of Pseudo-Aurelius Victor, doing nothing to mask that work’s proudly secular outlook, since pagan political virtues and vices were equally Christian virtues and vices. Thus, Frechulf’s sections on Augustus offer a lengthy catalogue, taken from the Epitome, of the first Roman emperor’s great military deeds and administrative reforms. Frechulf also insists on Augustus’s virtues: he refused the title of ‘lord’, believing it unfitting for a ruler of free men; he was faithful in friendship; he was a lover of poetry and eloquent himself; he was a careful lawgiver and a great builder of monuments. The specifically Christian element Frechulf adds to the Epitome is a criticism of Augustus’s lasciviousness (illustrated by his divorcing his wife Scribonia).31 The same emphases are found in Frechulf’s treatment of Augustus’s successors, again largely borrowed from the Epitome (though Orosius had told many of the same stories). For example, although Tiberius was eloquent and knowledgeable in letters he did not inspire trust, for ‘he pretended to want what he did not and . . . seemed gracious to those he actually hated’. Over time, he became increasingly intolerant of opposition and caused the deaths of senators, prefects, and even his own sons.32 Caligula was nothing but a lewd tyrant, committing incest with his own sisters, demanding that he be worshipped as a god, and killing members of the nobility before being killed by his own palace guard.33 Claudius obeyed only his belly and his lust while allowing himself to be commanded by his wives and freedmen.34 Nero was even worse, not just lustful but wanton and greedy, and so depraved that he set Rome on fire just for the spectacle of seeing the city burn.35 Models of imperial virtues return with Vespasian and his son Titus, who conquered Jerusalem and razed its walls and the Temple, then celebrated a triumph at Rome the likes of which had not been seen in the 320 triumphs staged since the city’s founding, for this was a triumph not merely over foreign peoples but over the enemies of God. Having brought peace to the entire world, Vespasian then had the gates of the temple of Janus closed for only the sixth time in Rome’s history. Vespasian’s particular political achievements were much like those of Augustus: he pacified rather than punished enemies, repaired Rome’s buildings, restored the empire’s cities, and built and strengthened its roads. As for Titus, during his youth it was feared that he might follow Nero onto the path of tyranny. Instead, he came to surpass his father in virtue and ruled with clemency, liberality, honour, and contempt of wealth. He thereby gained ‘immortal glory’ as ‘the delight and love of humanity’.36

The contrast with Regino could not be clearer. In Frechulf’s narrative of Roman history, not only is the empire’s establishment under Augustus foreordained by God as the historical moment for Christ’s Incarnation – a centuries-old topos of Christian historiography which Regino pointedly ignored – but the fate of the empire depends on the virtues and vices of its rulers. ‘Fortune’ had nothing to do with it.

Why these differences? It is not a matter of genre. For one thing, Frechulf was writing what is usually called a universal history (indeed, it is a classic example of the type), and it is often thought that Regino was writing a species of one, simply one more limited in time and space.37 In any case, scholars are today much less prone to seeing hard and fast distinctions in historiographical genres, having recognized not only how many historical works combined elements of what were once thought to have been different genres, but also how purposively authors deviated from antecedent histories.38 In fact, Regino’s Chronicle is a prime instance of this, for his deviations from exemplary universal histories (whether Eusebius-Jerome, Orosius, or Bede) are best seen as conscious choices made to heighten his implicit comparison of the fates of the Roman and Carolingian empires. Whatever genre we assign Regino’s Chronicle, the fact remains that both Regino and Frechulf used the early history of the Roman empire to set out their themes, both used that history to imply a historical interpretation of the Carolingian empire, and both were equally interested in moral readings of history and in the direction of history. Accordingly, the most significant finding that emerges from their comparison is that precisely where the coverage of their histories overlapped, their moral readings and their understanding of the direction of history differed most greatly. The reason for the difference is not that Frechulf was a bishop, and therefore a secular cleric, whereas Regino was a monk, for Frechulf had evidently been educated at Fulda, and his Histories were most widely read and annotated by monks at Sankt Gallen and Reichenau.39 A more important reason for the difference is signalled by the two authors’ respective dedications. The Chronicle was dedicated to Bishop Adalbero of Augsburg at a time when Regino had been effectively deposed from his abbacy at Prüm and was in exile. Since Adalbero was both godfather and tutor of the young reigning king, Louis the Child, Regino may have hoped the bishop could help restore him to favour. Yet the circumstances of Regino’s disfavour point to the very problem the later portions of his chronicle document: an increase in conflicts over power played out regionally between aristocratic alliances, as there ceased to be any stable royal ‘court’ that channelled patronage.40 In contrast, Frechulf dedicated the first part of his Histories to Helisachar, one of Louis the Pious’s most favoured palatines.41 He dedicated the second book – the part that contains his Roman imperial history – to Judith, Louis the Pious’s empress and mother of the young Charles the Bald, with the explicit request that Judith use the Histories as a ‘mirror’ for her son, so that Charles might commit to memory the deeds of emperors, the triumphs of saints, and the teachings of doctors, and from them learn what to strive for and what to avoid.42 Frechulf’s Histories were therefore a mirror for a prince, produced by a bishop with close contacts at court, who was sent on embassies for the court, and who wrote for leading members of the court, for the empress of that court, and for the benefit of a future king.

The fact that Regino wrote in disgrace could be one reason he was so attuned to the theme of martyrdom, for the famous passage in the Chronicle mentioning his deposition as abbot of Prüm has the unmistakably aggrieved tone of someone who himself felt persecuted.43 And Frechulf’s attention to the lives of Roman emperors surely owes something to the fact that he was ultimately writing for a young prince who would someday be king. This may be why his Histories are chock-full of the kinds of stories that might appeal to a boy – stories about sieges and triumphs and sex. It is certainly why he dwelt on the importance of the virtues and vices of Roman emperors: he was trying to impress upon Charles the importance of a ruler’s personal virtue and vice for his future fame or infamy.

Nevertheless, the most obvious reason for the differences in the two chronicles is surely the most important one. Regino wrote around 908, when the Carolingian empire was a thing of the past – and Regino’s awareness that it was past is evident from his chronicle’s most famous passage, on the fragmentation of the empire in 888.44 In contrast, Frechulf wrote in the late 820s, at the zenith of Carolingian power, under a dynasty imbued with the belief that Rome had died only to be reborn as a better, wholly Christian empire. Yet the obviousness of this difference can obscure another that was ultimately critical to the future of medieval historiography. Frechulf could combine secular and ecclesiastical narrative because for him, the church and the empire were the same thing.45 In this regard, too, his understanding of history was not dissimilar to Eusebius’s, Orosius’s, and Bede’s. But it also applied to history one of the most important guiding principles of the first part of Louis the Pious’s reign, which found its best illustration in Jonas of Orléans’ well-known recasting of Gelasius’s Duo quippe. In Gelasius’s original formulation, the sacred authority of the pontiffs and the royal power ruled the ‘world’. In Jonas’s reformulation – articulated at the very moment that Frechulf was submitting his Histories to Judith – they shared rule of the ‘church’.46 Regino’s more pessimistic view of secular politics required him to re-extract ecclesia from regnum, creating space for a history of the church that was separate from the history of secular power, a history in which secular power and secular power struggles often worked against the church’s mission, a history in which bishops and monks, like the martyrs and confessors before them, had an obligation to resist secular powers when those powers oppressed them. Given these differences, it is not surprising that in addition to writing his Histories Frechulf compiled a new, improved edition of Vegetius’s De re militari, which he composed for and dedicated to Charles the Bald.47 Nor is it surprising that besides the Chronicle, the work for which Regino is best known is the Libri duo de synodalibus causis et ecclesiasticae disicplinae, a compilation of strictly ecclesiastical canons that establishes the church within its own separate governmental sphere, a sphere ruled exclusively by churchmen and exclusively by church laws.48

In other words, when the Carolingian dynasty failed in its historic mission, writers of history like Regino were not really cast adrift without any historical framework for understanding the present in terms of the past. But the historical framework that was left to them was a kind of ecclesiastical history that described the church and the world as fundamentally separate entities in perennial potential conflict. In this history, the age of martyrs and confessors had never ended.

If we place it within this momentous paradigmatic shift, then Regino’s Chronicle no longer appears quite so solitary, for we find something very similar in another genre of contemporary historiography, gesta abbatum and gesta episcoporum.

The first Carolingian-era works that look something like such gesta were every bit as triumphalist as other histories. And just as Frechulf’s Histories correlated the history of the church and the history of empires, so in these gesta the history of individual churches and the acts of their eighth- and early ninth-century prelates were always placed within the framework of the Carolingian dynasty and empire. To take just the most obvious example, in his Liber de episcopis Mettensibus, Paul the Deacon so ties the fate of the Carolingians to the see of Metz that he makes them descendants of Bishop Arnulf of Metz via Arnulf’s son Ansegisel.49 In Paul’s history another bishop of Metz, Chrodegang, was the former referendary of Charles Martel, and ‘especially chosen by Pippin and the whole assembly of the Franks’ to escort Pope Stephen II to Gaul.50 This, of course, was the papal visit that resulted in the first pacis foedus between the new Frankish king and the vicar of St. Peter and culminated in the pope’s consecration of Pippin, his wife, and their two sons.51 In the reign of Louis the Pious, a gesta abbatum was begun at Fontenelle. Like Paul, its author used genealogy to link the monastery to the Carolingian dynasty: in this case, Arnulf of Metz’s son Anchises (that is, Ansegisus) remains the father of Pippin, ‘most glorious duke of the Franks’, but now Pippin’s brother Waltchisus is introduced as the father of Wandregisilus, Fontenelle’s founder.52 And the bond between monastery and dynasty remained close, for the abbots of Fontenelle whose deeds the Gesta recounts include Charles Martel’s nephew Hugh; Pippin the Short’s godfather Raginfrid; the great courtier and biographer of Charlemagne Einhard; and Ansegis, perennial missus of Louis the Pious and compiler of royal capitularies.53 Of Abbot Gervold, chaplain to Pippin’s queen Bertrada, the author notes that Charlemagne sent him as legate to the Greek emperor and appointed him receiver of payments from the empire’s northern coastal emporia.54 In the author’s recounting Fontenelle was central to Charles Martel’s victories over the Neustrian mayor of the palace Raganfrid and the duke of the Frisians Radbod.55 So closely does he conjoin the monastery’s history and the history of the ruling family that he often interrupts his narrative of Fontnelle’s local past to recount the far-flung victories of the rising dynasty, borrowing from the Carolingians’ own house chronicle, the Annales Mettenses priores.56 And while he laments the monastery’s loss of estates and revenues that abbots appointed by the kings leased out to the kings’ men, he only blames the abbots, never the kings themselves. In fact, when faced with abbots whom the Gesta calls not ‘rectors’ but ‘tyrants’, the monks’ remedy always lies with the Carolingian rulers.57

The Actus pontificum Cenomanensis in urbe degentium is the next extant gesta. It is also one of the most problematic, since so much of its narrative is invention, so many of its embedded charters forgeries. The text is so difficult that historians have not even been able to agree on the stages of the collection’s compilation or their dates. Still, there is general agreement that the extant version was completed between 855 and 863. There is also agreement that the invention and forgeries were mobilized to advance a clearly discernable theme – the inalienability of church property – whose treatment announces that we have entered a historiographical world very different from that of both earlier gesta and earlier histories and annals.58 To be sure, the Carolingian dynasty features prominently in the narrative. For example, the longest chapter of the Actus focuses on the tyrannical control of the bishopric of Le Mans by the local dux Rotgar, his son Charivius, and their illegitimate episcopal appointee, Rotgar’s son Gauziolenus. Their tyranny was said to have begun under the last Merovingian ruler, Childeric III. It was ended only by the first Carolingian kings, Pippin and Charlemagne, who intervened repeatedly and actively to restore canonical order to the see.59 Nevertheless, the attitude of the author (or authors, for though the themes of the Actus are so unified that they reveal a single mind, the episcopal narratives and diplomatic apparatus are so complex that they could only have been executed by a team) are notably ambivalent. Although the Actus dates the tyranny of Rotgarius, Charivius, and Gauziolenus to the reign of Childeric III, every ninth-century reader of histories and hagiographies would have known that their policies were those of Charles Martel, who is conspicuously not mentioned at all. And Pippin’s actions in ending the tyranny were of markedly mixed success, for while he appointed a new bishop (Herlemund), he did not end Gauziolenus’s position as bishop. Even after Gauziolenus had Herlemund blinded, Pippin refused to have him deposed. Instead, he appointed what turned out to be the first in a series of three chorbishops to execute episcopal functions. When Gauziolenus died, episcopal properties were again siphoned off by Gauziolenus’s vicedominus Abraham, who not only distributed them to his lay and clerical followers but also bribed Charlemagne to grant them to Abraham’s men as benefices. Charlemagne did so, ‘deluded by human greed’, giving out monasteries, churches, vici, and villas that were intended to support the clergy and poor. When Charlemagne was finally alerted to the ensuing poverty of the bishopric and its clergy, he still did not fully restore the lost properties. Rather, he allowed their current holders to continue to possess them for their lifetimes, on condition of paying census to the church with the properties returning to the church on their deaths. Learning of the accusations against the next bishop, Joseph, Charlemagne was ‘very angry’, yet in the end he did nothing because the charges could not be proved. Not until Joseph defected from the royal army and assembly did Charlemagne have him deposed, leaving Joseph’s successor Franco as poor as his predecessors.60 Only now did Charlemagne act to right the wrongs he himself had consented to, asking Franco to name the properties that should be restored to the church. But once Franco named them Charlemagne refused to restore them, on the grounds that the men who held the properties were travelling with him to Rome, so the properties could not be returned to the church. He asked Franco to name another property instead. Franco asked for the monastery of Saint-Calais. This was approved after an inquest into the bishops’ title to it, and confirmed by a precept issued at Rome itself by the newly crowned emperor.61

The Actus’s treatment of the Carolingians reveals them to be not heroes but deeply flawed rulers. They allow themselves to be duped by gifts. They compromise the rights of the church rather than doing what is right. They are as much the cause of the see’s problems as its saviours. Never does the Actus represent the new dynasty as a turn towards a new historical moment. Quite the contrary: borrowing from an account of the translation of Scholastica (sister of Benedict of Nursia) written a little earlier at Le Mans, the Actus praises Dagobert’s son Clovis II far more lavishly than it does Pippin or Charlemagne: Clovis was

a man most noble in everything, and most astute in the administration of what pertained to res publica. For he was esteemed on account of his outstanding virtues, offering assent to the petitions of the servants of God not just readily but devotedly. And so, it was in his time that many monasteries were built throughout his kingdom and noteworthy religious deeds flourished.62


The ambivalent role of the Carolingians in the Actus is closely connected with a different framing of history itself. The difference is most clearly seen in the very first chapter, dealing with the foundation of the church of Le Mans under its first bishop, Julian. According to the Actus, the foundation occurred at the beginning of the Roman empire, but Roman emperors had nothing to do with it – the empire is not even mentioned. Rather, it was a quasi-apostolic foundation, Julian being one of the seventy disciples ordained by the apostles. He was personally instructed and consecrated bishop by Peter’s successor Clement, who sent him to preach in the Gauls as one of the companions of Dionysius and his socii, who were martyred at Paris. Arriving at Le Mans, Julian found the people adoring idols, worshipping demons, and venerating mountains, groves, and stones. Yet the people listened to him. The princeps of the place (Defensor) invited him to preach before him. When Julian worked a miracle Defensor humbled himself before the bishop. Julian made the sign of the cross over Defensor, they embraced and kissed, and a multitude was baptized as a result of the bishop’s sermon. Defensor then gave Julian his own house to use as a church and ordered the people to come to Julian, listen to his preaching, and obey his orders, while the princeps and his optimates bestowed gold, silver, and vestments on the church and endowed it with whatever property they had in the city and its suburb. The princeps himself gave other villas he possessed, asking the bishop to build churches and establish priests and ministers in them to instruct and baptize those people who could not come to the city.63

Stories about origins and foundations often announce the main themes of gesta and histories, and so it is in the Actus. The reason neither Merovingian nor Carolingian rulers are specially singled out for any historic mission is because they simply iterate the exemplary role of Defensor. Whether pagan or Christian, Merovingian or Carolingian, principes are introduced in the history to show their support of bishops, who are the real leaders of a Christian society comprised of clergy, people and nobles acting together. Again and again the Actus shows us the people and nobles (populus, optimates) gathered around their bishop, devoted to him, and supporting him with their donations. And over and over, it is the people who act at key moments in the Actus. ‘With one voice and one heart’, the people elected Julian’s companion Pavacius to succeed Julian as bishop.64 The clergy and people later elected Victurius II bishop.65 After a period without a bishop, ‘the city and the people of that diocese, inspired by the lord’, welcomed Domnolus to Le Mans, ‘and all the princes of the region and the priests, clerics, and nobles of the diocese beseeched him to take the city under his rule’. Though unwilling, Domnolus finally assented, ‘forced by the clergy and people’.66 When faced with the tyranny of Rotgar and Charivius,

the people, seeing themselves deceived (illusum) by them, began to ask that they be given a pontiff who might instruct and fortify them with divine words and exercise the episcopal ministry, since without a bishop they could scarcely be good Christians or be saved.67


For the authors of the Actus, the church is really ‘the clergy and people’ working together under principes but led spiritually by bishops, whose churches benefit from the largesse of people and optimates. In this regard, the church of Le Mans is simply a microcosm of the wider church, and kings are simply principes writ large. This is the reason intersections with the Carolingians are incidental, not essential, to the identity of the church of Le Mans. It is also the reason the Actus repeatedly places the history of the church of Le Mans within the history of the wider church, both Roman and Frankish. This pattern, too, is established in the very first chapter, which identifies Julian as one of Christ’s seventy disciples and has him being sent out by Peter’s successor Clement to the Gauls as a companion to none other than Dionysius of Paris.68 The second and third bishops, Turibius and Pavacius, were also ordained by Clement, who sent them as Julian’s companions.69 Bishop Liborius was buried by Martin of Tours, who had been forewarned of Liborius’s death by a divine vision.70 By divine inspiration Martin also recognized Victurius as Liborius’s successor, presenting him with his own staff and personally leading him into Le Mans.71 Martin also instructed Victurius’s son (likewise named Victurius) and personally ordained him in Tours.72 Victurius II’s successor was Principius, whom the Actus turns into the brother of Remigius of Reims.73 Bishop Domnolus founded a monastery and had it dedicated by Germanus of Paris, who subscribed Domnolus’s foundation charter. Germanus also taught and ordained Domnolus’s successor Bertichramnus.74 At every opportunity the Actus seems to eschew offering a history of the Franks and their great deeds and heroic kings, offering instead a history of the Frankish church as a college of legendary, sainted bishops.

The next important gesta episcoporum was composed only a decade or so after the Actus, between 873 and 875, when two canons of the cathedral chapter of Auxerre began to compile what is known as the Gesta pontificum Autissiodorensium.75 The authors had remarkably few diplomatic sources at hand on which to base their history of the church of Auxerre. They did, however, have hagiography, particularly for the earliest period. Save for Constantius’s fifth-century life of Germanus, most of these works had been compiled in the late sixth and early seventh centuries. Factually and chronologically impossible, their stories were concocted, in part, to give the church of Auxerre a depth of sacred history it did not have.76 Yet the authors of the Auxerre Gesta mobilized them with skill and imagination to create a history very different from the Gesta of Fontenelle but not all that dissimilar from the Actus of Le Mans.77 Here, too, the authors established the pattern at the very outset, in the section devoted to Auxerre’s first bishop, Peregrinus.78 The authors knew very little about this obviously invented figure. Accounts of Peregrinus in relevant martyrologies are very brief and not terribly specific, while the saint’s passio is singularly lacking in detail.79 The Gesta itself says that Christians at Auxerre requested Pope Sixtus to send someone to revivify a faith weakened by persecution. In response, Sixtus ordained Peregrinus as bishop and sent with him a priest, an archdeacon, and a lector, all of whom are named. These men then travelled to Lyon via Marseille and began to preach as soon as they reached Auxerre. Peregrinus built a small church and had such success that soon the cult of the pagan gods disappeared from the city. Peregrinus then extended his preaching into the neighbouring vici, until he confronted a large crowd of pagans assembled for the worship of Jupiter and was beheaded.

So Peregrinus was the first bishop, a martyr, and the founder of the church of Auxerre, and he was first and foremost a preacher of the word of God, sent by the pope himself at the direct request of the faithful of the city. Because this was too little on which to build a stirring foundation legend of the church of Auxerre, the canons fleshed it out with details from passions and vitae of famous Burgundian saints, including those of Columba, Andochius, Benignus, and Symphorian. In this way, the passion of Auxerre’s first bishop became integrated into the history of the Christian faith in the Gauls since the time of Peter’s successor Pope Clement who – according to the Gesta – had earlier sent as evangelists Savinian, bishop of Sens; Dionysius, bishop of Paris; Ursinus, bishop of Bourges; Martial, bishop of Limoges; Saturninus, bishop of Toulouse; and Memmius, bishop of Châlons. Then the authors introduce the persecutions of the Roman emperor Aurelian, which spread to Gaul and to Auxerre, where they were implemented by a particularly harsh antagonist named Alexander. To illustrate his savagery the authors cite the martyrdom of Priscus in the vicinity of Auxerre (a legend transmitted locally by earlier hagiography), and thereafter the martyrdoms of Benignus, Andochius, Thyrsus, and Symphorian. These persecutions nearly wiped out Christianity in the Auxerrois, leading the most faithful of the remaining Christians to ask Sixtus to send someone to re-evangelize the region, which resulted in the mission of Peregrinus.

What may be most interesting about this opening section of the Gesta pontificum Autissidorensium is the way it places the foundation of the church of Auxerre within a Roman history, but a Roman history in which empire stands for nothing but persecution, and empire is opposed by the bishops of Rome, leading the battle for Christianity. Like the Actus, it is also very much a history of the Gauls and their Christianization, with a scarcely known martyr placed by juxtaposition in the company of the great founding bishops of the Gallic sees, who were themselves the titular saints of some of the oldest, greatest monasteries in the ninth-century West Frankish kingdom.80

Having announced the motif of martyrdom in their foundation legend of the see, in subsequent chapters the authors of the Gesta return to it whenever they can. The third bishop, for example, Valerius, was not himself martyred, but his episcopate is dated by reference to the emperors Diocletian and Maximian and the martyrdom of three Roman pontiffs by these emperors.81 Nothing whatsoever was known of the ninth bishop, Fraternus, except that he received ‘the crown of martyrdom from the barbarians’.82 Little was known of the eleventh bishop Ursus except that he died during the Roman pontificate of John, the authors noting that John was martyred by ‘the heretical king’ Theoderic.83 Nothing was known of the seventeenth bishop, Romanus, but ‘it is said’ that he was martyred by decapitation in the time of the martyred Pope John.84 As to the twenty-second bishop, Vigilius, he was martyred by the mayor of the palace (princeps palatii) Waratto, the author adding that in this Waratto followed the example of his predecessor Ebroin, who had martyred Leodegar, bishop of Autun.85 Treticus, the twenty-fourth bishop, was killed by his archdeacon, Ragenfred, and so ‘ended his life in martyrdom’, being buried in the church of the martyr St. Eusebius. Above the bench where he was murdered while asleep, his successors built an oratory for his memory and veneration, the location being much honoured by the faithful.86 Above all there was Hainmarus, whose enemies accused him of treason before Pippin, ‘the king’. He escaped from prison and fled on horseback. Realizing he could not outride his pursuers, ‘he extended his arms in the manner of a cross, his eyes raised to heaven, and beseeched divine grace’, before being run through with lances. ‘It is said’ that he was buried on the very spot of his death. To this day, the authors wrote, the altar of the church of Auxerre has a gold-gilt cross showing his ‘martyrdom’.87 Even bishops who are not killed can still, when possible, be likened to martyrs: when Charles Martel diverted the property of the church of Auxerre, Bishop Aidulf ‘suffered almost to death’ on account of the ‘humiliation’ of his church, to the point that he became paralysed and lost the use of his limbs, and could no longer act as bishop.88

Martyrdom is an ostinato sounding throughout the Gesta of the bishops of Auxerre. Just as important is what does not sound at all: any note of Roman, Frankish, or Carolingian providential triumphalism. As we have seen, apart from serving to date pontificates, Roman emperors and their provincial officials are introduced exclusively as persecutors. Neither is the conversion of Clovis mentioned, nor Pippin’s elevation as king; and Charlemagne’s imperial coronation is mentioned only to note that Bishop Aaron accompanied him to Rome for the occasion, and at that time received a monastery at Auxerre.89 As to other events involving the Franks and their kings, the longest account involves the above-mentioned killing of Hainmarus. It is a bizarre farrago, placed against the background of the Carolingians’ campaigns against Odo of Aquitaine, only the campaigns are said to have occurred under Pippin, not Charles Martel, and the author manages to introduce a daughter of Odo who is supposed to have married the king of Saragossa. The only act ascribed to Charles Martel himself is his seizure of the church’s property, which was given over to ‘the lordship of seculars’.90 Otherwise, one of the rare allusions to Frankish history occurs in the gesta of Bishop Savaric.
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