This volume of The New Cambridge Medieva! History covers most of
the period of Frankish and Carolingian dominance in western
Europe, a time of remarkable political and cultural coherence,
combined with crucial, very diverse and formative developments in
every sphere of life. Adopting an interdisciplinary approach, the
authors consider developments in Europe as a whole, from Ireland
to the Bosphorus and Iceland to Gibraltar. The chapters offer an
examination of the interaction between rulers and ruled, of how
power and authority actually worked, and of the impact of these on
the society and culture of Europe as a whole.

The volume is divided into four parts. Part 1 encompasses the
events and political developments in the whole of the British Isles,
the West and East Frankish kingdoms, Scandinavia, the Slavic and
Balkan regions, Spain and Italy, and those aspects of Byzantine and
Muslim history which impinged on the west between ¢. 700 and
¢.90o. Parts 11, 111 and 1v cover common themes and topics within
the general categories of government and institutions, the church
and society, and cultural and intellectual development.
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PREFACE

This volume covers most of the period of Frankish and Carolingian
dominance in western Europe, a time of relative political and cultural
coherence, combined with crucial, and, as the various chapters make clear,
very diverse and formative developments in every sphere of life. A volume
devoted to the history of western Europe between ¢. 700 and ¢. goo in all its
richness and diversity inevitably suggests a number of possible methods of
organisation. The related volumes of the old Cambridge Medieval History, on
“The foundation of the western empire’ (from ¢. soo—¢. 814) and on ‘Ger-
many and the western empire’ (from ¢. 814—¢. 1000), were published in 1913
and 1922 respectively, and contained only a few chapters each on the period
covered in the present volume. They were conceived when little was
available in English on the early middle ages and there were few specialists
in the English-speaking world able to write the chapters; volume 1 in
particular was blighted by the Great War. No such impediment has
presented itself for this volume. We have endeavoured to expunge the
unhappy legacy of the old volume 111 when the principles of scholarship
were sullied with political enmities and many scholars excluded as authors
because of their nationality. The new series, and especially this volume,
reflects the extraordinary community of interest among medievalists of all
disciplines and all nationalities as well as a far greater knowledge and
appreciation of medieval Europe as a whole in the academic world, among
students, and in the general public. There is a far stronger acceptance of the
importance of an interdisciplinary approach. There is a much greater
awareness of the irrelevance of modern, or ancient, national boundaries and
the need to consider developments in Europe as a whole, from Ireland to the
Bosphorus, rather than focusing mainly on Anglo-Saxon England or the
empires of Charlemagne and the Saxon rulers of Germany. Given the
increasing economic and political integration of the European states,
moreover, their common cultural inheritance adds an essential dimension to

xvil
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xviil Preface

their history. It is this that must be properly understood and which this new
history is designed to serve.

Three volumes of this new series are planned, covering the centuries
encompassed in the old volumes 11 and 111. The twelve chapters devoted to
the period 700—900 in the old Cambridge Medieval History, divided between
volumes 11 and 111, omitted many topics and regions, or at best subsumed, as
short sections within narrative chapters, areas and themes which are now
accorded full chapters in the New Cambridge Medieval History. Some of these,
indeed, were rarely the subject of scholarly study at that stage. The emphasis
of the old history was on the creation and maintenance of imperial
domination. In place of the preoccupation with empire and the simple,
blow-by-blow account of conquests and coronations, this volume offers an
examination of the interaction between rulers and ruled, of how power and
authority actually worked, and of the impact of these on the society and
culture of Europe as a whole. There are, therefore, chapters on the ‘Celtic’,
Slavic, Balkan and marcher regions, the aristocracy, kingship and govern-
ment, Byzantium’s relations with the west, Arab activities in the Mediterra-
nean, ecclesiastical organisation, monasticism, money, the economy, rural
society and social organisation, and the many different aspects of intellectual
and cultural life. This greater concentration on themes reflects the current
preoccupations of historical scholarship with many different facets of social
and cultural history.

Thus part 1 of this, the second volume in the planned New Cambridge
Medieval History but the first to be published, encompasses the events and
political developments in the whole of the British Isles, the West and East
Frankish kingdoms, Scandinavia, the Slavic and Balkan regions, Spain and
Italy, and those events and individual actions in Byzantium and parts of the
Islamic world which impinge on the west between ¢. 700 and ¢.9oo. The
factual and narrative portions of these chapters are blended with analysis
and new interpretations of key issues. These chapters underpin those in
patts 11, 111 and 1v, which cover common themes and topics within the
general categories of government and institutions, the church and society,
and cultural and intellectual development. In these thematic chapters all
tegions of Europe are considered whetever possible on a comparative basis
in cases of great contrasts and in a more unified way where there is great
similarity. Footnotes have been kept within strict limits, but comprehensive
bibliographies for each topic will be found at the end of the volume.

Association with volume 111 (¢. goo—¢. 1030) of this new series, moreover,
has been close. It is particularly to be noted in the division of chapters on the
Russian lands, Celtic regions and the Scandinavian lands covering the
period from ¢. 700—¢. 1030 between the two volumes. Thus the discussion of
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Preface Xix

the Russian lands for the entire period is to be found in volume 111 while the
chapters on Scotland, Wales and Ireland and on Scandinavia are in this
volume. The original intention for volume 11 was to devote an entire chapter
to law and legal practice. Because this chapter did not arrive in time to be
included, however, discussions of law and legal practice are integrated at
appropriate points among a number of chapters, while a Bibliography for
these topics has been added to that for the Introduction.

Josef Semmler was initially asked to provide the chapter on monasticism.
Owing to ill health at a crucial stage he was obliged to withdraw, but I am
immensely indebted to Mayke de Jong for filling the breach at very short
notice. I am particularly grateful to my contributors, colleagues and friends
from all over the world, who have joined in this enterprise, written their
chapters, sometimes in very difficult circumstances, and put up with a great
deal of editorial interference and cajoling from me with admirable good
nature. I have incurred other debts, notably to William Davies of Cam-
bridge University Press, for his constant support and encouragement, and
to the staff at Cambridge University Press responsible for seeing the volume
through the press, to the Editorial Board of the New Cambridge Medieval
Histery for their preliminary advice and suggestions, to Timothy Reuter,
Jonathan Shepard, Chris Wickham and John Contreni for cheering me on
and offering excellent advice through all the years this volume, in its various
guises, has been on my desk, to Chris Wickham, Roger Wright, Christoph
Heyl, and the authors themselves, for their invaluable help with the
translation of chapters 12, 27 and 5, from Italian, French and German
respectively; to Vanessa Stefanak who helped with the organisation of the
mountains of typescript and an intermediate version of chapter 22, to Sheila
Willson of the History Faculty in the University of Cambridge, who
cheerfully typed the intermediate and final versions of chapters 12 and 18, to
Yitzhak Hen who compiled the composite list of primary sources, to Mary
Rycroft who helped with the proofs, to Meg Davies who compiled the
indexes and to Frances Brown for her meticulous copy-editing and unfailing
patience. Finally, no one will be more pleased to see the volume finished,
bound and quietly on the shelf than my husband David and daughter Lucy.
To them both, for never-failing support, suggestions and practical assist-
ance, I offer my heartfelt thanks, as always.

ROSAMOND MCKITTERICK
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: SOURCES AND
INTERPRETATION

Rosamond McKitterick

THE Frankish dominance of the period covered by this volume poses special
problems for the historian, not least because of the apparent concentration
of a great diversity of sources from the Frankish heartlands and the relative
paucity of material from everywhere else. Indeed, if our understanding of
the years between 700 and 9oo depended on the historical narratives
produced in this period alone, we would be obliged to accept a largely
Frankish proclamation of self-confidence and greatness on the part of the
ruling elites of Carolingian society, and the Carolingians’ distinctive
celebration of the intellectual and cultural vigour of their scholarship and
art, as the central points of interest for the eighth and ninth centuries.
Fortunately, however, an enormous range of other categories of evi-
dence, drawn on in all the chapters below — charters, secular and ecclesiasti-
cal legislation, law-codes, saints’ Lives, estate surveys, treatises on a wide
variety of subjects, liturgical, school and library books, script, letters, tax-
lists, poems, relics and relic labels, inventories, penitentials, seals, coins,
library catalogues, inscriptions, confraternity books and artefacts of all
kinds, ranging from pictures in manuscripts to weapons, jewellery, sculp-
ture and buildings — redress the balance. The archaeological evidence has
played a crucial role in adjusting and augmenting our understanding of
many developments in this period, most notably in the economic and
ecclesiastical spheres, as is clear from the chapters by Blackburn, Verhulst
and de Jong.! The palace complexes unearthed at Aachen, Ingelheim or
Pliska,? the fortunes of the trading emporia at Dorestad, Hamwic, Hedeby
and Quentovic, the astounding range of monastic buildings at San Vincenzo
al Volturno,3 the exercise of patronage and display of wealth evident in the
abundance of jewellery, metalwork and sculpture adorning churches and

! See chapters 18, 20 and 23 below; Hodges (1991) provides a useful brief survey.

2 Randsborg (1991), pp. 65—6, and see Shepard below, p. 244.
3 Hodges and Mitchell (1985); Hodges 1993.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



4 ROSAMOND MCKITTERICK

filling treasuries charted by Nees,* add a distinctive and essential dimension
also in the spheres of politics, power and social status.

Nevertheless, the principal evidence remains written material of one kind
or another. Although there are many instances of texts in Irish, Old English,
Old High German, Arabic, Old Slavonic and Greek, the vast bulk of our
sources are in Latin. In the past, ‘this has raised acute problems for the
historian of the early middle ages, in that these Latin sources appeared to
imply a major divorce between a tiny educated and clerical elite and a huge
illiterate non-Latinate lay population. It has now been recognised, as
Banniard explains,> that such problems and misconceptions arose from
mistaken assumptions about the development of the Latin language in
relation to the emergent Romance languages of western Europe. There was,
in addition, a lack of appreciation, despite numerous modern parallels, of
the degree to which a conquered people could acquire the language of their
masters as a second language, especially when it was used as the language of
law, religion and education.

Such was the case with Latin, adopted throughout western Europe as the
language of the church, government and learning. Only in the British Isles
and Scandinavia, as Keynes, O Corriin and Lund make clear, were the non-
Latin vernaculars more widely used in law and administration.5 Although
the role of the Christian church in introducing literate modes of communica-
tion to post-Roman western Europe is undoubted, we have to reckon with
continuities in the use of the written word within the areas formerly part of
the Roman empire. Even in areas outside the old Roman empire, Latin was
acquired, along with Christianity, and was soon exploited. This Latin,
however, was subject to many local and regional variations, and differs
greatly in its level of formality according to the genre for which it is used. It
is certainly different from classical Latin, and different again from what is
commonly understood to be ‘medieval Latin’, that is, a Latin understood to
be conceptually distinct from the contemporary Romance vernaculars
which developed out of Latin in due course. What ate we to call the Latin in
use in the eighth and ninth centuries? A terminological solution has been
proposed by Roger Wright.? He argues that we have essentially complex
monolingualism in the Frankish, Spanish and Italian regions once within
the Roman empire. Some in the past have chosen to differentiate the
elements in this monolingualism into Latin and Romance but they are more
appropriately to be understood as many different spoken and written levels
or registers of the same language, whether one chooses to call it ‘Romance’
or ‘Latin’. Wright prefers ‘Romance’ as being less anachronistic and a way of

4 Chapter 30 below. 5 Chapter 26 below. 6 Chapters 2a, 2b and 8 below.
7 Wright (1993; 1994).
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Introduction: sources and interpretation 5

acknowledging undoubted differences from both classical Latin and medie-
val Latin.® Banniard below adopts an alternative position. Whatever the
difference of opinion on the appropriateness of the terms, or the degree of
contemporary recognition of the conceptual difference between ‘Romance’
and ‘Latin’, the upshot for the historian of the eighth and ninth centuries is
that the surviving texts are in practice vernacular texts. Literacy, hitherto
thought to be confined to a clerical elite, and literate skills, from the king
issuing legislation and admonition and the landowner granting property to
the church to the unfreed slave clinging to his new social status by means of a
charter, were in fact widely dispersed throughout the society of the eighth
and ninth centuries. Indeed, all the evidence available suggests that literacy
and the written word were central elements of early medieval society,
especially in the Frankish world. Written texts could also be made accessible
to the unlettered by reading them aloud.? No group could remain unaffected
by the activities of those able to make the most of the opportunities afforded
them by their possession of literate skills.

Even with this recognition of the role of writing and uses of literacy in
Europe in the eighth and ninth centuries, it is essential that oral procedures
and the uses of orality be taken into account. Many of our written texts give
clear indications of an oral dimension to their production or reception. Thus
in legal business an essential role was played by the oral transaction in the
social context of the law court, attended by the sort of people Airlie, Goetz
and Wickham discuss in their chapters, where decisions wete reached in
public and subsequently recorded in a charter or no#itia.1® In the famous
dispute between the monastery of Tours and Atpert, his sister Agintrude
and her husband Amalgar,!! Saraman the provost ordered that those
persons who were in possession of that property should show their title
deeds, auctoritates, at the appointed assembly in his presence. These title
deeds were then brought before Saraman and other noblemen at Tours. But
they could not settle the issue because of the absence of the neighbours to
whom the case was known; their presence was necessary. Written charters
also played a part and one of them was judged a forgery, on the grounds that
the correct procedure for its redaction had not been followed, thereby fatally
undermining Atpert’s case. The oral witnesses, recorded in this notitia, told
against Atpert, and we are bound to accept this formalisation of what was
originally a dispute fraught with tension and grievance, with individuals of
relatively modest social status attempting to uphold what they understood
to be their rights in the face of a powerful institution. Even in such

8 See Wright (1982; 1991); McKitterick (1989); Banniard chapter 26 below for details.

9 McKitterick (1989; 1990). 10 Chapters 16, 17 and 19 below.
11 Discussed fully in Nelson (1986b).
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6 ROSAMOND MCKITTERICK

ostensibly objective documents as the Tours case, or those charting the
aspirations, claims and disputes of both urban and rural communities,
therefore, we have to attempt to distinguish the rhetoric from the reality as
much as we do in historical narratives.!?

The Tours case highlights the interdependence and interweaving of oral
and written procedures and discourse that is apparent in every aspect of life
in the early middle ages. Often oral discourse and written documents are
explicitly placed in sequence in the conduct of business. The Annals of St
Bertin, for example, recount how Louis the Pious dispatched messengers to
every part of his realm to bring the people the news of his own liberation, to
remind them to fulfil the obligations of loyalty which they had promised him
and to reassure them that he had forgiven them. Thus written messages, or
messages committed to memory, were recited aloud to the people. Further,
an assembly in 835, convened to discuss the problem of Ebbo of Rheims and
discussed by Nelson below,!3 again demonstrates the interdependence of
ora]l and written modes of communication and discourse. This is what
happened according to the Frankish annalist:

Each one present at the assembly drew up with his own hand a full account of its
findings and of their own confirmation thereof, and authenticated it with his own
signature. The outcome of the whole affair, how it had been dealt with, discussed,
settled and finally confirmed in suitable fashion by the signatures of everyone
present: all this was put together, set out in full detail in one collection, bound as a
small volume, and agreed by all to be an accurate account. They then wasted no time
in making it as widely known as possible, bringing it to everyone’s attention with
most devoted and heartfelt and kind concern, and with an authority most worthy of
so many reverend fathers. For they gathered at Metz in the church of the blessed
protomartyr Stephen, completed the celebration of Mass and read out the account of
the whole affair publicly to all who were present.14

In this inevitable stress on written materials and the contribution of oral
procedures, therefore, the interplay of oral tradition is clear even if it is
extraordinarily difficult to determine precisely in the light of the fact that we
can only work from written testimonies. But the questions of reception,
transmission and audience, and the role of listening, speaking and ritual
gesture, are nevertheless crucial. Who wrote the texts we can still read, and
for whom? Who then could understand and use these texts, and for what
purposes? Would the texts be read privately, be read out aloud to an
audience or their contents communicated in some other kind of way, in an
oral paraphase, in poetic forms, or by gesture? What can be determined
about rituals associated with written documents, such as liturgical ordines,

12 Davies and Fouracre (1986); Balzaretti (1994). 13 Below, p. 116.
14 _AB s.a. 835.
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oaths, celebratory recitations, or those that have no written expression, as in
gift-giving, banquets, dances or mime where in some cases written descrip-
tions are provided of actions accompanied by formulaic spoken language?
The literate modes we are able to examine in our sources may or may not
have oral associations or an oral counterpart.

Occasionally we can observe the efforts of scribes to present textsinsucha
way as to suggest that they were designing the text for public reading out
loud. Early medieval manuscripts from Britain, Frankish Gaul, Spain and
Italy contain various innovations analysed by Ganz below.!5 One of these
took the form of punctuation marks to indicate the structure of sentences
and new layouts in order to elucidate the text transmitted to the scribe, or
corrector, according to the needs of his own audience. These include the use
of display scripts for titles and headings. Diminuendo, in which the first word
of a section begins with a large letter or /littera notabilior and the following
letters gradually decrease in size, first appears in sixth- and seventh-century
books and was a favoured technique with insular scribes. A hierarchy of
scripts, descending from the capitals of the Roman script system, through
uncials and half-uncials to minuscule scripts, flourished triumphantly in
Carolingian manuscripts of the ninth century, though is to be observed in
English and Frankish manuscripts of the eighth century as well.1¢ In the
Carolingian period the repertory of signs was increased: /itterae notabiliores
and individual letters modelled on ancient capitals were introduced at the
beginnings of sentences; the question mark and various forms of punctus ot
points above or on the line were introduced to indicate minor or major
medial pauses and the ends of sense units or sentences.

These signs thus have much to reveal about how such texts may have been
read and understood. They establish that writing had its own autonomous
conventions and structures quite distinct from those of the spoken word,
and this is nowhere more apparent than in such non-literary material as the
legal documents of the early middle ages and the texts of various genres
designed for record-keeping alluded to above. Written language is funda-
mentally the textual counterpart of the spoken language, rather than writing
being dependent on the spoken word. As Nees demonstrates, illustrations in
manuscripts and sculpture often enjoy a close relationship with writing as
well. Book illustrations enhance the meaning and associations of a text, are
dependent on the text for their meaning, and are often visual translations of
the written words. Other forms of art may be wordless but express no less
eloquently the thought and aspirations of those who produced them.!?

It may be that the language itself can tell us something about the intended

15 Chapter 29 below. 16 Parkes (1993); see also Ganz, chapter 28 below.
17 Nees, chapter 30 below.
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8 ROSAMOND MCKITTERICK

audience and the reception of a particular text. Just as there are several
linguistic and stylistic levels in the Merovingian saints’ 17tae, for example,
so there are in Carolingian hagiography and miracle collections. Thus
Alcuin in his V7ta Richarii mentions in his prologue that the monks of St
Riquier still used the Merovingian text of the miracula to edify the common
people, while they wanted a new and more polished text for internal use.
There were, in this instance therefore, two written levels, each with its own
public. Hincmar of Rheims also distinguished two kinds of public for his
Vita Remigii: the legentes on the one hand and the asdientia popali on the other.
Hincmar explained that he had marked the parts suitable for reading to an
audience and those for study by the #/uminati. But the difference between
them is one of content rather than of syntax or style. The Carolingian
hagiographers were not writing a simpler, more rustic Latin for the
populace.'8 Thus the nature of the language itself does not assist us greatly in
determining the audience envisaged for it so much as its message and
accompanying rituals. When these can be seen to change, then ritual and
language together reveal something of the society that produced them as
well as a little of what religion may have meant to the laity, a subject tackled
below by Smith.1?

Fundamental changes in the rites associated with an individual’s last
illness and death, for example, culminated in the creation of a common and
coherent, if complex, death ritual throughout the Frankish realm.20 This
ritual, and particular attitudes towards dying, death and the after-life it
articulates, became the norm in Europe thereafter. Strong links between the
living and the dead were created in the Carolingian period, not least by
means of organised commemorative prayer on a remarkably large scale and
manifest in the monastic sources de Jong confronts in her chapter.?! The
death rites and prayers were included in the Sacramentaries or Mass Books
produced in large numbers in the eighth and ninth centuries for local use,
described by Reynolds below.22 Many of the later ninth-century Sacramen-
taries were produced at St Amand under the auspices of Abbots Adalhard
and Gauzlin (also bishop of Paris) who may be credited with the elaboration
of the rituals of death. With such evidence, royal involvement is neverthe-
less not to be discounted. It may be possible to associate the production of
the eighth-century Mass Books with the Seine-basin convents and the
bishops of Meaux and Paris, bearing in mind the undoubted royal connec-
tions of Chelles, chief among these convents in the time of Pippin III and
Charlemagne.?? The stories Einhard and Notker tell us about Charle-

8 Heene (1991). 19 Chapter 24 below. 20 Paxton (1990).

Z De Jong, chapter 23 below; Oexle and Schmid (1974). 2 Chapter 22 below.
2 See McKitterick, chapter 25 below.
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Introduction: sources and interpretation 9

magne’s keen interest in liturgical chant?* the evidence of liturgical
innovation in the royal chapel under Louis the Pious,?’ the link between St
Amand and its royal patron Charles the Bald,26 and the significance of the
Mass Book, now Padua Bibloteca Capitolare D47, a member of the group of
manuscripts associated with the Emperor Lothar’s court school at Aachen,
together suggest an abiding and active interest in liturgical matters on the
part of the rulers that was closely in touch with developments within the
church at large.?’” The writing down of oral literature in the early middle
ages may resemble the recording of legal transactions and the transcription
of music. The ecclesiastical chant tradition was one of oral performance
practice, but this oral tradition was first transcribed into writing in the form
of neumes in the ninth century. This is as true of the older chant traditions as
of new compositions, the tropes and sequences of the later ninth century. To
presuppose written composition is to envisage a very different set of mental
and physical processes.?

A more conventional source of links between literacy and orality is
literature. Poetry in particular has to be considered in relation to theories of
oral recitation and composition. Was the original composition in writing or
oral? If the former, to what degree do the contemporary literary genres and
forms, detailed by Contreni below,?® influence or even distort the forms of
what we receive, to the extent of making it impossible really to recapture
more than a faint shadow of the oral world to which they may once have
belonged? Presentation in a particular form is, after all, in itself a sign
language; punctuation in a written text and use of particular vocabulary,
conventional metaphor and allusion can indicate appropriate rhythm
stresses and patterns of phrasing. Presentation can act as a symbol of a
particular cultural tradition and indicates as well as stimulates particular
expectations about it. Transformations may well have been effected in an
oral text when it was written down and the audience for the spoken and the
written versions may well have been different. It is conceivable that the epics
Beownlf and Waltharius and the victory song Ludwigslied wete first recited at
feasts in a lord’s hall, composed and memorised for the purpose, but were
later transcribed to accord with the needs of those accustomed to writing, or
in a deliberate attempt to preserve and record them.3 It is these written
versions which survive. Analysis of the written survivor therefore has to
take account of the oral conventions (no longer retrievable) which may have

2 Rankin (1993). 25 Bullough and Harting-Correi (1989).

2% Deshusses (1977); McKitterick (1980). 77 See also Reynolds, chapter 22 below.

2 Rankin (1993); Treitler (1974; 1981; 1982; 1984; 1988); Levy (1984; 1987; 1990) and Contreni,
chapter 27 below. 2 Chapter 27 below.

3 Dronke (1977); O’Brien O’Keefe (1990).
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determined the written forms we now see, as well as the literary and generic
conventions which may themselves have influenced the original compo-
sitions. Words attempted to encompass and express experiences and images
in the mind; in any text there is an elaborate cross-referencing system
between verbal and visual signs and aesthetic responses in reading and
understanding a text. Historical narrative in the eighth and ninth centuries
was thus a recreation of the past in words and in a particular form, a form
which was itself linked to other, possibly older literary forms. Thus the
historical imagination that recorded the events regarded as central to Anglo-
Saxon history in the .Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, or the imaginations of the
Frankish annalists, may have been fired as much by past imaginings and
word pictures as by their response to contemporary events and wish to
provide an interpretation of them for posterity.

Certainly the later eighth and the ninth centuries witnessed major
developments in the secular Frankish historiographical tradition, with new
forms of historical writing, such as annals,3! biography and epic poems.
These offer essentially contemporary commentary on the events of their
own day and are the staple fare for the analyses presented by Fouracre,
Nelson, Fried, Brown, Smith and Coupland.32 All Carolingian historiogra-
phy maintains, in one literary genre or another, a delicate balance between a
profoundly and explicitly Christian and teleological sense of the past and an
understanding of contemporary history which necessitated a temporary
suspension of judgement in order to allow critical and constructive
comment on policies or to explain setbacks. What was combined was an
older Christian historiographical tradition, with its general explanation of
historical change, and an annalistic and classicising approach to contempor-
ary history. Although within this, narrative was the essential principle of
organisation, subtle analysis was possible through the use of anecdote,
moral fable, symbolism and parallelism in the plot. It is in this structural
context that the presentations in our texts need to be understood, for, to a
considerable degree, the historiography of the eighth and ninth centuries
was a taught mode of organising and presérving memory.3? The Franks had
an especially keen sense both of the past and of the importance of providing
a record and interpretation of contemporary events for posterity.> Yet in
such works as the Lives of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious by Einhard,
Thegan and the Astronomert, the account of the quarrels between the sons of
Louis the Pious by Nithard3 or the portions of the Annals of St Bertin
written by Prudentius of Troyes and Hincmar of Rheims, there is also to be

3t McCormick (1975). 32 Chapters 3—7, 9, 12 and 13 below.

33 Compare Carruthers (1990); Morrison (1990); Morse (1991); Coleman (1992).
34 Innes and McKitterick (1994). 3 Nelson (1986a). 36 Nelson (1990a).
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Introduction: sources and interpretation 11

seen an urgent political purpose in the interpretation of political events.
These historians wanted us to believe the image they had created of their
society and what they understood to be important in the process of events
and the actions of individuals in their own day. Their motives, as well as the
forms in which they chose to tell their story, need to be considered in the
case of every imaginative reconstruction we encounter, in the light of the
complicated relationship between the claim to be telling the truth about the
past and the conventional representation in which such truths were
expressed. If we consider early medieval historical narratives, we are
looking at the world of authors who could manipulate conventions of
writing — by omission, reducing events to narrative patterns, invention, and
insistence that agents did or said things which accorded with the author’s
ideas about their status and character.37

The account Nithard gives us of the famous Strasbourg oaths of 842 isa
case in point. Nithard had to present the alliance in 842 between the West
and FEast Frankish rulers, Charles the Bald and Louis the German,
positively.?® He therefore made striking use of language differences —
exchanged by the brothers but maintained by their troops — to enhance both
the political difference he wished to stress and the necessity and essential
logic of their reconciliation. Nithatd had to continue to address fellow
supporters of Charles the Bald and could do so by letting them all be united
symbolically and speak with one voice, that is, in the same language, which
differed from his own formal written language, just as followers of Louis the
German spoke one language. By giving each army a distinctive tongue,
Nithard was able to stress their unity and coherence. But in putting the
language of the other army in the mouths of their leaders he could at the
same time underplay the differences between them. Nithard effected this
through the medium of the oath; it is repeated three times, in the two
languages of the Franks, the two current spoken languages ‘Early Romance’
and ‘Old High German’ and the formal written version of Romance/Latin.
The collective nature of the commitments and loyalties is heightened by this
clever and essentially literary use of language. It is a rhetorical device in the
traditions of the great classical history writers. It certainly cannot be
understood as an accurate reflection of the linguistic affiliations or capacities
of either the nobles or the rank and file of the army, as distinct from the
possible range of languages and loyalties within the two armies as a whole.
In any case it is unlikely that Nithard is faithfully recording the actual words
spoken. What he is doing is giving literary and formulaic oral structure to
what was an extempore oral promise. He wished thereby to create an

3 Morse (1991).
38 For historical background see Nelson and Fried, chapters 4 and 5 below.
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12 ROSAMOND MCKITTERICK

evocative impression of what he saw as a crucial moment in the relations
between the two brothers in which political and cultural loyalties on the part
of the different groups serving the Frankish rulers were expressed. Yet it is
important to remember that Nithard, as Nelson makes clear, intended his
history to be read aloud to his military colleagues and the followers of
Charles the Bald, whether literate or illiterate.3 The oaths as written in
Nithard’s history are thus arguably provided by the scribe with a letter-for-
sound correspondence so as to make them, when read out, intelligible and
the rhetoric still more effective. That texts could be and were read aloud
widens their audience dramatically, for oral communication to the illiterate
made many texts accessible and helped to bridge any notional divide
between clerical and non-clerical culture. Such bridges are most likely to
have been needed more across social classes than across institutional groups
such as the clergy and laity.40

Potent and persuasive image-making such as that of Nithard was also a
written mode of memory keeping. Many historians, both Franks and others,
were also conscientious and perceptive collectors and compilers of earlier
sources, documents and traditions. Some —Bede, Paul the Deacon, Nithard
or Notker —wove a story of compelling interest from the fragments they had
gathered; others, such as Agnellus of Ravenna, Hincmar of Rheims,
Alphonso III of the kingdom of the Asturias, or monastic annalists and
episcopal chroniclers, rendered the information as they understood it in a
less literary and apparently more straightforward manner. Yet it is no less
subject to their own prejudices, presuppositions and aims and is no less
concerned with the historical process and human chronology. Histories,
biographies, annals, chronicles and saints® 1/ifae are valuable, therefore, as
much for their guide to contemporary mentalités as for the details of events
and individuals that they yield. Saints’ Lives are particularly fruitful in this
respect. A hagiographer to some degree was not only providing an edifying
account of the deeds of a holy man or woman; he or she was also expressing
the identity of a community and identifying that community’s fortunes with
those of the saint. The virtues of the saint were regarded as exemplary and
suitable as an inducement for those reading or hearing about them to
embrace the religious life as completely as possible. Accordingly a Vita can
also be an essential key to understanding religious expectations and moral
aspirations. Thus the nuns of Remiremont wrote the Vitae of Amatus,
Romaric and Adelphius in the early ninth century to proclaim the historical
identity of Remiremont as well as to promote the cult of Remiremont’s
patrons.*! New communities in particular resorted to such written means of

3 Nelson (1985), and see also Nelson, chapter 4 below.
40 See the useful comments by Smith (1990). 41 McKitterick (1991).
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expressing an identity that had formed largely as a result of emotional
expression and spiritual conviction. The cults or memories of founders or
associated patrons were promoted. A saint’s 1/i#a, whether written in Spain,
Ireland, Anglo-Saxon England, Francia or Italy, could represent a carefully
nuanced exploitation of literate modes to further certain worldly and
political ends but at the same time establish a saint within the customary oral
and physical forms of religious devotion, even if the forms that devotion
could take, as Smith makes plain, were often markedly dissimilar.*? Such
devotion bore fruit in orally transmitted stories on which writers of the
Vitae could draw. The second part of Adrevald’s Miracula Sancti Benedicti,
for example, concerns miracles performed within the memory of people still
living in the community. Other hagiographers, such as Berthold of Micy,
are able to distinguish between what the collective memory could provide,
oral tradition and what was obtainable through written sources, and how
the ‘monuments of letters which are set down on pages fully inundate the
senses of readers and listeners’, complementing the veneration and pious
embellishment accorded the shrines of the saints, the churches built in their
memory and the physical blessings ensuing from prayers at their tombs.*

Individuals ostensibly speak with their own voices in the many letters that
survive from this period. They are an especially informative category of
evidence in tracing the history of relations between the papacy and diverse
Christian or quasi-Christian peoples,* from the Franks and the colonists in
the Exarchate of Ravenna to the English, the new Christian communities in
Hesse and Thuringia, the Bulgars and the Moravians. They provide us with
many insights into the conduct of secular administration, of business within
the church, and of exchanges between scholars in the Carolingian ‘republic
of letters’.45 As the views of individuals, however, they speak with a
distinctive voice that should not be confused with a general trend.
Boniface’s harsh condemnation of his Frankish episcopal colleagues, for
instance, is not necessarily a fair representation of their activities.*

On a practical level, letters also witness to the extensive network of
communications that bound Europe together, however tenuously, in the
early middle ages. Willibald’s pilgrimage to the Holy Places,*7 the exchange
of letters across the English Channel and throughout the Frankish empire,
and the messengers, embassies, merchants, pirates and pilgrims who
traversed the Mediterranean, not least the Byzantines and the Arabs

42 Smith, chapter 24 below. Brown (1981); Heinzelmann and Paulin (1986); Herbert (1988); Wolf
(1988); Rollason (1989); Fouracre (1990); Ganz (1990); Sharpe (1991); Heinzelmann (1992).

43 Trans. Head (1990), p. 15. See also Smith (1990; 1992). 4 Noble, chapter 21 below.

4 See Contreni and Ganz, chapters 27—9 below. % McKitterick, p. 71 below.

47 McKitterick, p. 78 below.
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investigated by McCormick and Kennedy,*8 illustrate the practical possibili-
ties for communications and their political and economic framework. We
have to reckon with a continued use of parts at least of the Roman road
network and of the Alpine passes (mostly Mont Cenis and the Great St
Bernard Pass in the early middle ages). Thete was a system for carrying
letters, even if it was more informal than the old Roman carsus publicus.
Xenodochia and hospices catered to the needs of travellers. Extant documents
affording safe conduct and providing introductions to potential hosts on the
way indicate how common it was to travel. Surviving manuscripts,
moreover, provide us with the consequences and outward and visible signs
of the exchange and communication of ideas.

So far a number of primarily literary categories of sources have been
considered in which a common concern has been to read not only what the
text says but what it implies, the assumptions upon which it rests, and what
its very existence may signify. These texts were not necessarily intended to
reflect reality precisely or faithfully. To appreciate as well as to assess the
accuracy of the early medieval historiographers’ interpretation of their own
past, we must bring in other categories of source material, as well as non-
Frankish perspectives on the progress of events to balance the predomi-
nance of the Frankish versions.*

There were, of course, other written modes of recording memory
produced with different objectives, such as all the legal records designed to
establish irrefutable proof of possession which play such an important role
in many of the chapters in this book. It might be thought, moreover, that it
is precisely the strength of the legal sources to provide some kind of
authenticand reliable voice, were it not for the fact that the legislation which
comprises a major proportion of this legal material is normative and may be
outlining an ideal rather than reflecting what actually went on within any
one region of Europe. Legislation may well have confirmed reality, as it
appears to do in many clauses in the supplementary laws of the Lombard
ruler Liutprand, but in other legislation, such as some of the major
capitularies of the Carolingian rulers whose implications are addressed by
Nelson below, the laws are prescriptive rather than descriptive.5® They
establish and define aspirations and norms of right conduct and say what
ought to be done, not what was being, nor what had been, done. When older

48 Kennedy, chapter 10, and McCormick, chapter 14 below.

4% The many surveys and bibliographical guides, such as Wattenbach, Levison and Lowe (1953-),
Genicot (1972—) or van Caenegem (1978), to the wealth and diversity of the source material for
this period, as well as the discussions of genre, are listed in the Bibliography to this chapter.

50 Chapter 15 below.
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secular and ecclesiastical legislation is drawn on by secular rulers and the
clergy,>! it may not always be in order to proclaim a specific ruling so much
as to establish a principle or associate themselves with the wisdom of earlier
law-givers.52 Even functional documents such as law-codes are inconsistent
in their terminology and an unreliable indication of reality. Yet there seems
little doubt that the functioning of the law in practice was a major concern of
early medieval rulers. For some the law-books produced may well have been
intended as a set of guidelines and accumulated wisdom.53 For others they
were more obviously of direct social relevance and served to define group
self-consciousness in a practical way.

A wide variety of early medieval texts expresses group consciousness and
a sense of community in one way or another, whether or not this can be
linked to nationality or ethnicity.3* The law-codes or so-called Germanic
leges in particular, that is the /ges of the Salic and Ripuarian Franks, and the
Bavarian, Visigothic, Lombard, Burgundian, Alemannic and Saxon laws,
have been thought to express a very narrow self-consciousness linked to
nationality. They may witness rather to the bestowal of political allegiance
and the acknowledgement that one codification of legal customs will be the
set of guiding principles in social and legal relations rather than another on
the part of a number of groups. These groups might, on grounds of
language or family origin, appear to be very different from one another and
may have had little else in common other than the authority they recognised
or had been forced to acknowledge.>® Group identities of some kind may
well therefore be reflected in a professio iuris, such as was required of anyone
in the court, just as a judge was expected to judge according to his own law
when presiding in coutrt. Yet what established this group identity may have
been allegiances subjectively determined with little reference to race,
culture, religion or language, and where freedom, or lack of freedom, a
distinction stressed by Goetz and Wickham below, may have been the most
important social determinants of status and action.56

Certainly the Carolingians established the principle of the personality of
the law in the early ninth century. That is, they confirmed the legal principle
that different legal systems applied to different groups within the same
socicty according to ancestry or place of origin. The Carolingian rulers
legislated in their capitularies for radically new social and political situa-

51 Nelson (1990b); Collins (1990).

52 See Nelson, chapter 13, and Reynolds, chapter 22 below.

53 See O Corrain, p. 5o below, on the Senchas Mar. 34 Amory (1993).

55 For political aspects of this see Fouracre, Nelson, Fried and Delogu, chapters 3, 4, 5 and 12 below.
% See Goetz and Wickham, chapters 17 and 19 below.
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tions; as their conquests spread, so their legislation became applicable to the
new territories which came under their rule.5” Yet they apparently endea-
voured at the same time to cater to local and habitual modes of settling
business and dealing with injury and misdemeanour by allocating to certain
groups their ‘own’ law.5® To this end they encouraged the production of
revised versions of the /ges and did much to promote their dissemination. It
is certainly the case that the Carolingian rulers took a very close interest in
assembling the laws of the peoples within their realm and for ensuring that
correct texts were available to the judges in the court for use. It is even
possible to associate the production of correct texts of the Salic law and
Ripuarian laws, often accompanied by the standard early medieval digest of
Roman law, the Breviary of Alaric, with the royal writing office and notaries
of the Emperor Louis the Pious.5? But the link between the production of
these legal codes and rulers may not always have been as direct as this. In
terms of surviving manuscripts, for example, we are often confronted with
collections that are linked with the individual enterprise of particular
bishops known to have acted as counsellors to the king, such as Hincmar,
archbishop of Rheims.® The thoughtfulness in providing a people with its
own written law may not always have been appreciated by the recipients. In
841, for example, the Saxons refused to follow written law and wished to
retain their own customs, regarded by the annalist as pagan and evil usage.!
This may be as much Saxon rejection of Frankish legislation as a specific
objection to written law as such; nevertheless, the Saxons’ apparent
suspicion of what was written and preference for their own custom, held
within their collective memotry, act as a warning not to overestimate the
success of the Franks in superimposing their own cultural presuppositions
and methods on another people.

While the legislation of the Carolingians, its production and distribution
have received full discussion in recent years, the role of the king in the
production of copies of the so-called customary laws of the people,
embodied in such collections as the Salic and Ripuarian laws, the Aleman-
nic, Bavarian, Lombard and Burgundian collections, as well as the actual
dissemination, reception, function and use of these collections by the
peoples for whom they were ostensibly destined, remain a matter for
debate.2 Although it is acknowledged that the link between literacy and the
law is an essential one to have established, the effect writing had on the law
and the degree to which it may have altered its function or affected its

57 McKitterick (1989); Nelson (1990b). 58 _Annales Regni Francorum s.a. 80z, ed. Rau (1974).
59 McKitterick (1993). 8 McKitterick (1989); Nelson (1983).

61 Sce Schott (1979); Mordek (1986); Kottje (1986; 1987); McKitterick (1989); Sellert (1992b).

62 Sellert (1992a).
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practical applicability and adaptability within early medieval society still
remains to be fully explored.t? Clearer distinctions need to be maintained
between the legislation of rulers, notably that of the Carolingians in
capitularies, and the laws embodied in the so-called Germanic Jeges.

If laws are an ambiguous, if crucial, category of evidence, the formularies
for charters and the extant charters themselves provide an indication of the
special importance attached to the written word and its correct application,
quite apart from what they reveal about the structure and affiliations of
many early medieval communities. For the day-to-day recourse to legal
procedures and documentary methods of proof, particularly in relation to
land ownership, many charters survive, both in originals produced in
relation to the actual transactions, and in later copies made of such originals.
Notable charter collections include those of Weissenburg, Fulda and St
Gall, Lucca, Farfa and Milan. But societies which displayed the greatest
interest in the production of formal records, such as that of the Franks, were
also those most suspicious of and best able to take steps to counter the
existence of forged documents. Indeed, three of the most audacious
forgeries, the Donation of Constantine, the Le Mans forgeries and the
Pseudo-Isidorean decretals were produced in this period. The greater the
emphasis on written records, the more determined could be the efforts to
circumvent or manipulate them.% Charters recording the settlement of
disputes, moteover, are hardly objective in their presentation of the
evidence and the establishment of claims to property, in that for the most
part what survives is the process of judgement as recorded by the winning
party.

In all the great diversity of evidence weighed by the authors of the
following chapters, it must be acknowledged that they also have had to
contend with silence and a total absence of any information atall. In the light
of both of these lacunae, and of the ambiguities of the evidence we do have
which I have outlined in this chapter, the interpretation of the extraordinary
history of the eighth and ninth centuries is one more than usually fraught
with difficulties and controversy. Yet it will be seen from the rest of this
volume how much can, nevertheless, be said.

63 Wickham, chapter 19 below. 6 Fuhrmann (1986).
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CHAPTER 2(a)

ENGLAND, 700900

Simon Keynes

IN his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Angloram, written ¢. 730, Bede expounded
a vision of English history which was intended to instruct his contemporat-
ies ‘in their various kingdoms’, and which has always exerted a powerful
influence on those who would follow in his path.! The ‘race of the Angles or
Saxons’ had sprung from different Germanic tribes in northern Europe, but
they shared a common language and had come to be united in their
adherence to the Christian faith; so that while Bede recognised a distinction
between the people of Kent, the East Saxons, the South Saxons, the West
Saxons, the East Angles, the Middle Angles, the Mercians and the
Northumbrians (HE 1. 15), he also perceived them collectively as the
‘English people’, and his history as that ‘of our nation’ (HE, Preface). Bede’s
conception of the collective identity of the English people is a good example
of the way in which he could distance himself, for his particular didactic
purposes, from the real world of personal ambition, political aspiration,
social pressure and material greed: it was a convenient and effective way of
presenting his message to a wide audience but, in any political sense, it was a
long way ahead of its time. One need not suppose, however, that Bede was
an early advocate of the unification of ‘England’, as if unification on such
terms was something already considered to be desirable for its own sake, and
as if Bede had been concerned to set a programme for succeeding
generations. The conception of unity which came most naturally to Bede
was that of the island of ‘Britain’, implicit in his account of its Roman past
(HE 1. 1—14) and in his summary of its present state (HE v. 23). Bede may
have felt that the ‘English’ were destined to prevail over the other
inhabitants of the island, but he would not have presumed to deny the Picts,
the Sco#ti and the Brettones their place.

! See Bede, HE, ed. Plummer (text and commentary); Bede, HE, ed. Colgrave and Mynors (text
and trans.); and Wallace-Hadrill (1988) (commentary). See also Campbell (1986); Wormald
(1983); Goffart (1988).
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The general pattern of political development during the eighth and ninth
centuries could be reduced to a struggle for supremacy in which success was
dependent on the ability of one king or another to harness the resources at
his disposal in pursuit of a preconceived political end. Such a view would
depend, however, on the tacit espousal of certain concepts which have long
been central to the study of Anglo-Saxon history, but which may distort the
perceptions of political power current in the period itself. One is the concept
of the Anglo-Saxon ‘Heptarchy’, which proceeds from an observed distinc-
tion between the three ‘Anglian’ kingdoms of Northumbria, Mercia and
East Anglia, the three ‘Saxon’ kingdoms of Wessex, Sussex and Essex, and
the ‘Jutish’ kingdom of Kent, and which appears to provide the framework
within which political development took place. It invites the supposition
that each of the kingdoms should be understood in similar terms, and it
creates the impression that the kingdoms were the constituent parts of an
identifiable whole; yet the concept of the ‘Heptarchy’ is, of course, no more
than a sixteenth-century refinement of a twelfth-century rationalisation of
Bede’s incidental remarks on the political complexion of England in his own
day. A second pervasive concept is that of the ‘Bretwalda’, or overlord of the
southern English kingdoms. It springs from Bede’s famous list of seven
kings who had ruled ‘all the southern kingdoms’ (HE 11. 5), as extended by a
late ninth-century chronicler who added an extra name to the list, stating
that he was the ‘eighth king who was Brefwaldsa’. The implication is that
there was a particular form of overlordship designated by a specific title
(which would appear to mean ‘ruler of Britain’), and that it was the struggle
for this distinction which provided the organising principle of interaction
between kings in the eighth and ninth centuries. The concepts of the
‘Heptarchy’ and of the “Bretwalda’ are so deeply engrained in the historio-
graphy of early Anglo-Saxon England that they could never be removed
from any discussion of the subject; but it is questionable whether either
concept would have had much meaning in the eighth or the ninth century,
and it must be said that there are other ways of approaching the complexities
of political history in this period, which proceed from different assumptions
and which promise to explain developments in somewhat different terms.

The nature of the available evidence creates immediate and unavoidable
difficulties. We are largely dependent for our understanding of the general
course of events on the annals in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which present a
view of the past as seen from the West Saxon court towards the end of the
ninth century;? a rather different perspective is provided by a set of annals
which covers events in Northumbria,? and one can only regret the lack of

2 Trans. Whitelock, EHD, no. 1 3 Trans. EHD, no. 3.
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comparable material for other parts of the country. Information on aspects
of the relationship which developed between the powers of church and state
can be derived from the corpus of charters, which at this period were
generally drawn up by churchmen acting on their own behalf as the
beneficiaries of royal grants of land or privileges, or on behalf of the lay
beneficiaries of royal largesse; but the various circumstances affecting the
production and subsequent preservation of charters did not apply equally
from one region to another, with the result that the coverage provided by
this type of evidence is far from even. Further information on the
development of royal power is available in the form of the law-codes issued
in the names of Kentish and West Saxon kings; and analysis of the coinage
reveals much about the nature of economic activity, suggesting where
activity was concentrated and how kings brought it under control.# It is
inevitably the case that the sources for one kingdom are rarely on a par with
the sources for another, and of course it is true to say that fortuitous
disparities of evidence should not be confused with actual disparities of
substance. For example, the fact that we do not have charters or law-codes
from Northumbria or East Anglia impedes the historian in any attempt to
maintain a balanced view; but while it would be presumptuous to imagine
that the ‘quality’ of government necessarily depended on the use of the
written word, it would be mistaken to suppose that such records were not
produced outside those ateas in which they have chanced to survive. At the
same time, however, the failure of evidence should not become a pretext for
reducing each of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms to a hypothetical norm. There
is no reason why we should expect uniformity of structure among the
kingdoms, or consistency of practice among the kings. It might be possible
to observe in one kingdom a process of territorial consolidation, comple-
mented by the development of certain administrative procedures, by the
effective exploitation of natural resources, and by the emergence of a
hierarchical and well-regulated society; but it would be a mistake to assume
that one pattern of development would necessarily have been repeated
elsewhere. Some ‘kingdoms’ may have existed only as a particular configu-
ration of peoples united in their recognition of a common ruler, and might
have dissolved at the time of his death, to be superseded (if at all) by alliances
of a different kind; some local peoples may have retained a sense of their own
identity for longer than others, and might have proved the more resistant to
the imposition of the will of a distant king; and indeed, in some parts of the
country the people may not have known much of the rule of any king, and
might have placed their trust in a local church, or in the agents of a quite

4 See Blackburn, in Grierson and Blackburn (1986), pp. 155-89 and 267—325.
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different power. It is arguable, moreover, that the sources which do survive
are capable of obscuring the real differences which might have existed
between the kingdoms, and which might help to account for their respective
fortunes in the eighth and ninth centuries. Bede himself was not concerned
to dwell on the finer points of secular affairs, and doubtless conceals a rich
variety of royal and social behaviour beneath his chosen examples; similarly,
the various ecclesiastics who drafted charters in different parts of the
country were liable to cast the actions of kings in deceptively uniform ways,
just as moneyers would strike the same types of coin in the names of kings
who were themselves quite different from each other. In short, it may be that
received conceptions of political development are too simplistic, or anach-
ronistic, and that any explanation of events in this period should proceed
from an assessment of the situation which is more sympathetic to the variety
of conditions which might have prevailed in each of the kingdoms
principally involved.

The most instructive point of departure for a review of political
developments in the eighth and ninth centuries is the document known to
modern scholarship as the ‘Tribal Hidage’.5 It is a short text of uncertain
origin, compiled at an unknown date for a purpose which remains obscure;
but it has assumed such great importance in so many respects that it cannot
be ignored. The Tribal Hidage is a survey of all the land south of the river
Humber, presented in the form of a list of thirty-four ‘tribal’ territories.
Each item in the list relates to a particular group of people, giving the
assessment of their land in numbers of hides. The survey begins with the
land ‘first called that of the Mercians’, assessed at 30,000 hides; the reference
is presumably to the Mercian heartland in the middle Trent valley,
extending to the north and south of the river itself and including such places
as Tamworth and Lichfield in Staffordshire, and Repton in Detbyshire (Map
1). From this starting-point the survey proceeds to cover the territories of
the various peoples living to the west, north, east and south of the Mercian
heartland, most of whom were subjected at one time or another to the
authority of the Mercian kings; few of the peoples in question can be located
with any degree of precision, and many cannot be identified at all. Four of
the twenty-eight entries in this part of the survey relate to the substantial
territories of the W[r Jocen setna (in the Wrekin, Shropshire), the Westerna
(the ‘Westerners’, probably in the vicinity of Hereford), the Lindesfarona (in
Lindsey, with Hatfield Chase), and the ‘Hwinca’ (presumably the Hwicce, in
the Severn valley), assessed at 7000 hides apiece. Eight entries relate to

5 For the text, see Dumville (1989b). For discussion, see Stenton (1971), pp. 295—7; Russell (1947);

Hart (1971); Davies and Vierck (1974); Sawyer (1978), pp. 110—13; Campbell (1982), pp. 59—61;
Loyn (1984), pp. 34—9; Brooks (1989), pp. 159—61.
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territories with assessments in the range of goo to 5000 hides, including the
lands of the Pec s@tna (1200 hides, in the Peak District of Derbyshire) and the
Ciltern satna (4000 hides, in the Chilterns); the lands of the Wigesta (900
hides), the Herefinna (1200 hides), the Noxgaga (5000 hides), the Obigaga
(2000 hides), the Hendrica (3 500 hides) and the Unecung ga (1200 hides) cannot
be so easily identified. The remaining sixteen entries in this part of the
survey relate to relatively small territories assessed at 300 or 6oo hides
apiece, comprising the lands of the E/med sztna (‘Elmet-dwellers’, to the east
of Leeds), the Suth Gyrwa and the North Gyrwa (in the fenland around
Peterborough), the East Wixna and the West Wixna, the Spalda (around
Spalding in Lincolnshire), the Sweord ora (around ‘Sword Point’ in Whittle-
sea Mere, Cambridgeshire), the Gifla (of the Ivel valley, Bedfordshire), the
Hicca (around Hitchen in Hertfordshire), the Wibt gara, the Arosetna (by the
river Arrow, Warwickshire), the Ferpinga (in the land of the Middle
Angles), the Bilmiga, the Widerigga (around Wittering in Northampton-
shire), and the East Willa and the West Willa; needless to say, the
identification of many of these mysterious peoples can be no more than a
matter of informed speculation, or wishful thought. The last five entries in
the survey sweep rapidly through the lands of the East Angles (30,000
hides), the East Saxons (7000 hides), the people of Kent (15,000 hides), the
South Saxons (7000 hides) and the West Saxons (100,000 hides). It is
possible that the compiler of the Tribal Hidage was ignorant of the
subdivisions which must have existed among these other peoples, or that it
was not his business to provide a more detailed account; alternatively, one
might draw the analogy between these peoples and those of the Mercian
heartland, with the implication that the peoples who gave their names to
kingdoms were considered for the compiler’s purposes to have been
identifiable blocs, leaving the various inhabitants of the midlands in a form
of political limbo. The survey ends with a grand total, given as 242,700
hides; in fact the correct sum of the figures as transmitted is 244,100.

The significance of the Tribal Hidage depends on our judgement of its
origin, date and intended purpose. The text is transmitted in one manuscript
of the eleventh century, and in a post-Conquest Latin translation; but since
the document itself evidently dates from a period before the Scandinavian
settlements in the late ninth century, the evidence of its transmission cannot
be brought to bear usefully on the circumstances of its composition. The
matter must turn, therefore, on the internal evidence of the text (always
assuming that the received text is a faithful copy of the lost original). It
seems clear that the Tribal Hidage is in some sense a ‘Mercian’ document, if
only because the survey proceeds from Mercia itself. It is also clear that the
Tribal Hidage dates from a period when ‘the land of the Mercians’ would
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have been understood to apply to a territory more extensive than the
original Mercian heartland, and in that sense it must represent a situation
achieved after a process of Mercian expansion, or during a period of wider
Mercian ‘supremacy’. On this argument, the Tribal Hidage might be
assigned to almost any point in the period from the mid-seventh century to
the mid-ninth century. Further refinement of its date depends on one’s
willingness to make certain assumptions about its purpose. The hide was the
normal unit of assessment for services due to a king, so it might be supposed
that the Tribal Hidage is a2 form of Mercian ‘tribute-list’, drawn up for the
use of royal officials responsible for ensuring that the king received what
was due to him from the various peoples under his sway; and it would follow
that the document reflects the scope of the overlordship of the king during
whose reign it was compiled. The inclusion of the ‘Elmet-dwellers’ would
suggest that the Tribal Hidage was compiled in the early 670s, during the
reign of King Wulfhere, since Elmet seems to have reverted thereafter to
Northumbrian control. One might, on the other hand, prefer to allow the
possibility that control of Elmet was still contested between the Mercians
and the Northumbrians in the eighth century, and to take the view that the
Tribal Hidage might thus represent a situation during the reign of King
Athelbald (716—57) or during the reign of King Offa (757—96). Whatever
the case, the supposed significance of the Tribal Hidage would not be
affected: it would show that, at some stage, the overlordship of a Mercian
king had extended throughout England south of the river Humber,
embracing not only the numerous peoples of the midlands, but also the East
Angles, the East Saxons, the men of Kent, the South Saxons and the West
Saxons.

There can be no doubt that some Mercian rulers were powerful
overlords, that overlords took tribute from the peoples over whom they
were set, and that Mercian overlords must have taken tribute from many of
the peoples listed in the Tribal Hidage. But it is quite another matter to
regard the Tribal Hidage as an administrative document of the Mercian
regime, and as a reflection, therefore, of the scope of Mercian overlordship.,
Bede himself was petfectly familiar with assessments in hides (one hide
being the amount of land capable of supporting one ‘family’, or house-
hold),¢ using them to convey a sense of the size of the various islands which
he had occasion to mention (Thanet, Anglesey, Man, Tona, Wight and Ely),”
and also to indicate the size of certain kingdoms: he remarks at one point
that the kingdom of the southern Mercians was said to contain sooo hides
and that the land of the northern Mercians contained 7000 hides (HE 111. 24),

6 See Wallace-Hadrill (1988), p. 33; see also Verhulst, below, p. 499.
7 HE 1. 25, 11. 9, 1L 4, Iv. 16 and 1v. 19.
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and elsewhere he states that the kingdom of the South Saxons contained
7000 hides (HE 1v. 23). Information of this kind was of general interest, and
probably a matter of common report. It is by no means unlikely, therefore,
that at some time or another an unknown Mercian scholar was moved to
compile a list of the constituent territories of ‘Southumbrian’ England. He
may have done so merely for the sake of the exercise, or for some other
reason best known to himself; and not unnaturally he chose to specify the
size of each of the tertitories, producing a grand total at the end. It would
remain uncertain when the document was compiled, though a date in the
later eighth century might help to account for the discrepancy between
Bede’s figure for the two parts of Mercia on either side of the river Trent
(5000 + 7000 = 12,000 hides) and the Tribal Hidage’s figure for the Mercian
heartland (30,000 hides). If the Tribal Hidage is interpreted in this way, it
could no longer be regarded as a reflection of the scope of the overlordship
of a Mercian king; but it would retain its distinction as a document of the
utmost significance. Aboveall, the Tribal Hidage serves as an antidote to the
received view of the Anglo-Saxon ‘Heptarchy’. The document conveys an
extraordinary impression of the number of different peoples who, at the time
of its compilation, could still be distinguished from each other among the
inhabitants of central England; and at the same time it suggests that the
social composition of the political organism which historians recognise as
the ‘kingdom of Mercia’ might have been quite distinctive. We cannot hope
to understand in detail how the distinctions between these peoples arose, or
what they might have entailed in terms of differing social customs and
political organisation; but it would be dangerous to underestimate their
tenacity, and it is an interesting fact that the terminology of the Tribal
Hidage was still employed for at least some of the territories in the later
Anglo-Saxon period. We may choose to wonder whether some of these
peoples played a more significant role in the unfolding of events than their
obscurity would suggest; but it is enough for the moment to recognise their
existence.

Against this background, we may turn to consider more tangible
evidence for political development in the eighth and ninth centuries. It
emerges from the Angle-Saxon Chronicle that Cedwalla of Wessex, and his
brother Mul, had ravaged Kent and the Isle of Wight in 686, and Kent again
in 687; but in 694 the people of Kent ‘made terms’ with Ine, Cedwalla’s
successor, involving the payment of compensation for the death of Mul, and
opening the way, perhaps, for a more lasting settlement. Bede himself says
little of Wihtred, king of Kent from the early 690s, beyond remarking that
he came to the throne after a period of turmoil, ‘and freed his people from
external invasion as much by religious devotion as by hard work’ (HE 1v.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



26 SIMON KEYNES

26); he has little more to say of Ine, king of Wessex from 688, beyond
alluding to his subjection of the South Saxons (HE 1v. 15), and to his
departure for Rome after ruling the West Saxons for thirty-seven years (HE
v. 7). There can be no doubt, however, that Wihtred and Ine established
conditions in their respective kingdoms which lent great stability to
England south of the river Thames in the first quarter of the eighth century,
and indeed, it would appear that they entered into some kind of alliance
which allowed the kingdoms to prosper independently of each other. The
law-code promulgated by Wihtred in 695 bears compatison in certain
respects with the law-code promulgated at about the same time in the name
of King Ine; for example, it is evidently no coincidence that both codes
contain a clause stipulating that ‘a man from a distance or a foreigner’ was to
advertise his presence by blowing a horn, should he wander from the beaten
path.8 Yet the law-codes of Wihtred and Ine also suggest how the two
kingdoms might have differed from each other in more fundamental
respects. Wihtred’s code projects an image of a kingdom in which
ecclesiastics ‘spoke in unanimity with the loyal people’. The first clause
announced that the church was to be free from taxation, and that churchmen
were to pray for the king and to honour him without compulsion. The rest
of the code laid down, in effect, how laymen were to conduct their lives in
accordance with the rules of a Christian society, and how ecclesiastics were
to be accommodated in the new order. Wihtred subsequently reinforced his
legislation by issuing a general charter of privileges for the Kentish
minsters;? and given the extraordinary importance of these minsters to the
religious, social and economic welfare of the kingdom, !0 it is easy to see why
any ruler of Kent would have been eager to secure their support and
goodwill. The law-code of King Ine, on the other hand, presents a rather
different kind of picture. The code is preserved only in the form transmitted
as an appendix to the law-code of King Alfred the Great, and it is a matter of
some interest in itself that Alfred should have considered it worthwhile to
re-issue a much earlier code in this way. The first clause enjoins ‘that the
servants of God rightly observe their proper rule’, and other clauses serve to
ensure that all men regulate their lives in the approved Christian manner.
Yet the most striking feature of Ine’s code is its confident assertion of royal
authority. The great bulk of the code consists of provisions which seem to
have been calculated to bring order to an unruly society, in ways which had
not been attempted before, and to leave no one in any doubt that deviant

8 Law-code of Wihtred (text, Liebermann (1903—16) 1, pp. 12—14; trans. EHD, no. 31), ch. 28; law-
code of Ine (text, Liebermann (1903—~16) 1, pp. 88—123; trans. EHD, no. 32), ch. 20.

9 Sawyer zo. See Brooks (1984), pp. 183—4 and 195.

10 See Brooks (1984), pp. 183—4 and 206, and Everitt (1986), pp. 187—96.
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behaviour would be punished by the king or by his agents in the localities.
Ine was not, however, interested in social order alone. Several of the clauses
in his law-code reflect concern for the productivity of land, or for the
appropriate value of livestock, and suggest that he and his councillors were
well aware of the benefits which would accrue in the longer term from a
well-regulated economy. There is nothing remarkable about this in itself;
but it accords well with the supposition that it was Ine who promoted the
development of Hamwic (Southampton) as a major centre of trade between
Wessex and the Continent,!! and one can sense that the West Saxons might
have found themselves in a good position at a later date to turn prosperity to
their political advantage.

It is more difficult to characterise the kingdom of Mercia in the early
eighth century. One might suppose that royal power in Mercia had
developed along the lines attested in Wessex or Kent, and that it is merely
the lack of a Mercian law-code to set beside the law-codes of Ine and
Wihtred that prevents us from appreciating the analogy. Yet the very
absence of such evidence also permits a different train of thought. We know
from Bede that the Mercian heartland lay in the middle Trent valley; and the
Tribal Hidage brings home the truth that the ‘kingdom of Mercia’ was not
so much a monolithic structure as a loose confederacy of many different
peoples. Indeed, the supremacy enjoyed by a sucession of Mercian kings
from Penda in the seventh century to Cenwulf in the ninth appears to have
depended on the ability of these kings to exploit the resources of manpower
in their natural constituency among the various peoples of midland
England, thereby to bring other peoples under some form of subjection and
5O to gain access to the sources of wealth needed to sustain their own
position. In other words, the Mercian kings derived their strength from the
extension of their control over the peoples around them, and may not in this
process have displayed as much concern as others to consolidate the
territorial basis of their power. It is arguable, therefore, that the conditions
which prevailed in the ‘kingdom of Metcia’ were not conducive to the
emetrgence of a collective sense of identity which might find expression in
loyalty to a particular line of kings, and indeed, that the conditions impeded
the development of the institutions of government which might help to
ensure continuity from one reign to the next. That is not to demean the
importance of any one person styled ‘king of the Mercians’. It is merely to
suggest that the Mercian rulers moved in a world which suited their
predatory instincts, and which brought them success for a while; but they
never managed to change their world, and this proved their undoing in the
end.

H See Hodges (1989), pp. 83—92.
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In the last quarter of the seventh century the balance of power among the
rulers of the English kingdoms had settled in a way that is best described as
stalemate; and it was this state of affairs which persisted into the first quarter
of the eighth century. Bede himself appears to have sensed that the kingdom
of Northumbria was in a state of decline (HE 1v. 26 and v. 23), and that a
new order was emerging among the kingdoms in the south. In effect, the
centre of gravity had moved from the river Humber to the river Thames: the
Northumbrians and the East Angles were marginalised, and attention
focused on control of the land stretching from the upper Thames valley
downriver to the emporium of London, and thence further south into
Surrey, Sussex and Kent. The rulers of Mercia were already developing their
interest in the southeastern provinces, but the internal stability of Wessex
and Kent seems to have presented a solid front which prevented them from
breaking through. In the 720s, however, the position was suddenly
transformed. Wihtred of Kent died on 23 April 725, leaving his three sons as
heirs to the kingdom (HE v. 23); and in the following year Ine of Wessex
departed as a pilgrim to Rome, leaving his kingdom in the hands of ‘younger
men’ (HE v. 7). The almost simultaneous removal of these two kings, both
of whom had held power since ¢. 690, must have broken the deadlock south
of the Thames; and it was presumably at this point that Athelbald, king of
Mercia since 716, began to move to the fore. In the eyes of Bede, surveying
the ‘state of the whole of Britain’ from his Northumbrian vantage point in
731, the situation which prevailed south of the Humber could be expressed
in quite straightforward terms: all of the southern kingdoms, together with
their various kings, were subject to AEthelbald, king of the Mercians (HE v.
23). Bede’s seemingly incontrovertible statement represents the beginning
of a period of Mercian supremacy which lasted for a hundred years, from
¢.725 to ¢. 825, and which has long been held to mark a crucial stage in the
political unification of England. We may choose to wonder whether the
statement can be taken at face value; but Bede was certainly not alone in
being mightily impressed by the extent of King Athelbald’s rule. The
famous charter by which Athelbald granted land at Ismere in Worcester-
shire to Ealdorman Cyneberht, in 736, shows how the king was perceived by
a churchman in the diocese of Worcester.12 At the beginning of the text,
ZAthelbald is styled ‘by the gift of God king not only of the Mercians but also
of all the provinces which are called by the general name “South English’’;
and in an endorsement added to the charter by a different hand, he is styled
‘king of the South English’. It is normally and not unnaturally assumed that
the term ‘South English’ (Sazang/i) was here intended to express Athelbald’s

12 Sawyer 89 (trans. EHD, no. 67).
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supremacy over all of the Southumbrian kingdoms, and that the charter thus
corroborates the word of Bede. It must be admitted, however, that the
formulation ‘not only of the Mercians, but also ... of the South English’ is
entirely appropriate to the conception of a Mercian king suggested by the
Tribal Hidage, as one whose royal power originated in the Mercian
heartland but had come to be extended over the ‘Anglian’ peoples of the
midlands (‘South English’, as opposed to the ‘north’ English of Northum-
bria and the ‘east’ English of East Anglia); and it might be safer, therefore,
to interpret the style in this more restricted sense. The feature of the Ismere
charter which remains truly remarkable is the description of ZAthelbald, in
the witness-list, as ‘king of Britain’. The term may reflect the grandiose
notions of Athelbald’s own entourage, or it may have come into the
draftsman’s mind as an extension of his reading of Bede; whatever the case,
it certainly indicates that AEthelbald was regarded as the master of all he
surveyed. In the 740s, Boniface addressed Athelbald as ‘wielding the
glorious sceptre of imperial rule over the English’;13 and at about the same
time Felix, author of a Life of §¢ Guthlac, felt it appropriate to write of
Zthelbald as one who enjoyed ever increasing prosperity from one day to
the next.!* King Offa made no less of a mark. In some charters he is styled
‘king of the Mercians and also of the other nations around’, which harks
back to Athelbald’s style in the Ismere charter; in others, he is styled ‘king of
the English’, or even ‘king of the whole country of the English’, though
since none of the charters in question is preserved in its original form, it is
difficult to be sure that they represent genuine contemporary usage. Alcuin,
the scholar who had removed himself from Northumbria to the court of
Charlemagne but who retained a sensitive and abiding interest in English
affairs, heaped praise on Offa as ‘the glory of Britain, the trumpet of
proclamation, the sword against foes, the shield against enemies’;!> and in
much the same vein Offa is described in a Kentish charter of the late eighth
century as ‘king and glory of Britain’.16 It is all too easy to get carried away
by the hyperbole: to forget that grandiose styles and naturally exaggerated
forms of expression are not always reliable indicators of historical truth, and
so to imagine that the Mercian overlords were intent upon breaking down
political frontiers in order to realise their own vision of a unified kingdom of
England. It isalso difficult to resist the notion that the Mercian rulers would
appear in all the finery which befitted their elevated status if only we were
not otherwise so dependent on evidence supplied by those who came into

13 Boniface, ed. Tangl (1916), no. 73 (trans. EHD, no. 177). For Boniface himself, see McKitterick,
below, pp. 72-8. 14 Colgrave (1956), p. 166; see also EHD, no. 156 (p. 775).

15 MGH Epp. 1v, no. 64, p. 107; trans. EHD, no. 195.

16 Sawyer 155 (trans. EHD, no. 80).
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conflict with them;!7 or, put another way, that it is only the lack of sources
emanating from the Mercian court which prevents us from seeing Offa in
particular as a king on a par with Alfred the Great. Nothing could diminish
our estimation of the extraordinary achievements of the Mercian overlords;
the question is whether we should believe their interested admirers, or their
disaffected victims.

It is essential to base our understanding of the Mercian supremacy on
examination of the evidence which bears directly on the nature and extent of
Mercian rule. In the case of Athelbald, it can be shown that he held power
over the rulers of the Hwicce, and since he was certainly in a position to
exercise some form of control over commercial activity in London it seems
likely that he brought the rulers of the East Saxons under his sway.
Athelbald’s concern to foster his interests in Kent is also well attested,
though it is significant that the charters issued by Kentish kings in the first
half of the eighth century do not contain any obvious indication that the
kings in question were operating under direct Mercian control. It is
otherwise apparent that Fthelbald seized territory from the kingdom of the
West Saxons, that he attacked the Welsh on several occasions, and that he
even ventured on one occasion into Northumbria. The circumstances of
Aithelbald’s death (‘treacherously killed at night by his bodyguard in
shocking fashion’), and the circumstances of Offa’s accession (by putting
Beornred to flight, and conquering the Mercian kingdom ‘with sword and
bloodshed’), render it unlikely that there could have been much continuity
from the one reign to the next. Charters preserved in the archives of
Worcester cathedral afford evidence of Offa’s control of the Hwicce, and .
charters preserved in the archives of Canterbury, Rochester and Selsey
afford evidence of his intervention in Kent and Sussex. It emerges that Offa
had to build up his power from scratch, and that his overlordship took
different forms in each of the areas which came under his sway. Offa soon
established his authority over the rulers of the Hwicce, though it was not
until the 780s, or thereabouts, that he removed them altogether and took
direct control of their realm. In the 760s Offa extended his authority into the
kingdom of Kent, initially allowing the local rulers to retain their status as
kings; but Kent broke free from Mercian overlordship in 776, and it was
only when Offa recovered control of the kingdom, ¢. 785, that he suppressed
the local kings, exercising direct rule in Kent for the rest of his reign. In the
early 770s Offa brought the kingdom of Sussex under his sway, and in this
case it would appear that those who had formerly been kings of the South
Saxons wete forced from the outset to abandon their royal status, though

17 See Wormald, in Campbell (1982), pp. 110-11.
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they were allowed to retain at least some of their power as ‘ealdormen’. The
South Saxons may have recovered their independence at the same time as the
people of Kent; but if so, they fell back under Offa’s control thereafter.
Elsewhere, it seems that Offa enjoyed some form of recognition in the
kingdom of East Anglia, to judge from the fact that East Anglian moneyers
struck coins in his name; but the evidence is too imprecise to show whether
local kings were allowed to retain their position during periods of Mercian
control, or whether they only emerged in periods when the East Anglians
managed to assert their independence. Little is known of the rulers of Essex
in the late eighth century; but of the last two kings named in the East Saxon
royal genealogy, Sigeric seems to have managed to retain his status (if not
necessarily his independence) throughout Offa’s reign, leaving his son
Sigered to suffer the loss of his kingship under the regime of King Cenwulf.
The construction of Offa’s Dyke suggests that the Mercians had decided to
lay down the course of their frontier with the Welsh, to defend themselves
against raids from the west; but elsewhere, as it were, the options remained
wide open.

The nature of the relationship between the kingdom of Mercia and the
kingdom of the West Saxons requires more detailed discussion. It has been
said that for most of the period from 726 to 80z, “Wessex was little more than
a large, outlying province of the Mercian kingdom’;!8 and if true, the fact
would have a significant bearing on our general understanding of political
development in the eighth and ninth centuries. Much depends in this
connection on the credibility of Bede’s description of Athelbald’s power in
731, on the significance to be attached to the more grandiose styles in
charters, and on one’s willingness to believe that the ability of Mercian
rulers to take tribute from the West Saxons is attested by the Tribal Hidage.
Much also depends on an observed contrast between the apparent stability
of the Mercian regime, under Athelbald and Offa, and the apparent dynastic
confusion which prevailed at the same time in the kingdom of Wessex. The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records a sequence of five kings between 726 and 8o0z;
yet no details are given of the parentage of any one of them, as if the main
dynastic lines had failed, and as if the West Saxons were finding their kings
from other branches of the extended family which they considered to be
royal. It is certainly true that the West Saxon kings moved in a world of
internal dissension, and were regularly confronted with (presumed) chal-
lenges to their rule: King Athelheard fought the ztheling Oswald in 726; 2
certain Cynric, styled ‘etheling of the West Saxons’, was slain in 748; King
Sigeberht was deprived of his kingdom in 757, ‘because of his unjust acts’;

18 Stenton (1971), p. 204.
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King Cynewulf attempted to drive out the ztheling Cyneheard, brother of
Sigeberht, in 786, leading to the death of them both; and King Brihtric was
instrumental in the expulsion of Egbert in 78¢. It must be emphasised,
however, that there is no particular reason to regard Wessex as a kingdom in
a state of debilitating disorder throughout these years. The brief reign of
Sigeberht (756—~7) stands apart in a period otherwise marked by the longer
reigns of Athelheard (726—40), Cuthred (740—56), Cynewulf (757-86) and
Brihtric (786-802); and while it may be difficult to gain much sense of West
Saxon affairs from the small number of surviving charters of the period,
there is enough evidence to suggest that the ability of these kings to hold
their own against their more powerful Mercian counterparts should not be
underestimated.

King Athelheard is associated with King Athelbald in a charter which
purports to record ZAthelbald’s grant of land in Berkshire to Abingdon
abbey, and which purports further to have been issued at Benson, in
Oxfordshire, at the outset (it seems) of a joint expédition to attack the British
beyond the river Severn;!? it is difficult to judge whether any of this
information is genuine, though it is not inappropriate for the apparent date
(¢.730). If Bede can be trusted on such matters, Athelheard was among
those kings who recognised the overlordship of King Athelbald in 731.
According to the Chronicle, King Athelbald took control of Somerton in
733, presumably as the outcome of a Mercian attack from across the river
Avon, and perhaps with the implication that the Mercian king exercised
power over much of Somerset thereafter. Cuthred of Wessex may initially
have had little option but to acknowledge Athelbald’s control of Somerset:
Athelbald is known to have held the abbey of Bath,20 and there is reason to
believe that his interests extended to the abbey of Glastonbury in the 740s.2!
The Chronicle records that ‘Zthelbald and Cuthred fought against the
Britons’in 743, which implies a joint expedition curiously reminiscent of the
one which had involved Athelbald and ZEthelheard. It was apparently in
the 750s that Cuthred earned his reputation as one who (in the chronicler’s
words) ‘fought stoutly against Ethelbald’. According to the annal for 750,
Cuthred ‘fought against the arrogant ealdorman Athelhun’. It would be
natural to assume that the Ethelhun in question was a West Saxon official
who had in some way given cause for offence, and so to regard this statement
as further evidence of internal dissension in Wessex. It is tempting,
however, to connect the chronicler’s statement with the entry for the same
year in the set of annals preserved as a ‘Continuation’ of Bede, to the effect
that Cuthred rose against King A thelbald,?? and so to regard Athelhunas a

19 Sawyer 93. ® Sawyer 1257 (trans. EHD, no. 77).

21 Sawyer 238, 237, 1410 and 1679.
2 Bede, HE, ed. Colgrave and Mynors, p. 574; see also EHD, no. 5 (p. 285).
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representative of the Mercian regime in some part of Wessex, whose
overbearing behaviour had precipitated revolt. In 752 Cuthred is said to
have fought against King Athelbald at Beorhford (unidentified), apparently
putting him to flight. It may be that Cuthred had resolved in the early 750s to
remove the Mercians from Somerset, and elsewhere to drive them from
disputed territory along the Thames valley. The West Saxons seem at about

- this time to have recovered their territory south of the Avon,? and to have
resumed possession of disputed land in the middle Thames valley;2* but one
cannot tell whether this was achieved by Cuthred himself, or by one of his
immediate successors.

Relations between the West Saxons and the Mercians were no less
complex during the reign of King Cynewulf (757-86), and again they seem
to have turned on control of various patts of the borderland between the
two kingdoms. In 757 King Zthelbald (styled ‘king not only of the
Mercians but also of the peoples around’) granted land apparently at
Tockenham, in Wiltshire, to a certain abbot Eanberht, possibly of Malmes-
bury.2 The charter recording the grant was attested by both ZAthelbald and
Cynewulf, each accompanied by his own entourage. This may indicate a
certain ambiguity about the political affiliation of land in northern Wiltshire,
or it may be that Cynewulf was at a disadvantage in the first year of his reign
and had been obliged, in effect, to acknowledge ZAthelbald’s superior power
in the area. But Zthelbald’s death in the same year must have given
Cynewulf the opportunity to recover lost ground. In 758 Cynewulf was
himself in a position to grant land in northern Wiltshire to Malmesbury
abbey.26 At a council of the Southumbrian church convened at about the
same time, Cynewulf granted an estate at North Stoke, on the river Avon, to
the abbey of Bath;?7 the charter recording the grant was confirmed by King
Offa, but the confirmation may well be an addition made on a subsequent
occasion. Cynewulf is known to have exercised control over land south of
the Avon, ata time when the abbey of Bath was in the hands of the bishop of
Worcester;?8 but the situation seems to have changed thereafter, perhaps
following the transfer of Bath into Offa’s hands, since Offa was in a position,
towards the end of his reign, to make at least one grant of land in Somerset.?’
Itis particularly interesting to find that Cynewulf attested a charter by which
King Offa granted land at Bexhill in Sussex to the bishop of Selsey, in 772.30
In this case there is no obvious connection between Cynewulf’s appearance
and the nature of the grant itself; rather, it seems that Cynewulf had attended
the meeting at which the grant happens to have been made, though one

2 Sawyer 1680 and 1257. 24 Sawyer 1258. 25 Sawyer 96.

% Sawyer 260; see also Sawyer 264. 27 Sawyer 265.

2 Sawyer 1257 (trans. EHD, no. 77); see also Sawyer 261 (trans. EHD, no. 71) and 262 (trans.
EHD, no. 70). 2 Sawyer 1692. 30 Sawyer 108.
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cannot tell whether his presence signified his acknowledgement of Offa’s
overlordship, or whether it was simply a reflection of normal relations
between the two kings. The land in the Thames valley remained the
principal bone of contention. The chronicler reports that in 779 Cynewulf
and Offa ‘fought around Bensington [Benson, Oxfordshire], and Offa
captured the town’, and it emerges from another source that Offa seized the
monastery at Cookham, ‘and many other towns’, from King Cynewulf, ‘and
brought them under Mercian rule’.3! Cynewulf’s eventual loss of some
territory at Offa’s hands does not, however, represent the subjection of his
whole kingdom to Mercian rule; and although it is clear that Cynewulf must
have been overshadowed by his powerful neighbour in the last years of his
reign, the legates who reported to the pope on their visit to England in 786
seem to have regarded the two kings as independent rulers.32

Following his recovery of control of Kent, in the mid-780s, Offa was at
the height of his power; and we might expect, therefore, to find more
compelling signs of his ‘supremacy’ over Wessex. King Cynewulf was
succeeded in 786 by Brihtric; and in 789 Brihtric married Eadburh, daughter
of Offa. This marriage is, in fact, the only evidence for relations between the
kingdoms in the last decade of Offa’s reign, and it is accordingly a matter of
some importance to judge it correctly. The marriage could be interpreted in
political terms as an acknowledgement on Brihtric’s part of Offa’s overlord-
ship, from which he might have gained some guarantee of protection
against his rivals and some assurance of peace from Offa himself; alternat-
ively, it could be interpreted as marking the establishment of a bond
between the two kingdoms, which symbolised their mutual respect. The
choice depends on our interpretation of a remark in the annal for 839 in the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, made in connection with a record of the death of
Brihtric’s successor, Egbert: ‘Earlier, before he became king, Offa, king of
the Mercians, and Brihtric, king of the West Saxons, had driven him from
England to France for three years. Brihtric had helped Offa because he had
married his daughter.” As a member of the West Saxon royal dynasty,
Egbert was evidently a potential threat to Brihtric; and his expulsion from
England has been regarded aga case of the all-powerful Offa helping a
threatened Brihtric to secure his own position in Wessex, with the
implication that Brihtric ruled thereafter as Offa’s ‘protected dependant’.33
Yet one should not forget that Egbert was the son of Ealhmund, who had
been recognised as a king of Kent towards the end of the period of Kentish
independence from Mercia (776—¢.785). Egbert might thus have been

31 Sawyer 1258 (trans. EHD, no. 79). 32 MGH Epp. 1v, no. 3 (trans. EHD, no. 191).
33 Stenton (1971), pp- 209—10; see also p. 225.
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perceived as a potential threat to Offa’s position in the southeast, and
Brihtric would have been in the best position to secure his removal from
England. Of course a West Saxon chronicler might be expected to put the
best construction on the events; but his statement that it was Brihtric who
helped Offa (and not sice versa) might reasonably be construed as an
indication that, in this instance, the king of the West Saxons was performing
a favour for his father-in-law, without any implication of political subordi-
nation thereafter.

The evidence bearing on relations between Wessex and Mercia in the
eighth century thus falls a long way short of showing that the one was an
‘outlying province’ of the other for any part of the period from 726 to 80z;
and it is important to emphasise that the successive kings of the West Saxons
appear, on the evidence of their charters, to have enjoyed a freedom of
action which was denied to their counterparts elsewhere. It would be rash,
therefore, to assume that the Mercian overlords entertained any serious
pretensions to supremacy throughout southern England. Both Athelbald
and Offa managed to build up unprecedented power from their Metcian
base, and both must have dominated their respective political scenes; yet
both always remained kings ‘of the Mercians’. One has to stress, in this
connection, that Mercian overlordship was fundamentally a matter of
degree. It meant different things to different people, from one part of the
country to another and from one period to another; and it could find
expression in a number of different ways. The Mercians might have
maintained good relations with a kingdom, and respected its independence;
they might have appropriated territory in which they had an interest, and
otherwise left the local ruler to his own devices; or they might have
demanded payments of tribute in return for peace. In some cases they took
matters further, with more direct intervention in the internal affairs of a
kingdom. They might have allowed the local ruler to retain his function as
king, requiring him to acknowledge Mercian overlordship in other ways;
they might have denied royal status to the local ruler, but allowed him to
continue to exercise his functions as before, in a more lowly capacity; or they
might have suppressed the local ruler altogether, taking direct control of the
kingdom but respecting its separate identity.Needless to say, the different
forms of Mercian overlordship would have left different marks, some of
which are easier to detect than others; but the point remains that however
extensive the ‘Mercian supremacy’ may have been, it should never be
visualised as a uniform political system. The heart of Mercian power
remained where it always had been, in the middle Trent valley, and it
derived its strength from mastery of the numerous peoples of midland
England; but although its separate limbs stretched out in different directions
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over various other parts of the country, the firmness of its grip was uneven,
and there was no attempt to bring all things in reach within a single embrace.

The ‘Metcian supremacy’ was not, therefore, the realisation of a grand
design for the unification of southern England, sustained by the emergence
of a sense of collective political identity among the English people; it was
simply the product of the extension of Mercian power into areas which
could least resist, and so far as one can tell it was sustained essentially by a
threat or display of force. Perhaps one should not attach much significance
in this connection to Boniface’s complaint that Athelbald’s ealdormen and
companions offered ‘greater violence and oppression to monks and priests
than other Christian kings have done before’,?* or to Offa’s overbearing
behaviour in denying the right of a Kentish king to issue charters without
his permission;35 for such clashes of interest were commonplace, and could
be matched in kind at any other period. Offa himself went to considerable
lengths in the late 780s to secure the consecration of his son Ecgfrithas king,
and even Alcuin was prepared to indulge Offa in what seems to have been his
attempt in this way to put the Mercian regime on a new and more acceptable
footing.’¢ Yet the truth remained that Offa’s position depended on the
forcible suppression of his political opponents. In 789 Egbert of Wessex was
driven into exile in Francia, precipitating (or pethaps compounding) a
dispute between Offa and Charlemagne; in 794 Athelberht, king of the
East Angles, was beheaded on Offa’s orders; at about the same time
Charlemagne had occasion to ask Archbishop £thelheard to intercede with
Offa on behalf of some ‘miserable exiles’ who had left their country with
their lord Hringstan, hoping that they would now be allowed ‘to return to
their native land in peace and without unjust oppression of any kind’;*® and
in 796, Charlemagne wrote to Offa of the exiles ‘who in fear of death have
taken refuge under the wings of our protection’.3® These are the victims of
Offa’s regime whose own stories one should like so much to have. It must
suffice, however, to reflect on the testimony of one interested observer, as he
came to terms with the brutal realities of Mercian power following the
deaths of both Offa and Ecgfrith in 796. Alcuin wrote to a Mercian
ealdorman that Ecgfrith ‘has not died for his own sins, but the vengeance for
the blood shed by the father has reached the son. For you know very well
how much blood his father shed to secure the kingdom on his son. This was

3 Boniface, ed. Tangl (1916), no. 73 (trans. EHD, no. 177).

35 Sawyer 155 (trans. EHD, no. 80), 1259 and 1264. 36 Keynes (1990).
3 MGH Epp. 1v, no. 7 (trans. EHD, no. 192); see also EHD, no. z0.

38 MGH Epp. 1v, no. 85 (trans. EHD, no. 196).

3% MGH Epp. 1v, no. 100 (trans. EHD, no. 197)
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not a strengthening of his kingdom, but its ruin.’* He wrote in similar terms
to a Mercian bishop: “You know very well how the illustrious king prepared
for his son to inherit his kingdom, as he thought, but as events showed, he
took it from him. Hence you can judge worldly wisdom, and how truly the
psalmist said: “Unless the Lord builds the house, they labour in vain who
guard it.”” Man proposes, but God disposes.’!

If one accepts the conception of Mercian power outlined above, there
ceases to be any reason to suppose that the supremacy of the Mercian kings
ended with the death of Offa in 796. Indeed, the reign of Cenwulf (796—821)
seems in many respects to epitomise the Mercian regime, and to bring its
most distinctive features into their sharpest focus. The extent of Cenwulf’s
rule was much the same as Offa’s had been, and is attested in the same variety
of ways; he made terms with the Northumbrians in the early years of his
reign, and seems latterly to have adopted a belligerent attitude towards the
Welsh; he pursued his ends with all the determination of his predecessors,
meeting opposition with repression, and generating much resentment in the
process; and like Offa, he may have found that he had sowed the seeds of his
own destruction. It is inevitable, given the nature of the surviving sources,
that we know most about Cenwulf’s rule in Kent. The rebellion of Eadberht
Przn had shown yet again how fragile was the power of the Mercian king
outside his own kingdom, especially at the beginning of a new reign; and it is
typical of the means by which supremacy was enforced that Cenwulf
ravaged Kent in 798, seized Eadberht, and ‘brought him in fetters into
Mercia’. The nature of Mercian interests in Kent is then underlined by
Cenwulf’s famous dispute with Wulfred, archbishop of Canterbury, about
control of the wealthy Kentish minsters;*2 yet it is striking that the Mercian
king seems always to have conducted his dealings with Kent from a
distance, and that he made little attempt to cultivate support among
members of the local nobility. The death of Cenwulf in 821 appears to have
precipitated considerable upheaval,*? of the kind associated with the sudden
release of feelings which had been suppressed during the lifetime of a potent
king; and there are indications that for the rest of the 8205 Mercia fell into a
state of internal discord which spelt its end as a great Southumbrian power.
In 823 Ceolwulf ‘was deprived of his kingdom’; in 824, ‘two ealdormen,
Burghelm and Muca, were killed’; in 825 the Mercians suffered the military
defeat which led to the loss of their control of the southeastern provinces; in
827, ‘Ludeca, king of the Mercians, was killed, and his five ealdormen with

“ MGH Epp. 1v, no. 122 (trans. EHD, no. 202).
4“1 MGH Epp. 1v, no. 124 (trans. Allott (1974), no. 160); see also Bullough (1993).
42 See Brooks (1984), pp. 175—206. 4 Sawyer 1435.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



38 SIMON KEYNES

him’; and in 829 the kingdom was ‘conquered’ (in whatever sense the term
may imply) by Egbert of Wessex. There is no particular reason to believe
that the discord persisted into the ‘second reign’ of Wiglaf (830—40), or into
the reigns of Berhtwulf (840—52) and Burgred (852—74); but a reading of
Mercian charters creates an interesting (if necessarily subjective) impression
of a kingdom past its glory and now reverting to its former condition. It
would appear that the ‘kingdom of Mercia’ remained an agglomeration of
different peoples, each with its own leader, or ‘ealdorman’; that the kingship
of the Mercians depended on the ability of the leader of one people to gain
recognition from the leaders of others; and that while particular kings may
(or may not) have tried to establish dynastic rule, none succeeded in doing
so. Moreover, if it was true that the Mercians lacked adequate resources of
their own, and had once looked elsewhere to satisfy their needs, it may also
have been true that their kings, perhaps of their nature, did not have access
to land in the quantity required for the support of their men. After 825, the
Mercians were obliged to turn in on themselves. The kings seem to have
resorted (mote so than before) to the seizure of land from some churches,
and to the selling of privileges to others;* at the same time they would have
had little option but to resign themselves to the further developments south
of the Thames.

The course of events in the ninth century could be understood in its
simplest terms as a story of the ‘rise of Wessex” from foundations laid by
King Egbert in the first quarter of the century to the achievements of King
Alfred the Great in its closing decades. The outlines of the story are told in
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, though the modern reader has to make all due
allowance for the fact that the annals represent a West Saxon point of view
and were cast in their received form by a chronicler who well knew what the
outcome would be. On the day of Egbert’s succession to the kingdom of
Wessex, in 802, a Metcian ealdorman from the province of the Hwicce had
crossed the border at Kempsford (on the Thames), presumably with the
intention of mounting a raid into northern Wiltshire; the Mercian force was
met by the local ealdorman, ‘and the people of Wiltshire had the victory’.
There is some evidence that a treaty was sworn between the Mercians and
the West Saxons at about this time, in a meeting at Colleshy! (? Coleshill in
Berkshire, not far from Kempsford);*> and this may have inaugurated a
period of peace which lasted for the next twenty years. The chronicler
attached particular significance to the achievements of King Egbert in the
820s. In 825 Egbert defeated Beornwulf, king of the Mercians, at the battle

# See, e.g., Sawyer 190 (trans. EHD, no. 85), 192 (trans. EHD, no. 86), 206 (trans. EHD, no. go)

and 207 (trans. EHD, no. 91); see also Wormald, in Campbell (1982), pp. 138—9.
4 Sawyer 154.
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of Ellendun, precipitating the submission to the West Saxons of ‘the people
of Kent and of Surrey and the South Saxons and the East Saxons’, and also
precipitating an appeal by the East Angles to the West Saxons ‘for peace and
protection, because of their fear of the Mercians’. Ellendun (now called
Wroughton) is located in that part of northern Wiltshire apparently
disputed between Wessex and Mercia in the eighth century; and it is
significant that Mercian supremacy in the southeast was undone in this way
by a military defeat so much further to the west. In 829 Egbert went on, in
the chronicler’s words, to conquer ‘the kingdom of the Mercians and
everything south of the Humber’. It was at this point that the chronicler
chose to attach Egbert’s name to Bede’s list of seven Southumbrian
overlords (HE 1. s), adding that ‘he was the eighth king who was
Bretwalda’. One could argue at length about the significance of this term, and
whether the ‘omission’ of Athelbald and Offa from the chronicler’s
extended list should be construed as a sign of ‘anti-Mercian bias’, or as a sign
of his awareness that the rule of the Mercian kings had not actually extended
over the whole of Southumbria; and since the Mercians appear to have
recovered their independence in 830, one might also suppose that Egbert’s
glory was in fact short lived. Whatever the case, Egbett is seen on this model
to have been the one who began to restore West Saxon strength after the
political misfortune of the period from 726 to 802, and whose victory over
the Mercians at the battle of Ellendun in 825 enabled him and his successors
to stake their own claim to the overlordship of the Southumbrian king-
doms; in short, it was essentially by virtue of Egbert’s success that Alfred
was able to ‘inherit” what Offa had built.46

It is arguable, however, that the unfolding pattern of events should be
understood in a rather different way. If Bede’s concept of the Southumbrian
ovetlord, and the chroniclet’s concept of the ‘Bretwalda’, are to be regarded
as artificial constructs, which have no validity outside the context of the
literary works in which they appear, we are released from the assumptions
about political development which they seem to involve. Thus, while the
chronicler in the late ninth century might have considered it appropriate to
cast Egbert in the role which had been created in the first instance by Bede,
we might ask whether kings in the eighth and ninth centuries were quite so
obsessed with the establishment of a pan-Southumbrian state. Other issues
were perhaps of more pressing concern. What mattered most to the Mercian
kings was the security of their interests along the course of the river Thames,
access to the emporium of London, and control of the southeast; and for
much of the period from ¢. 725 to ¢. 825 they certainly had the upper hand. It

4% Wormald, in Campbell (1982), p. 106.
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seems, however, that Ine’s successors in Wessex had managed to maintain
their independence, and that the internal affairs of the kingdom developed
without much interference from outside; but eventually Egbert broke the
Mercian hold on the southeast, and the West Saxons were able thereafter to
pursue their own objectives in their own way. It is arguable, on this basis,
that the ‘rise of Wessex’ should be regarded as a longer and more continuous
process: Alfred owed much to Egbert, but he owed still more to Ine, and
acknowledged the fact by re-issuing Ine’s law-code as an appendix to his
own, It is also arguable, on the same basis, that to regard the West Saxon
kings of the ninth century as in any sense the ‘heirs’ to the supremacy
established by the Mercian kings in the eighth century, or indeed to the
supremacies established by other kings in the seventh, is to miss 2 more
fundamental truth. Each supremacy was a thing of its own; and Egbert, far
from following a well-trodden path towards a long-established objective,
was taking a different path towards something new.

King Egbert was essentially intent upon the creation of conditions which
would ensure the security and prosperity of England south of the Thames;
and if he had any model in mind, it was perhaps a return to the position
which had obtained in the late seventh and early eighth centuries, during the
reigns of Ine in Wessex and Wihtred in Kent. The West Saxons were no less
eager than the Mercians had been to bring Kent within their sphere of
control, but analysis of charters suggests that they set about the task in a
significantly different way.47 The Mercians appear to have maintained their
control from a distance, and succeeded only in antagonising the Kentish
people. Egbert, on the other hand, could represent himself as one who had
some dynastic interest in Kent (through his father Ealhmund), and as one
who had delivered the southeastern provinces from Mercian oppression.
But the crucial difference was that Egbert and his successors appear to have
been careful to cultivate support in the locality: they visited Kent on what
may have been a regular basis; they came to an agreement with the
archbishop of Canterbury; and they placed responsibility for local administ-
ration in the hands of the local nobility, extending to Kent what may have
become a distinctively ‘West Saxon’ conception of an ealdorman as an
official appointed by the king over a designated division of land. It is
interesting, however, that both Egbert and his son Athelwulf appear to
have respected the separate identity of Kent and its associated provinces, as
if there had been no plan at this stage to absorb the southeast into an
enlarged kingdom stretching across the whole of southern England. Nor
does it seem to have been the intention of Egbert and his successors to

47 See Keynes (1993).
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maintain supremacy of any kind over the kingdom of Mercia. Following his
‘conquest’ of Mercia in 829, Egbert had ruled the kingdom for one year; but
in 830, according to the chronicler, ‘Wiglaf again obtained the kingdom of
the Mercians’. It is quite possible that Egbert had relinquished Mercia of his
own volition; and there is no suggestion that any residual antagonism
affected relations between the rulers of Wessex and Mercia thereafter.
Wessex was clearly in the stronger position from a military point of view,
and there is some indication that allegiances in London were already
beginning to shift towards the West Saxon kings; but the general impression
is one of alliance, symbolised by the two recorded instances of military co-
operation and inter-dynastic marriage, in 853 and 868.

It follows from this broad view of political development in the eighth and
ninth centuries that the positions established by the Mercian overlords, and
the supposed ‘bretwaldaship’ of Egbert, had little to do with each other,
and even less to do with the circumstances in which the unification of
England was eventually achieved. What truly counted in the ninth century
was Egbert’s foundation of a ‘bipartite’ kingdom which stretched across
southern England, and the formation of a working alliance between the
West Saxon dynasty and the rulers of the Mercians.*8 In 860 the eastern and
western parts of the southern kingdom were united by agreement between
the surviving sons of ZAthelwulf, though the union was not maintained
without some opposition from within the dynasty; and in the late 870s King
Alfred gained the submission of the Mercians under their ruler Athelred,
who in other circumstances might have been styled a king, but who under
the Alfredian regime was regarded as the ‘ealdorman’ of his people. By this
stage the Vikings were assuming ever increasing importance as catalysts of
social and political change.#’ They constituted the common enemy, making
the English the more conscious of a national identity which overrode deeper
distinctions; they could be perceived as an instrument of divine punishment
for the people’s sins, raising awareness of a collective Christian identity; and
by ‘conquering’ the kingdoms of the East Angles, the Northumbrians and
the Mercians they created a vacuum in the leadership of the English people
which was waiting to be filled. In the 870s King Alfred had been
preoccupied with his own struggle for survival in the face of repeated
Viking invasions of Wessex; but following his victory over Guthrum at the
battle of Edington in 878 he was in a position to implement the programme
of reform which he saw as the way to victory in the present and security for
the future. There could be no doubt that Alfred’s success depended in large
measure on his adoption of practices as uncompromising as any seen in the

48 See Keynes (1995). 49 See Coupland, below, chaprer 7.
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days of the Mercian overlords. Pope John VIII had occasion to write to the
archbishop of Canterbury in 877-8, encouraging him to resist demands
made by the king;50 and if there were some who actually defected to the
Danes,>! there must have been many others who took some persuading that
royal policies were in a good cause. Not even Asser made much of an
attempt to disguise the fact:

For by gently instructing, cajoling, urging, commanding, and (in the end, when his
patience was exhausted) by sharply chastising those who were disobedient and by
despising popular stupidity and stubbornness in every way, he carefully and cleverly
exploited and converted his bishops and ealdormen and nobles, and his thegns most
dear to him, and reeves as well (in all of whom, after the Lotd and the king, the
authority of the entire kingdom is seen to be invested, as is approptriate), to his own
will and to the general advantage of the whole realm.52

Yet Alfred’s true distinction lies in his determination to rise above his
origins as king of the West Saxons, and to present himself as the leader of a
new political order. In 886 he occupied London, ‘and all the English people
that were not under subjection to the Danes submitted to him’. The
occupation of London marked Alfred’s recognition of the city’s crucial
importance to the security and to the prosperity of his realm; and the fact
that he promptly entrusted it to the control of Ealdorman Athelred reflects
his own faith in the Mercian alliance. Still more important, however, was the
submission of the English people. It may well have involved recognition in
some sense of the elevated status to which Alfred aspired, and which found
more particular expression in his designation (by Asser) as ‘king of the
Anglo-Saxons’.53 The title symbolised an awareness in high circles of the
common interests which were beginning to bind peoples together, though
there was still a long way to go: the ‘king of the Anglo-Saxons’ was the
product of the ninth century, bur the ‘king of the English’ would have to
wait for the tenth.
% The letter is translated in EHD, no. 222. 51 See Sawyer 362 (trans. EHD, no. 100).

52 Asser, ch. 91; trans. Keynes and Lapidge (1983), pp. 101—2.
3 See Keynes and Lapidge (1983), pp. 227-8.
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CHAPTER 2(b)

IRELAND, SCOTLAND AND WALES,
c.700 TO THE EARLY ELEVENTH
CENTURY

Donnchadh O Corrdin

IRELAND, Scotland and Wales were all Celtic countries, but their respective
medieval populations did not know this and their Celticity (however one
may define it) is not the reason for grouping them together (Map 2). They
did share certain terms, including elements of a legal vocabulary, that point
to common institutions in earlier times but one cannot posit a genetic
relationship in any real sense.! They were different societies, in close
geographical contact, that had experiences in common, but reacted diverse-
ly. The first of these experiences was the Roman presence: Wales and part of
Scotland were within the empire, Ireland and northern Scotland without,
but profoundly influenced by it. The insular lands beyond the /imes were
heavily Romanised in material culture and their politico-military organisa-
tion was a reaction to Rome, in splendour and decline. Latin Christianity
bound them together and set up close cultural contact between them. Their
second shared experience lay in a twofold interaction with the expansionist
Germanic world: first the Vikings, second the Anglo-Saxons. What began
as Viking raiding opened the way to trade, settlement and urbanisation in
varying degrees, tilted centres of power and influence towards the Irish Sea,
and shaped the political development of all three. Finally, all experienced
English aggression as a decisive force in their history — Wales, Scotland and
Ireland in that order — throughout the middle ages.2

IRELAND

The law tracts of the eighth and ninth centuries describe a hierarchy of
kings: ri thaithe, the king of the #iath ‘petty kingdom’; ruiri, the king of petty
kings; and r7 ruirech or ‘king of overkings’, also called r/ ¢dicid ‘king of a
province’.> Muircht in the last quarter of the seventh century lists the

1 Thurneysen (1973); O Corrdin (1986a). 2 Davies, R.R. (1990).
3 Binchy (1970); Wormald (1986).
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hierarchy as: reges, satrapae, duces, principes, optimates populi* This structure
was more complex and less static than the analysis of the lawyers (early or
late) might suggest, and was the product of the power politics of competing
dynasties. Notions of tribalism, much discussed in the past, are not helpful
here.> In the eighth century and before, the petty kingdoms were going
under: over-kings were conquering them and creating new principalities.
Often, they took over the name, patron saints and churches of the defeated.
Ireland was a land of dynastic kingship where the major dynasties competed
for power and resources - and this state of affairs long ante-dated the Viking
wars.¢ Political power (royal and lordly) was held by an aggressive upper
class with a developed ideology of kingship and an historical awareness,
both sharpened by the teachings of the clergy. It was distributed territorially
butarticulated hierarchically, and a learned historical myth, based on Isidore
and the Bible, derived rulers and peoples from a single source.

There was no monarchy, but the clerical servitors of the paramount
dynasty, Ui Néill, refer to their king as ‘ruler of the whole of Ireland,
ordained by God’ and to Tara, their historic seat, as caput Scottorum. The
annalists call two of them rex Hiberniae (642, 703). The king of Tara or ardri
‘high king’ is the highest grade of king, the equal of the sriath: ‘he goes
through the kingdoms of Ireland from wave to wave ... The five provinces
of Ireland, he goes through all their submissions as has been sung of
Conchobar.’”” The church rowed in behind rising kingly power. Adomnén
talks of royal ordination. The term occurs in the book on kingship (‘De
regno’) in the Hibernensis (compiled ¢. 700—50), where the canon lawyers take
their text from 1 Samuel 10: ‘Samuel took a flask of oil and poured it over
Saul’s head and kissed him and said: ““Behold, the Lord has anointed you
prince over your inheritance.”’ The annals report instances of royal
ordination — 793 (king of Munster), ¢. 804 (Aed Oirnide, king of the Ui
Néill), 993 (when the king of the Northern Ui Néill was given ‘the order of
king” by the abbot of Armagh). The lawyers favoured strong government
and emphasised the king’s coercive powers: “The word of a king is a sword
for beheading, a rope for hanging, it casts into prison, it condemns to exile.’
Those who disobeyed the king were to be punished by death, exile,
confiscation of property or imprisonment. Citing gospel authority, the
lawyers demanded that royal taxes be paid and urged capital punishment for
grave offences. This heady mixture of exhortation to rule firmly, to be
supreme judge, to extend royal power and income, and the constant harping
on the potent model of Old Testament kingship will have had a strong

4 Bieler (1979), p. 84. 5 Binchy (1954); Byrne (1971); O Corrain (1978).

6 O Corriin (1972a), pp. 28—32.
7 L. Breatnach (1986a); Byrne (1970; 1973), pp. 1-27, 40-69.
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impact on the power-hungry kings of the eighth, ninth and tenth centuries
who were then building up the provincial kingship that dominated Irish
politics until the twelfth century.8

Native and Christian elements mingled in the concept of kingship — too
evident to modern scholars, transparent to contemporaries. The metaphor
of the sacred marriage of king and goddess and the notion of the king’s
righteousness that made the world fruitful were elaborately articulated in
the vernacular literature® and skilfully integrated with Christian concepts of
kingship by a learned clergy. The king ensured the good government and
defence of his people (as leader, not warrior). He made peace and war,
alliances and treaties, and entered into relationships (superior or subordi-
nate) with others. His was the final court of appeal. He presided over the
yearly assembly of his notables. He was a great landowner, not the allodial
owner of his kingdom, but this changed as imperium and dominium merged
and feudalistic institutions developed in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
Dynasties were great patrilineages articulated as competing segments. The
dynasty was the royal heir: succession was determined by the power play of
its segments, and consequently dynasties were often racked by segmentary
struggles and weakened by secession. Successful dynasties tended to narrow
the succession, and this trend becomes more common in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries.10 _

Ui Néill were the leading dynasty: they had a historical mythography to
prove it and a royal model in Cormac mac Airt, the Solomon of Irish
kingship. There were two branches: Southern Ui Néill in Meath and the
midlands, Northern Ui Néill in Ulster. Sil nAeda Slaine built Southern Ui
Néill power in the seventh century (eight were kings of Tara) but their
kinsmen-rivals, Clann Cholmaiin, took the kingship of Tara in 743 and,
except for Congalach (944—56), excluded them forever. Northern Ui Néill
divided into two main segments, Cenél Conaill and Cenél Eogain. Cenél
Conaill was dominant to the middle of the seventh century. Their last king
of Tara abdicated in 734. Cenél Eogain had outpaced them by 789 and
expanded southeast across Ulster in the eighth and ninth centuries, bringing
the great monastic town of Armagh and the mid-Ulster kingdoms under
their control ~a base for future expansion. By the 740s the over-kingship of
the whole dynasty, known as the kingship of Tara, alternated regularly
between Cenél Eogain and Clann Cholmain, and the king of Tara was
usually the most powerful king in Ireland.!!

8 Wasserschleben (1885), pp. 76-8z (liber 25); O Corriin (1978), pp. 16-18; O Corriin, Breatnach
and Breen (1984), pp. 390—1. 9 R.A. Breatnach (1953); Mac Cana (1955-8); Dillon (1947).

10 & Corriin (1972b), pp. 7-39; Binchy (1976), pp. 37-45.

11 Byrne (1970); Byrne (1973), pp. 48105, 254-74; O Corriin (1972a), pp. 14-23.
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Leinster was ruled by Ui Dunlainge, settled in the vale of Liffey and the
north Leinster plains and linked with the great monastery of Kildare. Their
competitors, Ui Chennselaig, dominated south Leinster. Excluded for
centuries, they took the kingship in the early eleventh century. Ui Néill
warred on Leinster. Donnchadh Midi, king of Tara, defeated the Leinster
kings in 780 and sacked their lands and churches. His successor Aed Oirnide
attacked Leinster in 804 and again in 805, deposed its king, and divided it. In
818 and 835 the Ui Néill appointed its kings. The Viking wars interfered
with this conquest but conflict on the Ui Néill and Leinster frontier was to
shape the history of Dublin.

The far-flung Eoganachta ruled Munster. Dynastic legends made them
holy kings: God’s angels revealed their royal site at Cashel to their founder
and they looked back with pride to a forebear baptised there by St Patrick. A
ninth-century text contrasts the gentle rule of the Eoganachta with the
violence of the Ui Néill, who seize sovereignty by force and win land by the
sword. Some were cleric-kings, others hereditary abbots, and they had close
relations with the great monastery of Emly. The Eoganachta were divided
into two rival groups: the western about Killarney and in south Munster,
and the eastern at Cashel, Glanworth and Knockainy. Pressure from Ui
Néill, Viking raids and dynastic disorder ruined the Eoganachta. Dil Cais,
their supplanters, used their strategic position north and south of the lower
Shannon to build up their power. After the 93o0s their rise was spectacular,
They captured Viking Limerick and became the first urban Irish dynasty.12

Ui Britin of Connacht became prominent in the seventh century and were
dominant by 725. They claimed kinship with Ui Néill and with their
predecessors, Ui Fiachrach — a signal that they had arrived. They sought
Armagh’s blessing by proclaiming its church-tax and wooed Clonmacnoise,
eventually one of the dynastic churches. Ui Bridin limited the kingship to
the immediate royal family. For most of the tenth and eleventh centuries
they had a stable lineal succession. They had their reward: in the twelfth
century they were kings of Ireland.?3

The early church domesticated the landscape: holy mountains, holy wells,
holy islands, and a mass of toponyms made of Christian elements (ce// “cell’,
mainistir ‘monastery’, disert ‘hermitage’, eclais ‘church’) and saints’ names
organised the human environment. For the eighth- and ninth-century
people Ireland’s Christian history began in remote time and St Patrick, St
Brigid, Columba and the monastic founders belonged to a distant ‘age of the
saints’, though, as patrons, they were always close to their foundations and
attentive to their successors’ needs. Foundations and successors were rich

12 Kelleher (1967); O Corriin (1973).
13 Byrne (1973), pp- 230-53; O Corrdin (1972a), pp. 9—14, 150-62.
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and closely linked to royalty and nobility, for God was no equal-oppot-
tunity employer. Armagh (hereditarily ruled by local nobility)!4 and the Ui
Néill kings were collaborating closely, if warily, in the late eighth and early
ninth centuries. A royal residence and the mausoleum of the Ui Néill stood
there. Already, in the seventh century, Kildare was a royal capital and keeper
of the king’s treasury. In the ninth century, its abbots and abbesses (it was a
double monastery) were royal siblings or local nobles. Three or more abbots
of Emly were kings of Munster and the Munster king-list was redacted
there. High office in church was usually an inheritance and many clerical
lineages were cadet branches of royal dynasties that survived as aristocrats in
church, and there held on with remarkable tenacity.’ But hereditary
succession does not necessarily mean bad government or bad morals. The
governors of great monasteries (Cork and Emly, for example) equalled the
king of Munster in dignity and the rulers of Armagh, Kildare, Clonard and
Clonmacnoise were great political figures, by law and by birth — more
Medicis than abbots of monks and singers of matins.

Monasteries formed federations in the late seventh and eighth centuries.
Property bulks large in the hagiography, its rights well guarded, its
possession well justified. Greater houses encroached on the lesser, leading to
consolidation and pluralism. Some monastic federations had dependants
and estates all over Ireland (Kildare, for example, had far-flung properties in
the late seventh century), and even abroad. Wealth brought violence and
rivalry led to inter-monastic war (Clonmacnoise and Bitr in 760, Clonmac-
noise and Durrow in 764, Cotk and Clonfert in 807, Kildare and Tallaght in
824) and violence againstand amongst church personnel (the murders of the
bishops of Seir and Lusk in 744, killings at Armagh in 759, a conflict at
Clonard in 775 between the community and the king of Tara, a battle at
Ferns in 783 between the abbot and the oeconomus). No attacker could
ignore his enemy’s monasteries and thus the churches were drawn into
warfare.16

Lands and services, the offerings of the faithful, bequests, burial dues and
relic circuits made the churches wealthy. Some were towns in the late
seventh century. Cogitosus describes Kildare as ‘a great metropolitan city’,
though he has to admit that it is not walled (dum nullo murorum ambitu
circumdatar).l? Here is evidence of self-conscious reflection on its urban
nature. The community of Taghmon claimed that the layout of their town
was inspired by heaven: angels appeared to the founder and said, ‘“Your
city (¢civitas) will be in this place”. And they marked out in his presence seven
places on which afterwards, the principal buildings of the city were

14 O Fiaich (1969). 15 O Corriin (1981; 1973); Hughes (1966), pp. 157-72.
16 T ucas (1967). 17 O Corrain (1987), pp. 297-8.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Ireland, Scotland and Wales to the early eleventh century 49

constructed, and Fintanus placed crosses in these places.’'® Here is a
conscious corporate personality. This was deepened by reflection on the Old
Testament cities of refuge and the measurements of the holy places in
Ezekiel 45. The canon lawyers help fill in the picture:

There should be two or three enclosures around the sacred place; the first into which
we allow no one to enter at all unless of the saints, because laymen do not approach
it, nor women, only clerics; the second, into the courtyards of which we allow to
enter crowds of rustics not much given to wickedness; the third into which we do
not forbid to enter warriors, murderers, adulterers and whores by permission and
custom. Hence the first is called most holy, the second more holy and the third
holy.1?

Evidently a monastic town was much used to a varied mix of humanity:
clergy (perhaps a bishop, priests as well as monks), nuns, virgins, holy
widows, the devout married laity, monastic tenants, artisans, soldiers,
whores and the whole raggle-taggle of medieval life. Monastic towns where
kings lived would have royal counsellors, military officers, aristocratic
hangets-on and royal mistresses.20

There were worldly prince-abbots with aristocratic wives, great adminis-
trators, political clerics, houses of strict observance, rigorist anchorites and
poor country parsons. Strongly episcopalian texts show that bishops —and a
celibate bishop outranked all clerics — exercised spiritual jurisdiction over
this variegated church life. Armagh and Kildare claimed to be seats of
metropolitans, the canon lawyers refer to the office, but it is uncertain how
developed it was.2!

A cultivated clergy maintained high scholarship, and produced fine art?
and a literature of distinction. The great monastery-towns that had deep
pockets and high aspirations carried this activity. It was a culture of writing,
and expressly so.22 A remarkable achievement of the sixth and seventh
centuries was the creation of a literary vernacular with a fixed orthography,
not merely a language for homiletic-exegetical discourse but for creative
literature in prose and verse. Vernacular treatises on grammar and metrics

Heist (1965), p. zo3 §19.

19 Wasserschleben (1885), p. 175; ‘Sinodus. Duo vel tres termini circa locurn sanctum debent fieri:
primus, in quem praeter sanctorum nullum introire permittimus omnino, quia in eum laici non
accedunt, nec mulieres, nisi clerici; secundus, in cuius plateas plebium rusticorum catervas non
multum nequitiae deditas intrare sinimus; tertius, in quem laicos homicidas adulteros metetrices-
que permissione et consuetudine intra ire non vetamus. Inde vocantur primus sanctissimus,
secundus sanctior, tertius sanctus.’ 2 Doherty (1982; 1985); O Corrain (1987).
O’Keefle (1904); Binchy (1978), pp. 588—9 (‘Miadshlechta’); L. Breatnach (1989); Sharpe (1984).
2 Henry (1965—70); Henry and Marsh-Micheli (1985); Henry (1974); Ryan (1987).

2 Holtz (1981); McCone (1990).

2
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followed?* and a wide-ranging and original imaginative literature.2> They
conceived of the pagan past as the Old Testament of their race and of its
kings, queens and wartiors as living according to nature in the Pauline
sense, and thus fit subjects for Christian writers. This, together with their
reading of Isidore, led to the cultivation of vernacular saga as written
literature and the construction of a schema of human history linking the
dynasties of the present, the heroes of the pagan past, and the revelations of
scripture in a unifying perspective of providential history.26 Writing in
Latin — especially computistics, exegesis and hagiography — was carried on
with vigour.2?

Legal texts (Latin and Irish), the work of clerical lawyers devising a
Christian law for a Christian community, survive from the seventh, eighth
and ninth centuries. The Hibernensis, a compilation of Ruben (}725) of
Dairinis and Ca Chuimne (f747) of Iona, is a systematic treatise on
jurisdictions, church orders, legal procedures, government, property,
bequests, theft, deposits, sanctuary, marriage and much else.?® There are
vernacular laws from the seventh century. The earliest firmly datable is ‘Cain
Fhuithirbe’ (AD 678—83), proclaimed at a mixed synod and dealing with the
relationships of the church and kings.?® The largest collection Senchas Mar,
eighth-century and from northern Ireland, possibly Armagh, some twenty-
five tracts on private distraint, pledges, fosterage, kindred, clientship and
telations of lord and dependant, marriage, personal injuries, theft, title to
real estate, law of neighbourhood (trespass and liability), honour-price, and
the contractual obligations of clergy and laity. Other tracts deal with legal
and curial procedure, suretyship, contract, status, the professional classes
(clerics, poets, judges and advocates), and much else.3 These tracts offer a
contemporary profile of society.

Society is seen, from an aristocratic perspective, in class terms: kings,
lotds and commons. The distinction between noble and commoner was not
watertight: one could become noble over three generations by acquiring
wealth and dependants, but pressure was usually downwards. What
distinguished a lord from a commoner, apart from birth and wealth, was the
possession of clients, men bound to him by contract, owing him renders and
services in return for fiefs. Commoners were freemen who usually owned

2 Ahlqvist (1982); Thurneysen (1891); Murphy (1961).
% Meyer, K. (1913; 1919); Thurneysen (1921); Murphy (1956; 1961); Carney (195 5; 1966; 1967); o

Corriin (1989). 2 Thutneysen (1915); O Corriin (1985a; 1986b); Scowcroft (1987-8).
71 Kenney, Soarces; BCL, pp. 75-162; Walsh and O Créinin (1988); Kelly (1988—90); Picard (1985);
Sharpe (1991). 8 Wasserschleben (1885); Mordek (1975), pp. 25 5—9; Fournier (1899).

2 L. Breatnach (1986b).
Binchy (1978); Kelly (1988); Charles-Edwards (1980); O Corrain Breatnach and Breen (1984); L.
Breatnach (1984); Charles-Edwards (1986); L. Breatnach (1987).

&

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Ireland, Scotland and Wales to the early eleventh century §1

land. Their classic representative was the bdaire ‘cowman’, who owed his
lord a yearly render of a cow and subsidiary payments. There were others
with lesser assets (dgaire). Below them were cottiers and landless men
(bothach, fuidir), and setfs (senchléithe) bound to the soil.3! There was slavery,
probably extensive in the early period and common when Vikings traded
slaves from abroad. Other unfortunates (for example, unwanted children
and condemned prisoners released to the church) formed a servile popula-
tion on monastic estates. The lawyers have a fine-tuned awareness of class
precisely because it was the linchpin of the system: it determined one’s legal
powers and entitlements.

Clientship (¢cé/sine) bound lord and man in a mutual benefit relationship
that favoured the lord. There are two kinds: free clientship (sderrazh) and
base clientship (gialinae), both contractual but differing in origin. Free
clientship, like the comitatus, enabled lords to recruit a military following,
ambitious aristocrats and freemen, for raiding and political in-fighting.
Their reward: a share of the spoils. Base clientship was the economic basis of
lordship. First, the lord made the client a payment equal to his honour price,
making him the lord’s man. Then the lord gave him a fief (usually of stock,
but sometimes of land, chattels or implements) and took an annual render in
produce, part delivered to the lord, part consumed when the lord and his
retinue made a winter feasting circuit of his clients. The lord took labour
services: spring ploughing, harvesting and building. He protected his client.
When, for example, his client was wronged by a third party, he helped him
pursue his legal rights, though he took part of any compensation received.?2

The family, not the individual, was the socio-legal unit in matters of real
estate, inheritance and legal liabilities. The legal family was the derbfhine
‘certain family’: the patrilineal descendants of a common great-grandfather.
But people lived their lives in the ge/fhine (descendants of one’s grandfather)
and, perhaps more usually, in the conjugal family.3 Marriage was virilocal,
apart from heiresses, and women had extensive rights. There wete two types
of marriage: a modified dowry marriage of church origin and an inherited
bridewealth marriage. Divorce and remarriage were common, and poly-
gamy (at least serial monogamy) was practised by the upper classes. It
assured heirs and aristocratic manpower. This was not so much the survival
of pagan custom, though there was some, but the continuation of early
Christian and pre-Augustinian attitudes and practices.3

Viking raiders of coastal monasteries appeared abruptly in 795. They
swept into the Irish Sea and south along the Atlantic seaboard: to Cork by
822, to Skellig in the remote southwest by 824. From the 830s they attacked
3 Binchy (1941); Charles-Edwards (1986). 32 Thurneysen (1923; 1925; 1926).

3 Charles-Edwards (1971); Baumgarten (1985). 3 Binchy (1936); O Corriin (1979; 1985b).
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the immediate hinterland, especially in the northeast. In 832 Armagh was
raided three times in a month, and many monasteries of the region were
sacked. From ¢.795 to . 835, raids were hit-and-runs by small forces,
perhaps two or three shiploads. They attacked coastal settlements, some-
times the surrounding territory, and disappeared promptly. There were no
raids farther inland than twenty miles. Local levies hit back, sometimes
effectively. The first deep territorial attack, with large-scale taking of
prisoners (evident slaving), occurred in 836 in Southern Ui Néill. Vikings
sacked Clonmore (in Co. Catlow) on Christmas Eve in 83 5/6 and took many
prisoners; raiding and slaving at this time must mean they were over-
wintering in Ireland, probably on off-shore islands, and had an organisation
that could handle large numbers of captives.

They over-wintered on Lough Neagh in 840—1, at their base in Dublin in
841—2. Now inland raiding began in earnest. Large fleets arrived on the
Liffey and the Boyne, ships were active on the Shannon and the Bann.
Churchmen had to defend themselves. The kings turned on the enemy and
reported a string of victories to Charles the Bald in 848.35 By mid-century,
landed Vikings were an accepted presence, their settlements part of the
mosaic of petty jurisdictions, frequent Viking—Irish alliances occurred, and
the Vikings feuded amongst themselves. In the second half of the century,
they were independent adventurers with fixed bases — Dublin, Waterford,
Wexford, St Mullins, Youghal, Cork, Limerick — but these, though
formidable, were subject to successful Irish attack. Dublin was riven by
dynastic feuds from the 870s and its decisive defeat came in 9oz: “The pagans
were driven from Ireland, i.e. from the fortress of Dublin ... and they
abandoned a good number of their ships, and escaped half-dead after they
had been wounded and broken.’36

The exiled Dublin Viking kings and aristocrats turned to the English
littoral from the Dee to Solway Firth, to Galloway, the Western Isles and
Man, and rapidly did there what they had failed to do in Ireland: established
a powerful Scandinavian kingdom, based on York, and settled widely in the
lands west of the Pennines.?” The second Viking attack on Ireland came
from here when the exiled kings, Ragnall and Sitric, arrived in Waterford in
917 to reinforce a Viking fleet active there since g15. Sitric defeated the
Leinstermen, reoccupied Dublin and killed Niall Glandub, king of Tara, in
battle at Islandbridge, near Dublin. Ragnall led his fleet to north Britain,
took York in 919, and as king of Northumbria submitted to King Edward
of Wessex. A single dynasty now ruled Dublin and York. Sitric succeeded
Ragnall in 920/1 and ruled until his death in 927. The Vikings in Ireland

35 Rau (1980) 11, p. 72. 3 Annals of Ulster s.a. 9o2; Annals of the Four Masters s.a. 897 [=9o2].
37 Smyth (1975-9) 1, pp. 27-116; 11, pp. 1—30; Baldwin Whyte (1985).
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engaged in an intense campaign to control (and settle) the Irish littoral from
Dundalk to Antrim in the 920s and g930s, but this was foiled by Muircher-
tach, king of the Northern Ui Néill.

Godfrid of Dublin tried to take York in 927, but King Athelstan drove
him out, and when he returned he was challenged by the independent
Viking city of Limerick. His son Olaf, who succeeded on his death in 934,
crushed Limerick in 937 and was the ringleader at the battle of Brunanburb,
where the kings of Scotland and Strathclyde allied with Dublin to contain
the rising power of Athelstan. They were defeated. On Athelstan’s death in
939, Olaf returned to York and was recognised by King Edmund as king of
York and Danish Mercia. He died in 941, and was succeeded by his first
cousin, Olaf Cuarin, who lost York and returned to rule Dublin in 945.
Here there were no easy pickings as in York. Congalach, king of Southern
Ui Néill, and his allies had mercilessly sacked Dublin in 944: “The
destruction brought upon it was this: its houses, house-enclosures, its ships
and its other structures were burnt; its women, children and common folk
were enslaved; its men and warriors were killed; it was altogether destroyed,
from four persons to one, by killing and drowning, burning and capture,
apart from a small number that fled in a few ships.”8 Olaf Cuarin was now a
lightweight in Irish power play though he ruled again at York, ¢. 948 to 9533.

Domnall ua Néill, king of Tara (956-80), attempted with great energy to
build up a centralised over-kingdom in the north and the midlands. Olaf
Cuaran sided with his regional enemies, and in the late 970s he felt strong
enough to take on the Ui Néill. He was overwhelmed at the battle of Tara in
980 by Mael Sechnaill, king of Southern Ui Néill, who followed up his
victory by besieging Dublin and forcing it to humiliating terms. Olaf retired
to Iona as a penitent, leaving Dublin under the indirect rule of Mael
Sechnaill.

Brian Boru, the most able ruler of his day, became king of Munster in 976.
He dominated the Viking cities of Limerick and Waterford, and used their
revenues, their fleets and their cavalry to make himself king of Ireland. In
997 Brian forced Mael Sechnaill to divide Ireland between them and hand
over to him the hostages of Dublin. In 999 Sitric Silkenbeard, king of
Dublin, joined with the Leinstermen and revolted. Brian and Mael Sechnaill
defeated them at Glenn Mima and Brian followed this up by sacking Dublin
and besieging its fortress. Finally, he restored Sitric as a dependent king. He
now had Dublin’s troops, fleets and taxes at his disposal in his final (and
successful) effort to become king of Ireland. The Dubliners feared that their
prosperous autonomous city-state would be absorbed: Brian was doing to
Dublin what Athelstan and his successors had done to York, and they defied

38 _Annals of Ulster s.a. 944; Annals of the Four Masters 5.a. 942 [ = 944).
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him. Their revolt really began in 1012 and by spring 1014 they had builtup a
powerful alliance: Leinster, Sigurd eatl of Orkney, and fleets from the
Hebrides and Man. The inevitable battle took place at Clontarf on Good
Friday 1014: the alliance was heavily defeated but Brian was killed.3?

Brian’s successors dominated Dublin and, in the struggle for the kingship
of Ireland, its possession became an economic and political prize. The tenth-
century Dublin—~York axis brought commercial urbanism to Ireland, the
eleventh-century kings used its resources to fund their ambition to rule the
entire island of Ireland, and this great struggle was the leitmotiv of Irish
history until the Norman attack.40

SCOTLAND

In 700 the future kingdom of Scotland was occupied by three peoples — Dil
Riata, Britons of Strathclyde and Picts — and under pressure from a fourth,
the Northumbrians. D4l Riata, early invaders from northeast Ireland who
brought Gaelic speech into Scotland, occupied Argyle and southeastern
Inverness (Kintyre, Cowal and Lorn)* — still on the periphery after two or
more centuries of conquest but probably infiltrating Pictland and settling to
the north and to the east. Medieval demographic growth was slow and it
would have taken time to build up the population needed to occupy central
Pictland in the middle of the ninth century, Gaelicise much of mainland
Scotland, and re-Gaelicise the Western Isles in the late Viking period. In the
seventh century and earlier D4l Riata was ruled by Cenél Gabriin but
became so riven with segmentary struggles between 68c and 740 that it is
doubtful whether there was a recognised over-king of Dal Riata. Segmen-
tation had gone far by 700 — at least seven competing groups - but this
would not have prevented vigorous expansion by its sub-kingdoms. Its
dynastic glories lay in the past, its present glory in the monastery of
Columba at Iona, the greatest church centre in the north. Iona was ruled by
Adomnan (679—704), the biographer of Columba and the most influential
churchman in Britain and Ireland.%? The expulsion of the Columban
community by Nechtan, king of the Picts, in 717, following his acceptance
of the Roman Easter and tonsure ¢. 710, was only a temporary rift.43 Iona
adopted the Roman Easter in 716, the coronal tonsure in 718.

British kingdoms had occupied the area between the Cheviot Hills and

3 O Corrdin (19723), pp. 80-110; Ryan (1967); O Corriin (1986b).

% O Corriin (1972a), pp. 111-73; O’Grady (1889); Byrne (1987).

41 Bannerman (1974); Chadwick (1949); Anderson (1973), pp. 119~201; (1982); Smyth (1984).
42 Herbert (1988); Picard (1984); Smyth (1984), pp. 84~140.

4 Dowden (1896); Haddan and Stubbs (1871), pp. 285—94.
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the Forth/Clyde border with the Picts, but their history is obscure. The
Northumbrians conquered the eastern half in the seventh century. The
southwestern kingdom of Rheged had come under Northumbrian rule well
before 700: the Bewcastle and Ruthwell crosses may mark stages of the
conquest.** This broke the continuity between Strathclyde (the North
British) and Wales. Strathclyde came under pressure from Dal Riata (battles
in 678, 711, 717) and the Picts (battles 744, 750). Eadberht (737—58)
conquered most of Ayrshire in 750 and attacked Dumbarton in 756, leaving
Strathclyde the valley of the Clyde and little else.*

The Picts were heterogeneous in origin, Celtic and pre-Celtic, speaking at
least two languages, one P-Celtic and one non-Indo-European.# Their
distinguishing social custom was matrilineal succession to kingship — and
one that may have eased the merger with Dal Riata if the Pictish dynasties
were a group of patrilineages linked by the matriline.4” They had strong
kings, and effective defences (including a large navy). In the eighth century,
the Pictish kingdoms were extensive and powerful. D4l Riata apart, the
mainland and isles north of the Forth/Clyde were theirs. They held this
border against the aggression of Northumbria from the late seventh
century. Brude (697-706), who subscribed to Adomnin’s ‘Law of the
Innocents’ as r/ Cruithintiathi ‘king of Pictland’#® probably ruled over a
major kingdom in Pictland (universae Pictorsm provinciae, as Bede puts it). Its
divisions are not clear. An origin-legend credits the founder with seven
sons, the eponyms of seven provinces — Fib (Fife), Fidach, Fotlaig (Atholl),
Fortriu, Caitt (Caithness and Sutherland), Ce, Circinn (Angus) — but there
may have been others and the text is of doubtful value.#? Fortriu was the
dominant province and the Irish annals use r/ Fortrenn for ‘king of the Picts’.
The kingdom was powerful under Oengus/Onuist (?729—61). In 736 he
harried Dal Riata, captured two princes and seized Dunadd. He defeated D4l
Riataagain in 741. He was fighting the Northumbrians in 740, Strathclyde in
744. He had made Dal Riata subject by 736 and established Pictish rule over
it that lasted until the 770s or later.

The sources — late and suspect king-lists, synchronisms and difficult
annals% —are not enough to construct a credible account of what followed.
There was acculturalisation of Pictland and D4l Riata, so deep that neither
history nor linguistics is enough to untangle the dynastic skein. Even the
provenance of Cinaed mac Ailpin or Kenneth I, progenitor of the dynasty

kS

Smyth (1984), pp. 26-7. 4 Duncan (1975), pp- §9—66.

O’Rahilly (1946), pp. 353—84; Jackson (1955).

7 Boyle (1967); Kirby (1976); Miller (1979b; 1982); Sellar (1985).

48 Ni Dhonnchadha (1982), pp. 181, 214. 49 Skene (1867); Chadwick (1949), pp- 1-49.
50 Anderson (1973); Miller (1979a); Jackson (1956; 1957); Skene (1867).
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that dominates medieval Scotland, is debated. His descent from Cenél
Gabriin is as plausible as the medieval historians intended.5! After 768, the
record of further Dal Riata/Pictish conflict ceases: this may point to a
settlement, and subsequently to a union of the kingdoms under one king.
Kenneth’s segment may have used the disastrous Viking attack of 839 to
thrust aside collaterals and seize the kingship. It is likely he was king in D4l
Riata (841—2), and claimant to Pictland from 842. The Irish annals call him
rex Pictorum on his death in 858. He made Dunkeld his new ecclesiastical
centre in 848/9 and placed the relics of Columba in the church he had built
there. His successor, Domnall T (852—62), enforced Dalriadic laws in
Pictland: ‘In his time, the Gaels with their king made the laws and
ordinances of the kingdom of Aed mac Echach [¢. 768—78], in Forteviot.’52
This probably means that the laws of Dal Riata were imposed on Pictland.

Viking raids on Scotland began suddenly:53 ‘The devastation of all the
islands of Britain by the pagans’ in 794, Iona and Skye in 795, ‘great
incursions in Ireland and Scotland’ in 798, Iona in 802 and 806 — and then
silence about Scotland until the murder of Blathmac of Iona ‘by pagans’ in
825 and the journey of its abbot to Scotland and Ireland with the relics of
Columba (829, 831). These Vikings came from Norway; they probably had
already mounted unreported attacks on the Orkneys, Shetlands and
Hebrides, and had begun using the islands as transit bases. Given the flurry
of Viking activity around the Irish coastline, it is reasonable to think that the
Vikings were at least as busy in Scotland. There are no data, for historical
recording may have stopped at Iona after 825. In 839 the Vikings invaded
Fortriu and won a battle in which very large numbers fell, including kings
who may have governed much of Pictland. Insecurity on the west coast may
have caused the drive eastwards into Pictland of Kenneth I and his
followers.>*

In 866 two of the Dublin Viking leaders, Olaf and Audgisl, brought a
force of Irish and Scottish Vikings to Fortriu. They attacked Pictland, took
its hostages and probably imposed a tribute on it. They were back in Ireland
the next year and Audgisl was murdered by his kinsmen. In 870 Olaf went
again to Scotland (accompanied by his fellow-king Ivarr). They besieged
Dumbarton for four months, took it, plundered it and destroyed it. They
returned to Dublin next year with 200 ships and ‘a huge prey of English,
Britons and Picts whom they brought to Ireland in captivity’ for the slave

51 Anderson (1982), pp. 106~32; Smyth (1984), pp. 179—92; Duncan (1975), pp. 54—7; Sellar (1985),
pp. 31—4.

52 Miller (1979b), p. 48; Skene (1867), p. 8: ‘In hujus tempore, jura ac leges regni Edi filii Ecdach
fecerunt Goedeli cum rege suo i Fochiurthabaicth.’ 53 LA. Crawford (1981).

54 B.E. Crawford (1987), pp. 38-6z.
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trade. This opened up the Clyde and central Scotland to Viking tribute-
taking, if not rule. And that may be reflected in Ivarr’s death notice in the
Annals where he is called ‘king of the Northmen of all Ireland and
Britannia’, the last term perhaps referring to his power over Strathclyde.
Ivarr’s successors in Dublin were riven with feuds between at least three
rival families and they came under too much pressure from the Irish kings to
attempt anything significant in Scotland. The threat came rather from the
Danes in Northumbria who inflicted a heavy slaughter on the Picts in 875.

It is likely that there was by now a settled Viking population in the
Scottish islands, and the Gall-Goidil (‘Foreigner-Gaels’) who appear in
Ireland as mercenaries in the 850s may be from there. Muirchertach mac
Néill ravaged the Hebrides in g41: their Vikings must have posed a threat to
him. A generation later Magnus son of Harold and his brother Godfrid were
installed in the Hebrides and Man, and raided widely in Wales (971, 972, 980,
982, 987) and Ireland (974, 984). Vikings from the Hebrides fought on the
side of Olaf Cuaran of Dublin at Tara in 980. Danes (possibly freebooters led
by the earl of Orkney) landed on the coast of D4l Riata in 986,56 raided Iona
and the Western Isles on Christmas Eve 986, and killed the abbot and fifteen
of the community. In 987 the son of Harold (probably Godfrid) and the
Danes won a victory at Man where 1000 fell. Soon after, 360 of the Danes
who had raided Iona were killed ‘through the miracles of God and
Columba’. Godfrid ended his career as king of the Hebrides by being killed
in Dil Riata in 989. His son, Ragnall, also king of the Hebrides, died in 1005.

When and how the Orkneys were settled is unknown, the circumstantial
narratives of the sagas notwithstanding.5” These are good for the twelfth
century or later, but poor before then, and the conquest of the Orkneys is a
matter for pre-history and saga. The first firmly dated earl of Orkney is
Sigurd son of Hlodver who fell fighting King Brian at Clontarf in 1o14. If
the ‘Danair’ raiding in the Hebrides in the g8os were really from the
Orkneys, this may not have been Sigurd’s first time in Ireland. The northern
monastery of Derry was raided by Danair in ggo and there were Danair
amongst the Viking and Leinster forces that ravaged the Southern Ui Néill
seat at Loch Ennell in the same year. His son Einar may have been defeated
in a coastal raid on Larne (Co. Antrim) ¢. 1018 by Conchobar, the petty king
of Dal nAraide.58

Place-names studies point up regional differences in Viking Scotland.®

55 Annals of Ulster s.a. 873: ‘Imhar rex Nordmannorum totius Hiberniae 7 Brittanie uitam finiuit.”

% _Annals of Ulster use the term Danair literally ‘Danes’, secondary meaning ‘Vikings in general’ (this
is the first example of the term in these annals); Annals of Inisfallen use the generic Gadll “Vikings,
foreigners’. 57 ESSH 1, pp. 31334, 346-63.

8 ESSH1, p. 550. %9 Fellows-Jensen (1984; 1985); Crawford (1987), pp. 92—115.
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Place-names in the Northern Isles and in the farmlands of northeast
Caithness are almost totally Norse, remarkably so because there had been a
flourishing Pictish community in this atea, and this was totally over-
whelmed. In the Western Isles and the west coast the situation is made
complex by later re-Gaelicisation of a layer of Norse names laid on previous
layers of Gaelic and Pictish toponymy. There is a marked difference between
the Northern and the Southern Hebrides, the one attracted by the northern
Scandinavian world, the other influenced by Ireland and mainland Scotland.
Nevertheless, the percentage of Scandinavian names here is significantly
higher (20% and more) than in any part of the English Danelaw and points
to conquest, occupation of the soil, subjection and perhaps to part-
extirpation of the indigenes. Settlement is far less intense on the mainland
littoral.

In 9oz, as stated above, the Irish kings captured Dublin and expelled its
rulers from Ireland. This had an immediate impact on Scotland: it gave an
impetus to the settlement of Vikings on the west coast of Britain from the
Dee to the Solway and beyond and a leadership to exploit it. Here and in
south Scotland, the exiled and aggressive Dublin leaders took control. In
904 two ‘grandsons of Ivarr’ killed the king of Pictland. In the same year,
Ivarr grandson of Ivarr (who had been king of Dublin) was killed at
Strathearn, warring on Pictland. Another dynast, Ragnall grandson of
Ivarr, wona victory over the English and the Scots at Corbridge in 914, and
was able to grant land to his followers.5¢ In 917 Ragnall and his kinsman
Sitric attacked southern Ireland: Sitric re-took Dublin and Ragnall returned
to North Britain. He sacked Dunblane and defeated the English and
Constantine II, king of the Scots, at Tynemouth. In 919 he took York and
made his submission next year to Edward, king of Wessex.

The York—Dublin axis made the Viking rulers significant players in
Northern politics. By 926 Athelstan was a threat to the independent kings
on his periphery: Constantine II and Owain king of Strathclyde submitted
to him. In 934 his fleet sailed as far north as Caithness, his land forces
marched to Dunottar. Constantine and Owain joined in an alliance led by
Olaf, king of Dublin, to contain Athelstan, but they were defeated at
Brunanburh in 937. This was a setback but not a disaster for Scotland and in
945 King Edmund offered Constantine II’s successor, Malcolm I, Strath-
clyde and more, to detach him from the Dublin alliance. Soon Strathclyde
had become a dynastic dependency.

From 954 to the late tenth century the kingship alternated between two
segments, but this system broke down in violent feuding and dynastic

8 Smyth (1975—9) 1, pp. 62—3, 100-13.
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killings and in 997 one of the royal segments was permanently excluded.
This time of troubles did not end until the accession of Malcolm II (1005—
34). Yet Scotland survived as a stable kingdom and stamped unity of a sort
on its diverse peoples and landscapes.®!

WALES

In Wales rex is the universal term for ‘king’, in literature and epigraphy. As
in Ireland, there are gradations: greater (rex magnus, rex inter omnes reges) and
lesser (reguli) kings and lords (duces, seniores, optimates), but there are no socio-
legal sources that give a finer calibration. The vernacular terms, notably
brenhin and rhi (cf. Irish rf), are difficult to date. Royal power was linked to
well-delimited territorial kingdoms: in Wales, unlike Ireland, Scotland and
England, populations took their name from the area they inhabited, not the
area from the population, and this appears to be a sub-Roman inheritance.52

From the early sixth century. Welsh politics centres on kings of large
kingdoms; Gwynedd in the northwest, Powys in the northeast, Dyfed in the
southwest, Glywysing in the southeast. Somewhat later, there is evidence
for lesser kingdoms like Gwent and Gower, and later still for others
(Brycheiniog and Ceredigion), but there may have been mote (like Rhufo-
niog, first mentioned in the annals in 816). Dynastic origins are unclear: the
genealogists of the ninth and tenth centuries give dark-age heroic and
imperial Roman descents. Here there may be an element of inheritance from
the late provincial Roman administration, but fifth- and sixth-century
discontinuities make for uncertainty.

The kings of Gwynedd, with its island fortress of Anglesey, claimed
precedence: that special position is expressed in the Historia Brittonum and in
genealogies that trace them to the conquering Cunedda. The obit of King
Rhodri describes him as rex Brittonum in 754 and the Irish annals give the
same title to his son Cynan in 816. Intense conflict between the brother-
kings led to a change of line when Merfyn, grandson of Cynan through his
daughter Esyllt, succeeded. But Merfyn (1844), is called ‘glorious king of
the Britons’ in the Bamberg cryptogram and the dynasty still boasted its
Cuneddan descent. In the later ninth century Gwynedd tried to realise its
claims by attacking the southern kingdoms, Dyfed and Brycheiniog —
driving them into a protective alliance with King Alfred of Wessex. The
southeast stood apart until the eleventh century. Ithel (¢. 715~45) ruled as
sole king of Glywysing but it and its sub-kingdoms were later shared as a
dynastic possession.t3

6 Smyth, (1984), pp. 175—238; Duncan (1975), pp. 79-116. 62 W. Davies (1990), pp. 9—31.
63 W. Davies (1982), pp. 85—110.
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As in Ireland, the king gave his clients ‘fiefs’ (stock, chattels, sometimes
land and weapons); they fought for him. Such noble clients might be lords
and have their own clients. The tie was breakable. Lower down in the social
scale were lords’ dependants who paid their dues in produce, who lacked
powers of suretyship, and whose relationship was not terminable. Slavery
was extensive and, as inIreland, there was penal slavery.64 Property-owning
families, for law and inheritance, were patrilineages, usually four gene-
rations in depth.%3

The Welsh church is Romano-British of unbroken tradition, but the
evidence is thin. Thirty-five to forty pre-Conquest churches can be identi-
fied from non-charter material. These are on the coastal plain and in the
fertile river valleys. Four have bishops — Llandaff, Llandeilo Fawr, St
David’s, Bangor —and there may have been more. Evidently, bishops lived
in monasteries, had territorial jurisdiction if not well-defined dioceses, and
there was no metropolitan structure. The charter evidence reveals an
impressive density of church foundations, especially in the valley of the Wye
and in the plains to the west, but it is unknown how general this was. Of the
monasteries, little is known about the size of the sites or the communities,
but they were significant concentrations of wealth: the Vikings found
Tywyn, Clynnog and others worth raiding, though these were not the
premier sites. Monasteries were landlords and had dependent monasteries
(often a local bloc of churches and lands), to which the abbot appointed and
from which he drew revenue. Gildas says the clergy were married: this is
supported by epigraphic and documentary evidence, and the Welsh church
was largely hereditary; evidence for this occurs in the seventh century,
continues into the ninth and tenth, and the practice was a headache for the
twelfth-century reformers.

The church was the maker of written record, from the impressive corpus
of epigraphy to the charters,% including Gildas’ De Excidio Britanniae (sixth-
century)®’ and the Historia Brittonum, compiled in 829 and redolent of
clerical learning.%® The Annales Cambriae were kept at St David’s from the
late eighth century, filled out with Irish annals and royal genealogies of the
tenth century.®® Ecclesiastical learning has close affinities in the ninth and
tenth centuries with Hiberno-Latin exegesis; Irish influence is strong, but
Wales has a long tradition of highly conservative indigenous scholarship.”
The dating, localisation and transmission of the outstanding vernacular

64 W. Davies (1982), pp. 59-84; (1990), pp. 22—31. 65 Charles-Edwards (1971; 1972).
6 W, Davies (1979). 67 Lapidge and Dumville (1984). 68 Dumville (1975—6).
¢ Hughes (1974). 7 Lapidge (1986); Breen (1992).
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literature —in particular Canu Aneirin, Canu Taliesin and Canu Llywarch Hen -
are problematic.”!

Like Ireland, Wales was raided from the Irish Sea. There are some terse
annalistic records of raids between 851 and 877.72 Anglesey was ravaged by
Vikings from Ireland in 853/4 and Rhodri, king of Gwynedd, killed Horm
their leader in 856. The Irish annalist noted these events, and particularly
Rhodri’s flight to Ireland from the Vikings. They wintered in Dyfed in 878,
often the prelude to setting up a base. It would be surprising if Wales
escaped the intense coastal raiding Ireland suffered earlier and later. There
may have been some settlement in Anglesey and elsewhere, as in Ireland.
The attack came overland from England in the late ninth and tenth
centuries. A Danish army reached Buttington in 893 but it was driven off by
South Welsh and English forces. Within the year it was back in Chester and
raided North Wales in 894. Haesten’s army of Danes ravaged South Wales in
895 and evidently did much damage. But overland attacks were never as
significant as those from the Irish Sea.

The next two known Viking actions involve their departure from, and
return to, Ireland. When the Irish kings drove the Dubliners out of Ireland
in goz the immediate Welsh reflex was the arrival of Ingimund and his
followers in Anglesey in 9o3. But they were driven from Wales and settled in
Mercia.™ In 914 a great fleet arrived at the Severn estuary from Brittany,
ravaged Wales, and captured Bishop Cyfeiliog (who was ransomed). Local
levies drove them off and King Edward took precautions to protect the
estuary. Finally, they moved to Dyfed and sailed for Waterford in the
autumn. It is uncertain whether they were originally bound for Ireland and
took a side-swipe at Wales, but it seems likely.

Reported Viking raids increased in the second half of the tenth century
while the dynasties of North and South Wales were busy with segmentary
struggles. Very probably, the Vikings made stable kingdoms impossible:
they intervened in dynastic disputes and milked the regions for resources.
Dublin, ruled by Olaf Cuaran, mounted raids. In 961 his sons hit at Wales
and Anglesey from Ireland’s Eye, raiding Holyhead and the Lleyn penin-
sula. Magnus son of Harold, of the Western Isles, attacked Penmon in 971
and brought a great flect from the Isles around the east of Ireland to the
Shannon estuary in 974. In 972 his brother Godfrid captured Anglesey, in
980 he despoiled it and the Lleyn peninsula, in 982 Dyfed, and in 987 he
ravaged Anglesey and took 2000 prisoners (and this will mean slaving). In

" Dumville (1977); Charles-Edwards (1978); Dumville (1988). 72 Phillimore (1888).
3 Radner (1978), pp. 168—72; Phillimore (1888), p. 167; Wainwright (1948).
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989 Maredudd ab Owain, king of Dyfed, paid a poll-tax of a penny to the
Vikings. Wales and Ireland, then, shared the attentions of these all-purpose
Irish-Sea Vikings and suffered the same monastic plundering. This was
fund-raising, and a matter of course: Holyhead (961), Tywyn (963), Penmon
(971), Clynnog (978), St David’s (982, 988, 999 when its bishop was killed),
and Llanbadarn Fawr, Llanilltud and Llancarfan in 988.74

The literary record shows the breakers: the flows and surges of raiders,
settlers, petty lords, merchants, traders and craftfolk must be sought
elsewhere. There is enough ‘high’ evidence to expect the archaeological and
place-name record to be significant. And so it is, especially in the foci of
extensive raiding, Anglesey (with outliers in Flint) — hoards, graves and
sculpted stones.”> The onomastic evidence from South Wales is impressive.
From Fishguard to Swansea there are some forty Scandinavian names —
more than the whole of the Irish coastline — and long ago Bugge showed
how twelfth-century settlers in Dublin from Cardiff, Swansea, Cardigan and
Haverfordwest bore Scandinavian names.76

Broadly, the border with England stabilised in the seventh century,
though Wales remained under English pressure. In the late ninth century,
Welsh kings accepted the dominium of King Alfred, and formal submissions
of the Welsh kings — Hywel Dda amongst them — continued from the 880s to
the 950s. The powerful English kings used intimidation to secure the Welsh
front and to compel resources (money and military levies) while Viking
York was a menace. They tended to lose interest when that threat receded
after mid-century.

Segmentary conflict is evident in Gwynedd in the early ninth century. It
determined the political life of the tenth and the eleventh centuries, and
probably earlier. The dynasty of Rhodri Mawr is a model of this process, an
epitome of political history. His rise to power is obscure, and from the
beginning his dynasty was under external threat. King of Gwynedd from
844 to his death in 878, he came under attack from the Vikings of the Irish
Sea and from the English. It was assumed that the new Gwynedd dynasty
had established itself and gained control of Powys to the east and Ceredigion
to the south by the 87os, but this is uncertain and the Viking attack suggests
otherwise. His son Anarawd was a power in Anglesey, the presumed
dynastic centre, in the early tenth century. His grandson Hywel Dda was
dominant in South Wales in the second quarter of the tenth century, but
how and when that came about is not known.”

Within two or three generations the dynasty had spread widely in
Gwynedd and Dyfed, mopping up local kingdoms and loyalties. This seems

74 W. Davies (1982), pp. 116—z0. 75 W. Davies (1990), pp. 51—6.
% Loyn (1976), map 2; Bugge (1900). 77 Dumville (1982).
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reflected in the terminology: there are kings and dynasties, but king and
kingdom are divorced in the records, and by the eleventh century there are
new terms for areas of political power. The regionalism of the late seventh to
the middle of the ninth century disappears. Power is mobile. As rulers and
military leaders, kings range widely: from the middle of the tenth century to
the early eleventh over all Wales except the southeast, later over the whole
country and into the Marches. Kings compete along segmentary lines for
hegemony, as Irish kings, but the rules are looser.

The segmentary struggles of the tenth and eleventh centuries show the
Welsh kingdoms falling apart under the double stress of English pressure
and Scandinavian attack. In a sense, there was dynastic decay, complicated
by political succession in right of mother in a patrilineal society, the
intrusion of dynastic outsiders, and alienation of a militarised ruling cadre
from the regional communities subject to it. The higher ambitions and
belligerence of the greater kings called for large resources and the means to
gather them in, but English and, latterly, Scandinavian exploitation com-
peted for these resources, and drew them off as levies and tribute, and the
administrative infrastructure remained underdeveloped. In the eleventh
century, Wales became an unstable land of unresolved segmentary struggles
and quick-moving dynastic warfare.”

78 W. Davies (1990), pp. 48—91.
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CHAPTER 2(c)

ENGLAND AND THE CONTINENT

Rosamond McKitterick

THE first reliable evidence for links between Gaul and Anglo-Saxon
England is the marriage of Bertha, a Frankish princess, to Athelberht, king
of Kent. The cordial reception given Augustine of Canterbury by Athel-
berht, moreover, marks the beginnings of the distinctive English relation-
ship with the church of Rome. Thus from the end of the sixth century the
two main Continental associates of the Anglo-Saxons make their appear-
ance; it is primarily within the context of relations between England, the
Franks and Rome that English-Continental connections in the eighth and
ninth centuries are to be observed. Both the Kentish marriage alliance and
the ecclesiastical initiative from the pope and Gaul presuppose political and
religious contacts before that, quite apart from the manceuvrings thereafter.
The archaeological evidence, for instance, supports the assumption of the
presence of some Franks, or contacts with Francia, south of the Thames in
the early Anglo-Saxon period. There is much to be said, in fact, for Ian
Wood’s hypothesis that the Franks held some kind of hegemony over
southern England in the sixth and early seventh centuries, while there are
indications of sustained contact on the part of the Merovingians with the
kingdom of Kent in particular.! Other fragments of information, such as the
coin evidence, add to the sense of sustained contacts of which we now have
no more than a faint echo. As is evident from the monetary system they
adopted, for example, the Anglo-Saxons learnt the use of coinage from their
Continental neighbours. At first foreign coins were used, apparently only as
ornaments, but gradually they also began to play a limited monetary role
before the Anglo-Saxons began to strike coins of their own.2 Silver
monometallism in the eighth century is apparent on both sides of the
Channel. Innovations towards the end of the eighth century, such as the

t Leeds (1913; 1970); Evison (1965); Lohaus (1974); Myers (1986); Wood (1983).
2 Grierson and Blackburn (1986).
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coinage reforms of Offa, appear to have been inspired by Frankish example.3
Although Frankish deniers are rarely found outside their country of origin,
there appear to have been both a circulation of Anglo-Saxon sceattas on the
Continent? and the penetration of both Frisian and Anglo-Saxon coins into
Frankish Gaul.> The coin evidence backs up that from other sources. There
is a suggestion, for example, of Frankish methods having some bearing on
the production of early English charters; linguistic links have also been
proposed.6 Certainly the recent work on the main points of contact across
the Channel and North Sea indicates extensive exchanges of some kind,
mostly commercial, with a marked increase in traffic and the development of
emporia on both sides of the Channel, at Hamwic (Southampton), Ipswich,
London, Rouen, Boulogne, Dorestad and Quentovic in particular.”? The
literary evidence for such commercial contact has been thoroughly surveyed
by Levison® but we can add to it the work of the numismatists, and
archaeologists such as Richard Hodges and Stéphane Lebecq, who have
been able to discern the beginnings of cross-Channel traffic and the
importance of the Frisian middlemen in commerce by the eighth century.?
Generally at first there was more movement eastwards than westwards, but
ecclesiastical connections in the seventh century, epitomised by the activi-
ties of Bishop Wilfrid of Hexham in Frankish Gaul and Burgundy and of
Bishop Agilbert of Paris in England, may well have been far closer than we
can now determine with any certainty. Thus examination of the range of
evidence for cross-Channel communication suggests a far more extensive,
varied and influential network than has been suspected hitherto.

The historiography of relations between England and the Continent
between 700 and goo has been dominated by accounts of the activities of the
English missionaries, Willibrord of Utrecht and Echternach, Boniface of
Mainz, and their associates. In his classic and pioneering exposition of these
activities, Levison proposed as his main theme the English contribution to
the spiritual foundations and unity of western civilisation in the early middle
ages.10 He drew on the great mass of literary evidence, in particular that
provided by the Lives of saints of the seventh and eighth centuries from the
Rhine and Meuse region, many of which Levison had himself edited for the
Monumenta Germaniae Historica. Levison’s approach to the relations between
England and the Continent, the topics he chose to discuss and the sources on

3 Blackburn, chapter 20 below. 4 Callmer (1984). 5 Le Gentilhomme (1938).
6 Bruckner (1967); Derolez (1974). 7 Hodges and Hobley (1988).

8 Levison (1946); see also Kelly (1992).

9

Hodges (1989); Lebecq (1983); see also Ellmers (1990); McGrail (1990).
Levison (1946), the first full treatment of the subject, though Hauck (1912), Dawson (1932),
Crawford (1933) and Grierson (1941) had touched upon it.
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which he placed emphasis have provided the agenda for subsequent
accounts.!! More recent archaeological, art historical, numismatic and
palacographical research, however, has substantially modified the picture
Levison presented of the impact of the Anglo-Saxon missionaries. Not only
has the overriding emphasis on the English contribution been lifted to make
room for the Franks.12 It is also clear that the work of the missionaries
analysed by Levison has to be seen in the wider context of the political,
diplomatic, religious, cultural and economic trelations across the Channel
throughout the eighth and ninth centuries. In particular, the missionaries’
work was closely associated with the political development of the Frankish
kingdoms. Their connections extended as far as Rome. It is this new
understanding of England and the Continent in the eighth and ninth
centuries that this chapter aims to present. Nevertheless the main focus of
attention will still be, owing to the concentration of the evidence, the
context for and activities of the Anglo-Saxon missionaries on the Continent,
the establishment of new religious foundations in Hesse, Thuringia and
Franconia, the Anglo-Saxons’ contributions to the Frankish church, their
interaction with Frankish rulers and bishops, and their legacy for subse-
quent connections across the Channel in the ninth century and afterwards.

The eighth century in both England and Francia was a period of rapid
political change.13 It saw the emergence in England of Mercia, and in
Francia of the Carolingian family whose wealth and interests were focused
in the Rhine, Moselle and Meuse region, that is, precisely the region where
the English missionaries were initially most active. Information about the
early life of the first of these missionaries, Willibrotd, is meagre. He was
born 667—8 in Northumbria and was offered up to the religious life at an
early stage, where he came under the authority of Bishop Wilfrid. Possibly at
the time of Wilfrid’s removal from his see in 678, Willibrord departed for
Ireland where, as Bede tells us, he spent twelve years as a member of the
English community at Rath Maelsigi, presided over by the Northumbrian
exile Egbert.’* Nothing is known but much conjectured about this
community. Bede records Egbert’s own wish to evangelise Germany, the
ways in which he was miraculously prevented from departing, how another
companion did go for two years to Frisia and how, finally, Egbert sent
Willibrord. In his calendar, BN lat. 10837, fol. 39v, Willibrord dates his
departure from Ireland to 69o. Despite this long Irish sojourn, and his
departure for the Continent from Ireland, Willibrord’s connections there-
after appear to have been retained with his native Northumbria, though
there have been valiant, and in some respects successful, efforts to provide a

11 Schieffer (1954); Reuter (1980b). 12 Saint Chrodegang (1967); Angenendt (1972).
13 Keynes, chapter 2a above and Fouracre, chapter 3 below. 14 O Croéinin (1984).
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greater Irish component in the initial stages of Willibrord’s mission to the
Frisians and monastic settlement at Echternach.!> Wilfrid and Acca appar-
ently stayed with Willibrord on their way to Rome in 703, St Oswald of
‘Northumbria figures in Willibrord’s calendar and a member of Willibrord’s
familia came to Lindisfarne and regained his health at the tomb of St
Cuthbert.1¢ Willibrord himself had many English helpers and followers:
Suitberht, who preached in southern Westfalia and founded the monastery
of Kaiserswerth, the martyrs Black Hewald and White Hewald, Adalbert,
who went to Egmond in northern Holland, Werenfrid, who served Elst in
Gelderland, and the great uncles of Liudger, who were the first Frisian
priests.

The gift of the castle and the church of Utrecht to the bishopric of
Cologne by Dagobert I, on the condition that the bishop of Cologne convert
the Frisians to the Christian faith, suggests that the Franks, both Merov-
ingian kings and Carolingian mayors, had clearly been aware of the need to
preach to the pagan Frisians for some time. Their object was perhaps that of
neutralising potentially hostile forces by making them observe the same
religion as their own.1” Eddius Stephanus records Wilfrid of Hexham’s brief
success some years before,'8 and the Frankish missionary Amandus had
worked briefly in the east Scheldt river region. He was bishop of Maastricht
and ventured northwards from there.'” He had a base at Antwerp and builta
church there dedicated to Saints Peter and Paul. Eligius, bishop of Noyon,
also preached in Flanders, Antwerp and among the Frisians,?0 and in about
690 Wulframn of Sens, abbot of St Wandrille, went on a mission to Frisia,
which appears to be linked to Pippin II’s expansionist policies towards
Frisia.2! Utrecht itself appears to have had a church dedicated to St Martin,
built under Clothar I or Theudebert I or II, who granted it immunity.22 That
the Frisians had long been an object of political interest on the part of the
Franks is also indicated by a poem of Venantius Fortunatus which talks of
Chilperic I (561-84) as not only trying to impose his authority on the
Frisians but also to govern them.2? The Carolingian mayors who encour-
aged Willibrord, therefore, appear to have been making the most of an
opportunity unexpectedly offered by Willibrord’s arrival and exploiting his
own religious aspirations to serve established Frankish ends. It is possible,
given the vulnerable political position of the Carolingian mayors at the end
of the seventh century, that a relative outsider such as Willibrord, dependent

15O Croéinin (1984; 1989). 16 Bede, Vita Cuthberti, C. 44.

7 Boniface, Epp., Tangl no. 100, Talbot no. 47. 8 Vita Sancti Wilfridi, c. 26.

19 Vita Sancti Amandi, MGH SRM v, pp. 428—49. 2 Vita Sancti Eligii, MGH SRM 1v.
2 Vita Sancti Walframni, MGH SRM v, pp. 657~73; see also Gauthier (1980).

2 MGH Dip. Kar. 1, no. §. B Carmina, 1X.1.75, in Venantius Fortunatus, Opera Poetica.
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on the Frankish ruler in a special way, was a much better prospect than any
Frankish bishop might have been, for it enabled Pippin to establish an
independent church, free from Cologne in particular, as well as being in an
area he could be sure of politically. Indeed, it was on the close involvement
with and support from the Carolingian family that the material success and
physical safety of the missionaries depended. In return, the Christianisation
of pagan regions carried out by the missionaries and their Frankish and
Frisian helpers did much in some areas to prepare the way for, and in others
to consolidate, Frankish political aggrandisement. Bede gives us some
inkling of this in a comment made in passing on Willibrord’s enterprise in
Frisia; he tells us that Pippin II took Willibrord under his wing and sent him
to Pope Sergius I to be consecrated. As Pippin had just driven King Radbod
of the Frisians out of Frisia citerior (presumably southern Frisia) Pippin sent
Willibrord there, gave him and his followers the support of his royal
authority ‘and bestowed many beneficia on those who were willing to receive
the faith’.2* The word beneficia in this context is to be understood in its
technical sense of land in return for political submission rather than in the
general one of ‘favours’; Christianity and political conquest went hand in
hand.

After his arrival in Frisia and successful expedition to Rome to seek papal
blessing, where he was consecrated on z1 November 695, Willibrord
established his see at Utrecht and built a church in the caszellum there. Bede
tells us that Pippin also made over certain localities in his own realm (that is,
Austrasia) to Willibrord where he could uproot idolatrous practices and
teach the newly converted people. This is probably an allusion to the
establishment of Echternach, given not by Pippin (though he gave lands
later) but by Pippin’s mother-in-law Irmina of Oeren. Echternach not only
provided a haven during the difficult period 715—19 after Pippin’s death and
before Charles Martel had secured his position, but was the main centre of
Willibrord’s activities in the latter part of his career. The early charters of
Echternach witness to the extent of support and the provision of a material
base Willibrord gained from the local Frankish and Frisian magnates, as well

-as providing evidence of missionary work. The lands granted extended
from the mouth of the Scheldt, northern Brabant, Toxandria, the lower
Rhine, Echternach and Trier regions into Thuringia and Franconia. The
early grants in Thuringia, moreover, made in 704 and 714,% are the gifts of
the independent duke of Thuringia over a period of thirteen years and
suggest that this might have been an essential foundation for Boniface’s later
work in Thuringia. There are six charters recording gifts in Toxandria

% Bede, HE v. 11. 25 Wampach (1929—30), nos. 8 and 26.
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where there appears to have been a mixed population of Frisians and
Franks.26 In the area previously evangelised by Amandus, gifts from
Rohingus, count under Pippin II, are recorded, which provided Willibrord
with an Antwerp base, operating in the same area as his Frankish pre-
decessor. Later charters refer to many small churches established in Frisia
whose origins date from Willibrord’s time. These provide some hint of the
spread of Christianity in Frisia. By far the greater proportion of the grants,
however, were of land in the Trier diocese and Moselle region, and these can
be discussed in two main contexts, material wealth and piety. The first is
indicated by Alcuin in his Life of Willibrord when he said that many began
in their zeal for the faith to make over to the man of God their hereditary
properties. The second is the degree to which the charters reveal personal
relationships established by Willibrord and thus the inspiration he
provided. To some extent he may have reinvigorated a movement towards
the ascetic life on the part of many members of the aristocracy, begun in the
wake of Columbanus in Gaul.2” Wetner, for example, has stressed the
decisive role of the ‘aristocracy’, that is, the free landowners with surplus
wealth, in the Christianisation of northern Gaul.28 These prior develop-
ments in the Frankish church were what ensured the sympathetic reception
of the Anglo-Saxon missionaries. Willibrord was able to harness latent
religious zeal. It was a church promoted by the efforts and contributions of
the lay landowners. The connection Willibrord established with Oeren,
presided over by Irmina, is of particular importance, for it was a Pippinid
family monastery enjoying close links with many other houses, such as
Nivelles, Andenne, Priim and Weissenburg, where Irmina was buried.?
The foundation of Echternach was on land given by Irmina, where she
already had churches dedicated to the Holy Trinity and Saints Mary, Peter
and Paul, and a little monastery for peregrini. The gift was augmented a few
years later in 706 by one from Plectrude and Pippin II. The text of this grant
indicates that Willibrord had already built a monastery and church.
Willibrord’s church, a rectangular building 21 m long with a nave 7.6 m
wide, with a square choir, was uncovered by a bomb in 1944. It is thought
that the church may have had a baptistery as well, which has crucial
implications for Willibrord’s role »is-a-vis the surrounding population.
Echternach is thus both a manifestation of local piety and a mark of
Willibrord’s success in winning the confidence and devotion of those
inclined towards the religious life in northern Austrasia. The first grant

2 Costambeys (1994).

7 K.-F. Werner (1976); Wood (1981); Wallace-Hadrill (1983); Prinz (1965; 1988); Dierkens (1989).
2 K.-F. Wemer (1976).

? Wemer, M. (1982); Vita Sanctae Geretrudis, MGH SRM 11, pp. 447-74 and van der Essen (1907).
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from Irmina, cleatly a well-organised, well-connected and wealthy woman,
was the outcome of her own personal piety. After her death Plectrude took
an interest in her mother’s religious associations and expanded them.
Because she was married to Pippin, who had already been using Willibrord
to ‘soften up’ the Frisians for his own political purposes, Echternach came
within the Pippinid sphere of influence. This was maintained in particular by
Charles Martel once he had secured his position in Austrasia and in relation
to the Neustrians. The abbot of Echternach, moreover, stayed loyal to the
Carolingian family and the charters record many subsequent generous
grants made by various members of the Carolingian family.3® Echternach
became a royal monastery in 751 on Pippin III’s accession to the kingship
and Carolingian interest in the house was maintained thereafter.3! Echter-
nach thus assumes political importance and continued lay support acquires
the flavour of nobles simultaneously caring for their own souls and
remaining in the good graces of the ascendant Carolingians. There does not
appear to be any hint that they were rivals to the Carolingians for control of
Echternach.

The manuscripts can add to our knowledge of texts available to and used
by the English missionaries and their Frankish and Frisian helpers in Frisia
and northern Austrasia, possible connections and contacts formed by the
missionaries, the identity and nationality of Willibrord’s followers, and
whether or not a scriptorium can be associated with Willibrord and the level
of competence it achieved. It is clear that while connections were maintained
with England and to a lesser degree with Ireland, the main points of contact
were with other Frankish regions, particularly the see of Cologne. Franks
and Frisians appear to have joined Willibrord’s original familia. The
scriptorium of Echternach shows the work of both insular and Frankish
scribes. It furnished Willibrord with the essential texts needed by a pastoral
bishop concerned with ecclesiastical discipline and correct doctrine, draw-
ing on his insular experience and contacts but with few intellectual
pretensions.3?

Although the evidence for Willibrord’s career is relatively meagre, it
nevertheless witnesses to a remarkable unity of purpose and similarity of
method in the promotion of the Christian religion on both sides of the
Channel. The same is true of the activities of Boniface and his followers,
though here the evidence is far more abundant and explicit. Not only do we
have Lives of Boniface, and of his followers Sturm, Lioba and Willibald; we

30 Levison (1940); Heidrich (1965/6); Wampach (1929—30), nos. 2, 3,4, 5, 7,9, 10, 12, 14, 15,17, 18,
19, 22.

3 Wampach (1929—30), nos. 68, 93, 112, 138, 139. See also Bange and Weiler (1990) and Kiesel and
Schroeder (1989). 32 O Zréinin (1984); McKitterick (1985; 1989a); Netzer (1994).
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also have the copious correspondence of Boniface himself to friends,
acquaintances, pupils, opponents and patrons in England, Francia and
Rome as well as many different kinds of Frankish documents to set against
the account, inevitably partisan, provided by Boniface and his biographer.

Assessments of the contribution of both Willibrord and Boniface,
however, have to be made within a realistic appraisal of the English church
from which both they and their English followers came. Hitherto the
assumption has tended to be of a strong and highly cultured and organised
English church contributing in every way to a sadly decadent, down-at-heel
and intellectually impoverished Frankish church. Bede’s persuasive account
has much to do with this, for he has seduced many generations of historians
with his eloquence and circumstantial detail. Yet it is Bede himself who
gives us the vital clues to the actual state of affairs in the English church in
his letter to Egbert, archbishop of York, lamenting the shortage of
ecclesiastical personnel, the weakness of the monasteries, the abuses already
in evidence and the need for concerted effort and leadership. The letter to
Egbert can be augmented by the clear indications in such texts as Athel-
wold’s De Abbatibus, the anonymous Life of St Cuthbert, the Vita Sancti
Wilfridi, the Vita Sancti Guthlaci, Aldhelm’s letters and poems, Pope Paul’s
letter to Eadberht and the records of English synods in the eighth and ninth
centuries concerning the efforts to establish monasticism, the role of the
secular church, and its relations with the secular world. It is essential to
remember that England at the time of Boniface’s departure was a country in
which Christianity was only gradually gaining a hold. When Bishop Wilfrid
converted Frisians in ¢.679 the English people itself was still being
converted, for it was Wilfrid, no less, who preached the Gospel to the South
Saxons in the 680s and the Isle of Wight was not officially Christian until
686.

Missionaries departing for the Continent, therefore, came from a church
in which the organisation and institutions, rules of conduct and worship,
were still being defined. English society was one in which monasticism, with
its diverse forms, was by no means fully established. The differing political
development and the lack of direct continuity with Rome that are such
marked factors in early Anglo-Saxon history are also to be borne in mind. By
contrast, the English came to regions on the Continent which were rarely
wholly pagan; more commonly the field of enterprise was one in which the
church had been established for some time within the context of the Gallo-
Roman and Merovingian church, or in which Christianity, although
present, was weak or had even lapsed somewhat. Boniface gives us far too
prejudiced an account of the Frankish church, and he was in any case totally
ignorant about whole regions. It is, furthermore, far from being the case
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that all Englishmen and Englishwomen who journeyed to the Continent in
the eighth century wereassociated with Boniface, and thus it cannot be said
that his work is to be understood as a concerted or co-ordinated effort by the
English to preach the Gospel to pagans east of the Rhine. Recruitment for
the missions was probably done not so much within an institutional
framework as within the context of the personal connections of the
individuals concerned.

Boniface, born Wynfrith in ¢. 675 near Exeter, rose to considerable
prominence in the church in Wessex before deciding to act on a desire to
convert pagans. After an abortive missionary expedition he made on his
own to Frisia in 716 (it was bad timing on his part in light of the political
situation) Wynfrith embarked for Rome and there he not only had his new
name, Boniface, bestowed upon him by Pope Gregory I, but succeeded in
persuading the pope to send him on a fact-finding mission to the north in
Hesse and Thuringia, being charged by Gregory II to ‘teach the heathen’.

Such a mission mightbe thought to corroborate the idea that it was virgin
pagan tetritory that was to be conquered by Boniface, but this is very far
from being the case. Why should the pope have been ready to send a
completely strange Englishman to Germany?3* What could the pope offer to
anyone venturing northwards other than blessing and authorisation, for it is
clear that he had no precise information? It is important in this context to
note the visit to Rome in 716 by Duke Theodo of Bavaria who sought the
help of Pope Gregory Il to reorganise the church in Bavaria.? Bavaria had
strong links with the rulers of the Lombard kingdom. The pope may well
have been deciding how to help without compromising his political
interests when Boniface arrived fortuitously, prepared to go, if not
necessarily to Bavaria, then at least to Germany. We may note, moreover,
that Bavaria had a church, albeit one in disarray. Further, a number of
Rhineland bishops and monasteries had already been sending expeditions
into the region east of the Rhine and attempting to consolidate Christianity
by establishing churches with priests to serve them, and monasteries,
notably in Bavaria. Duke Theodo himself worked through Rupert to
promote Bavarian jurisdiction by evangelising the Slavs in Carinthia. Irish
missionaries had also been active in the Wiirzburg and Salzburg areas, and
Christianising activity out from Burgundy, Metz, Worms and Mainz is
attested by the end of the seventh century.3” Similarly, in Bavaria, some
revival in the seventh century is evident and the St Gall monks had begun to

3 McKitterick (1991). ¥ See Noble, chapter 22 below.

% LPI. 398; Noble (1984), pp- 61—s5. 3% Gesta Hrodpertiy MGH SRM; Wolfram (1972).

3 Vita Arnulfi, MGHSRM v, pp. 426-46; Wolfram (1979); Biittner (1965); St Kilian (1989); Reuter
(1980b); Prinz (1965; 1988); Ewig (1954; 1962); M. Werner (1982); Zwink (1983).
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establish outposts at Fussen, Kempten and elsewhere in the first half of the
eighth century, where clear links with northern Italy, especially Aquileia,
can be discerned.3® We have, therefore, a picture of a precariously main-
tained and sparsely distributed church outside the Frankish heartlands, of
huge areas not served by bishops, and of some gradual expansion.

After preaching the Gospel in Thuringia and Frisia (where he rendered
valuable assistance to Willibrord), Boniface made a second visit to Rome in
722 and was consecrated bishop, but without a fixed see. He returned to
Thuringia to exhort the people to return to Christian ways and forsake their
pagan gods. In a direct attack on paganism he felled the famous oak of
Donau at Geismar. In 732 Boniface was granted the pallium as archbishop
by Pope Gregory III and from then until 741 he was active in Hesse,
Thuringia and, between 736 and 739, Bavaria, where he at last carried out
the reorganisation requested by Duke Theodo so long before. Boniface
divided Bavaria into four districts ‘so that each bishop could have his own
diocese’; this seems to have resulted in the appointment of bishops at least to
Salzburg, Eichstitt, Regensburg and Passau, but there were changes
subsequently as-well as bishops at Freising and Augsburg; Boniface may
only have been active in part of Bavaria rather than the whole duchy.
Whatever the case, Boniface’s account of his success in Bavaria seems to
have been a considerable exaggeration. If we think only of the career of
Virgil of Salzburg who collided with Boniface head on,? it is clear that
Boniface’s contribution might even be counted as interference rather than
satisfactory reorganisation.40

The reorganisation of the church east of the Rhine was complete by the
early 740s.41 Many monasteries, notably Fulda, Fritzlar, Tauberbischofs-
heim, Ochsenfurt, Hersfeld, Karlburg and Holzkirchen, were established in
these regions, staffed with Englishmen and women, who came out to assist
Boniface, as well as with native Franks, Bavarians and Thuringians (Map 3).
Sturm the Bavarian, for example, became the first abbot of Fulda.#2 The
establishment of monasteries and bishoprics can be seen as part of Boniface’s
missionary strategy. The campaign against the Saxons by Charles Martel
prompted the creation of the short-lived bishopric of Erfurt, and we may
observe in this the necessity for political expansion to precede or accompany
evangelisation, just as it did in Frisia. The vulnerability of the missionaries is
implied not only by Boniface’s acknowledgement of the protection the
Carolingian mayors afforded him but also by the fact that all the new
monastic foundations were established on the sites of old hill forts and

38 Reindel (1964). 3% H. Lowe (1951). 4 H. Lowe (1955).
41 Boniface, Epp., ed. Tangl, nos. 48, so, 51, 103, 113. 42 See de Jong, chapter 23 below.
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elevated and fortified places, often commanding river crossings.*> Among
the Englishmen and women who contributed substantially to the Anglo-
Saxon monastic endeavour in Germany was Lioba, possibly from Wessex,
trained in grammar and the liberal arts, who became abbess of Tauberbis-
chofsheim. She ruled her nuns, the daughters and widows of local noble
families, with a rod of iron and practised hypnopedia in order not to waste
time while asleep. Burchard, who became bishop of Wirzburg, Denehard,
who often acted as courier to England, and Lull, who succeeded Boniface at
Mainz, came from Mercia. Lebuin, possibly from Northumbria, was trained
by Bishop Gregory of Utrecht before going to preach to the Saxons. The
brothers Willibald and Wynnebald with their sister Walpurga worked
closely with Boniface in Hesse. Certainly the houses Boniface and his
followers established, notably Fulda, became prominent religious and
cultural centres in the Carolingian period. Much of their activity is manifest
in the extant manuscripts.** It is clear, for example, that Boniface possessed
books of his own which Schilung has characterised as the ‘travelling
reference library of a missionary’.*> The libraries of Fulda and Wirzburg in
the eighth century possessed a fairly orthodox and narrow range of texts,
with scripts and glosses in Old High German, Old English and Old Irish
indicating the different nationalities represented in their communities as
well as the fact that some books were sent out from England.* Canon law,
books of the Bible and basic theology (by such authors as Gregory the
Great, Augustine and Jerome) predominate.

In 741, however, Boniface’s activities came far mote closely within the
orbit of the Carolingian mayors. Hitherto he had enjoyed the protection of
Charles Martel, but the fact that Boniface had been accorded the title papal
legate in 739 with a theoretical jurisdiction over the Rhineland bishoprics of
Cologne, Trier, Mainz and Strasbourg, meant that friction with the doughty
aristocratic warrior bishops of those sees, supporters of Charles Martel, was
inevitable and relations with Charles Martel himself no doubt rendered
fraught. Boniface found these bishops, Milo and his ilk, distinctly unconge-
nial, and worried about whether his contact with them would contaminate
him with sin.#7 With the accession to the mayoralty of Austrasia and
Neustria by Carloman and Pippin trespectively, however, the situation
changed dramatically. We can obsetve thereafter how closely the fortunes of
the church in Austrasia and Neustria and the progress of Boniface’s reforms
were related to the power of particular groups of nobles and the integral part

4 Parsons (1983). “Bischoff and Hofmann (195 2); Spilling (1978); McKitterick (1989b).

4 Schilung (1961-3).

4 Lull, Epp., ed. Tangl, nos. 116, 124, 125 (Lull); Brown (1974); Whitelock (1960); McKitterick
(1989a and b; 1992).

47 Boniface, Epp., ed. Tangl, no. 87; Ewig (1954); Wallace-Hadrill (1975).
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played by the church in the gaining and exercise of power. Carloman was
deeply committed to church reform and called on Boniface to assist him.
The consequence was the famous Corncilinm Germanicum, which set out all the
main aspects of the church that Boniface thought required remedial
attention. Clerical celibacy, becoming conduct, dress, the need to desist
from hunting and bearing arms and the proper definition and maintenance
of Christian marriage were all discussed. The incidence of paganism was
deplored. Monasteries and the nature of the religious life for monks and
nuns were addressed. Pippin in Neustria was not slow to follow suit with his
own synod at Soissons in 744, reinforcing the Austrasian council’s
decisions, though it would seem that Boniface had very little to do with
Pippin. There is evidence indeed that Pippin was independently seeking
advice from the Pope and bypassing Boniface.*8 After 750 Boniface seems to
have had little access to the Frankish ruler and little influence and it is
certainly very unlikely that he played any role in the consecration of Pippin
III as king in 75 1. This may have contributed to his decision to return to the
mission field. Consequently, he journeyed to northern Frisia and was
murdered by brigands near Dokkum in 754. In 742 Boniface had been
granted a special concession by Zacharias to designate his successor. The
choice had fallen on Lull. Thus on Boniface’s death it was Lull who
succeeded as bishop of Mainz, though the papal legateship went to the
Frank, Chrodegang, bishop of Metz, a staunch adviser of Pippin III.

At stake in the early Carolingian reforms were not only matters of internal
discipline and the morality of the church but also the church’s structure and
organisation, the role of the monasteries »is-4-vis the bishops and that of the
bishops vis-d-vis the priests. Many of the decisions made in the mid-eighth
century were taken up, reiterated, developed and in large part acted upon in
the course of the ninth century.*’ Synods are the outward and visible sign of
the church being managed properly. Boniface, indeed, took the lack of
synods in Francia for the eighty or so years before his advent as a sign of
malaise. The decrees stress the principle of accountability with reports from
priests to bishops and from bishops to synods. The synods wete to be held
regulatly as a means of inspection. Canon law and its authority was insisted
upon and, because of the involvement of the ruler in convening these
synods, canon law was in effect endorsed by the rulers.

These mid-eighth-century Frankish synods to some degree reflect the end
of the first stage of the reform of the Frankish church. Indications in the
sphere of liturgy and canon law,3 and the work of Chrodegang of Metz and

48 Rau (1968), pp. 414—36. 4 Levison (1946); McKitterick (1977).
% See Reynolds, chapter 22 below.
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Pirmin of Murbach in separate spheres from those in which Boniface
operated,5! point to a groundswell for reform within the Frankish church
from the end of the seventh century onwards. Chrodegang certainly
reinforced the alignment to Rome so dear to the Anglo-Saxons, and was
active in the restoration of episcopal authority, ecclesiastical discipline, the
reorganisation of ecclesiastical provinces, marriage law according to the
Christian church and the confraternities of prayer. It is very likely that
Chrodegang (possibly supported by Pippin III and Bertrada) introduced
Roman usage independently of Boniface and that it represents a general
policy within the mid-eighth-century Frankish church that happened to
coincide with Boniface’s English predilections. Boniface, naturally, was
inclined to exaggerate the degree of laxness he encountered, but it should
also be remembered that reforms do not self-evidently improve what has
gone before; they merely impose their own strong conception of what
should be done in contrast to existing practice.

It is striking how soon the Frankish decisions were reported to the
English bishops. The motive may have been to secure greater uniformity
within the churches on either side of the Channel. Many of Boniface’s letters
to the pope seeck guidance on matters of policy, action, ecclesiastical
discipline and the interpretation of canon law. Roman and Frankish practice
were sometimes at odds with English ways, particularly in the matter of
episcopal succession and marriage. Thus Frankish decisions may well have
played a major role in the English synods of Cloveshoe in 747 in that Cuthbert,
to whom Boniface reported his work, stressing the necessity of maintaining
the Catholic faith and unity and subjection to the Roman church, may have
registered the relevance of Boniface’s work to the situation prevailing in
England. It remains a possibility, nevertheless, that Cuthbert informed
Boniface of English proposals for reform and these gave Boniface ideas for
dealing with the Frankish clergy.52

Whatever the case, an essential question is the degree to which the move
to reform in Francia is a response to prevailing conditions rather than a
consequence of Boniface’s individual zealous sense of what was and was not
acceptable in light of his understanding of canon law. Boniface’s vehement
criticisms of the English clergy, for example, are those of a man who had
been away from his native land for almost thirty years. How well informed
was he in formulating his proposals for reform for either England or
Francia? His sources of information are clearly indicated in his letters. There
is frequent reference to messengers and his own priests are sent to England
to fetch and bring various items. Yet it may be that his information was not

5t Saint Chrodegang (1967); Oexle and Schmid (1974); Angenendt (1972).
52 Cubitt (1993).
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only patchy but partial. Boniface heard what he wanted to hear, and told us
in his letters what he wanted us to believe. If the account he provides of the
abuses within the Frankish church can now be shown to be demonstrably
distorted, the same may well go for the English church.53

It is not only in terms of missionary enterprise that the connections
between England and the Continent are to be viewed. A lurid light, for
example, is cast on connections with the Continent in Boniface’s complaint
that English female pilgrims were a cause for anxiety because of the danger
of their being led astray, from poverty or innocence, and becoming
prostitutes. That the pilgrim traffic was considerable, and not always as
disreputable as Boniface implies, is suggested by many accounts, the most
vivid of which is the Hodogporicon of Willibald, written by Hugeburc the nun
of Heidenheim (Map 4). Willibald, dedicated to the religious life by his
parents and brought up in the monastery of Bishops Waltham, set out from
Hamwic with his brother Wynnebald and their father, travelled across the
Channel on a boat cleatly accustomed to taking passengers, disembarked
near Rouen and proceeded by land across France, visiting the shrines of
various saints on the way. Once over the Alps, their father fell sick, died and
was buried at Lucca. Theteafter Willibald ‘with his relatives and company’
journeyed to Rome, the usual goal of English pilgrims. Willibald, however,
only spent the winter thete before continuing to Jerusalem. He and two
companions took ship and sailed, with many stops on the way — at Naples,
Mount Etna, Syracuse, Monemvasia and Chios — to Ephesus. They visited
Cyprus, and thereafter many cities in Asia Minor, were kidnapped by
Saracens and, once they had escaped, made their way to Damascus and
thence to the itinerary of Christ’s ministry. In all these places they visited
sacred sites and holy shrines and churches, and participated in the liturgical
rites of the communities who supported them. On the journey home
Willibald managed to smuggle balsam through the customs at Tyre by
means of topping up a bamboo reed full of the precious oil with petroleum
to disguise the smell. He sailed north, visited the site of the Synod of Nicaea
and spent two years in Constantinople before returning on a ship with papal
envoys, probably in 728. After making a detour to see again the wonders of
the volcano at Mount Etna, Willibald settled for ten years at the monastery
of Monte Cassino learning the observance of the Rule of Benedict. He then
returned to Germany to assist Boniface, becoming in due course bishop of
Eichstitt.

It was an extraordinary journey but, to a considerable extent, Willibald
was following the well-worn paths of pilgrims before him. Pilgrims were

53 For important new assessments see Brooks (1984); Cubitt (1995); Foot (forthcoming).
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able to take advantage of normal trading activity, of entrepreneurs who
seem to have made a living (arranging transport, keeping hostelries) from
the pilgrim traffic and the occasional journeys of political envoys, religious
legates and messengers in order to further their travels. Certainly, Carol-
ingian links with England within the ecclesiastical sphere are the most
obvious in our sources. Alcuin, for example, originally encountered
Charlemagne at Pavia when he was a member of an English group of clergy
visiting Italy. His subsequent career at the Carolingian court and retirement
to Tours indicate how easily an Englishman, like many others whom we
classify as ‘foreigners’, could be absorbed into and contribute to the
mainstream of Frankish religious, political and cultural life.5

Nor is the contribution all one sided. Papal legates, for example, attended
the famous synods of 786 in Northumbria and Metcia, but they were
accompanied by the Frankish envoy Wigbod and appear to have played a
political as well as an ecclesiastical role, while the political context of the
legatine synods in England, dated according to Charlemagne’s regnal year,
was crucial.% One outcome of the synod was the creation of a new
ecclesiastical province and archbishopric of Lichfield. This is usually
interpreted as an instance of Offa’s presumptuous aggrandisement in
relation to the church, but it might be seen more plausibly in the context of
ecclesiastical reform and an emulation of the reorganisation of ecclesiastical
provinces carried out under Pippin and Charlemagne. The speed with which
the decrees of Aachen in 816 were transmitted to Canterbury to figure in the
records of the Synod of Chelsea in 816 is also impressive. Although
thereafter the records are very scanty until the connections of Grimbald of
St Bertin with King Alfred’s Court, it seems likely that some political
comrmunications were sustained throughout the period. Pippin III, for
example, sent presents to King Eadberht (737—58) of Northumbria, Alchred
of Northumbria sent envoys to Chatlemagne and Offa, Charlemagne
exchanged letters on the matter of trading concessions and a marriage
alliance between the two houses; and Charlemagne also received a2 number
of English political exiles at Aachen or is said to have intervened in their
political fortunes in England.5¢ The contacts underlying the visit made by
Zithelwulf of Wessex to the court of Charles the Bald, king of the West
Franks, in 857 and the subsequent marriage of Athelwulf to Charles’
thirteen-year-old daughter Judith, and the whole spate of marriages
between the daughters of Edward the Elder and various Continental rulers,
not least Charles the Simple, king of the West Franks, and Otto I, king of the

5 Bullough (1991). Compare the career of Theodulf of Otléans or that of Lombard Paul the
Deacon: Dahlhaus-Berg (1981). 55 Brooks (1984). % MGH EPP v, no. 100.
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East Franks, are not to be gainsaid. Certainly the reception of Homiliary and
penitential material,3” the transmission of the Rule of Benedict and of
Chrodegang’s Rule in its old English version, the familiarity with Einhard’s
Vita Karoli implied by Asser, and the knowledge of early ninth-century
Carolingian church reforms within the ninth-century English church,
indicate a maintenance of contacts to some degree. I have argued elsewhere,
moreover, that the manuscript evidence from the Anglo-Saxon missionary
areas in northern Germany suggests a continued influx of English religious
well into the ninth century.58

In the sphere of music and liturgical chant, the strongest influence on
English liturgical practice until the mid-eighth century was from Rome. All
information concerning English chant and its knowledge of Continental
practice before the earliest extant chant books of the late tenth century that
can be taken into account, however, comes from the narrative sources, such
as Bede. Although the late tenth-century books reflect clear evidence of
influence of both north Frankish and Lotharingian chant, we have no idea
what repertory of Mass and office chants was in use in English centres
between the seventh and the early tenth centuries. It is possible that the
major developments of the ninth and early tenth century in Francia were
known® but no notation survives in either English or Roman liturgical
manuscripts in this period. Cantors, from both Rome and Carolingian
Francia, taught music orally; chant was committed to memory. John the
Cantor taught in Northumbria and Alfred brought the cantor Grimbald
from St Bertin. Only in the context of the late tenth-century reforms was
musical notation established in England as an indigenous practice and
recognised as a means of communicating and recording the chant
repertory.¢0

The manuscript evidence for links between England and the Continent in
the ninth century is as ambiguous as the musical evidence. Although there
are many ninth-century Carolingian manuscripts known in England before
the Conquest, it is for the most part impossible to pin down the date of their
arrival with any certainty.! It has been customary to associate their
introduction with the tenth-century reform movement and the links
established between such houses as Ramsey and Fleury. Yet it is a possibility
that texts such as Smaragdus’ Diadema Monachorum, copied in the late tenth
century at Canterbury (CUL Frf.4.43), ninth-century copies of Martianus
Capella (CCCC 153 and CCCC 330) and a volume of Boethius (CCCC 352)
were available in England before that time and nearer to the date of the
original compilation. Some of the texts and manuscripts can no doubt be

57 Frantzen (1983) and Garch (1977). 8 McKitterick (1989b).
%9 Rankin (1994). 60 Rankin (1985). 6 Gneuss (1981).
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accounted for by the links between Brittany and England. Julian of Toledo
(CCCC 399) and other school books such as Remigius (Cambridge, Gonville
and Caius College 144), Jerome In Isaiamm (Cambridge, Pembroke College
17), Lathcen (Pembroke 88) and Hraban Maur’s biblical exegesis (Pembroke
308) may have reached England in the ninth century. Future work in the
spheres of liturgy and canon law in particular may well establish a tighter
network than seems at present discernible. The very fact that Alfred knew
whom to ask and whete to go for advice is an indication that we should
regard the silence of the sources with caution. Further, the texts Alfred
chose to have translated, and the whole tenor of his rulership, show that he
was aware, to put it no more strongly, of what was going on elsewhere.%?

In the sphere of administration, however, there seems to be little mileage
in a close investigation of the possible influence of Frankish administrative
practice in England. In her classic exposition of the analogies and resem-
blances in methods of local government in Francia and England, Helen Cam
offered many suggestions and rejected many possibilities for there being any
strong influence of Frankish governmental practice on the Anglo-Saxon
rulers of Wessex, even though there is sufficient fragmentary evidence of
constant contact between England and Francia from the eighth to the tenth
centuries, with the church acting as the main channel of communication.3
Archaeological excavation, after all, has established the maintenance of
trading links and the export of goods from and into England and the
mainland. The similarities of purpose observed in the eighth-century
sources are not contradicted by the little that remains for the ninth century.

How then can the contribution of the English to the Continent be
defined? There are many elements common to the English and Frankish
churches and to the Anglo-Saxon missionary areas on the Continent.
Political and ecclesiastical expansion went hand in hand; the relationship
with Rome was becoming increasingly close; there was a move towards
greater coherence and uniformity in ecclesiastical organisation, monastic
observance, clerical behaviour, the interpretation of canon law, liturgical
practice and intellectual culture; the material base afforded the church by lay
supporters was all important. Yet the distinctiveness of the Anglo-Saxon
contribution at a general level remains in question, even if it can be shown
on many smaller matters, such as the introduction of particular texts and
methods of teaching, the conviction of the importance of papal authority,
the emphasis on synodal authority, the foundation of influential monasteries
and the energy devoted to establishing a coherent diocesan structure, that
the English contribution was of crucial significance.

62 Bullough (1972); Keynes and Lapidge (1983). 63 Cam (1912).
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The sources highlight, however, how much was due to particular
individuals, how large a role chance played in the establishing of certain
connections and how little modern national distinctions appear to have
mattered. Further, a Frankish enterprise gathering momentum had the
good fortune to coincide with the advent of some eager Anglo-Saxons on
the Continent who created the necessary conditions for learning and
religious culture to flourish east of the Rhine. It is impossible to define
insular religious culture in terms of specific texts, customs and institutions
beyond the few precarious instances cited above.64 Apart from the visit of
the legates in 786, the treaty between Charlemagne and Offa, the small
indications of political intervention in English affairs, and the marriage of
Chatles the Bald’s daughter Judith to Zthelwulf of Wessex, there appears to
be no sign of institutional or official connection on matters regarded as of
general policy. These exceptions may nevertheless constitute a warning not
to assume that there was no such official link, at least from the 780s, even if it
is clear that Boniface’s mission to the Continent was in no respects promoted
by the English ecclesiastical establishment. Certainly, various hints in the
sources concerning Louis the Pious’ policies towards his neighbours could
be interpreted as part of a wider vision on the part of that ruler, but this
remains to be explored. Ultimately, in the later tenth and eleventh centuries,
political interests were toplay alarger role, but even in the context of the late
tenth-century monastic reforms we see contributions made by Franks to
English monasticism very much dependent on individual initiative and
invitation. Then, moreover, rather than English connections being formed
with the originally Anglo-Saxon foundations on the Continent, the links
were with houses of the Frankish heartlands, such as Fleury, St Bertin and
Gorze. Again, as throughout the eighth- and ninth-century relations
between England and the Continent, it was personal connections and local
influences that were predominant.%3

64 See also McKitterick (1989a and b). 65 McKitterick (1991).
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CHAPTER }

FRANKISH GAUL TO 814

Paul Fouracre

THE central theme in the history of eighth-century Francia is the rising
power of its Carolingian rulers, above all of Charles Martel (715—41), Pippin
ITI (741-68) and Charlemagne (768—814). Not only was the whole of Francia
convulsed by the Carolingians’ fight for domination; their success also made
them the focal point of a tradition of historical writing which was king
centred and increasingly court sponsored. The three principal sources for
this history are the Continsations of the Chronicle of Fredegar, the Prior Metg
Annals and Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne. Given the partisan nature of these
works, we must naturally guard against distortion in their view of the ‘rise
of the Carolingians’. It is clear, for instance, that by the early ninth century,
writers of history were reordering the Merovingian past in order to date
Carolingian domination back into the seventh century and so present their
seizure of the throne from the Merovingians in 751 as the overdue
recognition of a long-established supremacy. The clearest statement of this
view is in the Prior Metg Annals, written ¢. 806.! This work took the victory
of Charlemagne’s great-grandfather Pippin II over the hitherto dominant
Neustrians at the battle of Tertry in 687 to mark the inception of Carolingian
rule, and so it has remained in many a history textbook down to this day. In
reality, however, in 687 Pippin did not so much overturn the Neustrian
regime of the Merovingians as join it. Although he was able to establish
himself in prime position at the royal court, Pippin’s power-base remained
in Austrasia and his influence over the Neustrian heartlands of the Seine-
Oise area was visibly limited.

By the time of Pippin II in the late seventh century, Francia, that is, the
lands broadly defined as those subject to the Frankish kings since the early
sixth century, comprising the regions of Neustria, Austrasia, Burgundy,

V' Annales Mettenses Priores, p. 12. Fouracre (1984) for discussion of the Carolingian view of this
period of Merovingian history.
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Provence and Aquitaine, had evolved into a kingdom which was massive in
size and relatively stable, despite its meagre resources and the rudimentary
nature of its government. Its stability and ultimate territorial integrity were
the fruits of a basically conservative political culture in which public
authority lay in the hands of magnates who exercised their power more or
less on behalf of the kings. What we would term the ‘state’ was in this period
a rather loose collection of persons and institutions exercising power
perceived to be derived from royal authority, an arrangement in which (at
least to our eyes) the boundary between the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ uses of
power was blurred. An association with royal government in turn added
legitimacy to the power the magnates had over those below them. Binding
people further into a single political community were shared religious
beliefs and practices. Intermarriage between the most powerful families also
helped break down regional differences and identities. The stability of this
political entity was marked by its failure to disintegrate during the several
periods of child kingship which occurred in the later seventh and early
eighth centuries. On the other hand, the magnates tended to withdraw co-
operation when the profits of power were perceived to be unjustly shared
out, and at such times, as in the relatively well-documented 670s, the
Frankish state seemed to collapse as the consensus upon which it was based
disappeared and the leaders in the provinces, such as Lupus, duke of
Aquitaine, ignored the government at the centre. Yet the conservative
attitude of such leaders meant that they did not then go on to create new
political entities and eventually they or their successors could be drawn (or
forced) back into a political community focused on the palace. Pippin
entered into government in the wash of this kind of political behaviour.
From 688 to his death in 714, Pippin II can be identified with the re-
establishment of political consensus in Francia. Documents from the reign
of Childebert III (695—711) show leaders from as far away as Provence
attending the royal court in Neustria, and according to the earliest
Carolingian Annals, Pippin in 709 began the slow process of bringing the
‘Sueves’ or Alemans back into the Frankish orbit. Though, as we shall see,
the Frankish leaders fought each other again after Pippin IT’s death, over the
next three generations the growing solidarity of the ruling elite, inspired by
success in war under Carolingian leadership, raised Francia to a position of
dominance in western Europe unprecedented for a single state in the post-
Roman period. Of the parallels between their power and that of the Romans
the Franks were well aware. Under Charlemagne’s leadership there was a
certain Romanisation of Frankish culture: Charlemagne even assumed the
imperial title in 800 AD. Despite the novelty of their own kingship and the
recent extension of Frankish power, the Carolingians themselves high-
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lighted the ancient and customary basis of royal authority, especially at the
annual assemblies of king and magnates. On these occasions not only was
royal authority ritually affirmed, the basic direction of government was
determined. At alocal level too, in the county court ot mallus, a tecognition
of custom played a large part in what was regarded as legitimate, and
customary legal practice, for instance the use of amateur local worthies to
decide cases, continued to operate through and in favour of a local balance
of power. In most areas of government, and locally in cultural and religious
life, there was therefore much continuity between Merovingian and
Carolingian Francia. Nevertheless, over this period there were certainly
some major changes. Above all, the German-speaking lands east of the
Rhine became for the first time fully integrated into the Frankish kingdom.
New impetus was given to central government, and stronger ties between
king and magnates, for instance in demands for the affirmation of loyalty
and for performance of military service, made it more and more difficult for
regional leaders such as dukes to go their own way. All this allowed the
rulers for the first time to make clear statements about the nature and
purpose of public authority, beginning with calls by the sons of Charles
Martel for military support, and culminating with Charlemagne’s review of
government following his coronation as emperor. A discussion of eighth-
century history requires one first to explain how Francia became so much
more powerful at this time, and secondly to consider whether the subse-
quent changes in political life and in its ideological reflection add up to the
point at which the Carolingian state should be seen as objectively different
from its Merovingian predecessor.

In 714 Francia entered into a prolonged period of political and military
turmoil. In that year a crisis was provoked by the deaths of both Pippin 11
and his son Grimoald. Leadership of the family passed to Pippin’s widow
Plectrude, who had control of the family’s treasure (the latter being the key
to power in the short term) and ruled on behalf of Grimoald’s young son
Theudoald who had been designated the ‘mayor of the palace’ to the
Merovingian king Dagobert ITI (711-15). This arrangement was rejected by
the Neustrian Franks who drove Theudoald out, elected one Ragamfred as
their own ‘mayor’, and then allied with the Frisians to attack the weakened
Pippinid family in their Austrasian homelands. The next year King
Dagobert died and was replaced by Chilperic II, a former cleric, but the only
adult Merovingian available. Chilperic, Ragamfred of Neustria and Rad-
bod, leader of the Frisians, then attacked Pippin’s family again. This time the
Frisian contingent was met by Charles, later to be known as Charles Martel.
He was Pippin’s son by a second wife from the Li¢ge area. In 714 Charles had
been imprisoned by Plectrude. He managed to escape, however, and in 715
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marshalled his family’s defences around the river Meuse only to suffer what
was almost certainly his sole defeat in battle. The next year, 716, the
Neustrian and Frisian forces penetrated to Cologne, withdrawing only after
receiving treasure from Plectrude. Charles nevertheless mounted a success-
ful ambush against the returning forces in the Ardennes. By 717 Charles had
built up sufficient forces to counter-attack. He defeated the Neustrians at
Vinchy near Cambrai, and then moved back to Cologne where he ousted
Plectrude, secured his father’s treasure and became undisputed leader of
Austrasia, raising his own king, Clothar IV, to the throne of Austrasia
which had been vacant for the previous forty years. Kings, it is clear, were
necessary for the raising of large military forces. In 718 Charles defeated
Radbod, who died the next year. He then fought again against Ragamfred
and Chilperic who had allied themselves with the duke of Aquitaine, Eudo.
Ragamfred fled to his base at Angers, Eudo and Chilperic retreated into
Aquitaine, before Eudo came to terms with Charles, returning Chilperic to
him along with the royal treasure. Charles’ Austrasian king now died and
from this point in 719 Charles appears as ‘mayor’ of a single palace claiming
hegemony over all of Francia. Victory in that year brought Chilperic Il and
the royal treasure into Martel’s hands, and the separate Austrasian kingship
was allowed to lapse: Clothar IV was said to have died and he was not
replaced. Charles had now created a power bloc and concentration of
treasure which was stronger than any other single unit inside or on the
borders of Francia, and he was able to take on the other areas of the country
one by one. The next twenty years were spent enforcing his claim to
hegemony.

In the early Carolingian Annals and in the Continuations of the Chronicle of
Fredegar,2 Charles Martel is seen to consolidate his rule in Francia through a
series of military campaigns. Indeed, in contrast to the relatively peaceful
seventh century, the sources for this period seem to have thought it
remarkable if there was no fighting in any given year. Besides one further
campaign against Ragamfred in 724, Charles fought against the Saxons in
718, in 720 and in 724. In 725 he campaigned in Alemannia and in Bavaria,
again in Bavaria in 728 and in Alemannia in 730. In 731 he turned his
attention to Eudo, still independent in Aquitaine. Eudo in 732 was forced to
call upon the help of his erstwhile enemy Chatles against Arab invaders from
Spain who had raided as far north as Poitiers. Charles’ response culminated
in the famous battle of Poitiers (actually fought somewhere between Tours
and Poitiers). Though not quite of the importance often still accorded to it,
this Frankish victory did force the Arabs to retreat southwards and, partly as

2 Annales Sancti Amandi, Tiliani, Laubacenses, Petiavini, Laureshamenses s.a. 719—41; Continuations of
the Chronicle of Fredegar, chs. 11—21.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Frankish Gaul to 814 89

a result of victory at Poitiers in the following year, Charles was able to stamp
his authority on south Burgundy. In 733 and again in 734 he also fought the
Frisians. On Eudo’s death in 735 and again in 736 he returned to Aquitaine
and also brought southern Burgundy and Provence under his control. In
737 he was in Provence and Septimania fighting both against Franks who
had rejected the order imposed upon them in the previous year and against
the Arabs with whom they had allied. The year 738 saw Charles in Saxony
again, and 739 back in Provence; 740 was without a campaign and in 741
Charles died. One can now see why he would be remembered as ‘Martel’, or
‘the Hammer’ 3

It is far easier to list Charles Martel’s successes like this than to explain
why he was so successful, or indeed to say what was really happening in
Francia at this time. The key to any explanation may lie in the extent to
which the Frankish political community had disintegrated after 714; the
need to rally against threats from outside helped that community reintegrate
around Carolingian leadership. In 714—15 the Neustrians, who had for much
of the seventh century dominated Francia, recovered some of their strength
thanks to Pippinid weakness, and they were plainly strong enough to oust
the Pippinid family from their midst and with Frisian help to raid deep into
Austrasia. Power-sharing with the Austrasians in the previous generation,
however, had left them too weak to exercise much influence outside the
Neustrian heartlands of the Seine-Oise area.* In Austrasia no other family
was strong enough to replace that of Pippin as leaders, and the political crisis
in Austrasia has been aptly described as a ‘succession crisis’ within that one
family.> Once the succession had been resolved, Austrasia seems to have
been fairly united behind Charles Martel. His emergence as leader is to be
explained by the key position of his mother’s family in the Liége area and
hence in the front line in defence against the Frisians. Charles’ successful
ambush against the returning Neustro-Frisian forces in 716 brought nobles
from elsewhere in Austrasia (from the Moselle, for example) into his
following, and with this advantage he achieved victory against Ragamfred
in 717. This in turn allowed him to get hold of his father’s treasure, and he
could then consolidate his position in Austrasia by raising his own king. A
need for effective leadership against Saxon invaders might also have helped
Charles establish his authority in Austrasia. Martel with treasure, a king and
the bulk of the Austrasian forces behind him was stronger than the
combined forces of Neustria and Aquitaine ranged against him in 719.

3 On how Charles Martel was portrayed in the eighth and ninth centuries, see Nonn (1970), pp. 70—
137, €sp. pp. 124—36 for the history of his nickname ‘Martel’.

4 Gerberding (1987), pp. 92—145 is a good guide to relations between the Neustrians and
Austrasians. 5 Semmler (1977), p. 1.
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Outside the Neustrian and Austrasian heartlands there was a high level of
political fragmentation, except in Aquitaine where Eudo’s rule was appar-
ently generally accepted, although we can say very little about the nature of
that rule.¢ Elsewhere, especially in the lands between the Seine and Loire
and in mid and south Burgundy, there are gaps in the surviving lists of
bishops which suggest that many sees either fell vacant or were occupied by
laymen, and this has been taken to indicate a state of disorder.” Some
notorious cases illustrate this disorder: Savaric bishop of Auxerre in
Burgundy, for instance, took advantage of the fighting in the north in 714—
15 to subjugate ‘by military means’ the surrounding towns of Otléans,
Nevers, Avallon and Tonnerre, and was on the march against Lyons when
he died of a stroke in 718 or 719.8 He was followed as bishop in Auxerre by
one Hainmar who was almost certainly a layman; his name appears in the list
of Auxerre bishops with the qualification, ‘called bishop’. Such opportun-
istic warlords were no match for Charles Martel when eventually he took
them on with the much greater resources of Neustria and Austrasia behind
him.

At the same time, it is clear that in Burgundy and Provence elements of
the aristocracy were quite prepared to join forces with the northerners. As
we have seen, the pressure of Arab attacks, most notably in Aquitaine, was
one factor in bringing southerners into Martel’s orbit. Another was the fact
that the memory of a single political community was far from dead, and
recent work has re-emphasised the way in which family ties between north
and south remained in place.? Abbo, ruler of Provence, for instance, had
links with other magnates in the lower Seine area and actively aided Charles
Martel when he moved into Provence. For this help he was well rewarded.
Finally one detail in the will which Abbo drew up leaving his property to the
monastery of Novalesa suggests that political disorder and Arab invasion
might have had subversive social consequences: Abbo invited Novalesa to
track down and recall to subjugation those of his freedmen and servants
who had dispersed during the troubles.10 A fear that the social order was in
danger may have been anadded spur to the regional magnates’ acceptance of
a new regime.

At the level of political and military history, the growth of Carolingian
power may therefore be understood in terms of an initial military success
which allowed Charles Martel to take advantage of a balance of power
operating progressively in his favour. Further explanations for this success

6 Viita Pardulfi is one source which does give some idea of life in Aquitaine in the first half of the
eighth century. 7 The lists are to be found in Duchesne (1907-15).

8 Gesta Pontificum Autissiodorensium, ch. 26. 9 Geary (1985), pp. 138-43.

10 Abbo’s will is translated in Geary (1985), pp. 39—79.
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have been drawn out of the reputation for despoiling the church of its lands
which Charles Martel acquired in the ninth century. It was at one time
suggested that he settled warriors on that land and so built up his military
strength. From the small amount of evidence available to us there is no
reason at all to separate Charles Martel from his peers either in the use he
made of land or in the use he made of technology.!!

The argument that Charles Martel systematically exploited church lands
is not supported by eighth-century sources. This was certainly a time in
which many bishoprics (such as that of Rheims) and monasteries (St
Wandrille for example) lost control of a significant proportion of their very
extensive estates, and, as we have seen, one in which the ecclesiastical
hierarchy admitted warriors, like the notorious Savaric, into its ranks.
Indeed, the Anglo-Saxon missionary Boniface complained about the falling
standards of the Frankish church in terms which became famous,!2 but the
loss of church lands and the increasing prominence of warrior bishops were
symptoms of the general political and military turmoils of the time rather
than particular causes of Martel’s success. The way for this had been
prepared in the seventh century which saw the growth of great ecclesiastical
lordships and the entry of bishops into central politics.!® In the eighth
century, establishing control over all of Francia meant reducing the
independence of such lotds, driving them out where they resisted, confiscat-
ing their resources and replacing them with trusted allies. The best-
documented example of this process is Martel’s treatment of Eucherius
bishop of Orléans who was probably a nephew of the Savaric mentioned
earlier. After his victory over the Arabs in 732, when Charles consolidated
his hold over Burgundy, he turned on his one-time ally Eucherius, drove
him out along with his kinsmen and seized their lands to distribute to his
own followers. This was not a straightforward case of ‘secularisation’ but
rather the confiscation of the resources of a great family based on an
episcopal lordship. The memory of Eucherius’ treatment, preserved in the
account in his Life,'* was one of the reasons why the bishop was later
venerated as a saint, and as his reputation grew, so did that of Charles Martel
as a despoiler of church lands. As a result, when in the ninth century various
churches drew up detailed inventories of their property, they tended to
assume that what they had lost to laymen in this period had been taken away
by a Charles greedy for land with which to reward his followers. It is the
frequency with which this assumption was made which lends the impression

1t See Goetz, below, pp. 473—6, and Verhulst, below, pp. 488—92.

1z See McKitterick, pp. 75—7 above.

13 Ewig (1953), pp- 412—30 describes the rise of episcopal power and provides the context for
Boniface’s strictures. 4 VVita Eucherii, chs. 7-9.
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that church lands were systematically turned over to lay warriors in
benefice, although in fact there survives not a single contemporary docu-
ment recording the granting out of land in this way. Paradoxically, it was in
the next two generations that this practice really evolved, but the blame for
it attached to Charles simply because, whereas his sons and grandsons were
known as keen to reform the morals of the church, Charles himself was
presumed to have been unconcerned about that decline in standards to
which Boniface had referred. Yet it was in part precisely by voicing their
concern for the church that later rulers acquired the moral authority to use
its lands as their own, in order to fund a state charged with the protection of
Christians. This connection was first articulated by Charles Martel’s son
Carloman at the council of Estinnes held at Boniface’s behest in 744.15

As we have just seen in north Burgundy, Charles Martel consolidated his
authority by installing his followers in positions of power. Another example
would be Godobald who was made abbot of St Denis, the premier Neustrian
monastery: Godobald was from the Liége area and closely connected with
Martel’s family.!¢ Throughout Francia there was a sweeping change in the
personnel who filled the key positions of count, bishop and abbot. At one
time this was thought to have resulted in the creation of a new aristocracy
made up of persons drawn, like Godobald, from the Carolingian homelands,
a so-called ‘imperial aristocracy’ the installation of which introduced a
genuinely new regime. Closer studies of individual families have now
revealed greater continuities between the Merovingian and the Carolingian
aristocracies.!” Personnel change there certainly was, but also, as Abbo’s
behaviour demonstrates, collaboration, and intermarriage, between Mar-
tel’s newcomers and families long established in each area. With the possible
exception of Alemannia, this pattern would be repeated in every region into
which the Carolingians expanded over the next century, for rulers naturally
worked with the grain of the existing social structure. Similarly, a radical
departure from traditional forms of government was inconceivable. By
insisting on direct ties of loyalty between himself and the magnates in the
field, Charles Martel could, in political terms, bypass the Merovingian kings
to whom he was in theory subservient, but his word was not law unless it
passed through a Merovingian mouthpiece.’® Abbo’s will provides an
example of this: though we can be certain that it was through service to
Charles that Abbo was rewarded, he still spoke of receiving that reward from

15 MGH Cap. 1, no. 11, p. 28.

16 M. Werner (1980), pp. 1267 for the relationship between Godobald and the family of Charles
Martel.

17 The clearest statement of this is K.-F. Werner (1965), pp. 85—142, trans. in Reuter (1978), pp.
137~202. 18 See Nelson, below pp. 398—406.
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the king, Theuderic IV (721—37), and no doubt it had been through a royal
document that Abbo had received legitimate title to the land involved.!” We
should in fact take the Carolingian sources such as the Prior Mesyz Annals at
their word when they suggest that eventually logic prevailed and people
accepted that he who wielded the real power should become king, but, by the
same token, 1t took the Carolingians a whole generation to prove their
worth, which shows that the notion that only the descendants of Clovis
could be kings of the Franks was deeply ingrained into Frankish custom.
Charles Martel and his sons proved themselves above all by success in war
against other peoples and, increasingly related to the latter, by demonstrat-
ing their religious zeal. Arabs, Frisians and Saxons were all non-Christian
invaders of Francia in the eighth century, and Charles Martel gained great
prestige by leading forces against them. At first these wars were defensive or
punitive, but they soon led to the acquisition of new territory for the Franks,
in Frisia in 734—5 and in Gothia or Septimania, the formerly Visigothic
province which extended from the Pyrenees east to the Rhéne, in 737-8. In
Frisia and east of the Rhine a rather slower process of Christianisation,
largely directed by Anglo-Saxon missionaries, accompanied the establish-
ment of Frankish control.?0 Charles Martel’s father Pippin had begun the
patronage of Anglo-Saxon missionaries, helping Willibrord restore the
church in Utrecht, but this first effort had been bowled over in the Frisian
invasions following Pippin’s death in 714. In the 720s attention switched to
central Germany under the leadership of Boniface. Association with this
missionary in particular did a very great deal to establish the religious
credentials of the Carolingians. Interestingly, the region in which Boniface
worked, Hesse, had always been under Frankish control. Indeed, the Franks
had since the mid-sixth century also ruled Thuringia which lay to the east of
Hesse, but about the latter we know almost nothing prior to the arrival of
Boniface. In fact, between the late sixth and mid-eighth centuries Hesse is
mentioned only once, and this reference simply tells of an army crossing it
on the way to Thuringia.2! Such silence, and the fact that the inhabitants of
the area remained largely pagan into the eighth century, reminds us that up
to this point the old Rhine-Danube frontier of the Romans had remained a
remarkably effective cultural and religious boundary despite the fact that
Frankish power straddled it. Events east of the Rhine begin to appear more
frequently in our narrative sources only after the organisation of the
Christian church in the area had led to a dissemination of written culture.
Equally striking is the speed at which that culture took hold. In 744 Boniface

19 Geary (198%), pp- 74-5- 2 For further details, McKitterick, pp. 68 and 73-5 above.
2 Chronicle of Fredegar 1v, ch. 87.
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founded the monastery of Fulda in a sparsely inhabited part of Hesse. Copies
of the earliest charters from Fulda show that within a decade of its
foundation the local aristocracy was participating in written culture in just
the same way as their counterparts who inhabited regions where habits of
recording property transactions in writing had survived from Roman
times.22

In 7471, shortly before he died, Charles Martel drew up a charter which we
may use briefly to indicate the position the Carolingians had reached at the
end of his tumultuous career.23 In this document Chatles granted the vi//a of
Clichy to the monastery of St Denis, thereby granting what had once been
one of the Merovingians’ favourite residences to St Denis which had once
been their premier monastery. Yet though Charles Martel seemed here free
to dispose of royal property as his own, and to call upon the special
protection of St Denis, formerly reserved for the kings, and, as the dating
clause of this charter shows, he was in the last five years of his career able to
rule without a king, he nevertheless made this grant in the form of a private
charter. He remained, ultimately, the most important non-royal person in
the land, and, as we shall see, it was not a foregone conclusion that what he
had acquired by conquest should pass to his sons. After his death there was
another ‘succession crisis’, not as profound as the one in 714, but one which
had a similar effect in drawing potential rivals into open conflict.

Before his death Charles Martel divided the Frankish territories between
his sons Carloman and Pippin III, but Grifo, a third son by a later wife,
contested the division and would, over the next ten years, be a focus of
opposition to his half-brothers (Map 5). Another cause of conflict was that
leaders who had been coetced into supporting Charles Martel renounced
their allegiance on his death. In 742—3 there was a concerted effort by the
dukes of Aquitaine, Alemannia and Bavaria to throw off Carolingian
authority. At one moment Carloman and Pippin faced an Aleman, Bavarian,
Slav and Saxon coalition to the east, whilst in the west Hunoald, son of
Duke Eudo (died 735), broke out of Aquitaine and sacked the town of
Chartres. At this time of crisis another Merovingian, Childeric III (743—5 1),
was raised to the throne, presumably to disarm those who challenged the
legitimacy of Carolingian authority on the basis of loyalty to the old line of
kings. This Childeric, the last Merovingian king, is known only from a
handful of charters, for the narrative sources are solely concerned with the
seven campaigns which Pippin and Carloman mounted between the years
741~6 to break the opposition to their rule.

The narratives do not mention the church councils which were held in

2 The Fulda charters are discussed in McKitterick (1989), pp. 126—9.
B MGH Dip. Kar. 1, no. 14, pp. 101—2.
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Map 5 The Frankish kingdoms, 714—40

742 or 743 and in 744, councils which addressed the lapses in clerical
discipline about which Boniface had complained. These first attempts to
reform the church should perhaps be seen as another aspect of the response
to military pressure, to which the Council of Estinnes actually referred. Re-
establishing basic order in the church was closely linked to curbing the
independence of the bishops, in effect doing by the book what Charles
Martel had done by fotce. A public commitment to reform also amounted to
a call for support from church leaders. At the same time, the Carolingians
reserved the right to use church lands at a time of military crisis, and the
reforms did nothing to stop them taking over monasterties for their own use.
Hence Pippin and Carloman could be seen as reformers whilst continuing to
strip wealth from the church.4

2 The Council of Estinnes, 3, 2 explicitly demanded the use of church property at a time of military
crisis: ‘... propter inminentia bella et persecutiones ceterarum gentium quae in circuitu nostro
sunt, ut sub precario et censu aliquam partem ecclesialis pecuniae in adiutorium exercitus nostri
cum indulgentia Dei aliquanto tempore retineamus’, MGH Cap. 1, no. 11, p. 28.
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Amongst the rebels east of the Rhine it was the Alemans who held out
longest and were hit hardest. Carloman finally defeated them at the battle of
Canstatt (near modern Stuttgart) in 746 and was said to have put several
thousand to the sword afterwards. One historian, Reuter, has even argued
that Canstatt was a disaster for the Alemans comparable in magnitude to that
suffered at Hastings by the Anglo-Saxons, though for the former, unlike the
latter, we lack the kind of evidence which could show the extent to which
native landowners were dispossessed after the battle.2’ According to the
Annales Petaviani, Carloman was so full of remorse for what he had done to
the Alemans that he decided to go into a monastery.26 Whether or not this
was the real reason, Carloman did retire the next year, eventually joining the
monastery of Monte Cassino in Italy. On Catloman’s departure, Pippin 111
released his half-brother Grifo who promptly fled to the Saxons. A
campaign against the Saxons was mounted, in which Pippin, as his son
Charlemagne was to do several times, struck deep into eastern Saxony from
Thuringia in alliance with Slav forces. Grifo then fled to Bavaria where he
tried to make himself duke, but in 748 Pippin came after him again.
Capturing Grifo, he gave him lands between the Seine and the Loire to rule,
but from here Grifo fled to Aquitaine, where he was sheltered by the duke
Waiofar until he was finally killed in 753 whilst on his way to Italy. This last
phase of the struggle led to a firmer Frankish hold over Bavaria which
received a new duke, Tassilo, who was both related to Pippin (his mother
was Chiltrude, the latter’s sister) and was under Carolingian tutelage.
Another result of these events was a renewal of the tribute paid by the
Saxons. They also led toa deepening of enmity between Pippin and Waiofar
duke of Aquitaine. Pippin III would devote the last years of his life to
destroying Agquitainian independence. First, however, he would make
himself king.

Perhaps no event in early medieval history has been more comprehen-
sively ‘explained’ than Pippin III’s consecration in 751. We have already
seen the growth of Carolingian military power which by 751 had made it
impossible to resist Pippin, noting too how the Carolingians strengthened
their qualifications for kingship by associating themselves with reform of
the church. Yet to break with the very custom which legitimised the formal
power they desired, the Carolingians had to call upon the pope to sanction
their action with a divine authority which could overrule human tradition.
That they should have turned to the pope in this way is put down to the
influence of Boniface who in person built and cemented links between the
Franks and the papacy. That the papacy responded favourably to Carol-

25 Reuter (1991), p. 6o. 2 Annales Petaviani s.a. 747.
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ingians’ call for backing is explained partly by the pope’s respect for
Boniface and awareness that Pippin was an active reformer, but mainly by
his desire for a political and military alliance with the Franks in the light of
increasing Lombard pressure on Rome and the papal patrimony. Byzan-
tium, the papacy’s traditional protector, was no longer able or willing to
offer much help, and the papacy had anyway long wanted to be free of
interference from the east. In the main these explanations hold good, but
they do require some qualification.?’” Boniface, for instance, was not quite
the go-between who introduced the papacy and the Franks to each other.
For there is a long history of Franco-papal relations quite separate from
Boniface, whose influence anyway seems to have been much reduced after
Carloman’s retirement in 747. Nor are the strategic considerations of the
papacy as straightforward as they first appear, for the Franks and Lombards
were long-time allies with common non-Christian enemies in both Avars
and Arabs. As late as 752 the papacy was still appealing for Byzantine help,
and the actual agreement that the Franks should help the pope was made
only in 754. In 751 itself it seems that the decision to depose Childeric III and
raise Pippin to the throne was made by the Franks, carried through by the
bishops who anointed him king, and endorsed, rather than enabled, by the
papacy. Anointing by the bishops (Boniface may or may not have been
present) was a new practice amongst the Franks. It suggested the religious
function of the king, an aspect of royalty which henceforth would be
progressively emphasised. Contemporary commentators such as the author
of the Prior Mety Annals, though they did not ignore this side of things,
chiefly highlighted the glaring difference in power between Merovingian
king and Carolingian mayor, and their immediate concern was with the
problem of the annual spring assemblies, occasions which traditionally saw
a ritual expression of obedience from subjects to king and which were at the
heart of Frankish custom. It was necessary to argue that people had for some
time made what was only a show of obedience to the Merovingians, and that
in reality they had already been obeying the Carolingians. Passages in the
Prior Metg Annals and in Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne, both works of the
ninth century, advance this argument, but it is interesting to see it laid out in
strikingly similar terms in a Byzantine source, the Chronicle of Theophanes. 2
This may suggest that the argument was what we might term an ‘official line’
formulated at the time of Pippin III’s coronation and taken to Byzantium by
a Frankish embassy in about 757.

27 Noble (1984), pp. 62—73 is useful for the Franco-papal background to the events of 751. See also
McKitterick, p. 76 above.

B Annales Mettenses Priores, p. 14; Einhard, Vita Karoli 1, ch. 1; Chronicle of Theopbanes s.a. 6216,
trans. Turtledove (1982), pp. 94-5.
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After 751 Pippin III’s behaviour did not change much: he continued making
war each year. His enemies were the Saxons and the Aquitainians, and, after
754, the Lombards. In 753 Pope Stephen II had crossed the Alps and
wintered amongst the Franks whilst lobbying them to come to the aid of the
papacy against the Lombards. At their annual assembly of 754 the Franks
agreed, apparently reluctantly, to campaign in Italy should the Lombard
leader Aistulf refuse to withdraw from papal territory. Later that year
Stephen anointed Pippin’s family and stated publicly that in future the kings
of the Franks should be chosen from that family alone. This gesture was not
simply the guid pro quo for Carolingian help in Italy. It involved ties of
spiritual compaternity between the ‘family’ of St Peter and that of Pippin,
forming an alliance which was not only pragmatic but also eternal.
Henceforth the Franks would (in theory) always fight to protect papal
interests, and prayers for the welfare of the Carolingian family would be
incorporated into the Roman liturgy. In 755 and 756 the Franks mounted
what were in effect two fairly low-key campaigns against Aistulf, punishing
and warning him rather than trying to conquer Lombatd territory. From
their very arrival in Italy in the late sixth century, the Lombards had never
been able to withstand determined pressure from their much more numet-
ous and powerful northern neighbour. Once the Franks had put their
military power at the disposal of the papacy it would only be a matter of time
before the Lombards would commit sufficient offence for their indepen-
dence to be crushed. This eventually came about in 774.

In 753 and in 758 Pippin fought against the Saxons, continuing the “tit-
for-tat’ campaigning which had been going on since the Saxons had begun
encroaching upon Frankish territory around the lower Lippe and in
northern Hesse at the end of the seventh century. Whilst it was possible for
the Franks to raid deep inalmost any part of Saxony from many points along
a frontier which ran for about 400 km between the rivers Saale and Rhine,
conquest was beyond them at this stage. This was partly due to the
decentralised structure of Saxon society. Unlike Bavaria or Alemannia or
even Frisia, in Saxony there was no paramount chief to deal with, and even
the mass of warriors did not seem to be bound by any agreement made by
their overlords. The difficulty also lay in terrain, for in Saxony there were no
Roman roads, and communication was along river courses which were
strongly defended. The Saxons were also pagans and, at least amongst the
non-noble elements in society, fiercely resistant to the penetration of the
Frankish religion. As we shall see, when the conquest of Saxony was
eventually undertaken, it took a generation to succeed and was secured only
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by genocide and mass deportations. Nor could it be attempted until
Agquitainian independence had been crushed.

Until the late seventh century Aquitaine had been an integral part of
Frankish Gaul. Since then it had been ruled by three generations of
independent dukes, but retained a political structure based on counts,
counties, fiscal properties, and of course the church. Reducing Aquitainian
independence meant getting the church there to accept reform and forcing
the counts to pledge loyalty to Pippin rather than to the descendants of
Eudo who were the dukes. Into the 760s Eudo’s family still commanded
enough support to marshal a formidable military force capable of raiding
deep into Burgundy, and the fortifications of the towns of Aquitaine,
Roman in origin, remained effective, in addition to which there were
numerous ‘castella’ or forts at strategic points throughout the region. A
further military resource was the availability of Basque troops from the
lands beyond the river Garonne. Aquitaine was therefore hard to conquer: it
took nearly a decade of campaigning, from 759 to 768, to subdue the duchy.
The post-conquest settlement in Aquitaine meant literally going back to old
ways, that is, it involved recovering royal property, securing the loyalty of
counts and bishops, reinstituting ecclesiastical immunities, and installing
Frankish garrisons. Pippin, however, died in 768, soon after his hard-won
conquest. His two sons Charles and Carloman had already been designated
kings and anointed by Pope Stephen fourteen years earlier, and Pippin was
careful to secure an agreed division of the kingdom between them (Map 6).
This time there would be no Carolingian succession crisis.

Under the leadership of Pippin III, the first Carolingian king, Francia was
more powerful than it had ever been. Though its boundaries did not stretch
much beyond those established in the sixth century, Pippin exercised far
stronger control over its outlying areas than had Clovis and his descendants.
In particular, Hesse, Thuringia, Alemannia and Bavaria now had a diocesan
structure to match that west of the Rhine. Only Bavaria retained a native
leader, and he, Tassilo, had in 757 undergone what was, according to
Frankish sources, a humiliating ritual submission to Pippin. Of the German
lands only Saxony remained independent, although Frisia, said to have been
conquered by Charles Martel, also remained largely untouched by Frankish
influence because its marshy terrain made it impenetrable. In fact it was in
Frisia that Boniface was killed in 754, having returned at the end of his career
to the northern part of Frisia, still largely pagan. In the south of Frankish
Gaul, the old Visigothic province of Septimania had been added to Frankish
territory and, as we have seen, the Franks were able to intervene in Italy at
will.

The basis of Frankish power had actually changed little since the sixth
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Map 6 The Frankish kingdoms, 751-68

century. That power rested ultimately on the fact that Francia was formed
out of a massive conglomeration of territories and confederation of peoples
which no other west European grouping could match. In Francia there was
never any shortage of warriors, even at times of apparent weakness. The
incessant fighting of the first half of the eighth century seems to have
strengthened the military element in society and, from the middle of the
century onwards, rulers spoke of dedicating resources to the military in a
way they had never done before. What gave Francia a cutting edge against
its unfortunate neighbours was the assertion of central control over military
organisation, for this diverted martial energies away from internal conflict
towards profitable aggression on its borders. As in the military sphere, in
other areas too the Carolingian rulers of the middle of the eighth century
rebuilt the effective power of government through the palace. It was at this
level that there had been disruption in the first half of the century, but
government had continued in traditional form at local level in the hands of
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counts and bishops. Rebuilding the power of the palace meant reasserting
influence over such people. Yet though it is fair to describe the structure of
Carolingian government as basically unchanged, it is also true that from this
time onwards there is evidence of an upsurge in activity at all levels. Quite
simply, the amount of written evidence (and evidence of writing), increases
rapidly from the 740s onwards. There are more charters, there are more
books, there are more legislative texts, government orders and the copying
of old laws.? In the ecclesiastical sphere too reform spread beyond the desire
for clerical discipline into a review of the liturgy and into a consideration of
the moral welfare of the world at large.?® Military power, government
activity and church reform all became points of marked growth in the
Frankish polity once civil war died out and consensus and the co-ordination
of resources returned. The leader to benefit from this development, and the
one with the logistic genius to make the very most of it, was Pippin III’s son
Charles, or Charlemagne.

Charlemagne reigned for forty-six years, for the first three of which he
ruled jointly, and unhappily it seems, with his brother Carloman until the
latter’s death in 771. Even a glance at the various ‘annals’ and ‘capitularies’,
that is, at the narrative and normative sources for this long reign, indicates
just how much it was packed with military activity and with reform of the
church and of government.3! Here there is not the space to discuss these
matters in any detail; it will be possible only to make a few illustrative points.
Charlemagne began his career as king by finishing off Pippin’s pacification
of Aquitaine. It is a measure of his success that after one season’s
campaigning he returned only once more to the region, in 778 when he was
en route for Spain. Western Gaul north of the Loire, the old Merovingian
stamping-ground of Neustria, also saw him rarely; he went there only once
in the last thirty years of his reign. Generally his favoured residences were in
the eastern part of Francia which contained the frontier zones in which there
was most military activity. Roughly speaking, his itineraries were deter-
mined by military priorities. These, as Einhard stressed, lay above all in
Saxony, where a campaign of pacification lasted a whole generation.32
Richer pickings were more easily to be had in Italy, where in 774
Charlemagne responded in force to a request from Pope Hadrian I for help
against the Lombards. Desiderius the Lombard king, Charlemagne’s one-
time ally and father-in-law, was soundly defeated and Charlemagne made

2 McKitterick (1989), pp. 23—32; Nelson (1990), pp. 261—2 for recent emphasis on the increased use
of writing from the mid-eighth century onwards.

% See Reynolds, chapter 21 below, and McKitterick (1977).

3 See Nelson, chapter 15 and de Jong, chapter 23 below.

32 Einhard, Vita Karoli 11, ch. 7.
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himself king of the Lombards. After a second campaign to put down a
rebellion two years later, Frankish counts began to be appointed in Italy and
the region became an increasingly rich source of patronage with which to
reward clients of the Carolingians. Manuscripts and holy relics from Italy
also began to travel northwards into Francia. The conquest moreover drew
the Franks further into papal politics and brought them into direct contact,
and conflict, with the Byzantine empire. Throughout this period the
horizons of the Franks were being lifted, for expansion required them to
seek out new allies amongst their enemies’ neighbours. In this way contact
was established with the “Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad and alliances were
made with the Slavs who lived beyond the Saxons.

Conflict with the Saxons had become all-out war by 772 when Charle-
magne sacked Irminsul, their most important religious centre, which
probably lay near the source of the river Lippe. The Saxons took revenge by
ravaging in Hesse whilst the Frankish army was away in Italy in 774. It
would happen repeatedly that whilst the main Frankish force was off on
campaign there would be rebellion or invasion in some other distant part of
the kingdom. Each time Charlemagne would have to move very quickly
over great distances to tackle the problem. In 778, for example, he had to
rush back from Spain to stem a Saxon invasion of the Rhineland. This rather
dramatic behaviour shows how, despite the steadily increasing range of
military activity, the main force of the Frankish army retained its traditional
form as the king’s own following which he led in person, just as Clovis had
led the forces of invading Franks nearly three centuries eatlier. In this
respect, the size of the empire was the measure of the king’s energy. What we
see in Charlemagne is a leader with phenomenal energy and with the ability
to mobilise all the resources available to him in this already regicentric
political culture. In contemporary terms this meant insisting on loyalty at all
levels in society, for loyalty meant agreement to carry out orders without
which government was inconceivable. On the one hand there was a barrage
of legislation demanding loyalty and good behaviour in increasingly
sophisticated ideological and theological terms; on the other hand Charle-
magne inculcated loyalty amongst his magnate supporters by leading them
on successful military campaigns, thereby reinforcing the group solidarity
always inherent in customary aularian conviviality. Rivalry between mag-
nates tended to be expressed through competition for royal favour and this
made them eager to fight for the king. An incident in the Saxon wars,
reported in the Annals, illustrates the point: in 782 there was a military
disaster for the Franks in the Siintel hills as an assorted group of young
nobles made an uncoordinated charge into battle against a well-organised
Saxon force. Wanting too badly to claim glory for themselves, and
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unwilling to let a cousin of the king have the credit for victory, they raced
each other towards the enemy and were cut down.33 The sequel to this affair
was that Charlemagne showed the worth of his fallen men in a terrible act of
revenge, decapitating over 4ooc Saxon prisoners in a single day.

Despite, or perhaps because of, this bloody episode Saxon resistance
continued. Pacification was temporarily achieved with the surrender of the
Saxon leader Widukind in 785. Thereafter Saxons attended the annual
assemblies and fought on behalf of the Franks against other peoples, but in
792 they took advantage of a revolt by Charlemagne’s son Pippin the
Hunchback and of the discord within Francia which followed, and rebelled.
Fear of war with the Avars fuelled political uncertainty. In 793 Frisians and
Slavs joined in the revolt and the Arabs from Spain also saw an opportunity
to invade. In this period of political and military crisis it is important to note
the response of the regime. First Charlemagne ended the discord by putting
down Pippin the Hunchback’s revolt with some force, executing many of
those judged to have sworn themselves into a conspiracy against him. This
capital punishment reminds us that a regime based on consensus could still
punish harshly, as long as the majority of the magnates could be persuaded
to agree to such action. Significantly, judgement against the conspirators of
792 was made before a full assembly of magnates, and those who had stayed
loyal were richly rewarded. The military response in 793 underlines both
Charlemagne’s genius for logistic planning, and the ability of the regime to
mobilise very large amounts of labour. One instance of this is that the
Franks tried to link the rivers Rednitz and Altmiihl, and ultimately through
them the Danube and Main, via a canal of about 3 km length. Had it
succeeded, the link would have enabled the regime to deal much more easily
with a war on two fronts, against both the Saxons and the Avars. In the
event, the Avar threat never materialised: just as well, for the canal project
failed (in fact the same project defeated Napoleon, and it is only recently, and
with the aid of modern technology, that a link between the two rivers has
been successfully constructed). A further response to the crisis, preceding
military action against the Saxons, was the holding of a church council, the
Synod of Frankfurt, at Easter 794. Here the regime reaffirmed its orthodoxy
and in effect restated its commitment to Christian government.3* Though
the legislation produced from this (and other) meetings is to our eyes
bafflingly jumbled and full of formulae and copying from earlier ‘capitular-
ies’ (that is, royal orders and edicts organised under chapter headings —
‘capitula’), it does seem to indicate the regime’s sense of priorities ata time of
crisis. It also shows how deeply the church had been drawn into govern-

33 Revised Annals of the Kingdom of the Franks s.a. 782, MGH Cap. 1, no. 28, trans. King (1987), pp-
116-17. 3 MGH Cap. 1, no. 28, trans. King (1987), pp. 224—30.
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ment. Finally, after the Synod of Frankfurt, Charlemagne invaded Saxony.
After campaigns in two successive years resistance amongst the South
Saxons came to an end. The fighting then moved on to the lower Weser and
lower Elbe regions, hitherto scarcely touched by the Franks. Eventually
pacification was achieved here by mass deportations and by the use of the
Saxons’ enemies the Abodrite Slavs who were encouraged to occupy the
lands east of the Elbe. From 803—4 onwards there was no more fighting
between Franks and Saxons, and incorporation of Saxony into the Frankish
political and ecclesiastical order proceeded without hindrance.

The protracted Saxon wars remind us that Frankish expansion did have
its setbacks, perhaps the most famous of which was the military disaster at
Roncesvalles in the Pyrenees in 778. Mostly, however, aggression towards
neighbours paid off handsomely as we saw in the case of Lombard Italy. In
787 Tassilo was deprived of Bavaria in an apparently bloodless campaign,
but what struck contemporaries as the greatest coup of all was the
destruction and plundering of the Avar kingdom or khaganate. As the
dominant force in central Europe for two hundred years, the Avars had an
awesome reputation, and since the early seventh century they had posed a
military threat on the eastern borders of Frankish territory. Bavaria and the
Italian border region of Friuli could not be secure until that threat had been
eliminated. In 791, after careful preparation, Charlemagne invaded Avar
territory along the Danube with a massive army of Franks, Saxons, Frisians
and Bavarians. To their surprise, the Avars offered little resistance, and the
armies withdrew after reaching the confluence of the rivers Raba and
Danube. The expected retaliation never came, and in fact Avar power now
disintegrated, first in civil war and then through the escape of other peoples
subject to them, perhaps most decisively with the departure of a large group
of Bulgars who migrated to join others of their race in the Balkans.35 In 795
and 796 Frankish forces plundered the Avar ‘ring’, a central complex of
fortifications where a treasure of fabulous proportions was stored. Accord-
ing to Einhard, the influx of this treasure massively increased the wealth of
the Franks.36

The political dividend of this success was also rich. Asa letter of 796 to the
Anglo-Saxon King Offa suggests, items from the Avar spoil were soon sent
to impress neighbours, and they apparently did so.3” By this time Charle-
magne had already begun to take on some of the style of the Roman
emperors. When he commissioned a Frankish definition of orthodoxy in
relation to the vexed question of the use of images in worship, or when he
presided over the condemnation of the Adoptionist heresy, moreover,

35 See Shepard, chapter 9 below. 36 Einhard, Vita Karoli 11, ch. 13.
3 MGH Epp. 1v, no. 100, trans. King (1987), pp. 312-14.
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Charlemagne put himself forward as the leader of western Christendom. He
had also had a new capital residence built, the palace complex at Aachen,
with its baths and architecture Roman in inspiration.?8 It is against this
background that we see Charlemagne being crowned emperor by Pope Leo
IIT on Christmas Day in 8oo. In view of the history of his rule in Italy since
774, and in the context of his close relations with the papacy, any explanation
of Charlemagne’s acquisition of a new title to match his unprecedented
stature as ruler of many peoples would seem to require little historical
imagination. The Lorsch annalist even provides the further justification in
that there was currently no male emperor in Byzantium. However, largely
because Einhard suggested that Charlemagne did not really want to be thus
crowned, and since the imperial title was not mentioned in the proposal
drawn up in 806 for the division of Charlemagne’s realm after his death,
there has been a great deal of speculation about the sequence and the
meaning of the events in 800.3 Einhard was in fact employing the age-old
literary convention of humility in the great and good, when he said that
Charlemagne was reluctant to be crowned. There is no doubt that in reality
the king arranged for it to be done, but what has tended to confuse
historians is that he then did not seem to attach anything like as much
significance to the title as later rulers and commentators would do. The great
reforming capitulary issued in 802 is often said to have reflected Chatle-
magne’s awareness of his new imperial status and responsibilities, but there
is actually little in this document which cannot be found in eatlier
legislation.*®

As Charlemagne grew older, he became less active and his three sons
became more prominent as military leaders. Further advances were made in
Spain in 8o1 and against the Bohemian Slavs in 805—6. The Byzantines,
though ousting the Franks from Dalmatia, in 812 made peace and recog-
nised Charlemagne as western emperor. Despite these continuing successes,
legislation towards the end of the reign was increasingly concerned with
getting people to petform their military service. It may be that magnates
with an eye to the future were less and less willing to fight for an ageing
leader far from home as the spoils of war dried up. The last campaigns,
against the Danes, were hardly profitable, for the Danes could raid into
Saxony and mount coastal raids into Frisia. They were in addition well
protected in the Jutland peninsula, the base of which they fortified in 808 by
building up an earlier earthwork. Interestingly, the appatently much more

38 See Nees, p. 813 below.

3 Einhard, Vita Karolimn, ch. 28; the proposed division of 806 isin MGH Cap.1,no. 45, trans. King
(1987), pp. 251—3. For a full discussion of Charlemagne’s coronation, see Folz (1974).

4 MGH Cap. 1, no. 33, trans. King (1987), pp. 233—42, see McKitterick (1983), pp. 93~4-
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primitive Danish kingdom could mobilise labour on a scale to equal that of
the Franks, as could, of course, Offa’s Anglo-Saxons. By 811 Charlemagne’s
youngest son Louis was left as sole heir, Thus the Frankish empire was not
divided as envisaged in 806. Charlemagne himself crowned Louis at Aachen
in 813, a ceremony in which the pope had neither a role nor a presence, and
the empire passed in its entirety to Louis when Charlemagne died in 814.4

As we saw earlier, the work of Charlemagne’s grandfather and father in
destroying rivals to their power prepared the ground for the spectacular
successes of the Franks in the late eighth century. Rather as in Arabia in the
seventh century, the military dynamic generated by prolonged civil war
was, and had to be, directed against other peoples, for the Carolingians
never quite mastered the art of living at peace. The Frankish empire created
by force was held together in the first instance by Charlemagne and his army,
and one cannot but be impressed by the vigour with which this was done: in
just over a year in 786—7, for instance, Charlemagne travelled over 3,500 km,
surely a record for any pre-modern European ruler. Over and above such
prodigious feats, did the growth of territory under a single authority lead to
a more systematic and cerebral approach to government? Opinion on this
important question is sharply divided.

The promulgation of an increasing number of capitularies or government
edicts from the time of Pippin onwards has been taken to indicate the
growing importance of written government. Extrapolation from the
capitulary evidence allows one to build up an impressive list of Carolingian
government institutions and intentions, which, if treated as innovations,
certainly suggest a thorough reform of the way Francia was ruled. Two
institutions in particular are often used to illustrate this notion of progress:
first the missi dominici, who were what we might term high-powered
ombudsmen directed to check up on the work of local government, and
secondly the seabini, experts in law directed to supplement the ‘amateur’
worthies in local courts and so to encourage a more ‘scientific’ process of
judgement. In this optimistic view of Carolingian government, attention is
also focused on the obligations which lords placed on their men when the
latter formally swore loyalty to them. Out of these institutions and
obligations, and out of the religious backing given to royal authority, it is
argued, arose a political structure which went some way to reconstituting
the public authority of the Roman wortld, the culture and titles of which it
also imitated.#2 In this view, though the Carolingian state clearly did not and
could not reinstitute the direct taxation upon which the later Roman state
had been based, it compensated for this with its ties of loyalty and religious

41 Classen (1972) for discussion of the succession to Charlemagne; see also Nelson, p. 110
below. 42 For an example of this optimistic assessment, see Boussard (1968), pp. 24—42.
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mandate, for bound by these its officers could be persuaded to do their
public duty.

There is in contrast a more pessimistic view of Carolingian government
which questions how far the good intentions expressed in the capitularies
were actually put into practice.#? There are, for instance, no case records to
show that the missi dominici really did report on the shortcomings of local
government. Where there are records, of cases heard in the courts, they do
not provide evidence of a reform of the judicial process, which was, as ever,
basically pragmatic in the way it operated, scabini or no scabini.** In this view
no substantial new structure of government evolved as the Carolingian
power grew.*> What sustained that growth was instead the plunder and
tribute which flowed in the wake of military success. When the empire
stopped expanding the lack of structure was exposed, and the magnates who
had helped build it by fighting together so profitably then began to destroy it
as they fought each other in lieu of outsiders to plunder.4¢ This argument has
much to recommend it, in that it rests on evidence of performance rather
than intention. It is, however, scarcely possible to calculate the profitability
of war in the early middle ages. The bulk of fighting in Charlemagne’s reign
was against the relatively poor and pre-monetary Saxons, and their
pacification was in the nature of a long-term investment. War, moreover,
was not just the preserve of the elite, for the narrative sources also tell of
armies composed of different peoples participating in very large-scale
campaigns far from their homelands, requiring, in fact, the kind of logistic
support which the capitularies prescribed. The canal-digging exercise in
793, for example, was rather more than an aristocratic ‘work-out’.

A more equivocal approach to the development of Carolingian govern-
ment allows for a more subtle treatment of sources, which are often not as
straightforward as they seem. Capitularies, for instance, include a wide
range of documents produced in different conditions and for different
purposes.*” Some of them expressed idealistic intentions, but others did
convey real government orders, and some seem to have been drawn up in
response to requests from the localities. What these documents in general
reflect (and the key to their highly variegated content) is the revival of
intellectual and religious activity in conjunction with the growth in power
of the rulers. Revival, reform and expansion went hand in hand, promoted
by an elite which benefited from them. The declared aim here was to create a
justly governed society which would have the collective wisdom to live in

43 For the ‘pessimistic’ view, Reuter (1985; 1990).

4 Hubner (1891) for an inventory of records of court cases.

4 See Mordek (1986), pp. 25—50.

% A view expressed most clearly by Reuter (1990). 47 Nelson (1990), pp. 272-96.
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accordance with scriptural norms and be thus ensured of divine support. As
Charlemagne’s mandate, De Litteris Colendis (On Cultivating Letters), and the
reforming legislation of 779, 789 and 802 made clear, the ruler was seriously
interested in these ideas, even if they were not put forward very systemati-
cally, coherently or practically.*® Though it is right to seek concrete
evidence for the implementation of reform, it is also true that, in theory at
least, this cleansing of the Christian community strengthened the hands of
the rulers at every turn.

The reform of the church was directed at the moral welfare of the subject,
with the effect of widening the brief for the state’s intervention in the
subject’s life. The reformers did not, however, make much effort to stop the
king using church property as his own, or to prevent him making gifts of
monasteries to his supporters. The reform of government implied tighter
control over subordinates, but the idea of just rule never remotely
threatened the status quo, nor did judicial reform interfere with the exercise of
power. Education taught the understanding of commands as well as of
Scripture, and the scholars gathered at the court helped glorify the ruler as
well as articulate his aims. In short, a standardisation and co-ordination of
religious and cultural life worked to strengthen the hegemony of the state
over these areas. In 794 the Synod of Frankfurt decreed that no new saints
were to be venerated, so confining the cult of saints in effect to an officially
approved list. What a contrast this is with the beginning of our period when
great families, like the Carolingians themselves, sought to reinforce their
identities and local independence by the establishment of new cults based on
institutions under their exclusive control.

In these respects Francia in 814 seemed to have changed a great deal since
the death of Charlemagne’s great-grandfather a century earlier (Map 4). A
single authority had replaced the disintegrating confederation of the later
Merovingian period, and the strands of a common Christian culture had
been gathered together in a single enterprise which was theocratic in
intention. Yet the basically conservative nature of that culture, and the
unmoving social order it represented, meant that on balance custom
outweighed innovation when it came to putting into practice any intention
to reform the kingdom. In 814 as in 714, power on the ground lay in the
hands of counts and bishops who preserved the social order by protecting
property. Though society could not be reformed, nor basic structures of
government changed, eighth-century history demonstrates again that when
the Franks pulled together they could mobilise massive power, and as long

8 MGH Cap. 1, nos. 20, 22, 33, trans. King (1987), pp. 203—3, 209-20, 233—42. Seealso Contreni, p.
726 below.
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as Carolingian government was part of the consensus which underlay that
mobilisation, it too was powerful, but not permanently so. Less spectacular,
though for the future perhaps of more moment, were the changes taking
place on the large estates owned by the church and by the king. The
inventories of church lands, which later served as the basis for accusing
Charles Martel of having plundered the church, were produced as part of a
developing process of estate management which stretched back into the
seventh century, but which was much stimulated by the increasing use of
written records from the mid-eighth century onwards.#® As Charlemagne’s
orders for his own estates demonstrate, efforts were made to maximise
production to provide greater landed revenue.5® An increase in production
would slowly help to revive the depressed economy of early medieval
Europe, and a greater landed revenue would help fill the gap when warfare
became less profitable for the Carolingians. It would also provide local lords
with more of what they needed without necessarily participating in politics
at palace level. Who would benefit most from this turn in the evolution of
the political economy becomes one of the most important questions of
subsequent European history.

49 See Verhulst, pp. 490—1 below.
50 MGH Cap. 1, no. 32, trans. Loyn and Percival (1975), pp. 65—73.
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CHAPTER 4

THE FRANKISH KINGDOMS, 814-898:
THE WEST

Janet L.. Nelson

THE problem of the succession was always paramount and often painful for
an ageing medieval ruler.! Charlemagne wept over the deaths of his two
elder sons.2 By 813 he had only one legitimate son left: Louis, king of
Aquitaine since 781. Charlemagne summoned Louis north to a large
assembly at Aachen, and ‘asked everyone, from the greatest to the least, if it
pleased them that he should hand over his imperial dignity to his son Louis,
and they all replied enthusiastically that it was God’s choice.” The following
Sunday in the chapel at Aachen Charlemagne gave his son some fatherly
precepts:

Love God; govern and defend God’s churches from wicked men; be merciful to
your sisters, and to your younger brothers, and to your nephews and nieces and all
your relatives; appoint loyal and Godfearing servants who will not take bribes; do
not throw anyone out of his bener without good grounds for the decision.?

Was Louis willing to follow these precepts? Yes. Then, and only then, did
Charlemagne tell his son to take the crown from the altar and place it on his
own head ‘as a reminder of all that his father had commanded’.
Charlemagne foresaw three potential areas of conflict: churches would be
assailed by wicked men; there would be dispute within the royal family; and
honores might be wrongly given or unfairly withdrawn. Charlemagne
himself had built his regime on the collaboration of churches well endowed
from the forfeited resources of the Carolingians’ rivals; he had given his sons
sub-kingdoms to rule, and put the threads of patronage at court in the
capable hands of his unmarried daughters; he had granted Aonores to a cadre
of loyal servants, of whom the next best things to a list are the witnesses of
his will in 811: six archbishops, including those of Cologne, Mainz, Rheims
and Lyons; five bishops, including Theodulf of Orléans; the four abbots of

1 Schieffer (1990). 2 Einhard, Vita Karoli, c. 19. 3 Thegan, c. 6, pp. 591—2.
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St Martin, Tours, Lorsch, in the Rhineland, St Riquier near Amiens and St
Germain-des-Prés, Paris; and fifteen counts, headed by Wala, Chatle-
magne’s cousin.* On all three criteria he set his son — church patronage,
family management and the distribution of high office — Charlemagne
seemed to have excelled. But an old regime’s solutions can pose problems
for its successor.

In 814 Louis the Pious inherited an empire that was nominally a unit. The
reality was a conglomeration of regna — regions, formerly independent
kingdoms, and sub-kingdoms created for Charlemagne’s sons (the same
word served for whole and part) all of which had a great deal of autonomy.
In the west, that is, the lands that lay westwards of the river Meuse and the
Alpine massif, there were other regna:> Provence, Septimania and
Burgundy, which bordered the heartlands of Francia; Brittany; the western
part of Francia — that is, the area between the Loire and the Charbonniére
forest; and Aquitaine, where Louis had been born,” and had mostly lived
since the age of three. Louis clearly planned to continue his father’s system
of familial devolution: immediately after his accession he sent his own
second son Pippin, then aged fourteen, to rule Aquitaine and his eldest son
Lothar to Bavaria.8 Italy was not Louis’ to bestow. It had been ruled since
781 by Charlemagne’s son Pippin, who died in 810. In 813, just as he
established Louis as his imperial successor, Charlemagne confirmed the
succession to Italy of Pippin’s son Bernard — despite the fact that the young
man had been born to a concubine, not a wife.? Churchmen were now
insisting on legitimacy as a qualification for kingship. This meant upsetting
hitherto reasonable expectations. It was a recipe for trouble.

Louis firmly established his patriarchal position as head of the family and
in the Frankish heartlands. Aachen would remain the sedes regni, where Louis
usually wintered and often held assemblies. But Louis also looked further
west — where so much of the later politics of the reign were to focus. In 816,
and again in the 820s, Compiégne appeared on his itinerary as both residence
and assembly site. Louis had a strong sense of continuity with the Frankish
past, and with the Merovingians whose power base had lain in the Seine
basin. In 816, he organised his own recoronation at Rheims as emperor, by
Pope Stephen IV (816-17). At the same time his wife Irmengard was
crowned empress: an echo of the papal consecration of the first Carolingian
queen, Bertrada, in 754, and a declaration of intent to privilege Louis’ own

4 Vita Karoli, c. 33. 5 See Map 4. 6 Compare s.a. 778, p. 5o, trans. King, p. 79.

7 Astronomer, cc. 2 and 3, trans. King, pp. 167-8.

8 ARF s5.4. 814, p. 141, trans. King, p. 107.

9 Thegan, c. 22, p. 596; Werner (1990), p. 34. For the name Bernard, apparently associated with
illegitimate Carolingian birth, see p. 403 below.
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descent line as against that of his deceased brother.1® Louis had already
grasped the levers of power and patronage at the court, sending his sisters to
West Frankish convents, his kinsman Wala, tonsured, to Corbie, and Wala’s
brother Adalhard, ertstwhile abbot of Corbie, into monastic exile at
Noirmoutier on an island off the coast of Aquitaine. Nearly all Charle-
magne’s old guard were removed from positions of influence (Einhard was a
rare exception!?), and replaced with men from Louis’ own entourage, a
number of them from Aquitaine. When the archiepiscopal see of Rheims fell
vacant, Louis appointed Ebbo, a former royal serf whose mother had been
Louis’ wet-nurse, and whom Charlemagne, spotting his intelligence, had
freed and educated:12 a striking (and resented) demonstration of imperial
power in a society dominated by nobles.!3

Perhaps Louis saw intimations of mortality — and divine intervention —
when he was nearly killed by a collapsing beam as he processed through a
wooden arcade at Aachen on Maundy Thursday 817.14 Three months later,
at the summer assembly, he announced new arrangements for the succession
— which there is no reason to doubt were his own initiative.!> The plan was
not original: the idea of passing the whole of the Frankish heartlands,
undivided, to his eldest son was a direct borrowing from the unimple-
mented Diyisio which Charlemagne had drawn up in 806 (Maps 7 and 8).16
Like that earlier document, this was a project to be fully implemented only
on the father’s death. Meanwhile, though, Pippin was confirmed as sub-king
in Aquitaine; the youngest son Louis was assigned Bavaria.

As for Lothar, there was a significant difference between Charlemagne’s
succession plan and that of Louis: in 817 not only was the eldest son
promised the whole of the Frankish heartlands in the fullness of time, but
explicit provision was made for the continuance of an empire, after the
father’s death, as a fraternal coalition under the authority of the senior
brother; furthermore, Lothar was immediately made co-emperor. Though
these arrangements privileged all Irmengard’s sons over other Carolingian
kin, their most obvious implication was that Lothar, and a faction
supporting him, had gained influence at court. His imperial title, especially
after the papal involvement in the rituals of 816, suggested that Lothar was
destined to rule in Italy. Certainly Louis’ nephew Bernard, unmentioned in
the 817 Ordinatio, feared total disinheritance.!” He rebelled. And because

10 Thegan, c. 17, p. §94. 11 Walahfrid, preface to Vita Karoli.

12 McKeon (1974). Pace Werner (1990), p. 55 n. 193, the story about Ebbo’s mother, though
recorded only in later sources, need not conflict with Charlemagne’s promotion of Ebbo.

13 Thegan, c. 44. See Martindale (1977), pp. 56, 16; Airlie (1990), pp. 200—2.

14 _4RF (2) s.a. 817, p. 146, trans. Scholz, p. 102; McKeon (1978).

15 Ordinatio Imperii, MGH Cap. 1, no. 1306, pp. 270-3. 6 Classen (1972).

17 Werner (1990), pp- 40—2.
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aristocrats depended on kings, or would-be kings, for the securing of their
interests, including bonores, and hence conflict within the royal family always
became the focus of other rivalries in the regions and at court, Bernard’s
rebellion, though it originated in Italy, had repercussions in Rhaetia, and —
at first sight improbably — in the Loire valley.18

This is how it came about. Among those who had been prominent in the
entourage of Charlemagne and for whom Louis’ new regime had signalled
an eclipse, was Bishop Theodulf of Orléans. Soon after 814, the countship of
Orléans was given to Matfrid, a noble from the Rhineland and one of Louis’
‘new men’. At Orléans, ex officio, Matfrid inevitably began to impose his
potestas on neighbouring churches: the monasteries of St Aignan and St
Benoit (Fleury), and, of course, the episcopal church of Orléans itself.
Comital pofestas meant demands for hospitality, for cash payments, for

18 Noble (1974); Botgolte (1986), p. 19.
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troops, for lands to distribute to the count’s nominees. Theodulf of Orléans,
as a courtier out of favour, and as one whose local interests were threatened
by Matfrid, was accused, perhaps rightly, of supporting Bernard of Italy. He
was condemned by a secular, not an ecclesiastical court, and flung into a
monastic prison where he died soon after (rumour said, poisoned by those
who had benefited from his absence to plunder his goods). In Theodulf’s
fate, we can see how Charlemagne’s three strands of government —
ecclesiastical patronage, royal family-management and distribution of
secular offices — were enmeshed in practice.1?

Bernard still hoped to negotiate terms with his uncle; he travelled north to
meet him at Chalon. Louis had him seized, taken to Aachen, tried,
condemned and blinded. Bernard died two days later. His supporters in Italy

19 Compare Dahlhaus-Berg (1975), pp. 16—21.
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and elsewhere were harshly punished — the lay leaders blinded, the clerics
(like Theodulf) deposed and imprisoned. All lost their honores and lands. 20
To ensure there would be no more claimants to regra from rival descent lines
of Charlemagne’s offspring, Louis had his young illegitimate half-brothers
Drogo and Hugh tonsured and sent to monasteries:2! Luxeuil and Charroux
— both in the western part of Louis’ empire, where royal control of honores
was firmest and where Lothar’s mother Irmengard, daughter of a western
Frankish magnate, probably had inherited influence.22 Lothar and his
mother, along with aristocrats in their circle, were now in the ascendant at
court,

Irmengard died a few months after Bernard’s execution (there were those
who saw divine vengeance there?3); and when Louis sought a new bride, he
looked not west but east. Judith’s family connections lay in Bavaria,
Alemannia and Saxony, and Louis certainly hoped to exploit them to meet
Slav attacks on the frontier, and strengthen his political hand east of the
Rhine.2* This second marriage inevitably challenged the positions of Louis’
sons by his first wife, and especially Lothar, who now wanted for his own, at
once, the regnam assigned in the past two generations to the eldest son of the
ruling Carolingian: Neustria and the Loire valley, where royal estates lay
thick on the ground, and the ground was fertile. Visitors admiring today the
chiteaux of that region glimpse something of what made it a magnet for
rulers of the Franks and later the French. There were further royal assets
here in the ninth century: well-endowed monasteries, and countships with
potestas. Not least of those countships was Tours: Charlemagne had
bestowed it on Hugh, a noble whose ancestors hailed from Alsace. Hugh’s
career prospered. When in 821, at the age of twenty-eight, Lothar sought
marriage, signifying an independent household (as well as a regnum) of his
own, the obvious choice was Hugh’s daughter Ermengard.?

The following year, Louis organised a grand family reconciliation: there
was an amnesty for the rebels of 818; Wala and Adalard were restored to
favour;2¢ Louis’” half-brothers were soon to be given ecclesiastical honores.
Drogo, now in his early twenties, received the bishopric of Metz and the
slightly younger Hugh the abbacy of St Quentin; even Louis’ half-sister
Bertha reappeared at court.?” At the summer assembly of Attigny in August
822, Louis staged a collective ritual of repentance and renewal, with himself

20 Astronomer, c. 30, p. 623. Compare Werner (1990), p. 46. 21 Nithard 1, 2.

2 Werner (1965a), p. 119; (1990), p. 49. For queens’ political influence in general, see pp. 401—2
below.

2 Houben (1976), pp. 31—42. Irmengard’s critics, significantly, were in Alemannia.

2 Ward (19902). 2 Vollmer (1957), pp. 163-s5.

% ARF (2) s.a. 822, p. 148, trans. Scholz, p. 111. 27 Werner (1967), p- 444.
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as a new Theodosius at the centre of it.28 Immediately after Attigny, Louis
‘sent Lothar to Italy’ to claim it as ruler. He also arranged the marriage of
Pippin of Aquitaine to the daughter of a Frankish magnate, and despatched
the newly-weds back ‘to the west’.2

It was in the west, in the largest sense, that Louis, though he resided in the
820s most frequently in the lands between Meuse and Rhine,30 repeatedly
showed his concern to remain in overall control: in western Francia, where
in 829 he summoned an assembly to Paris to elaborate a great programme of
reform; in Neustria, where he gave his archchancellor Theoto the abbacy of
St Martin, Tours; in Brittany where he personally led a successful campaign
in 824; in Aquitaine, where as former ruler he could still pull strings and still,
despite his son Pippin’s kingship there, intervene to banish the poet Ermold
from Pippin’s entourage;3! on the Spanish March, where he had won his
spurs as a youth, and which could lure him still further west. In 826 an
outbreak of rebellion against the Muslim regime in Cordoba inspired Louis
to write to the people of Mérida encouraging them to rebel and promising to
co-ordinate with them the move westwards of a Frankish army.32 Only
hindsight persuades us to dismiss this as fantasy: in the 820s, Coérdoba’s star
seemed to wane, while Louis’ waxed. And only hindsight makes us see the
Pyrenees as a barrier between discrete political units. Contemporary
perceptions of real prospects for Frankish expansion, plunder and tribute
here help to explain the bitterness of Louis’ disappointment when in 827 a
Frankish army led by Counts Hugh and Matfrid, with orders to collaborate
with Pippin of Aquitaine and Count Bernard of Barcelona against the
‘Saracens’, arrived ‘too late, owing to the negligence of its leaders’.33 Hugh
(thereafter nicknamed ‘the fearful’) and Matfrid lost their Neustrian bonores
because of this failure. They also lost their positions of influence at court.
Their chief supplanters were Bernard, who became chamberlain (that is, in
charge of the imperial treasure) in 828, and Bernard’s kinsman Odo, the new
count of Orléans.

Thus the roots of the crisis of Louis’ reign lay in the west: where Louis
himself had most to give and most to lose; where the interests of Louis and
his sons most clearly collided — Lothar hankering after Neustria, Pippin
resentful of his father’s interference in Aquitaine; where rivalries between

28 Werner (1990), p. §8. Compare de Jong (1992).

2 ARF (2) 5.a. 822, p. 159, trans. Scholz, p. 111.

30 It was perhaps there, at the Aachen assembly of August 825, that Louis issued his great Ordinatio:
Guillot (1990), p. 461; see further, p. 426 below.

31 Ermold, In Honorem 1v, 11. 2628—49, ed. Faral, p. 200, Epistola 11, 11. 201—4, p. 232; see Godman
(1987), pp. 106-11. 32 MGH Epp. v, 1, pp. 115-16.

33 _ARF (2) 5.a. 827, p. 173 (ducurn desidia), trans. p. 121. Cf. Thegan, c. 28, p. 597.
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Carolingians would coincide with the fissures of factional conflict between
magnates; and where in 830 Hugh and Matfrid sought revenge through
rebellion against Louis. Hugh and Matfrid began the revolt, and then —
because only a Carolingian leader could make rebellion viable — called in
Pippin, angered and shamed by his father’s intervention in the government
of Aquitaine. Lothar’s involvement was only slightly less predictable. The
EmpressJudith had given birth in 823 to a boy-child, Charles — the future
Charles the Bald; the baby’s parents had foreseen and tried to forestall
trouble by enrolling Lothar as Charles’ godfather and special protector. In
creating a regnum for Charles in 829, Louis had offended Lothar, granting not
only Alemannia but Alsace and Chur and part of Burgundy — lands Lothar
expected and which formed a strategic corridor between Francia and Italy.36
Most of all, Lothar, who had been ‘sent to Italy’, resented his exclusion from
Francia, and from his father’s court where Judith and Bernard were in the
ascendant — and their rivals responded with rumours of adultery and
witchcraft.3?

The rebels’ vengeance was sharp: they blinded Bernard’s brother (Ber-
nard himself escaped), and imprisoned Judith in an Aquitainian convent,
her two brothers in Aquitainian monasteries.38 But when Louis stood firm,
and when his son Louis of Bavaria stood by him, the rebels were reconciled.
Bernard lost his court office, and never regained Louis’ confidence. It turned
out, however, that 830 had been only a dress rehearsal. Pippin’s reconcilia-
tion was unreal. He insulted his father in 83 1 by failing to attend an assembly
when summoned; at Christmas-time when he appeared at Aachen his father
withheld the usual rituals of welcome, and Pippin stormed back to
Aquitaine where he found a natural supporter in Bernard.?® Louis deprived
Pippin of his realm of Aquitaine and gave it instead to Charles. There, Louis
hoped he could count on long-standing personal loyalties.

Unfortunately for Louis, Pippin and his brothers joined forces, and
outbid him in Francia: at a place in Alsace which soon became known as the
Field of Lies, Louis was deserted by enough supporters to make resistance
impossible. Lothar had brought Pope Gregory IV from Italy to stiffen
fainthearts.*® He now deposed his father from his imperial office in an
episcopally staged ritual {with Archbishop Ebbo of Rheims playing the
leading role), and assumed sole power himself. Louis, held in rough
conditions at Aachen, showed true grit, refusing to accept monastic
retirement. Soon many people had second thoughts. The crucial defection
from the rebel alliance was Pippin’s. An Aquitainian army advanced

¥ AB(3) s.a. 830, p. 21. 35 Nithard, 1, 3; 11, 1.
% A4X s5.a. 829, p. 7. Compare Boshof (1990), p. 183. See Map 8. 37 Astronomer, C. 44.
3 AB(3) s.a. 830, p. 22. 3 Astronomer, c. 47. 4 Fried (1990), pp. 266—70.
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northwards to release Louis. Lothar, moving west to confront them,
realised he was outmancuvred. He left Louis to be reinstated by ‘faithful’
bishops at St Denis, and withdrew to the Rhéne valley, where his supporters
held firm. So far, inter-Carolingian conflict had consisted of ritual confron-
tations. It now became a war —and a war focused in the west: when Lothar
took Chalon from Louis’ men, he killed three counts, and had Bernard’s
sister drowned in the Sadéne as a witch. Bloodier still was the battle for
control of the Loire valley, where Hugh and Matfrid clung to their bonores:
Louis’ army was routed, and several counts, including Odo of Orléans and
Louis’ chancellor, Theoto abbot of St Martin, Tours, were all killed.#!
Nevertheless Louis recovered control in the end. This was the scene at Blois
in September 834:

The emperor sat in his pavilion which was set up on a hill where the whole army
could see him, and his faithful sons [Pippin and Louis] stood beside him. Lothar
came and fell at his father’s feet. His father-in-law Hugh the Fearful followed him,
then Matfrid and the other ringleaders in crime. They all confessed their great
wrongdoings.*2

Lothar was sent back to Italy, Hugh and Matfrid along with him. Ebbo was
deposed from office. In the Loire valley region, honores were redistributed to
men handpicked by Louis. The local Franks, who apparently resented
Louis’ use of armies of transrhenani (men from across the Rhine) to defeat his
opponents in this region,* may well have resented the appointment of the
transrhenan Richwin as count of Nantes. Another ‘outsider’, in the
traditional Carolingian mould, was Adalhard, from Middle Francia, who
now became lay abbot of St Martin, Tours, and perhaps count of Tours as
well.4¢ But after (as before) 834 Louis also used local men as well: Rainald
was count of Herbauge innorthern Aquitaine, Rorigo remained a key figure
in Maine, and the Breton Nominoé was formally recognised as imperial
missus in Brittany.*> Bishops, as ever, played a key role in stabilising political
authority: Aldric of Le Mans and Jonas of Orléans were mainstays of Louis’
regional control.#6

The impulse to assert that control came from Louis’ determination to
settle the succession question securely, and to provide Charles with a
substantial regnum. In 837, Louis granted him Frisia and the lands of the
Meuse valley and the Seine basin, then in 838 Neustria between Seine and
Loire; and when Pippin died in December 838, his sons were disinherited by
their grandfather, and Aquitaine assigned to Charles. Technically, it was
Louis’ right to do this, but many thought it unfair and some nobles in

4 _AB (3) s.a. 834, p. 30; Nithard, 1, 4. 42 Thegan, c. §5. 43 Adrevald, c. 27.
4 Nelson (1990), p. 153. 45 Smith (1992). 4 Compare Kaiser (1981).
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Aquitaine acknowledged Pippin’s son and namesake as their king (there was
no argument over his legitimacy). The last year or so of Louis’ reign was
spent trying to enforce his decision against Pippin II; and when Louis was
deflected to the Rhineland to quell another rebellion by his namesake, Louis
the German, Charles, helped by his mother Judith, took up the struggle on
his own behalf. His forces had made a good deal of headway — though
Pippin II remained at large — when on 26 June 840 came news of the
emperor’s death.

How far had Louis’ regime, and in the longer run Frankish monarchy in
general, been weakened by the events of 833? Louis’ deposition was widely
noticed by ecclesiastical chroniclers throughout the empire; and the absence
of any capitularies for the years 834—40 has been taken to show loss of
imperial authority.4” On the other hand Louis’ prestige remained high in the
eyes of neighbours and foreigners (Slavs, Danes, Byzantines); and numisma-
tic evidence shows that he recovered control of minting throughout the
empire, and that coinage high in quality and quantity was produced in the
latter years of the reign, as earlier.*8 If the upheavals of 833—4 had attracted
the attentions of Northmen, hence the annual raids on Dorestad in 834—7,
Louis met the challenge reactively, with improved defences, and proacti-
vely, by making allies among the Danes. Louis scored well on his father’s
three criteria. He protested vigorously against spoliations of church
property in (characteristically) his sons’ regna of Italy and in Aquitaine. He
distributed honores skilfully, withholding from former rebels, and granting
to men he could trust, often his own kinsmen. He imposed his will in the key
area of family politics: disinheriting his grandsons in Charles’ favour;
ruthlessly suppressing Louis the German when he rebelled in response to his
father’s increased pressure on East Frankish resources (a shift eastwards
necessitated by Charles’ promotion in the West); and, most vital of all,
keeping Lothar in Italy, except when summoned north in 839 to agree a
prospective two-way division of the entire empire (except for Bavaria) with
Charles. The West, where the conflicts of 833—4 had been fiercest fought,
was where Louis intended Charles to have his inheritance: by the terms of
839 Charles was to get, on his father’s death, the heartlands westwards from
the Meuse valley, plus Neustria and Aquitaine (including Septimania),
Burgundy and Provence.

‘The best-laid schemes of mice —and men — gang aft agley.” Louis’ death
abruptly reopened the whole question of the empire’s future. Lothar,
throwing aside the 839 agreement, came north to reassert his claims to the
whole of the Frankish heartlands, on the 817 model.# To offset the

47 Forcefully restating this view: Depreux (1992). For an alternative view, see Nelson (1990).
48 Coupland (1990). 49 AB (3) s.a. 840, p. 36: Lothar breaks the isra naturae.
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inevitable hostility of his two brothers, Louis the German and Charles, he
sought an ally: Pippin II. Thus on 25 June 841, at Fontenoy in Burgundy,
Carolingian rivals were pitted two against two. Even after Charles and
Louis won the battle, peace was a long time coming. Like all civil conflicts,
this one exposed especially clearly, and cruelly, the latent internal strains of
the society it tore apart. Contemporaries struggled to make sense of painful
experiences. It is not coincidental that the years 840—3 are the best
documented of any in the early middle ages.’® Nithard, a participant-
observer and himself an illegitimate Carolingian, wrote the fullest record.
He had joined Chatles’ camp in 840 — and probably stayed there because
Lothar promptly took away his honores.5! Despite this personal stake and a
personal military role, Nithard says much less about the battle than about
efforts to avert it, and about post-bellum reconciliation. Only after Charles
and Louis the German had sworn to remain united against Lothar, and their
men had sworn to hold them to it — these were the famous Strasbourg Oaths
of February 842 — did Lothar open negotiations. Nithard exposes the
mechanics of Carolingian diplomacy: the choosing of teams of noble
negotiators by each king, and the play of two intersecting factors affecting
kings and nobles alike: affinity, that is, ties and obligations of kinship and
clientship, and congruence, that is, a sense of what was fair and fitting.52
Nithard saw himself as a good example of the way affinity and congruence
should have worked. He had attached his fortunes to Adalhard, the dominant
figure in Charles’ entourage, and at Fontenoy Nithard (as he himself
stresses) had given crucial help to Adalhard.’? In December 842 Charles
chose as his bride Ermentrude, Adalhard’s niece: Charles married her,
according to Nithard, so that Adalhard could bring over the ‘majority of the
plebs’ 54 Nithard is identifying here, as in his account of the Strasbourg
Oaths, a distinct class of lesser aristocrats dependent on, but also themselves
making claims on, magnates. Nithard too, though himself of Charles’ inner
circle and Charles’ cousin, still depended on Adalhard, and by this time was
thoroughly disenchanted, since Adalhard, as Charles’ envoy in June 842,
had negotiated away to Lothar the area west of the Meuse where, it seems,
Nithard’s honores lay. Nithard’s portrayal rings true: when kings fought, self-
interested aristocrats were seldom certain of how to pursue their interests
successfully; sometimes treacherous, they believed that noble conduct
meant loyalty unto death; violent but vulnerable, in the end they anxiously
prodded their lords towards a peace settlement. They got there aftera year’s
diplomacy — and many months’ laborious assessing by noble #issi of royal -
resources —for it was from those (as Lothar frankly putit) that kings got ‘the

50 Nelson (1993). 5t Nelson (1986), pp. 222—3. 52 Nithard 1v. 1.
53 Nithard 1. 10. 5 Nithard 1v. 6.
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wherewithal to reward the men who followed them loyally’.55 In July 843,
the Treaty of Verdun was agreed between Lothar, Louis and Charles (Map
9): it was a trade-off between the competing interests of those Carolingians
and also of their men.5¢

Despite the timelag, Fontenoy decisively affected Verdun: the unitary
‘imperial” model of 817, which had favoured Lothar, was abandoned, and
the Frankish heartlands were divided three ways with Louis and Charles
getting shares alongside Lothar, and Pippin II excluded altogether. In the
short run, however, Verdun itself seemed far from decisive. On the one
hand, there was a continuing quest for impetial unity. Lothar tried to make
good his rights as family head and as protector of an empire-wide church
and, after his death in 855, first his son Louis II, then other Carolingians,
aspired to maintain that imperial tradition. On the other hand, the three-way
split of 843 gave way to further divisions and mergers. The Middle
Kingdom was itself split three ways between Lothar’s three sons, then that
part of it which lay north of the Alps was redivided in 869 into two parts
which were absorbed into the kingdoms of Louis and Charles respectively.
These changes produced a series of ephemeral maps of the Carolingian regna
from 843 to 879, with further redivisions down to 888 (Maps 10 and 11).

How was the frontier of the Western kingdom drawn at Verdun? The
details of the boundary line between the kingdoms of Charles and Lothar,
with its abrupt shifts of direction, can sometimes be attributed to particular
magnates’ interests: for instance it was probably personal choice and
personal loyalty that kept Abbot Hugh’s St Quentin and Warin’s county of
Chalon in Charles’ kingdom rather than Lothat’s.57 The prime interest of the
kings themselves was in the Frankish heartlands. Even though Lothar kept
the lion’s share, Charles acquired numerous royal estates there and in
Burgundy, also major churches both episcopal and monastic, and important
central places like markets and mints. Lothar, however, only slowly
reconciled himself to their loss and continued during the later 840s to
‘solicit’® the loyalty of aristocrats in those areas, with some success. For
Charles, possibilities of plunder and tribute seemed to remain open on the
Spanish March and in Brittany: the drawback was that these frontiers lay
open to external aggression — as did the long coastline and river estuaries to
sea-raiders. In Poitou, the silver mines at Melle had unique value; but
Charles was not yet fully in control of Aquitaine.

Verdun was soon more honoured in the breach than in the observance. In
Aquitaine, an unexpected defeat of Charles’ troops (in his absence) in 844
gave the cause of Pippin II a new lease of life. Lothar resumed active

55 Nithard 1v. 6; cf. 1v. 3. %6 AF (3) s.a. 843, p. 22. 57 Classen (1963), p. 0.
58 Nithard’s term: cf. Leyser (1994).
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support; and so did the Bretons. Between 845 and 848 Pippin issued coins
and charters in his own name as king of the Aquitainians. Charles had to
work hard to eliminate him all over again — first by tonsuring,? then by
trying to buy him off, and in the end by life-imprisonment. In the early 85o0s,
Lothar became more conciliatory: he was anxious to arrange his own
succession. Now Charles’ realm was threatened from more distant Carol-
ingian rivals; first another nephew, Louis the Younger, son of Louis the
German, in 854, then Louis the German himself in 858.

Charles was already planning his own internal redivision of the realm —
into regna for his sons: for the eldest, Louis, born 846, Neustria; for the
second son, Charles, born 848/9, Aquitaine. The younger sons, signifi-
cantly, Charles the Bald had tonsured, thus aiming to remove them from the
pool of potential heirs. He paid them off with rich ecclesiastical honores —

59 For strategies to narrow the circle of eligible candidates, see Goody (1966); and p. 40z below.
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none more richly than his third son Carloman, who amassed several of the
prime abbacies in Francia. New problems arose in the early 86os when the
two elder sons rebelled. Each was supported by aristocrats in his own
regnam, and the aim, apparently, was greater autonomy. Even though
Chatrles’ sons were nominally kings in their own regna, Chatles kept them on
a short rein, denying them the right to issue coins or grant charters, as the
sons of Louis the Pious had done in their regna, and thus inhibiting their
construction of aristocratic ‘constituencies’ of their own. Chatles was in fact
returning to the patriarchal style of Charlemagne. He crushed the rebellions;
he humiliated his sons as Charlemagne had humiliated Pippin the Hunch-
back. Chatles of Aquitaine died in 866. In 867 Louis, nicknamed the
Stammerer,5® was sent to Aquitaine as king with household officers chosen
by Charles from his own palace.é! By then Louis’ mother had been formally
consecrated queen in a ritual that explicitly requested more, and better,
offspring.62

Now there were prospects of acquiring new regna through redistribution
within the larger Carolingian regnum. Lothar’s son Louis II of Italy had no
son of his own. Lothar II’s wife Theutberga was childless while his only son
was by a woman whom many refused to acknowledge as his wife (the boy’s
name, Hugh, was indeed commonly chosen for Carolingian bastards). The
refusers included Lothat’s uncles Louis the German and Charles the Bald.
Lothar used every argument to justify divorcing Theutberga and marrying
Hugh’s mother: in vain. He died, still undivorced, in 869, just when,
coincidentally, Louis the German lay desperately ill. Charles made a grab for
Lothar’s kingdom: he was consecrated in September at Metz,53 and
celebrated Christmas 869 at Aachen. But Louis recovered and pressed
counter-claims. In 870 Lothar’s uncles divided his kingdom between them
(Map 10).4 Charles failed to hold Aachen or Metz; and even his acquisitions
proved a mixed blessing, since they provoked Carloman to rebel, in pursuit
of a kingdom of his own. For Charles this filial rebellion was uniquely
dangerous: its location, and goal, lay in Francia, with key royal resources at
stake, and the aristocrats who supported Carloman were drawn from
Charles’ own heartlands; further, it confirmed what Pippin II’s career had
already intimated, that tonsuring was not an infallible strategy for excluding
surplus members of the royal family; worse still, Louis the German once
more threatened to intervene. This combination of threats explains why
Charles put down Carloman’s rebellion with particular ferocity, and had his

6 Compare p. 420 below. 61 _AB (3), p. 138.
62 Ordo of 866; MGH Cap. 1, no. 301, pp. 453—5. AB (3), pp. 133—4.
6 AB(3), pp. 158—62. % At Meersen: AB (3), pp. 168—9; MGH Cap. 11, no. 251, pp. 193—5.
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own son blinded.é> At the same time he retaliated by supporting Louis’ sons
in rebellion against their father. Carolingian family politics might have
evoked from a Victorian matron the same reaction as a performance of
Antony and Cleopatra: ‘How very different from the homelife of our own dear
queen!’

After 873 Charles had only one son left: Louis the Stammerer. But Charles
continued to hope for more. Ermentrude had died, coincidentally, in 869,
and Charles was able to choose a second bride, with what some saw as
indecent haste, who could bring him the support of her kin (they included
her aunt Theutberga) in Lothar’s kingdom. From now on Chatles hoped for
further progeny — and threatened Louis the Stammerer with disinheritance.
In the case of the Stammerer’s own sons there was more than a threat:
Charles, imitating his father’s treatment of his grandsons but with a slightly
different strategy, forced the Stammerer to repudiate his wife: this opened
the possibility of disinheriting his sons, Charles’ grandsons. At the same
time Charles made his son remarry a wife of Charles’ choosing —again to win
the short-term politicaladvantage of support from the bride’s kin.¢ Charles
was a ruthless paterfamilias. But there was no revolt from Louis, at least.
Meanwhile Charles made the most of his own second wife’s family as
political supporters: notably his brother-in-law Boso who played a series of
important roles, first in Charles’ annexation of western Lotharingia in 869,
when Boso used his local influence, second in Charles’ acquisition of the
Rhoéne valley and Provence in 870, where Boso was given the key position of
dux of Vienne, and third in reconstructing the government of Aquitaine in
872, when Charles appointed Boso chamberlain to Louis the Stammerer.?

In 875, Louis II of Italy died. Charles had long set his sights on the
imperial title, and leaving Richildis and Louis the Stammerer to guard
Francia, quickly made for Italy, where he was accepted by most of the
aristocracy of the Italian regnum, and anointed and crowned emperor at
Rome by the pope on Christmas Day 875. Meanwhile Louis the German and
his son Louis the Younger raided Charles’ kingdom, meeting no effectual
resistance. It was not really an invasion, since there was no plan to take over
~ only to ravage and cause maximum aristocratic dissatisfaction: but Louis’
real aim was ‘to make Charles leave Italy’ where Louis hoped to install his
own eldest son Karlmann. That hope was disappointed: Charles held on to
Italy. But he did not spend long there. He arranged the marriage of Boso to
Louis II’s daughter, and left him as viceroy in Lombardy;58 then he himself
went back to Francia to restore his regime. In August 876 Louis the German

65 Nelson (1988). % Regino, 878, p. 114; Nelson (1992a), p. 232.

67 See Airlie, pp. 448—9 below.
68 Regino s.0. 877 (tecte 876), p. 113. See AB (3), pp. 189—90 nn. 3 and 5.
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died, and again Charles moved fast. His aim was not to disinherit his
nephews — that would have been totally unrealistic, since Louis the Younger
already had solid aristocratic support in Francia and Saxony — but to acquire
the lands west of the Rhine which Louis the German had acquired, against
all Lothar’s efforts 1n 843. These lands included many royal estates, the key
archbishoprics of Cologne and Mainz and the sees of Worms and Speyer.
Charles was thwarted: at the battle of Andernach, having failed to benefit
from a planned surprise attack because the archbishop of Cologne had sent
warning to Louis the Younger, Charles was heavily defeated and withdrew
westwards, leaving his nephew in control of all the lands his father had held
west of the Rhine before and since 870.6° Charles lost no territory, but
neither did he gain any. He lost men, and treasure and equipment; and he
lost face. Aachen was beyond his reach.

Charles was nothing if not resilient. In 877 he was arranging for
Compiégne to become a substitute for Aachen as his imperial palace and
church.”® He also planned a return visit to Italy to help the pope against
Saracen, and Italian, enemies. At an assembly at Quierzy immediately before
his departure, Charles and his faithful men agreed the conditions on which
the realm would be governed in Charles’ absence. Louis the Stammerer was
left in charge, but he would be under the surveillance of his father’s faithful
men; and his rule would be temporary — terminable on Charles’ return.”
There was to be no return. In September, in Italy, when Charles waited in
vain for reinforcements from Francia, he got news instead that his leading
magnates — including Boso — had rebelled. It seems that their aim was to get
rid of the Stammerer and to recall Charles from Italy. The rebellion,
paradoxically, was for rather than against Charles’ rule — but rule based
firmly in Francia, not Italy. His imperial policy would have to be reconsi-
dered. As he hastened back across the Alps he fell violently ill: he barely had
time to bequeath his realm to his son, along with ‘the sword known as St
Peter’s sword’ — a clear reminder of imperial duty — before he died, on 6
October 877.72

SCANDINAVIANS AND OTHERS

Thus far, Carolingian family politics have predominated. They provide the
context in which other themes can now be considered. The first is the impact
of the Northmen.” Charlemagne had harboured Danish exiles, and late in

6 AB (3), pp. 196-7. 70 Tessier (1952), no. 425.

' MGH Cap. 11, no. 281, pp. 355—61. 2 AB (3), pp. 202—3.

3 Ninth-century Frankish writers commonly use this term (never ‘Vikings’). Also common is
‘Danes’, indicating the origin of most of the Scandinavians whom the Franks encountered.
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his reign fought, and negotiated, to contain Danish expansion in the area
now known as Schleswig-Holstein. In the 8z0s, Louis the Pious added a
missionary strategy to his interventions in Danish dynastic disputes,
welcoming the Danish prince Harald to Mainz and standing godfather to
him at his baptism.” In the 830s, Louis allied with the Danish king Horik,
using him to exert control over other more unruly Danes. Louis” eventual
solution to the problem of defending Dorestad was to hand it over to a
Danish prince named Rorik (perhaps a member of a rival branch of the
Danish royal family). Meanwhile (probably in 833—4) Lothar had allied with
Harald on his own account, and he exploited this alliance again in 841
against his brothers. Charles too sought a Danish ally, Ragnar, and gave him
land in Flanders, which he later withdrew when Ragnar ‘earned his wrath’,
On one reading of the evidence, it was this Ragnar who attacked Paris in
845, and was bought off for 7000 pounds of silver, after having hanged 111
Frankish prisoners on the west bank of the Seine in a grisly display for the
benefit of Charles and his men across the river.”s

That episode is by far the nastiest reported Scandinavian atrocity on the
Continent. It shows the Northmen’s violent face. But the Franks needed no
lessons in violence; and they understood very well what the Northmen had
come for — loot and/or a warrior’s wages. In the 850s Scandinavian attacks
on the Loire and then the Seine became frequent: the flight of peasants soon
caused disruption to normal services and local lords began to suffer.
Scandinavian demands for payment were costly to both peasants and lords.
Charles attempted to meet the challenge, with varied success. On the whole,
the raids increased. Eventually, Charles found a twofold strategy: he
targeted particular Scandinavian leaders and recruited them to his own
service; and he constructed fortifications, especially on rivers.’6 By the mid-
86os he had the situation on the Seine under control; and although
Scandinavians remained on the Loire, they were contained in the area of
Nantes. The regnum where their raids had been notably severe was Aqui-
taine; and here it was only in the 860s that Chatles co-ordinated local efforts
and mounted effective resistance. Churches were the main victims — as they
had long been of acquisitive local aristocrats. At Bordeaux, for instance, the
episcopal sequence is broken from ¢. 860 until the late tenth century.
Ecclesiastical dislocation meant that written records were no longer
maintained: hence virtually nothing is known of Bordeaux after 860 until
the eleventh century. It would be unsafe to infer, though, that the place was
‘ruined’: what can be saidis that if any people prospered there, they were not

7 Angenendt (1984), pp. 215~23; Hauck (1990), pp. 289—94.

75 Nelson (19922), p. 151; for Ragnar see Vita Anskarii, cc. 21, 36, 38, pp. 46, 71, 73. Compare
Wood (1987). 76 Coupland (1987); Gillmor (1989).
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churchmen.” There is a little more information for Nantes, where Scandina-
vian raids began in earnest in 843, and where Scandinavians are more or less
continuously attested throughout the ninth century. In the late 860s, the
bishop sought a transfer, as the archbishop of Bordeaux had already
successfully done, on the grounds that the devastation of the Northmen had
made life impossible. Another Frankish prelate opposed the move however
(he was, admittedly, a personal enemy of the bishop of Nantes), asserting
that plenty of Christian laypeople remained at Nantes, living alongside the
Northmen, and that the bishop must stay with his flock.”® The bishop got his
transfer: his move to the metropolitan see of Tours was approved by the
pope, thanks to Charles’ intervention.

From the king’s point of view, the Scandinavians’ impact was serious. It
depleted the royal treasury — not least when Charles bore the brunt of
Ragnar’s 7000 pounds in 845 — the largest single payment of the reign. There
was damage to prestige when the king seemed unable to protect his own.
Charles’ anguish in 845 is perfectly credible — though he redeemed,
eventually, his vow to protect St Denis.” There were also severe problems
of regional control, visible in diminishing royal interventions in Neustria
(forty-six charter beneficiaries there in 840—59, only seventeen in 860—77).
Yet Scandinavian activity was not unequivocally harmful to royal interests.
In 859, when Danish attacks caused the peasantry between the Seine and the
Loire to take up arms in self-protection, the local aristocrats (posentiores),
fearing social disorder, slew the peasants.8% Such attitudes tended to rally the
aristocracy around the king as the unique source of legitimate force and
bastion of social control. At the same time, the king wanted to harness
peasant military effort in the defence against a common external enemy, and
he acknowledged his own obligation to protect peasants from landlordly
oppression: the Edict of Pitres was a symptom of those converging concerns
precisely in the region of the lower Seine. Then, Scandinavian demands for
tribute meant that Charles was able to impose generalised taxation in town
and countryside: a striking manifestation of royal authority. There was a
broader impact on the economy too: it was not only cash that Northmen
wanted, but Frankish food and horses and weapons, for which they were
prepared to pay. The volume of transactions certainly rose in the Seine and
Loire valleys especially and, as more coin was needed, debasement became
widespread. In 864 Charles was able to undertake a realm-wide coinage
reform, essentially a revaluation. Hoard evidence shows that it was
effective, and that millions of silver coins circulated fairly rapidly within,

77 For a different interpretation, see Wallace-Hadrill (1976), pp. 217-36.

78 Hincmar, Ep. 31, PL, 126, cols. 210-30, at 221, 225, 228. 79 Nelson (1992a), pp. 152, 219.
8 AB s.a., p. 89.
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and to some extent between, regions after 864.8! The king, of course, was by
no means the only one to benefit: so did the aristocracy, but so too did
peasant participants in markets.

REGNUM AND REGNA

Clearly enmeshed with Carolingian family politics is the history of the regra
within Charles the Bald’s realm. Charles’ realm was just that: the regnum
Karoli. It had no other name. It had had no existence as a political entity
before 843. Modern notions of an institutionally centralised, more or less
homogeneous, or ethnic, state may be misleading here. Instead, borrowing a
ninth-century term, we should consider how well ‘composed’ was Charles’
regnum, how firmly its parts held together, and whether they tended to grow
more or less separate during Chatles’ reign. We also need to ask if Chatles
himself can be seen addressing this issue, and if so, how successfully.
Aquitaine was the largest and politically most important of the compo-
nent regna.82 Charles’ treatment of it represented a new departure, certainly
compared with his father’s reign. It evolved in response to changing
circumstances: in the 8 505 Aquitaine looked as if it might become as much of
an independent regnam as it had been eatlier in the ninth century. This had
been implied when he had his son and namesake consecrated at Limoges in
855. In the 86os and 870s, after the Young Charles had rebelled, and
submitted, Charles the Bald tried a different tack. Now Aquitaine was run
from Francia. When the Young Chatles died and Louis the Stammerer took
his place, there was no consecration for him. Nominally king, Louis carried
out no more of the key functions of rulership than his brother had done —in
particular he issued no charters and, as Charles the Bald himself no longer
visited Aquitaine, Aquitainian nobles and churchmen seeking royal favours
had to journey to Francia. The result, it has been argued, was that the sinews
of royal exploitation began to atrophy and the contacts between king and
regional aristocracy gradually ceased to be fully operational. When the king
never visited, there was no one to guard the guardians of royal estates.
Such problems of control wete no new development, however: even when a
king did reside in Aquitaine royal estates had a tendency to slip out of the
king’s hands; counts tended to use their comital lands (and church lands too)
to reward their clients. On the other hand, the story in Charles the Bald’s
reign was not all one of waning royal control. Some Aquitainians still did
attend Charles’ assemblies in Francia; the king continued, into the 870s, to
take a2 hand in appointments to key Aquitainian honores, for instance the

81 Metcaif (1990). Compare Biackburn, ch. 20 below. 82 Martindale (1990).
83 Martindale (1985).
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counties of Angouléme ¢. 867 and of Bourges in 872; and Aquitainian
beneficiaries figured slightly more frequently among recipients of Charles’
charters in the 860s and 870s than earlier —sixteen of them between 844 and
859 but nineteen between 860 and 877. Royal government in Aquitaine
never had been very intensive; it worked as before, through remote control.
The coinage evidence confirms this. Aquitaine was different. Though there
was overall direction, the ‘new money’ of 864 and after did not apply to
Aquitaine.

It did apply to Brittany. Whereas earlier in his reign Chatles issued no
coins from Nantes and Rennes, those mints did issue his reformed coinage
after 864, under Breton management but with weights and dies to the
standard operating in Charles’ mints elsewhere.84 Breton distinctiveness,
embedded in its Celtic history, language and institutions, became more
visible in the ninth century, yet at the same time there was growing strength
in the ties that bound Breton leaders to the Carolingians, and, after 840, to
the realm of Charles. At first, Charles tried, as his ancestors had done, to
crush the Bretons militarily, and, like his ancestors, failed. As Breton princes
responded to Frankish pressure, and as the Franks adjusted, power
crystallised at distinct levels. At the top one, Charles’ developing imperial
style of government lent credibility to his overlordship: Charles bound the
Breton leaders to himself and his family by a vatiety of ties, notably the ritual
bonds of spiritual kinship.8> Successive Breton princes came to Francia to
acknowledge Charles’ authority, and so legitimise theirs. From 858 to 863,
and again in 8667, the Breton prince Salomon allied with Neustrian rebels
and/or with Scandinavians to deny Charles effective control of the Loire
valley, while Charles sought allies among disaffected Bretons. Thereafter,
with Charles having conceded the counties, but not the bishoprics, of
Avranches and Coutances, Salomon stayed loyal, co-ordinating with
Charles the defence of the Loire valley against Scandinavians. During the
inter-Breton conflict that followed Salomon’s assassination in 874, Charles
contemplated the recovery of counties transferred earlier to Breton
control.86 At levels below this, Bretons ran their own affairs.

This was equally true of the inhabitants of Gothia, which had a prehistory
as Visigothic, then Frankish, Septimania, but took shape as a marcher
region in the ninth century. It included the Midi from Nimes and
southwestwards to Barcelona, with, as a hinterland, the Pyrenean counties
from Ampurias westwards to Ribagorza. Though the aristocrats of this
region sometimes made tactical alliances with Muslim lords (frequently in
rebellion against the amirs of Cérdoba) across the Pytenees, their overriding

8 Smith (1992), pp. 142—3. 85 See also p. 429 below.
8 Capitulary of Quierzy (877), c. 23, MGH Cap. 11, p. 360.
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strategic concern was to defend their lands against Muslim raids. This helps
explain their striking loyalty to the Carolingians.8” Charles was appropria-
tely depicted in a famous throne-portrait flanked by twin female personifi-
cations of Francia and Gothia.88 Royal authority, based as it was in Francia,
inevitably was exercised in more indirect and intermittent ways in Gothia;
and in practice royal estates here were even likelier than in Aquitaine to fall
under local control. Nevertheless one such beneficiary, Count Oliba of
Carcassonne, thought it worth travelling to Francia to secure royal
authorisation, and Chatles’ power to confiscate and reassign the lands of
rebels gave him a still more effective pull on Oliba’s loyalty.8® Further,
Charles kept the capacity to intervene by maintaining links with a range of
local magnates, and switching between locals and outsiders in appointments
to countships. Of the Frankish appointees, Hunfrid joined the rebellion of
Charles of Aquitaine and was brusquely expelled from Charles the Bald’s
realm, while his replacement, Marchio Bernard, another outsider, remained
loyal until 877. While in office, both Hunfrid and Bernard visited Francia
from time to time, and sometimes attended Charles’ assemblies.

With Burgundy Charles was in much closer and more consistent touch.
Not far from Fontenoy was Auxerre, where the bishopric, and the
monastery of St Germain, had both been closely linked with the Carolingian
dynasty since the eighth century. Charles was able to exploit these ties to the
full, and kept episcopal and abbatial appointments in his own hands
throughout his reign.® The schools and scriptoria of Auxerre flourished
under royal patronage. In the winter of 8 58—9 it was at Auxerre that Charles
found military and spiritual reinforcement. Countships were equally crucial
here: at Auxerre, Charles gave his cousin the post, while at Autun, his choice
alternated between outsiders and members of magnate families with local
connections. Though Eccard by the early 870s held the three countships of
Autun, Chalon and Micon, when he died childless that bloc was dismem-
bered to the benefit of new outsiders, one of them Charles’ brother-in-law
Boso. In the 870s, Boso’s main interests came to lie further south in the
Rhone valley (around Vienne) and Provence, regions acquired by Charles
from the dismemberment of Lothar II’s kingdom. When Charles moved
into Italy to take up Louis II’s imperial inheritance, Boso followed: marriage
to Louis’ daughter presaged a long-term Italian future, but Boso stayed only
briefly, instead returning to consolidate his honores in Provence

Chatles throughout his reign ruled most intensively in Francia: nearly
half the beneficiaries of his charters were based in the lands between the

87 Collins (1990b). 88 Bible of San Paolo fuori le Mura, Rome, fol. 1r.
89 Tessier (19§2), n0s. 341, 428. % Sassier (1991). 9 Airlie (1985).
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Seine and the Meuse.2 Contemporaries regarded this as ‘the best part of the
regnum Francorun’®3 — that is, fullest of royal resources. Of thirty-four men
named as royal benefice-holders in Charles’ charters, twenty-two were in
Francia.?* His control of episcopal appointments, and ecclesiastical bene-
fices, is much better attested there than elsewhere. His itinerary was largely,
and increasingly, based there. This is where assemblies were summoned and
important decisions were made. It was the secure core-area where suspects
and condemned men were held in captivity. The metropolitan sees of
Rheims and Sens were central props of the regime, providing administrative
skills, and the wherewithal, in the form of benefices on church lands, to
maintain troops for the king’s military service.?® Francia was also the heart
of the realm, containing the cult sites where the relics of saintly patrons were
kept and revered and the ancestors of Frankish kings and nobles lay buried.
Most important of all for Charles personally was the monastery of St Denis:
the heart of the heart. Here Charles arranged for the liturgical commemor-
ation of his parents, and of himself.% But he spread his favour among several
churches. It was a monk of St Germain-des-Prés whom he commissioned to
produce a comprehensive martyrology ‘for the utility of the catholic
faithful’.%” And it was the new palatine church of St Mary that Charles chose
as his Aachen-substitute in 877, with the palace of Compiégne itself
designated his capital — his Carlopolis.®

To rule these regna, to collaborate with his sons, and often enough to
offset their ambitions, Charles needed his aristocracy — his faithful men. In
843, immediately after Verdun, his realm riven by dissidence and factional
dispute, Charles set about rebuilding consensus. At Coulaines in November,
he credited his aristocracy with the initiative in forming a pact, and joined it
himself. A working partnership needed a basis of mutual respect. The
church, in principle all-embracing, provided a prime rallying-point: all
swore to respect its honor. All the fide/es then swore to observe the honor of the
king. Last, and equally significant, Charles swore to preserve the honor of
each fidelis — and in this case honor was spelled out as ‘law and justice’. The
notion of the king as guarantor of individual rights was not new but given a
new precision, and set in a context of collective interests: a societas.”
Constant effort was needed to maintain it. There were homoeostatic
mechanisms in the Carolingian body politic: assemblies and oath-takings,
processions and receptions at court. In all these, ritual was a key element.

92 For the period 840—59, there were eighty-three such beneficiaries; for 860-77, there were eighty-
five. 9 Nelson (1992a), p. 95.

M Kienast (1990), pp. 38-85. Kienast classes all these as ‘Vassallen’, though very few are thus
identified in the sources. 9 Compare pp. 388—9o below. % Brown (1989).

97 Nelson (1993). % Lohrmann (1976). % Nelson (1992b).
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Political crimes could be construed as sins, ot their perpetrators accused of
sexual offences: churchmen stepped in to prescribe penance or apply ordeals.
While none of this was peculiar to the kingdom of Charles the Bald,
nowhere was any of it more conspicuous. And the West Frankish kingdom
was distinctive, largely thanks to Hincmar, in developing royal consecration
rites: those for Charles, his daughter, wife and son, were to prove seminal
for all future royal ordines. As far as ninth-century realities are concerned,
Hincmar’s dominance of our source materials may mislead, and so may the
iconography of monarchy in West Frankish manuscripts. For Hincmar’s
preoccupation with anointing rites was exceptional; and few saw the
manuscripts’ depictions of majesty. Instead, at their assemblies and oath-
swearings, the Franks saw monarchy’s familiar, pragmatic face.

This did not mean the king was weak. Contemporary critics diagnosed
excessive force, not weakness, as the problem about both Louis the Pious
and Charles the Bald. While Charles at Coulaines wooed aristocratic
consensus, he was capable of violence and victimisation. Carolingian rivals
were sometimes conciliated, but sometimes incarcerated, and in Carloman’s
case blinded; several aristocratic rebels were judicially (but perhaps judi-
ciously) murdered. Charles’s court remained a magnet: for every man
deprived of an honor, there was another ready to replace him. The so-called
imperial aristocracy which arguably played a key role in holding Charle-
magne’s empire together functioned rather differently in the mid-ninth
century. Their descendants were to be found all over the Carolingian world
— but they did not pull together politically.!® The splitting of the
Carolingian family (which split the empire) was paralleled in many other
families. Divisions hardened as one generation succeeded another. As
patrimonies passed to eldest sons, surplus siblings were shed. They had to
move, and looked to kings for advancement. The mobility, spatial and
political, of such ambitious individuals is a striking feature of Charles’ reign.
For the flow was generally from east to west, towards Charles’ kingdom:
witness the cases of Adalhard, already a beneficiary of Louis the Pious’
largesse, then of Charles’ too, in Neustria, then Francia; Robert, in Neustria,
but also in Burgundy and Francia; Hugh, in Burgundy and then Neustria;
Hunfrid, in Burgundy and in Gothia; Boso, in Provence and Aquitaine. Not
all these men remained in the West: voluntarily or otherwise, several left for
other Carolingian realms. But most stayed. Their careers suggest that the
power structure in Charles’ kingdom was at once more open, and more
tightly controlled, than further east: that Charles had more ‘wherewithal’ to
dispose of than had other Carolingian kings elsewhere and, as important,

1© Compare Airlie, chapter 16 below.
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more freedom of manceuvre in allocating power and resources at magnate
level. Beneath that level (and alongside too), an indigenous aristocracy was
firmly ensconced: from it the incoming magnate would recruit his clients
and subordinates.

Robert, later nicknamed ‘the Strong’, is a well-researched case in point.
Robert was an incomer to the West. Of Rhineland origin, he was granted a
succession of honores by Chatles, beginning with benefices on the lands of the
church of Rheims, and proceeding to the countship of Angers in 852 where
he ‘inherited” some of the local network of clients assembled by the previous
count, who happened to be Robert’s political ally (they may have married
each other’s sisters).10! Later in the 850s Robert saw his regional position
threatened by the setting-up of Louis the Stammerer in Neustria with the
Breton prince Erispoé, not Robert, as his father-in-law and protector.
Robert rebelled, and was one of those responsible for inviting Louis the
German into Charles’ kingdom in 858. Only in 861 did Charles win back
Robert’s loyalty and the price was his restoration in the Loire valley. But his
roots there were not so deep that he refused a transfer in 864, when Charles
made him count of Autun. Only when he failed to establish himself there did
Robert return to Angers; and he died fighting Northmen near there in 866.
Robert has sometimes been cast in the role of dynast: founder of a Neustrian
principality. Charles had no such intention; and was indeed able to prevent
any such development occurring in his own lifetime by denying Robert’s
young sons succession to Robert’s honores, and after 866 making Tours (not
Angers) the focus of a reconstructed defence system in the Loire valley.
Significantly, it was not in the West but in the Rhineland that Robert’s death
was registered as heroic.102

In his Western kingdom, Charles had one further special asset: churches
that were not only wealthy, long established and endowed with social
power, but also firmly built into the structure of the realm. In ecclesiastical
personnel, the king found versatile, strenuous and generally loyal agents.
Archbishops served at court as counsellors and in their provinces as missi
and supervisors of counts. Hincmar of Rheims is the outstanding example.
Bishops helped repress crime and organised the military support owed by
churches to the state. Abbots in particular could be surprisingly mobile:
surprisingly, that is, by the standards of monastic rules. But these abbots
were not regular. Some were in minor orders, hence c/ricz, unable to marry,
but otherwise living like secular lords, with their own military followings:
Hugh, Charles’ cousin, as abbot of St Martin served in effect as Charles’
deputy in the Loire valley; and Fulk, a former palace clerk, as abbot of St

101 Werner (1958). 12 AX s.a. 867, p. 25.
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Bertin was one of those left in charge by Charles when he departed for Italy
in 877. Others were full-blown lay abbots — given lordship of the temporal
goods of monasteries and responsible for granting benefices to the warriors
who would serve their monastic lords and perform military service to the
king. Such abbacies were luxuriant new growths of the ninth century,
especially in Charles’ kingdom. They were uncanonical, and in the wrong
hands they could lead to depredation, but that was equally true of canonical
abbacies. Even from an ecclesiastical viewpoint, lay abbots could equally
bring welcome leadership and protection — as Count Vivian did to the
community of St Martin, Tours, in the 840s.19 From the king’s standpoint,
lay abbacies offered a ready method of granting favour without cost to royal
lands. After 867, Charles himself was lay abbot of the most prestigious
monastery of all: St Denis. There, appropriately, he was remembered for
centuries as a major benefactor.

AFTER CHARLES THE BALD

Hindsight shows that the decade or so after Charles’ death was momentous
for the West. For contemporaries, change came stealthily, bit by bit. At first
it seemed that there would be continuity. Charles’ kingdom passed to his son
Louis; and Pope John VIII wanted Louis for emperor. Louis was energetic:
collaborating with Abbot Hugh against the Northmen on the Loire, acting
as conciliator in aristocratic disputes, and making as much capital as possible
out of the pope’s visit to Francia in the summer of 878. There was nothing
unusual in Louis’ having begun his reign by making concessions, ‘granting
abbacies, countships and estates, according to what each demanded’.104 But
Hincmar when he wrote these words, perhaps as late as 882, knew what
Louis could not know in 877: that Gauzlin, who received the abbacy of St
Denis, and Conrad who (probably) received the countship of Paris, were to
threaten the survival of Louis’ realm after his death. In 877 the magnates
were split into rival factions, centred on Abbots Hugh and Gauzlin, and
they remained at loggerheads throughout Louis’ reign.105 It soon became
clear that that reign was likely to be short: within months of his accession
Louis, aged only 31, was a very sick man. Already therefore in 878 the
succession problem loomed. In the summer he failed in his efforts to
persuade the pope to crown his second wife Adelaide: this would have
enlarged the questionmark over the legitimacy of Louis’ two sons — and
heirs — by his first wife Ansgard. In the autumn Louis met his cousin and
namesake, Louis the Younger, at Fouron. The site was not far from Aachen;
but their agreement made no mention of the imperial title except as a thing

103 Kessler (1992). 104 AB (3) s.a. 877, p- 203. 105 Werner (1979).
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of the past. Two separate regna now existed, those created by Chatles the
Baldand Louis the German, and they would persist into the next generation,
as Louis the Younger and Louis the Stammerer mutually guaranteed to help
their respective sons succeed them ‘by hereditary right’.1% On the Stam-
merer’s side, two sons were named in the Fouron agreement: Louis [I1I} and
Carloman. Five months later, as Louis lay dying, he bequeathed his regalia
and his realm to his namesake alone.

Louis III had the support of Abbot Hugh and his allies. Gauzlin and bis
allies, Count Conrad chief among them, foresaw political extinction. At the
court of Louis the Younger and his queen, Gauzlin already had contacts,
made when he had been held a prisoner after Andernach in 876.197 Now was
the time to activate them by inviting the East Frankish king to intervene in
the West. Perhaps Gauzlin had only wanted to encourage his opponents to
divide the Western realm so that each faction had ‘its’ king: this indeed was
the outcome. Louis III and Carloman II were both consecrated kings in
September 879, and in February 880 a division of the western kingdom was
agreed, Gauzlin having switched horses meanwhile: Louis got Francia and
Neustria, where Gauzlin and Conrad were naturally the dominant figures,
while Carloman (now supported by Hugh) got Burgundy and Aquitaine
(Map 11). The new reigns started under further clouds: Louis the Younger
had to be bought off with the Lotharingian lands which Charles the Bald had
acquired in 870. Meanwhile, Northmen, attracted by ‘news of discord’,
came in large numbers from England to over-winter in Francia in 879—80;108
and Boso, perhaps after making a bid of his own for the whole Western
kingdom, claiming that the Stammerer’s sons were illegitimate, had himself
consecrated king of Provence in October 879.1% Louis 11T and Carloman
faced up to these challenges: in November 879 they defeated Northmen
south of the Loire and then in 880 turned on Boso and besieged him in
Vienne; in August 881 Louis defeated a Scandinavian force at Saucourt in
Vimeu - a victory celebrated in a vernacular German poem, the Ludwigslied,
apparently written at St Amand where the abbacy was held (along with
several others) by Gauzlin.119 In 882 Carloman too showed that he could
beat bands of Northmen plundering in the neighbourhood of Rheims. But
by then Louis had died, in August 882, of injuries incurred while ‘chasing a
young woman on his horse for a joke (for he was a young man) while she fled
into her father’s house’. Scarcely two years later, Carloman too died in a
hunting accident.!!! Both died without heirs. Only a tiny child remained of

106 _AB(3)s.a.878,pp. 213—15. Louis the Stammerer reserved his claims to Italy, the imperial realm,

but envisaged that it too might be divided. 107 A4B (3) s.a. 879, pp. 216—17.
18 AV s5.a. 879, p. 44. 109 4B (3) s.a. 879, p. 219.
110 Fouracre (1985); Yeandle (1989). 1 AV s.a. 882, p. 52; 884, p. 56.
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the descent line of Charles the Bald: Charles, later nicknamed simplex, the
‘straightforward’, or ‘openhearted’. He had been born to Queen Adelaide
on 17 September 879, six months after the Stammerer’s death. He was
passed over in 882, and in 884. In the 89os this was explained in terms of his
extreme youth and the urgency of the Scandinavian threat to Francia.!12
There may have been some doubt over his paternity. But an urgent threat
there certainly was. The able Louis the Younger had died leaving no son in
882. Thus the whole empire was reunited by 884 in the hands of Louis the
German’s youngest son Charles, known later as ‘the Fat’. In the next three
years the new emperor proved incapable of imposing his authority directly
in the West — where he lacked roots, resources and political friends of his
own. Instead he picked Odo, son of that Robert who had been killed
fighting the Northmen near Angers twenty years before. The deaths of
Gauzlin and Hugh within a few weeks of each other (April and May 886) left
a power vacuum which Odo filled. He recovered his father’s Neustrian
honores from the emperot, and probably at the same time was made count of
Paris where he now mounted a vigorous defence against Scandinavian
attackers.113

In 887 Charles the Fat became seriously ill, and East Frankish rebels led by
Arnulf, illegitimate son of Louis the German’s son Karlmann, plotted his
deposition. Arnulf became king of the East Franks. What would become of
the West? The author of the contemporary Annals of St Vaast says that the
‘Lower [i.e. West] Franks’ (he distinguishes them from Arnulf’s australes
Franci)1* were divided: only some favoured Odo, while others, headed by
Archbishop Fulk of Rheims but including some prominent men in
Burgundy, invited Duke Wido of Spoleto (a kinsman of Fulk’s: his paternal
ancestors were Franks) from Italy. Wido was actually consecrated at
Langtes by the local bishop; Odo at Compiegne by the archbishop of Sens.
Wido, outplayed, returned to Italy, and his former supporters, after a brief
flirtation with Arnulf who rejected their overtures, rallied to Odo. The St
Vaast annalist thought that what finally turned opinion in Odo’s favour was
an ‘unexpected victory’ over the Northmen, ‘through the mercy of God’.
Thus, unsteadily, as it seemed unpredictably, did the kingdom of the West
Franks get reconstituted in 888 — separate from other regna, and a single
entity.

At first sight this outcome seems fortuitous. In 888 after all, several regna
were, as Regino put it, ‘detached from their structure into separate parts on
the grounds that they lacked a legitimate heir, and now did not await their

12 Flodoard, Historia Remensis Ecclesiae 1v.5, p. 563. See Schneider (1973), p. 39.

113 Celebrated in the 8gos by Abbo of St Germain-des-Prés in a famous poem.
14 AV s.a. p. 64.
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natural lord but each regnum decided to create a king for itself out of its own
guts’ —in other words, from its indigenous nobility.!1> In Regino’s view, the
one ‘natural lord’, legitimate or no, was Arnulf, and his rejection — the
rejection of a dynastic filter — opened the floodgates of conflict between
more or less equally qualified Frankish magnates. Regino’s diagnosis was
faulty. In the minds of some contemporaries, at least, an empire survived
and Arnulf held a vague hegemony over the kings. The story that Arnulf
sent a crown for Odo’s coronation hails from St Vaast, not Bavaria.116
Further, the process of ‘detachment’ did not go far. None of the regna of 888
was new, for ‘Burgundy’ probably began as an attempt to reconstitute that
Middle Kingdom!!? which since 855 had undergone so many changes and
dismemberments. Italy and the East and West Frankish kingdoms had by
contrast had continuous histories since 843. They did not fragment further
in 888. In the West Frankish case, we can reject a Bavarian annalist’s
suggestion that Ramnulf, count of Poitiers, set up a separate kingdom of
Aquitaine: this is belied by the evidence of Ramnulf’s own charters, where
no royal title is claimed, and of the annalist of St Vaast, near the heart of
West Frankish affairs, that Ramnulf was acting as guardian of the eight-year-
old Charles the Straightforward.!® Ramnulf, then, acknowledged Odo
belatedly because his first plan had been to promote Charles as the legitimate
Carolingian heir. Neither in 888 nor in 889 did Ramnulf aim at secession.!1?
His brother Ebles, abbot of St Denis since 886, already served Odo as his
chancellor.

Odo’s succession to the whole of what had been Charles the Bald’s
kingdom was therefore not really so fortuitous. What survived in the west
was a political entity: a community neither linguistic, since the victory at
Saucourt had been celebrated in German not Romance, nor ethnic, since its
members were Aquitainians and Burgundians as well as Franks. This
diversity in fact contributed to the realm’s identity and viability in
contemporary eyes. It was a kind of imperial realm: a kingdom of many
kingdoms — as implied in the praise-song composed for Odo’s consecration
in 888:

Amen resultet Gallia
Amen cantent Burgundia
Bigorni regni spacia
Wasconia et Teutonia 120

115 Regino, p. 129. 16 41 s.a. p. 67.

7 Hlawitschka (1968), pp. 70, 79. Compare chapter 5 below.

18 AV s.a. 889, p. 67, against AF (3) s.a. 888, p. 116.

119 For the myth of Ramnulf’s Carolingian descent, see Martindale (1995).

120 Schramm (1968) 11, pp. 214~15. ‘“Amen”, resounds Gaul; and Burgundy, the area of the regmum
of Bigorre, Gascony and German-speaking lands sing “Amen”’; see further, Werner (1965).
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In East Francia, the deposition of Charles the Fat resulted from uncertainties
over the succession and the play of faction. In the west Charles was
abandoned for other reasons. These same reasons underlay the choice of the
non-Carolingian Odo. The Scandinavian threat had changed in the 880s —
quantitatively but also qualitatively. Francia itself, the core of Chatles the
Bald’s realm, was not justburdened, but menaced at its very heart. Large co-
ordinated Scandinavian war-bands ravaged at will. They took Rouen (885),
then penetrated the river Oise (885). Paris was besieged for eight months
(885—6). Odo’s success against the Scandinavians was crucial in winning the
support that put him on the throne in 888.

The defence of Paris brought only temporary respite, however: Scandina-
vians remained on the Seine, and later in 886 their ships moved up the
Yonne as far as Sens; in 888 up the Marne to Meaux; in 89o up the Oise to
Noyon. No wonder the notables of these parts persuaded Odo to winter in
892—3 in Aquitaine ‘so that Francia, afflicted for so many years, might
recuperate a little’.121 Odo had his own good reasons to comply. He had
received recognition from a number of leading Aquitainians in 889; and in
892, when Ramnulf died, Odo assigned the countship of Poitiers to his own
brother Robert, disregarding the claims of Ramnulf’s young son. Ebles of St
Denis promptly defected from Odo and went to Aquitaine. In pursuing him
southwards, therefore, Odo was struggling to keep his position in Francia.
Unfortunately for him, Archbishop Fulk of Rheims re-formed the coalition
of 888. They had a rival candidate to hand: Charles the Straightforward,
whom Fulk consecrated king at Rheims on 28 January 893. Although Odo
had the upper hand in the ensuing struggle, he lacked a direct heir: by the
. peace agreement of 897, he seems to have agreed that Charles should succeed
him, which he did a year later.

How far had structural change occurred in the west by 8982 Odo’s royal
government in some ways contrasts starkly with Charles the Bald’s. Odo
confronted new obstacles to his authority: secular principalities well on the
way to becoming hereditary and territorial,'?2 gobbling up lay abbacies, for
instance, as Count Baldwin of Flanders did St Vaast, and ecclesiastical
principalities, equally territorial and only a little less dynastic, exploiting and
sometimes flouting royal authority, as Fulk of Rheims did rather than
bolstering it as his predecessor Hincmar had done.123 Odo’s power base of
fisclands in Francia seems drastically diminished by comparison with
Charles the Bald’s. Odo is hardly ever documented as residing in a palace.124
No capitularies of his are known. Absence of reference to royal missi in his
reign could suggest the removal of the linchpin of Carolingian administ-

12t A4V s.a. 892,p. 72. 12 Dhondt (1948); Dunbabin (1985).
123 Schneider (1973). 124 Brithl (1968), pp. 48—9.
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ration. Last but not least, Odo’s non-Carolingian royal person marks a break
with the Carolingian past.

Some of these trends proved reversible. Full-blown ecclesiastical princi-
palities never materialised in France: instead ecclesiastical resources
remained firmly under secular control, and in the Frankish heartlands
especially that control was very often royal. Hereditary secular power was
conspicuous, but it was no novelty; and while principalities proved a
permanent feature in general terms, particular concentrations of regional
power were precarious, often ephemeral, and as subject as the kingdom
itself to vagaries of dynastic accident. In the Loire valley where Odo’s
brother dominated the scene from his comital base of Tours, a clear
distinction between comital and royal authority was not lost sight of.125 Odo
was still able to assemble magnates from the regions even if he seemed to
‘ally with’ them now, rather than to rule them.!2¢ Although royal fisclands in
Francia had been alienated or damaged, Odo with his multiple lay abbacies
(he had acquired those of Gauzlin after 886) vigorously exploited church
tresources and so was able to ‘prepare himself manfully for war’.127 After 892,
the Scandinavian burden on Francia was considerably lightened. Odo’s
successor was able to stay frequently again in the Oise valley, and notably at
Compiégne.

Odo made up for his lack of Carolingian blood by imitating the
Carolingians through symbolism and rituals which, thanks to the church,
remained a royal monopoly. Here Odo looked ahead to the Capetians as well
as back to Charles the Bald.128 Most important of all, Odo maintained a
presence in every part of his composite realm, through visiting, in the case of
Aquitaine, or through receiving leading men, in the cases of Gothia and
Burgundy. Royal charters were still worth travelling for. The right to issue
coinage remained, as yet, a royal one. In 893—7, the years of Odo’s struggle
with Chatles the Straightforward, no division of the realm was mooted: the
object of struggle was the realm as a whole. Charles the Bald had promoted
the use of the written word, which memorialised the present (as well as the
past) for the future. He had firmly locked the church into the state. He had
understood the significance of rituals, and of ideology. The res publica he had
nurtured survived the shocks of the later ninth century. The realm of 843 in
the sense of a territory — ‘the realm of Charles’, ‘the realm of the West
Franks’ — was preserved in the minds of men, and hence, however
attenuated its institutions, in the world of politics.

125 See p. 415 below. 126 AV s.a. 888, 889, 892, pp. 65, 67, 72.
127 Regino s.a. 893, p. 141. 128 Schneidmiller (1979), pp. 105—21.
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CHAPTER §

THE FRANKISH KINGDOMS, 817—911:
THE EAST AND MIDDLE
KINGDOMS

Johannes Fried

LouIs the Pious had hurt himself, but his wounds were not worth talking
about.! Only three weeks later he was hunting again. Four months after this
accident, the imperial council met. ‘Suddenly, through divine inspiration’,
the emperor admitted, ‘our faithful lieges admonished us that while we were
still in good health, and God granted universal peace, we should confer on
the state of the whole empire and the position of our sons, as our ancestors
had done.’2 Howevet, the political order the emperor and ‘those who know
what is most salutary’ came up with was revolutionary, and led to civil war.
Contrary to all precedent, the empire was no longer to be divided equally
among the emperor’s sons (Map 8); on the contrary, the eldest son, Lothar,
was to receive the imperial crown immediately and exclusively while his
brothers Pippin and Louis (the German) who were both minors had to be
content, the former with Aquitaine, the latter with Bavaria and its adjacent
territories. All other parts of the huge Frankish realm were to fall to Lothar;
his brothers were to act as viceroys ‘under’ him.

Lothar really received the imperial crown in 817, while his brothers were
made kings. They seemed in a fair way to bring about the new order, but
there was resistance from the majority of nobles. What was more, the
Empress Irmengard died, and Louis took a new wife, Judith, a Welf, who
feared for the inheritance of her children. She found some powerful
supporters. Every time the young empress became pregnant, resistance to
the new imperial order of 817 grew a little stronger; after the birth of Charles
(the Bald) it came to a head. Schemes for the partition of the empire were
soon put forward in rapid succession. After 829 an open struggle broke out,
each son demanding his own share of Francia. Lothar was the only one to

1 BM 643a.
2 MGH Cap. 1, no. 136, p. 270: ‘ut nos fideles nostri ammonerent, quatenus manente nostra

incolomitate et pace undique a deo concessa de statu totius regni et de filiorum nostrorum causa
more parentum nostrorum tractaremus’.
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cling to the settlement of 817. His brothers, Pippin and Louis, were no
longer content with a subordinate role; they insisted on their full inheritance
and found supporters among the nobility, as Judith did for her own son,
Charles. One ominous sign was that Einhard, Charlemagne’s famous
counsellor, withdrew from Louis’ court to retire to his estates in the
Maingau region. At the assembly held at Aachen in 828, the counts Hugh of
Tours and Matfrid of Orléans fell from grace after military defeats at the
hands of the Saracens, to the advantage of Judith’s favourite, Bernard of
Septimania. Louis also deprived the margrave Baldric of Friuli of his office
for military failure; after this, Baldric’s fate is unknown. However, Hugh, an
Etichonid, was father-in-law to the Emperor Lothar; any move against him
was really aimed at his daughter’s husband. Matfrid sided with the young
emperot, too, whose power was to be confined to Italy alone in the
following year. An opposition gathered round him against his father which
was led by Wala, abbot of Corbie, Agobard, archibishop of Lyons and Ebbo
of Rheims (830) and which also had the support of Pope Gregory IV.
However, its only achievement was to keep the mertry-go-round of partition
schemes moving. For all that, in 831 all the lands east of the Rhine were for
the first time assigned to the emperor’s older son (who was of the same
name) to form his future kingdom. When Lothar was reconciled to his
father, Pippin and the younger Louis put up resistance against them; they
won over their elder brother and, together with him, pitted themselves
against the emperor on the ‘Rotfeld’ near Colmar in 833. The pope was
present, too. He was among the supporters of the younger emperor, and it
was thanks to him that Louis’ own army defected to his sons (833). This
apparent victory was regarded as the outcome of an ordeal; the abandoned
emperor was relegated to a monastery, but Lothar threw away the
advantage when, by virtue of the settlement of 817, he began to lord it over
his brothers.

Louis the German, former king of Bavaria, had not the slightest intention
of giving in, and from that time he dated his documents according to the
length of his reign in orientali Francia. In 834 he joined with Pippin to restore
their father to the throne. Louis the Pious, however, after the death of
Pippin in 838, tried to confine Louis the German once again to Bavaria (839)
in order to promote the interests of Charles. When Louis the Pious died in
840, the whirlwind of tetritorial partition had by no means been stilled. It
drove the Carolingians ever deeper into war and eventually culminated in
major bloodshed at Fontenoy in 841.

It is, in fact, not always easy to discern the factions of nobles backing one
of the Carolingians. Among Louis the Pious’ supporters in East Francia
were the Poppones, the Hattones (one of whom was his biographer,

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



144 JOHANNES FRIED

Thegan); Gebhardt, count of the Lahngau, who may have been related to
the Hattones; the Robertines, founding family of the monastery at Lorsch,
and also Archbishop Otgar of Mainz and Hraban Maur, archbishop of
Fulda. After 840, all of them were shown some (at least temporary)
disfavour by Louis the German. Without too much of an effort, his father
was able to overcome him in 832 and again in 838—40. The Alemanni also
remained largely faithful to the emperor: he was, therefore, able to earmark
this province temporarily as a sub-kingdom for the younger Charles (829).
In Saxony, the Hattone count Banzleib was loyal to Louis the Pious; the
Cobbones, from the same region, presumably also belonged to the party of
Louis and his son Chatles, while the descendants of Widukind supported
Lothar.3

Hugh the Etichonid and his companion, Matfrid, together with those
who favoured a unified realm, declared for Lothar, as did many of the great
noble families of the West and in Italy. Our sources tell us nothing about the
force which supported Louis the German before 840: the only name known
is that of Count Ruadker of Linz and Argengau, whom Louis the Pious
demoted in favour of his wife’s brother, Conrad the Welf, in 839. Only after
Louis’ death did this situation change: the Eastern Franks, Alemannians,
Saxons and Thuringians now swore allegiance to the younger Louis. On the
other hand, Archbishop Otgar of Mainz and Count Adalbert of Metz
decided for Lothar and became rallying points for his supporters, albeit
briefly, for Adalbert fell in battle near the river Wornitz, in the Ries region,
in 841. It was of no avail that Lothar hatched a conspiracy in Saxony, the
‘Stellinga’,* an alliance of petty freemen and semi-freemen which eventually
drove the local nobility over to the side of Louis the German once and for
all. It was only the Bavarians whose loyalty to Louis remained unwavering.
None of the other ‘Germanic’ peoples had a centralised organisation of its
own; only the Bavarians were united by having an archbishopric of their
own and being led by a king. It was from Bavaria that the East Frankish
kingdom was created.

Although ‘Transrhenania’ was not a poor region, it was not a rich one
either; it certainly did not compare favourably with the territories west of
the Rhine. Its regions were culturally very diverse, as they comprised
territories south of the Danube, the upper Rhine and the Frankish Main
area, the woodlands of central Germany, the Harz region of Saxony and
Thuringia and the Low German heaths and marshlands. In no way could it
be considered a political or administrative unit. Except for the former
Roman provinces, towns were virtually non-existent; bishops’ sees were

3 Fried (1994). 4 Compare Goetz below, p. 460.
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few and far between and, with a few exceptions, comparatively poor; the
most important archbishops tresided west of the Rhine. Monasteries
remarkable for economic strength, political importance and intellectual
superiority were comparatively rare.

The royal estates were scattered unevenly throughout ‘Germania’, with
the thickest cluster in the Franconian Rhine and Main regions, around
Kassel and around Regensburg; in Saxony they were mostly ranged along
the Hellweg, the major strategic route from Duisburg to Corvey. This had
considerable influence on Carolingian politics. Charlemagne spent a good
deal of time in ‘Germania’, but only when he had to fight or to pacify the
Saxons, Bavarians and Avars. His strongholds definitely lay west of the
Rhine, around Worms and Aachen; as emperor he resided almost exclusi-
vely at Aachen. Louis the Pious also lived chiefly in the capital, with regular
spells at Ingelheim and Worms. He hardly ever visited his eastern lands
unless the demands of war —especially the younger Louis’ revolts — required
it. Only in Frankfurt was the emperor seen frequently, and it was here that
Charles the Bald was born in 823. Apart from Aachen, the Rhine—Main area
was generally the centre of his power. Furthermore, the emperor’s love of
hunting often drew him to Salz on the Franconian river Saale. Nor did an
imperial synod meet in any of the ‘Germanic’ bishoprics. The provinces east
of the Rhine were peripheral to royal rule. The outcome of the battle of
Fontenoy, in which Lothar was defeated by Louis and Charles, had made a
division of the kingdom among the three brothers inevitable. The idea that
one of the emperor’s sons should rule alone, on the analogy with the
monarchy of God and the unity of the indivisible chutch, had proved to bea
failure. The independent disposition of the nobility — obscured by Charle-
magne’s successes, and apparently never overcome — manifested itself again
with a vengeance. The political order was now determined by personal
forces, ties of kinship and friendship, associations of vassals and sworn
leagues and groups of nobles in supportt of, or in opposition to, the crown.
All of these factors by means of mutual interaction eventually brought about
the emergence of new unions and peoples.

The bloody battle did nothing to shift the barriers of mistrust even
between the former partners. Owing to a lack of objectives, there was no
such thing as a coherent concept of policy. From time to time there were
ineffectual appeals to the doctrine of unity. What was most convincing as an
aim was an increase of power. ‘Love and peace’ as it should prevail among
kinsfolk could occasionally be displayed for a brief moment. By means of
entering into an alliance with each other, Louis and Charles made a great
display of mutual love. At Strasbourg and before their armies, they
confirmed this with an oath sworn by Louis in the Romance tongue and by
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Charles in Teudisca lingna (842).5 The kingdoms’ boundaries could now be
seen as language barriers.

A committee appointed to handle a territorial partition, consisting of
forty fideles for each king, established the boundaries in November 842. In
deference to his dignity, the emperor was given first choice. The fraternal
strife was ended, at least for the moment, by the Treaty of Verdun in 843.
However, the form of the oath setting down the division of lands has not
come down to us: only the general outcome is known® (Map 9). Louis
received everything east of the Rhine, with the cities of Speyer, Worms and
Mainz; Charles got the West, and Lothar the Middle Kingdom with Aachen
and Rome. The three kings swore brothetly love, peace and friendship to
one another.

The brothers wanted to tackle their great tasks together, and to this end
they agreed to hold regular meetings. They made common declarations and
issued statutes concerning ecclesiastical and secular government, defence
against the Vikings, the persecution of criminals and the problem of how to
deal with refugees. But reality lagged far behind such proclamations.
Especially when it came to repelling enemies from outside such as Vikings,
Saracens, Slavs and Magyars, each king was left to his own resources. The
Carolingians did not stand by one another, although some of the Saxons
occasionally came to Charles the Bald’s aid, as in 860 and 863. For a time the
meetings did at least keep up the fiction of a united Carolingian kingship.
About a hundred of these meetings are known to have taken place in the
period under discussion; however, the successive mutually acknowledged
treaties which ensued actually accelerated the independent development of
the individual kingdoms rather than restraining it. As the century drew toa
close, these mectings became less frequent anyway.

Lothar never completely buried his hopes of restoring the empire to its
former glory. But he could not even gain a foothold. His brother Louis did
not have the slightest intention of contenting himself with what the Treaty
of Verdun had dealt out to him; and Charles was soon of like mind with his
brothers. Up to 840—3 the emperor dwelt mostly in Italy; after that he
remained almost exclusively north of the Alps, mostly around Aachen. This
was his major stronghold. His policy of gradualism aimed at letting the
defeat of 841 slowly sink into oblivion did not get him far. He had one
success in 844, when Pope Gregory 1V made Drogo, archbishop of Metz,
the papal vicar for the whole Frankish kingdom. This was an obvious
attempt to weaken the Treaty of Verdun. But the measure proved ineffec-
tive, and after Drogo’s death in 855 it was not repeated. Lothar strove in

5 Nithard 1.5 and McKitterick, above, pp. 11-12. 6 BM 1103a.
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vain to undermine the goodwill between his brothers; it did indeed turn to
open enmity, with Louis waging war against Charles, but this did not in the
least increase Lothar’s power. Far from it! The Carolingian brothers’ mutual
hostility encouraged the Vikings to redouble their attacks on the Frankish
kingdoms, which affected especially Lothar’s territory. They repeatedly set
fire to Dorestad, one of the most important ports and trading centres on the
lower Rhine, in 847, and the place was permanently occupied by Rorik the
Viking in 850. The emperor was no longer able to subdue the Northmen.”

Lothar’s royal authority was also on the wane in his southern domains.
Provence remained peripheral to his power. He did nothing to repel Saracen
attacks. They even had the audacity to attack Rome and to loot the tombs of
the apostles.® Then, at long last, and for the last time, Lothar hastened into
Italy to set an army going against the Muslims. At Pavia he met his son Louis
II (April/May 847); however, he pressed for a speedy return in February of
the same year, fearing Charles’ machinations in spite of the peace accord he
had so recently signed with his brothers.He did at least devote some effort to
a plan for a grand alliance which was to involve Pope Leo IV, the dukes of
Benevento and Naples and even the Doge of Venice. In 847, the emperor
summoned a synod ‘in Francia’ which obliged the bishops to give military
support to the ‘Italians’, and, above all, resolved to raise a special tax
throughout Lothar’s kingdom to finance the construction of defences round
St Peter’s in Rome (also known as ‘Leo’s Town’). Meanwhile, all power in
Ttaly came into the hands of Lothar’s eldest son, soon to be crowned
emperor by Leo IV in 850. But it was under the same pope that the papacy
began to free itself from Frankish domination.

It was only the person of the king that gave some unity to the East
Frankish kingdom; it did not have any tradition of its own. The army
consisted of contingents from individual peoples; when the court was
summoned the nobility turned up more or less in tribal groups. The areas
inhabited by them and subject to their own particular laws were regularly
seen as their own patria; the idea that the whole East Frankish kingdom
should be considered as the supreme patria of all the peoples together
remained inchoate. Neither the lay nobility nor the clergy considered
themselves in any way bound by the frontiers drawn up in 842/3 nor did they
(unlike the West Frankish nobility after the Treaty of Coulaines in 843) ever
form a genuine union of their own. The fear was rather of renewed
disintegration. The twofold process of ‘internal’ and ‘external’ consoli-
dation was a slow one which was to be completed only in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries.

7 Compare Coupland, pp. 193—6. 8 Compare Kennedy, p. 254.
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Louis’ reign was more or less free from major feuds among the nobility;
after his death they became more frequent. Even after 843, Bavaria still
remained Louis’ most important power base. He repeatedly held court at
Regensburg and it was from there that he addressed documents to recipients
throughout his whole realm. After the Treaty of Verdun the Frankish
Rhineland assumed a comparable importance; the Upper Franconia area
around Forchheim was soon to play an important role for Louis while the
significance of the other Frankish regions continued to decline.

What expansionism Louis indulged in was directed outwards from
Bavaria. The ‘true’ frontier was not pushed any further eastward, but
Bavarian missionaries and settlers did advance steadily down the Danube
into Pannonia and pushed the ‘German’ frontier continually further
towards the southeast. Charlemagne himself had encouraged his subjects to
‘take possession of the lands in Pannonia and acquire estates there’ so as to
increase the property of the church; thus the province increasingly came to
be part of the territory under Carolingian rule.?

Saxony and Alemannia were remote from the centre of royal power and
Louis’ appearances there were few and far between. He went only three
times to Saxony, in 845, 851 and 852, and he spent only a few weeks there out
of the whole of his 33-year reign after 843; each time it was in response to
some threatening development.!® Otherwise Louis left the province more
and more to itself, or rather to the ecclesiastical and lay nobility. Alemannia
was not nearly as marginal to the East Frankish king’s itineraries as was
Saxony. It formed, as it were, a convenient bridge between Bavaria and
Francia, and it was actually too close to the west and the south of the
kingdom to be neglected. From 850 to 860 Louis methodically consolidated
his position there, particularly by means of monasteries. The convent for
ladies of rank at Zurich, founded in 853, was headed by two of his daughters
in turn; one was Hildegard, who died in 856, and the other was Berta, who
died in 877.1! Louis paid frequent visits to the imperial palace at Ulm. He
was successful in increasing his influence in this territory; nevertheless, in
about 859 he resigned his position there to his youngest son, Charles.

The clergy of the kingdom of East Francia had by now lost the dominant
influence they had had under Louis the Pious. Of the twenty-five documents
which the younger Louis is known to have issued before 840, however, ten
were addressed to Bavarian bishops; another nine were added up till 876.12
The rest of the episcopate received only seventeen royal missives between
840/3 and 876. The bishops’ influence was obviously declining everywhere
except for Bavaria. National synods which might have done something to

9 MGH Dip. Germ. 1, no. 109. 10 BM 13863; 1398b; 1402c—1403c.
1 Werner (1967). 2 Compare MGH Dip. Germ. 1.
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counter this development were very seldom convened by Louis. Only when
Hraban Maur (847—56) acceded to the see of Mainz did the East Frankish
synod become active, but under his successor Charles (856—63) it soon lost
this impulse, and under Liutbert (863—89) it died away altogether.!3

None of this prevented individual prelates from exerting considerable
influence on the king; they did this as representatives of their own kin
groups rather than of their institutions. Bishops such as Hraban Maur,
Charles or Liutbert of Mainz, or Ermenrich of Passau (who died in 874)
played a prominent part as counsellors or royal fideles. Some abbots and
monasteries were more important than most of the cathedrals and bishops;
however, bishops were put in charge of the major royal monasteries. Lay
abbots, on the other hand, were of little importance in Louis’ kingdom.

Louis was predominantly concerned with acquiring the West and the
Middle Kingdom. Any sign of weakness on the part of Charles the Bald, as
in 854, 858 and after 870, was an opportunity for Louis to gain a foothold in
the far West.14 Influential groups of nobles such as the Robertines and the
Rorgonids sought his help and invited him to take over the throne then.
First Louis sent his son Louis to Aquitaine; however, he had to withdraw
without having achieved anything; in 858 Louis the German himself
appeared in his brother’s kingdom at the head of an army. Nevertheless,
Louis was not able to do any better than his son. Hincmar of Rheims called
for resistance among the West Franks, for as metropolitan archbishop he
had profited most from a division which had made him the most important
ecclesiastic in the kingdom.!5 In 859, Louis had to retreat precipitately. A
policy of aggressive conquest beyond the old boundaries of the realm was
virtually unthinkable; it was hard enough to repel enemies coming in from
outside. Louis, too, pursued a generally defensive policy in the north and
northeast of his kingdom, and even the active interest he took in Bavaria
seemed rather less than what many of its inhabitants would have expected it
to be.

When Lothar I died in 856 his Middle Kingdom was divided among his
sons. Louis received Italy and the imperial crown, Lothar II the lands up to
the North Sea, and Charles Burgundy and Provence. However, none of
these was to be succeeded by his son, and all their reigns were constantly
overshadowed by the relentless envy of their two uncles. Lothar II, whose
kingdom was to bear his own name as regnum Hlotharii or Lotharingia, soon
lost all his freedom of action. His marriage to Theutberga remained
childless, and while he had a number of children by Waldrada, this liaison,
blessed with offspring, bore the stigma of ecclesiastical disapproval. A king

13 Hartmann (1989). 14 Compare Nelson, pp. 1246 above. 15 BM 1435a; k; n.
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without a son was #pso facto a weak ruler, and to change this situation, the
barren queen had to be temoved from his side. A Lotharingian synod of the
realm was convened which granted a divorce on the grounds that Theut-
berga had been unfaithful.16 The unfortunate lady and her influential family
turned to Charles the Bald (who was advised by his learned bishops) for
help; thence they appealed to the pope. In vain Lothar tried to win one or the
other uncle over to his side. In vain he lured his East Frankish relative witha
promise to cede Alsace. Both Charles and Louis immediately seized their
opportunity to attempt to get hold of Lothat’s inheritance. Pope Nicholas I
went over to their side: he excommunicated Lothar’s concubine for her
‘obstinate determination to remain wallowing in the mire of fornication’,1?
and at a synod in Rome in 865 he deprived Bishops Gunthar of Cologne and
Thietgaud of Trier of their offices for having supported their king.
Nicholas’ successor, Hadrian I, remained equally adamant. These incidents
do not only expose the personal character of political alliances; they also
point to a persistent influence on the part of the papacy during the formative
period of both Germany and France. A kingdom’s chances of survival were
crucially diminished by papal interference making use of the law. Lothar IT’s
kingdom was further shaken by danger from outside: Viking raids were
becoming more numerous and also more efficient. The Vikings were acting,
certainly in effect if not in name, as allies of the West and East Frankish
kings.

When Lothar II died in 869, Charles II immediately invaded the Middle
Kingdom while his brother was detained at Regensburg by sickness and
warring Wends. Charlesissued a stern summons to the Lotharingian nobles:
whoever did not hasten to his aid was to be stripped of all his royal fiefs and
personal estates. In 870 he had himself anointed and crowned in Metz,
ignoring Pope Hadrian’s protests at this violation of the Treaty of Verdun;
his threats of excommunication (870) wete also disregarded. The pope’s
attempts to defend the claims of Louis II proved unavailing, for Louis ~
who had no son — was another emperor without a future. As soon as Louis
recovered, Charles gave way, and ‘Lotharingia’ was partitioned from north
to south, a division which failed to take the linguistic boundary into
account. The Treaty of Meersen (8 70) confirmed the arrangement (Map 10).
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