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   Gregory of Tours,  Histories  VI.6  

  At this time, close to Nice there lived a recluse called Hospicius, a man of great 

abstinence, who had iron chains wound round his body, next to the skin, and 

wore a hair- shirt on top. He ate nothing but dry bread and a few dates. During 

Lent, he fed on the roots of Egyptian herbs like the hermits use, which merchants 

brought home for him. First, he would drink the water in which they were 

cooked, and then he would eat the herbs themselves. [. . .] Once, the Holy Ghost 

revealed to him the coming of the Lombards into Gaul.  

 Th is inconspicuous hagiographic passage from Gregory of Tours’  Histories  

contains plenty of information on how we should envisage the horizon of the 

Merovingian world. At fi rst glance, this episode seems like a standard piece on 

ascetic life, reiterating established conventions; but a closer look reveals that 

these ascetic practices, as described by Gregory of Tours, were not inspired by 

Gallic traditions alone. Th e saint in question was very well connected, both 

spiritually and practically. Not only did God reveal to him the future incursion 

of the Lombards, he also knew merchants who traveled back and forth 

throughout the Mediterranean world. Th e recluse from Gaul ate the very same 

herbs the hermits of Egypt did, which some merchants imported for him. We 

can only guess which ports these merchants visited, and it is possible that they 

were the ones who informed the saint about the roving Lombards. Alternatively, 

he could have heard about it from pilgrims going to or coming back from Rome. 

It seems that such pilgrims were a common sight in the early medieval West, and 

Hospicius himself had spoken to a deacon and a pilgrim setting out to the city of 

the Apostles.  1   Hospicius, despite being a recluse, was very much rooted in a 

society oriented around the Mediterranean. Th is brief episode, one of many in 

Gregory’s works, does not only illustrate long- distance mobility, economic and 

               Introduction 

    Pia   Lucas  and  Tamar   Rotman               
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Th e Merovingian Kingdoms and the Mediterranean World2

cultural exchange, but also gives us an idea of the geographical scope that 

determined people’s imagination in the Merovingian period. In revisiting even 

well- known sources, like the  Histories  of Gregory of Tours, we are able to assess 

the extent to which cross- regional ties were perceived by contemporaries. 

 Th e world of the Merovingian kingdoms, which were the most long- lasting 

polity of the post-Roman “successor states,” has received a renewed historical 

interest in recent years. Th e Merovingian era is increasingly recognized as a 

unique period in its own right, rather than a stage between empires (the Roman 

on the one hand, and the Carolingian on the other). Th is increased attention is 

refl ected in numerous recent publications on a plethora of related topics, such as 

the Merovingian female elite, bishops and hagiography, monasticism, or 

historiography.  2   Noteworthy in this burgeoning literature on the Merovingian 

kingdoms are the indispensable  Companion to Gregory of Tours ,  3   and the 

upcoming  Oxford Handbook of the Merovingian World ,  4   which off er up- to-date 

research on various aspects of Merovingian history. 

 Th eir genesis as barbarian “successor states,” established in the wake of the 

Western Roman Empire, and their debt to Roman traditions and practices 

notwithstanding, the Merovingian kingdoms maintained manifold and 

multilayered ties across the Mediterranean. Despite these links, the politics and 

culture of the Merovingian kingdoms in Gaul were interpreted by scholars in 

terms of local phenomena. Th is has been largely due to the lingering eff ects of 

nationalist historiographic traditions and a predominantly Western point of 

view, which generated a misleading notion of the Early Middle Ages as period 

detached from “Roman” (antique) or “Byzantine” history. Th is notion has been 

challenged in recent decades, and scholars such as Peter Brown, Michael 

McCormick, Chris Wickham, Ian Wood and Andreas Fischer, to name only a 

few, have contributed immensely to the study of late antique and early medieval 

history in a more comprehensive perspective.  5   A similar point of view has been 

adopted by the “Byzantinist” Averil Cameron, who has also argued against this 

historiographic separation.  6   By looking at issues of economic or cultural 

exchange across the Mediterranean, these scholars have submitted the 

relationships between the diff erent political entities across the region to a new 

evaluation. Th e current volume continues this trend in scholarship  7   by looking 

at the Merovingian kingdoms from a wider cross-Mediterranean perspective. 

 Th e Mediterranean world did not cease to exist when the Western Roman 

Empire gave way to barbarian kingdoms. Th e Merovingians were aware of the 

politics and culture of Byzantium, they even had a fair amount of knowledge of 

the Muslim East from the seventh century onwards, and more so of their Spanish 
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and Italian neighbors, the Visigoths and the Lombards. Merovingian Gaul did 

not operate in a vacuum. It was deeply rooted in Mediterranean politics, society 

and culture: understanding the inner workings of the Merovingian kingdoms 

means that we cannot sever them from these links. With this objective in mind, 

the chapters in this volume examine subjects ranging from the construction of 

identities, through the formation of international diplomacy, up to social, legal 

and religious issues that refl ect cultural transfer. Further chapters deal with 

perspectives on the “other,” and can add signifi cant insights to contextualizing 

political entities in their Mediterranean world. 

 Consequently, this volume covers a wide range of sources, including 

historiography, hagiography, law codes, church council acts, liturgical texts, 

geographic treatises and letters. By revisiting these sources, the authors of the 

various papers examine texts that have either been neglected entirely thus far or 

have only been analyzed from a more restricted perspective. Th e scarce evidence 

that has come down to us from the early medieval period oft en makes it necessary 

to work with fragmentary or one- sided information. Developing a method out of 

this necessity, each of the papers in this volume aims at showing how a close reading 

of a short section from a larger written source can be used as point of departure to 

the study of wide- ranging issues from a broader perspective. Hence, excerpts from 

the selected sources will precede each chapter as a springboard for the subsequent 

deliberations and arguments. Th e authors have provided new translations of these 

texts, some of which have never been translated into English before. 

 Th e articles are grouped into four thematic sections. Th e fi rst section 

approaches the subject from a wider angle, asking how people of the Early 

Middle Ages positioned themselves in a post-Roman, but still Mediterranean, 

context. Th e fi rst chapter shows how post-Roman identity continued to rely on 

Roman geographic and historiographic traditions for integrating current events 

into a coherent worldview. It examines the renewed interest in the fi ft h and sixth 

century in the  Expositio totius mundi et gentium , a fourth- century geographical 

treatise which has been largely overlooked in modern scholarship (Hen). Th e 

manner in which this text was translated, adapted and used illustrates the 

processes of identity formation aft er the Western Roman Empire had ceased to 

exist. 

 In the context of the formation of identities aft er Rome, actors within the 

Merovingian kingdoms opted for diff erent routes, with some choosing to draw 

authority from Roman models, while others deliberately tried to fi nd other ways. 

One example at hand is the account of the Council of M â con (585) as represented 

in Gregory of Tours’  Histories  (Reimitz). A comparison between this account and 
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the actual text of the canons shows that Gregory’s emphasis on the issues dealt 

with at M â con diff ered greatly from the bishops’ agenda. Th e bishops assembled 

at M â con resorted to precedents from Roman legislation and canon law in order 

to establish their authority. Gregory of Tours, on the other hand, adapted the 

presentation of the council to fi t into the construction of his historiographical 

narrative—instead of underlining Roman traditions, he sought to base the 

relationships between kings and bishops on a  lex Dei . 

 Th e chapters in the second section of the book delve into the political contacts 

of the Merovingian kingdoms, with special attention to their diplomatic ties 

across the Mediterranean. Chapter  3 off ers a closer look into alliances and 

dependencies between the Franks, the Visigoths and the Byzantines in the 

turbulent later sixth century. Th ese decades were characterized by an usurpation 

and civil war in the Merovingian kingdoms, a princely rebellion in Visigothic 

Spain, and Byzantine eff orts to build up resistance against the Lombards in Italy, 

in face of their inability to withdraw troops from their Eastern fl anks and deploy 

them in the West. Understanding how strongly these polities were interconnected, 

not least by marriage ties, leads to a deeper understanding of these events that 

should no longer be regarded as mere simultaneous incidents (Gehler-

Rach ů nek). Chapter  4 focuses on an important concept that was crucial to 

diplomatic exchange and contacts, that is,  amicitia.  Th e use of  amicitia  is traced 

through the  Histories  of Gregory of Tours, where it occurs as a political tool 

fraught with ambiguity in the context of personal as well as diplomatic relations 

(Williard). Exploring the meanings associated with the concept of  amicitia  sheds 

new light on the social relations within the Merovingian kingdoms, and it helps 

us to better understand diplomatic conventions and politics. 

 Chapter 5 introduces the Austrasian letter collection, an indispensable source 

for the study of the diplomatic ties in the Merovingian period (Dum é zil). Th e 

 Epistolae Austrasicae  are currently the subject of a growing body of research, and 

this paper provides an important contribution to this discourse. It off ers an 

intriguing new perspective on the genesis of this collection, which contains 

letters from the fi ft h to the late sixth century, and which survives in a single 

manuscript from the ninth century. Although it has been suggested that the 

collection was compiled in Carolingian times, the article advances a Merovingian 

date for this collection of letters, and points at a powerful later sixth- century 

fi gure as its compiler. Th e next chapter goes deeper into the contents of the 

 Epistolae Austrasicae  by focusing on two particular diplomatic issues addressed 

in several of the letters, the recent invasion of the Lombards into Byzantine Italy, 

because of which the Byzantines tried to obtain Frankish support, and the fate of 
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the young prince Athanagild, nephew of the Frankish king Childebert II, who 

ended up in Byzantine hands in the course of the rebellion in Visigothic Spain. 

From a careful scrutiny of the language used by both sides in their letters, it 

appears that both the Franks and the Byzantines skillfully employed a similar 

religious rhetoric to convey their opposing views (Fox). 

 Th e third section of this volume looks into the eff ects of cross-Mediterranean 

connections on diff erent aspects of the social and religious life. Instead of using 

traditional historiographical accounts, this section attempts to reconstruct 

the social, cultural and religious history of the Merovingians as part of the 

Mediterranean orbit by using sources such as legal documents, papal 

correspondence, hagiographical anecdotes and liturgical tracts. 

 Th e legal provisions against kidnapping, human traffi  cking, and slave trade in 

law codes, such as the  Lex Salica  and the  Lex Ribuaria , are the focus of the fi rst 

chapter in this section (Bothe). Th ese provisions, when read against a broader 

Mediterranean context of networks of commerce, reveal that the Franks were 

aware of the moral and social complexities of slave trade in the seventh and the 

eighth century, and therefore attempted to regulate it through legal procedures. 

Tracing the origins of the terminology of the laws and their social, economic and 

legal implications, which go back to Roman legislation and conventions, gives us 

a better understanding of the social and legal practices used by the Franks. It also 

serves as an indicator of the continuity of legal and social conventions in times 

of dramatic change, such as the one caused by the disintegration of the Roman 

Empire in Late Antiquity. 

 A diff erent way to study the eff ects of exchange on the social and political 

life in Merovingian Gaul is through an examination of religious controversies 

and the response to them. A letter sent by Pope Vigilius, who was detained in 

Constantinople at the time, to Aurelianus, the bishop of Arles, illustrates the eff ect 

that quarrels about orthodox belief had on the political dynamics throughout the 

Mediterranean (St ü ber). Pope Vigilius’ epistle and the Th ree Chapters controversy 

serve as a gateway to a discussion about the diplomatic and religious relationship 

between the Merovingians and their counterparts in Italy and Constantinople. 

 Th e last two chapters of this section demonstrate diff erent ways to understand 

social and cultural developments by exploring religious practices and traditions 

in liturgical and hagiographical texts. Chapter 9 looks into a late Merovingian 

 ordo  in the  Sacramentary of Gellone  that included a prayer for restoring the 

purity of an altar where a murder has been committed (Meens). Th is paper 

allows us to follow the manner in which Frankish devotional practices and 

concepts of purity and impurity developed in Gaul during Late Antiquity and 
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the Early Middle Ages. Tracing the origins of these practices reveals that they 

were rooted in Roman regulations of asylum and asylum seekers. Th us, the paper 

points at a continuation from Roman to Merovingian times and situates late-

Merovingian religious practices within the broader context of Mediterranean 

religious developments. Chapter 10 examines a hagiographical record from the 

 Histories , in which Gregory of Tours relates the story of Vulfi laic’s failed attempt 

to imitate the Syrian holy man, Simeon Stylites (Rotman). Th e story of Vulfi laic 

and his role in the  Histories  is best understood when examined against the 

background of the rising types of authoritative systems and norms that marked 

the aft ermath of the disintegration of the Roman world. Whereas in the East 

holy men, such as Simeon Stylites, gained authoritative power similar to those of 

the traditional Roman patrons, in the West, the clergy, and most signifi cantly the 

bishops, held this power tightly and refused to let it go. A comparison between 

these developments explains the resistance of the Merovingian clergy to 

Vulfi laic’s attempt to become Gaul’s fi rst stylite. Moreover, this episode exhibits 

the depth of Merovingian familiarity with Byzantium and the dynamics between 

the two major post-Roman entities. 

 Th e volume closes with a section that examines the perception of the 

Merovingians and the Byzantines of their respective “other.” Th e fi rst two papers 

delve into the Merovingian perspective on Byzantium and show the diff erent 

literary devices authors used in their accounts of Byzantine emperors. Gregory of 

Tours, for instance, barely mentions Roman or Byzantine emperors, with the 

exception of Tiberius II and Justin II. Th e fi rst chapter in this section examines 

these occurrences and, by comparing them with Gregory’s depictions of Merovingian 

kings, explains their role in his narrative (Lucas). Th ese episodes are not merely 

reports on global historical events and leaders, they serve as a comment on the 

Merovingian rulers of his time, and on qualities of Christian rulership. Moreover, 

these passages off er an opportunity to trace Gregory’s eastern sources and reach a 

better understanding of his knowledge of Byzantine matters. Th e  Chronicle of 

Fredegar , written about 70 years later, also mentions several Byzantine emperors. A 

close reading of Fredegar’s description of the Arab expansion in the East and the 

diff erent ways in which he relates the role played by the Byzantine emperors 

Heraclius and Constans II, reveals the depth of Fredegar’s acquaintance with events 

outside the Frankish kingdoms (Esders). But, no less important, these episodes 

helped Fredegar to situate Frankish history within a broader Mediterranean context 

by equating similar events that took place in the East and in the Frankish kingdoms. 

 Th e Byzantines were also interested in Frankish history, as exemplifi ed by two 

excerpts from the ninth- century chronicle of the Byzantine author Th eophanes 
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the Confessor (Montinaro). Th e passages, which describe the end of Merovingian 

rule and Charlemagne’s coronation, contain some dubious chronology. By 

focusing on these inaccuracies, whether accidental or not, and by trying to 

ascertain their origin and meaning, it appears that Th eophanes was well aware of 

historical developments in the West and that he altered his chronicle in 

accordance to them. Furthermore, tracing the sources Th eophanes used when 

writing on the Merovingians reveals that his descriptions were also infl uenced 

by Frankish depictions of the same events. 

 It seems, then, that the process of exchange between the Franks and their 

Mediterranean counterparts, which is, at the core of all chapters in this volume, 

was not one- sided. It was mutual in many respects, and it involved the exchange 

of traditions, practices, oral and written records, social norms and cultural and 

religious practices. Th e post-Roman Mediterranean world was inhabited by 

various peoples who shared a common past, culture, religion and legal traditions. 

Th ey continued to communicate with each other; they exchanged letters, stories, 

relics, commodities and envoys; and the result of this exchange is attested in a 

variety of written sources and material evidence. Th e papers in this volume focus 

on the written evidence. We are all aware of the fact that the material evidence 

has a lot to off er, and can enrich our discussion. But unfortunately, spatial limits 

and the original nature of this project prevented us from incorporating this 

illuminating aspect into our discussions. Analyzing the written sources through 

a wider Mediterranean prism, as done by the authors of this volume, clearly 

reveals the strong ties and interactions that connected the various political 

entities of the Mediterranean world. Examining these ties and considering their 

eff ect on the lives of all of these peoples unveils the complexity of this exchange. 

It also emphasizes our need, as historians, to explore these cross-Mediterranean 

connections in order to reach a better understanding of the past.   
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   A survey of the entire world and its peoples  

   55.  Beyond the [province of Campania] lies Italy, which is renowned by this 

word alone [i.e. Italy], and reveals its glory by its name. It has many diff erent 

towns and, full of all good things, it is governed by providence. You can fi nd in 

that Italy many types of wine: [from the regions] of Picenum, Sabinum, Tibur 

and Tuscany, which borders the above- mentioned province [i.e. Italy], and 

whose beauty we shall recount shortly. Italy, abounding in everything, also 

possesses this ultimate good – the largest, most eminent and royal city, which 

reveals her virtue by its name, and which is called Rome; it was founded, we are 

told, by the child Romulus. It is much decorated with divine buildings, since each 

of the emperors, past and present, wanted to build something there, and every 

single one of them established something under his name. If you just think of 

the Antonine [dynasty], you can fi nd innumerable monuments [sponsored by 

them], such as the so- called forum of Trajan, which has an outstanding and 

famous basilica. It also has a well- situated circus, decorated with numerous 

bronze statues. Also, in that same Rome, there are seven virgins of free and noble 

birth, who, consecrated to the gods for the benefi t of the city, perform [their 

religious duties] according to the ancient customs; they are called the Vestal 

virgins. Similarly, it [i.e. Rome] also has a river, known to many as the Tiber, 

which is useful for the above- mentioned city, because it crosses it before reaching 

the sea, so that anyone who comes from abroad has to climb eighteen miles. And 

so, the city abounds in all goods. It also has the greatest senate of rich men; and 

if you want to check each of them, you will fi nd that they were all governors, or 

will be [governors] or have the potential [to become governors], but they do 

not want to, because they rather enjoy their wealth with no obligations. Th ey 

worship the gods, among them Jupiter and Sol; it is also said that they perform 

the sacred [ceremonies] of the Mother of gods, and it is certain that they also 

 1 
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have  haruspices  [i.e. priests who interpret omens by inspecting the entrails of 

sacrifi cial animals]. [. . .] 

  58.  Aft er Pannonia lies the province of Gaul. Since it is large and always in 

need of an emperor, it has one for itself. Because of the ruler’s presence, it 

abounds with everything in huge quantities, but at a very high price. It has, we 

are told, a large town which is called Trier, where the master [i.e. the emperor] 

resides, and [that town] is located in the middle of the country. Similarly, it has 

another town, which helps [Trier] in every respect; it is located on the sea- shore, 

and its name, so they say, is Arles. Receiving merchandise from all over the 

world, it dispatches them to the above- mentioned town [i.e. Trier]. Th e entire 

region is inhabited by strong and noble men; and this is why the army of the 

Gauls is large and strong. Everything in this province is admirable. It has the 

barbarian people of the Goths as neighbours.  1    

 Inserting a short geographical description into an otherwise pure historical 

treatise was a common historiographical exercise in the Roman world. It would 

suffi  ce to mention here the detailed description of Numidia given by Sallust in 

his  De bello Iugurthino ,  2   the grand opening of  De bello Gallico  by Julius Caesar,  3   

Appian’s description of the Roman Empire in his  Ῥωμαϊκά ,  4   or even Tacitus’ 

opening sentences of his  Germania ,  5   to demonstrate that such a historiographical 

practice was quite widespread among Roman historians of the later Republic 

and early Principate. It has been assumed that such a practice was nothing but 

a mere historiographical device, used by Roman historians to mark the 

geographical boundaries of their work, to demonstrate their rhetorical and 

literary skills, and probably to establish their place among a long list of well- 

known and well- read historians.  6   Tacitus’ opening of the  Germania , for example, 

clearly echoes Caesar’s description of Gaul and Sallust’s description of Numidia, 

and thus makes him their par. 

 From the second century onwards, and because of unknown reasons, the 

historiographical tradition that incorporated geographical passages into 

historiographical narratives slowly died out. It is impossible to gauge whether 

that was a calculated move made by historians, or simply an impression created 

by the paucity of the sources that survive. Whatever may have been the case, it 

appears that the vast majority of historical compositions that came down to us 

from the fourth century, such as Aurelius Victor’s  Liber de caesaribus , Eutropius’ 

 Breviarium ab urbe condita , and many others, did not incorporate any 

geographical description into their historical narrative.  7   Th e same holds true for 

the Christian historiographical tradition, as refl ected in Eusebius’  Ecclesiastical 

History , Jerome’s  Chronicle , or Rufi nus’ translation and adaptation of Eusebius’ 
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work.  8   It was only in the fi ft h century, as part of a new wave of creativity that 

swept the western provinces of the Roman Empire, that geographical descriptions 

found their way back into the writing of history. Such a geographical digression 

can be found in the opening chapters of Orosius’  Historiarum libri adversus 

paganos , that gives a full description of the entire world from an utterly Christian 

point of view,  9   in Jordanes’  De origine actibusque Getarum ,  10   or in Isidore of 

Seville’s  Historia Gothorum, Vandalorum et Sueborum .  11   Th ere is little place to 

doubt that this geographical revival was partly nourished by the intensive events 

that changed completely the geo- political balance of the West during the later 

fourth and throughout the fi ft h century, events which traditionally and rather 

anachronistically are called “the Barbarian Invasions.”  12   

 In his excellent book,  History and Geography in Late Antiquity , Andy Merrills 

studied four late- antique and early medieval historians—Orosius, Jordanes, 

Isidore, and Bede—in whose historical writings one can fi nd substantial 

geographical descriptions as part of the grand narrative.  13   Like many historians 

before him, Merrills noted that during the fi ft h century there had been a 

resurgence of interest in geography that resulted in a growing number of 

geographical digressions incorporated into historical compositions. But, 

according to Merrills, unlike the historiographical tradition known to us from 

the late Republic and the early Principate, the geographical digressions were 

incorporated into fi ft h- century narratives because of their authors’ new 

understanding of the past. “It is assumed,” writes Merrills, “that when a society 

experiences a dramatic shift  in the understanding of its own past, as refl ected in 

its modes of historical expression, its attitudes to the physical world will undergo 

comparable change.”  14   In other words, in the changing world of Late Antiquity 

and the Early Middle Ages, in which Christianity and the Barbarian peoples gave 

the tone, geographical digressions became a way to challenge the Romano- 

centric (and I would add, Pagano- centric) historiography, or  Weltbild . Hence, the 

return of geographical accounts was part of a conscientious search for a rhetorical 

device that would enable fi ft h- and sixth- century authors to disengage their 

writing from the Romano- centrism that characterized their predecessors. It 

would be impossible and rather pointless to disprove Merrills’ observations. 

Indeed, the chaotic geo- political reality of the fi ft h and the sixth centuries was 

confused and constantly shift ing, and must have left  an impact on people’s 

perception of their past and understanding of their place in the newly emerging 

world order. Nevertheless, I would submit that the rising number of geographical 

digressions in early medieval sources had more to do with an attempt to integrate 

current events into a Romano- centric worldview. 
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 In order to validate my point, I should like to focus for a moment on an 

extremely important (but alas, largely overlooked) geographical treatise, that 

stood at the heart of most early medieval geographical digressions. Th is treatise, 

commonly known as the  Expositio totius mundi et gentium  (“A survey of the 

entire world and its peoples”),  15   is a detailed geographical and economic 

description of the Roman Empire and beyond. It surveys the territory of the 

 mare nostrum  (that is, the Mediterranean) and its periphery, with a special 

interest in the  megalopoleis  of the Roman Empire—Alexandria, Antioch, 

Carthage and Rome. Th e  Expositio ’s fi rst part (chapter 1–21) surveys the 

countries beyond the eastern borders of the Roman Empire, and it consists 

mainly of recycled mythical stories taken from Menander of Ephesus, Herodotus 

and Th ucydides, as the author himself points out.  16   Th e second part (chapter 

22–68) surveys the provinces of the Roman Empire from east to west,  17   and 

although it does not change dramatically our image of the Roman Empire in the 

fourth century, it does illuminate some aspects of the geo- political, economic, 

and cultural perceptions at the time. 

 Th e history of the  Expositio  itself is intriguing and far from being 

straightforward. No manuscript of the  Expositio  survives, but luckily it was 

transcribed by the French historian Fran ç ois Juret (1553–1626) at the very 

beginning of the seventeenth century.  18   Unfortunately, though, Juret’s 

transcription is now lost, and we have to rely on the  editio princeps  of the work, 

which was published by Jacques Godefroy (1587–1652) in 1628.  19   Godefroy was 

honest enough to tell us what he had changed and added to Juret’s transcription, 

so we can reconstruct Juret’s version quite accurately. Since neither Juret, nor 

Godefroy, tell us in which codex the  Expositio  was found, and with which other 

compositions it was coupled, all the information on its author and the 

circumstances of its composition has to be gleaned from the  Expositio  itself. 

 Th e  Expositio , so it seems, was composed during the reign of Emperor 

Constantius II (337–361), whom the author calls “master of the world” ( dominus 

orbis terrarum ).  20   A more accurate date, probably between 357–362, can be 

postulated, since the  haruspices , who are mentioned in chapter 56, were banned 

by Constantius II in 357/8,  21   and Nisibis, which is mentioned in chapter 22 as 

part of the Roman Empire, was surrendered to the Persians in 363.  22   It was 

composed, most probably, in  koin ē   Greek by an educated man (who possibly 

could also read Latin),  23   in the eastern parts of the Roman Empire, possibly in 

Syria or Palestine.  24   Th e author’s reasonable acquaintance with the eastern 

provinces, and the fact that he calls Mesopotamia “my country” ( nostra terra ),  25   

strengthen this assertion. Moreover, as pointed out by Tibor Gr ü ll, the farther a 
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place is from the author’s eastern Mediterranean hub, the more inaccuracies and 

blunt errors can be found in the text.  26   Hence, the  Expositio  projects an utterly 

Romano- centric and eastern-Mediterranean perception of the world.  27   

 Th e author’s conspicuous interest in emporia led some scholars to conclude 

that he himself was a merchant, and some went even further in arguing that he 

traded in textiles.  28   Others suggested he was a rhetor, a sophist, an entrepreneur, 

a bureaucrat, or simply a  vir rusticus , whatever that means.  29   His religious 

affi  liation is also an intriguing question. Th e bubbling pagan atmosphere of the 

late third and early fourth century is well attested in some passages of the 

 Expositio , in which the author demonstrates a fair knowledge of some pagan 

cults of the eastern Mediterranean.  30   Moreover, he does not refer to Christianity 

even once, which is extremely odd, given the fact that Christianity at the time 

was a crucial component in the social, political and religious structure of the 

Roman world, not to mention its impact on the urban landscape.  31   Th is led some 

historians to argue that the author of the  Expositio  was pagan, and to attribute 

the work to the time of Julian the Apostate, disregarding the fact that Constantius 

II is mentioned explicitly.  32   Alternatively, the author’s acquaintance with the 

work of Josephus, whom he calls “a wise man, teacher of the Jews” ( vir sapiens, 

Iudaeorum praeceptor ),  33   may actually point at a Judeo-Christian intellectual 

circle.  34   

 Towards the end of the fi ft h century, the  Expositio  was translated into Latin, a 

fact which confi rms its immense popularity. Jean Roug é , the modern editor of 

the text for the  Sources chr é tiennes , suggests (and I tend to agree with him) that 

the Latin translation of the  Expositio  was part of the lively cultural activity that 

swept Ostrogothic Italy under Th eoderic the Great (493–526).  35   Th ere is no 

direct and unequivocal proof for that assertion in the text itself, but the Latin of 

the  Expositio  is very close to the Latin used in Ostrogothic Italy,  36   and we know 

that Th eoderic himself was very much interested in geography. Th e so- called 

anonymous Cosmographer of Ravenna tells us that three Goths at the court 

of Th eoderic—Athanaric, Heldebald and Marcomir—composed an exhaustive 

survey of the entire world, relying on classical sources.  37   Did they also use the 

 Expositio ? Or translate it into Latin? It seems we will never know, before some 

more evidence is unearthed. Nevertheless, the circulation and use of the  Expositio  

fi t extremely well the cultural atmosphere and preoccupations of the Ostrogothic 

intellectual court of Ravenna. An abridged version of the Latin  Expositio , the so- 

called  Descriptio totius mundi , was prepared around the same time, and three 

manuscripts of it survive from the Middle Ages ( saec.  xi, xii, xiv), all of which are 

of Italian provenance.  38   
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 On the vast circulation and popularity of the  Expositio  one can also learn 

from the ways it was used and abundantly cited by later authors. Orosius, for 

example, who was the fi rst historian to bring back the geographical digressions 

into his historical account, probably knew the Greek version of the  Expositio , 

and relied on it when describing the geography of the Roman Empire.  39   Moreover, 

there is plenty of evidence that demonstrates its immense impact on early 

medieval authors. Th e fi rst, and most obvious one, is Cassiodorus, whose writings 

are imbued with direct and nearly direct quotations from the  Expositio ,  40   and it 

may well be that his  Gothic History  also included a geographical digression, that 

was later adopted by Jordanes in his revision of Cassiodorus’ Work.  41   Whether 

taken from Cassiodorus, or composed out of scratch, Jordanes’ geographical 

excursus owes much to the  Expositio  as well.  42   Cassiodorus’, and subsequently 

Jordanes’, use of the  Expositio  strengthen the Ostrogothic connection of the 

Latin version of both the  Expositio  and the  Descriptio , and hence raise a whole 

set of questions regarding the role of geography in the writing of history 

throughout the post-Roman barbarian world. 

 Let us, then, dwell a little longer on the case of Cassiodorus, as it may clarify 

some points in the use of geography in the writing of history. Cassiodorus joined 

the Ostrogothic royal court in Ravenna at the beginning of the sixth century, and by 

523/4 he had already replaced Boethius as the  magister offi  ciorum , that is, the most 

important fi gure in the Ostrogothic royal administration. Unlike Boethius, who was 

a conservative Roman, aloof and reserved (a kind of senatorial sense of superiority 

and contempt, that is also familiar from other sources), Cassiodorus was quick to 

adapt to the changing reality of the Ostrogothic kingdom, and willingly cooperated 

with the Ostrogothic kings and their administration. No wonder, then, that shortly 

aft er joining the court at Ravenna, he was completely engrossed in Ostrogothic 

propaganda, and became one of its most eloquent speakers and engineers.  43   

 In his  Chronicle , which was published in 519, Cassiodorus’ pro-Ostrogothic 

stance is already clearly visible. Gothic mischiefs, such as the capture of Rome by 

Alaric in 410, were unashamedly gilded; Gothic failures, such as Claudius II’s 

celebrated victory in 271, were elegantly masked or simply ignored; and Gothic 

successes were blown out of proportions.  44   By distorting some facts and omitting 

others, Cassiodorus produced a brief summary of Roman history as the 

Ostrogothic rulers of Italy would have liked to see it. Th e Gothic past was 

carefully integrated into the Roman past, so as to present the Ostrogothic 

kingdom and its king as the worthy successors of Rome and its rulers.  45   Hence, 

Cassiodorus’  Chronicle , it appears, was deliberately designed to mobilize public 

opinion, especially that of the senatorial aristocracy.  46   
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 Th e publication of Cassiodorus’  Chronicle  was carefully scheduled. Not only did 

it mark Eutharic’s joint consulate with Justin I, it also coincided with the end of the 

so- called Acacian Schism, and the subsequent reconciliation of the eastern and the 

western churches.  47   It was a moment not to be taken lightly, and it undoubtedly 

served the Ostrogothic craving for legitimacy and recognition. No wonder, then, 

that Cassiodorus himself was chosen to deliver the panegyric in honor of Eutharic, 

which betrays a similar message of integration by calling Eutharic “an indefatigable 

 triumphator , who, through his fi ghtings, restored the exhausted members of the  res 

publica  and brought back the old happiness to our own time.”  48   

 Cassiodorus’ other historical composition, the so- called  Gothic History , 

probably had similar propagandistic aims. Unfortunately, this composition did 

not survive, but in his short autobiography, Cassiodorus states that “at the 

command of king Th eoderic, he wrote a history of the Goths, setting out their 

origins, habitations, and character in twelve books”;  49   and in one of the letters, in 

which he gives a short account of his historiographical method, he writes that 

“from Gothic origins he made a Roman history, gathering, as it were, into one 

garland, fl ower- buds that had previously been scattered throughout the fi elds of 

literature.” Hence, the  Gothic History  was meant to integrate the Goths into 

Roman history, and to anchor their origins and rise to power in the Roman past, 

or, in Cassiodorus’ own words, “to make Gothic history Roman.”  50   

 Cassiodorus, like many early medieval historians aft er him, did not attempt to 

challenge the Romano- centric perception of history, or to introduce an 

alternative historiographical framework. On the contrary! He looked at the past 

through a Romano- centric prism, and made an eff ort to integrate the Barbarian 

present into that worldview. Similarly, Romano- centrism dominates each and 

every historiographical composition that came down to us from the post-Roman 

Barbarian West, including the  Histories  of Gregory of Tours, Marius of Avenches’ 

 Chronicle , the  Liber historiae Francorum , or the so- called  Chronicle of Fredegar , 

all from Merovingian Gaul and Burgundy;  51   Isidore of Seville’s  History of the 

Goths, Vandals and Sueves  and his  Chronicle , as well as John of Biclaro’s  Chronicle  

from Visigothic Spain; Victor of Tununna’s  Chronicle  from Byzantine North 

Africa; or Bede’s  Ecclesiastical History of the British People  from Anglo-Saxon 

England. 

 Against this background, it appears that geographical digressions in the 

sources from the late fi ft h century onwards did not challenge the common 

Romano- centric point of view, but rather adopted it as a means to integrate the 

barbarians into the Roman world. If we go back to the compositions mentioned 

by Merrills in his book, then Orosius gives a description of the Roman world in 
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order to integrate Christianity into that world;  52   Jordanes, like Cassiodorus and 

probably following him, turned the Gothic history into Roman history by 

narrating the events up to Justinian’s reconquest, that is, up to the full absorption 

of the Goths into the Roman Empire; and Isidore’s  Laus Spaniae  focuses on the 

Goths, their new homeland, and their new religion within a Roman framework. 

All these authors made ample use of the  Expositio  and, in fact, duplicated its 

geographical understanding of the Roman world, or as they would have put it 

“Th e World.” Th e Roman Empire, or more precisely the Mediterranean—the 

Roman  mare nostrum —was at the heart of this geographical understanding of 

the world, and it remained the most important component in the early medieval 

perception of the newly formed geo- political and cultural divisions of the 

Roman West.   



   Gregory of Tours,  Histories  VIII.20  1    

  Meanwhile the day of the assembly came, and the bishops gathered in the city of 

M â con on the orders of king Guntram. Faustian, who had been appointed by 

Gundovald, was removed from offi  ce, on condition that Bertram, Orestes and 

Palladius, who had ordained him, would support him in turn with hundred 

pieces of gold every year. Nicetius, a former layman, who had earlier procured 

his appointment from king Chilperic, took over the episcopal offi  ce at Dax. 

Ursicinus, bishop of Cahors, was excommunicated because he openly confessed 

that he had supported Gundovald. Th e council imposed a penance on him for 

three years; during this time he was to abstain from cutting his hair or beard, 

enjoying meat and wine, celebrating Mass, ordaining clergy, blessing churches, 

and the holy chrism, or off ering blessed bread. Th e business of the diocese, 

however, was to be conducted entirely under his direction as usual. 

 At this synod there was a certain bishop who came forward with a proposition 

that women should not be included in the term “man” ( homo ). He accepted, 

however, the reasoning of the other bishops and did not press his case; for the 

holy book of the Old Testament teaches us clearly: right at the beginning in its 

account of the creation of mankind, it says: “God created male and female and 

gave them the name Adam which means men of the earth, thus referring to 

woman as well as to the man, calling them both man ( homo ). [. . .]” Th e bishops 

supported their arguments with many other references and he said no more. 

 Praetextatus, bishop of Rouen, read out before the bishops prayers he had 

written while he had been in exile. Some bishops found them pleasing, and 

others reproached them for their neglect of literary forms. Th e style, however, 

was in all places suitable for the church and decent. 

 A great discord broke out between the servants of bishop Priscus (of Lyon) and 

Duke Leudegisel and bishop Priscus dug deep in his pockets to establish peace. 

               2 
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 In those days King Guntram fell so seriously ill, that some believed he would 

not survive. I believe that this was God’s providence, for the king was planning 

to send many bishops into exile.  

   Th is is the report of Gregory of Tours on the episcopal synod that took place in 585 

at the city of M â con in central France.  2   Presided over by Archbishop Priscus of 

Lyon, the council was attended by fi ft y- four bishops and twelve episcopal delegates 

from the episcopal cities of the territories of the Merovingian king Guntram, who 

at that time ruled over Burgundy and over parts of Neustria on behalf of his 

recently born nephew Chlothar II.  3   Th is was the second synod held in M â con 

within a few years. Either in 581 or 583, the bishops had also convened there on the 

orders of King Guntram.  4   Guntram’s position, however, had changed considerably 

between the two synods. Aft er the death of his half- brother Chilperic in 584, he was 

the only living son of the four heirs of Chlothar I, who had divided their father’s 

kingdom among themselves in 561.  5   By the spring of 585, Guntram had also ended 

the so- called Gundovald aff air.  6   Gundovald had claimed to be a son of Chlothar I, 

like Guntram, and he had found some support from various Merovingian elites, 

particularly in Aquitaine. Gundovald, however, was not just a would- be 

Merovingian, but had some considerable support from Byzantium and was most 

likely invited to Gaul by the Austrasian court, probably by the widow of Sigibert I, 

Queen Brunhild.  7   Th e Austrasian queen had been looking for a new Merovingian 

spouse since the death of her husband Sigibert in 575 to secure the position of the 

Austrasian kingdom. Just a year aft er Sigibert’s death, she had married Merovech, 

the son of Chilperic I. Th is alliance ended poorly for her new husband and 

archbishop Praetextatus of Rouen, who had married the couple. Chilperic separated 

the couple by dismissing their alliance as an incestuous marriage between a nephew 

and his aunt.  8   Merowech was captured, tonsured and, aft er he managed to escape 

the monastery where he was initially confi ned, killed. Praetextatus was brought 

before a synod in 577, where he was deposed and sent into exile.  9   

 Gundovald might have provided Brunhild with another opportunity to marry 

a Merovingian. Such a marriage, however, would have presented its opponents 

with a diffi  cult dilemma.  10   Th e alliance could only be dismissed as an incestuous 

relationship (like the one with Merowech) if Gundovald’s claim to be a son of 

Chlothar I was accepted. Once married to Brunhild, Gundovald would have 

been a Merovingian king. While such accession to power never occurred, even 

without his marriage, Gundovald was a major political threat to Guntram, since 

his claims to power revealed how tenuous Guntram’s support was among the 

secular and the ecclesiastical elites, particularly in southern Gaul. 
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 Guntram confronted Gundovald’s challenge with military force in the late 

winter of 585. His army crossed the Garonne river and trapped Gundovald in 

the city of Comminges. Gundovald lost most of his followers during the siege 

and was brutally killed by Guntram’s soldiers. With Gundovald dead, Guntram 

was the uncontested  senior  of the Merovingian family. Th e young heir of Sigibert 

I, Childebert II, was his adopted son, while the son of Chilperic I—Chlothar 

II—who had only recently been born, was supposed to become his godchild. In 

this situation, Guntram felt strong enough to hold his opponents and their 

supporters accountable for the Gundovald aff air. Th e episcopal assembly at the 

Second Council of M â con in the fall of 585 was, then, an opportunity to settle 

scores with the bishops who had sided with the “pretender” Gundovald. 

 Our most comprehensive narrative account of these events comes, as oft en 

for sixth century Merovingian history, from the  Histories  of Gregory of Tours.  11   

Gregory also provides the above mentioned account of the synod, which is 

unusual for the  Histories , which rarely off ers detailed accounts of synods. In this 

case, Gregory even relates the assembly’s prehistory. As he wrote at the start of 

the eighth book, already by early July of 585, Guntram had met and confronted 

several bishops who had supported Gundovald while he visited Orl é ans.  12   

Gregory singles out four bishops by name: Bertram of Bordeaux, Palladius of 

Saintes, Nicasius of Angoul ê me and Antidius of Agen.  13   Moreover, Gregory 

discussed the ongoing investigation against the bishops of Bordeaux and Saintes, 

since they had ordained Faustianus as bishop of Dax on Gundovald’s orders. 

Gregory also reports about Palladius of Saintes, who was celebrating the mass on 

the Sunday the king was visiting Orl é ans. When Guntram realized that Palladius 

was holding the mass, the king wanted to leave the church immediately. He had 

no intention of listening to the sacred words of a bishop who had betrayed him 

and treacherously broken his oath.  14   Th e other bishops only resolved the 

embarrassing situation by promising that they would deal with Palladius at a 

synod. If he was found guilty, the full force of canon law— censura canonicae 

sanctionis —would be brought down upon him. 

 Guntram, however, was concerned not only with Palladius but with other 

supporters of Gundovald as well. Before leaving Orl é ans he asked both Bertram 

of Bordeaux and Palladius to give  cautiones et fi deiussores  to ensure their 

appearance at a council to be held on October 23. Another prominent bishop on 

the top of Guntram’s punishment list was Th eodore of Marseille, whom Guntram 

even imprisoned before the synod.  15   Th eodore of Marseille had already been 

charged with high treason and imprisoned once before, since he appears to have 

played an important role in the Gundovald aff air. In 581 he had received 
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Gundovald in Marseille and given his support. When he was charged with high 

treason, however, he was able to present a letter Austrasian nobles had written as 

proof he had only acted on the order of his Austrasian lords.  16   Moreover, other 

bishops had been imprisoned for this very reason.  17   It is very likely there were 

other similar cases, and it is not surprising that the arrest of bishops became an 

important issue at M â con. In Gregory’s report of the synod, however, the question 

of episcopal imprisonment seems to have been of secondary importance. 

 Th e fi rst item on the agenda was the unlawful ordination of Faustianus, the 

bishop of Dax, whom Gregory had discussed in the previous chapter. Gregory 

reports that Faustianus was deposed at the Synod of M â con, and the three 

bishops who had consecrated him, Bertram of Bordeaux, Palladius of Saintes 

and Orestes of Bazas, were required to pay him a yearly support of 100  aurei .  18   

As the new bishop of Dax, the bishops appointed a certain Nicetius who had 

already been nominated by King Chilperic.  19   Another bishop at the synod, 

Ursicinus of Cahors, publicly confessed his earlier support for Gundovald, but 

he was not deposed. Th e bishops instead decreed he should do penance for three 

years, during which time he was not allowed to cut his hair or beard, eat meat, 

drink wine, celebrate mass or ordain priests. 

 Aft er a bizarre intervention of a bishop who maintained that woman could 

not be included in the term “man” which was quickly dismissed by the other 

bishops,  20   bishop Praetextatus of Rouen advanced the next agenda item in 

Gregory’s account. Praetextatus recited in front of his fellow bishops some 

poetical prayers he had composed. Th e bishop of Rouen had written these poems 

in exile, aft er he was sentenced by the episcopal synod of 577. Guntram had 

allowed him to return to his bishopric aft er Chilperic’s death in the fall of 584.  21   

Th is was not the fi rst time that Praetextatus appeared in Gregory’s  Histories . A 

trial against Praetextatus is the subject of a long chapter in Book V, in which 

Gregory makes his own fi rst appearance as a protagonist in the events. Gregory 

portrayed himself as one of the few clerics who dared to stand up against the 

king and defend Praetextatus aft er Chilperic accused him of high treason and 

perjury. Th e speech Gregory puts in Praetextatus’ mouth when summoned by 

Chilperic attests to the Gallic episcopate’s self- consciousness in the sixth century 

and their idea of  iustitia .  22   Gregory used the trial as an opportunity to discuss 

fundamental questions regarding the limits and legitimation of secular and 

ecclesiastical jurisdiction, and to assert the responsibility of the ruler and the 

bishops to orient themselves to divine laws. 

 Praetextatus’ reappearance at the Synod of M â con might as well have helped 

to remind his readers of Gregory’s important role in the previous trial. At M â con, 
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the bishop of Tours had to be content with the role of a reporter. Gregory’s 

diocese belonged to the Austrasian kingdom of Guntram’s nephew Childebert II, 

and the Austrasian bishops had been invited to the synod, but other than Gregory 

they did not attend (or perhaps Childebert had not allowed them to attend). 

According to Gregory’s portrayal of the synod, the bishops in attendance did not 

need his help anyway. God himself stepped in at M â con. As Gregory reports at 

the conclusion to his report of the council: 

  In those days King Guntram fell so seriously ill, that some believed he would not 

survive. I believe that this was God’s providence, for the king was planning to 

send a great number of bishops into exile.  23    

 It has long been observed that Gregory of Tours was not merely an historian. 

As the bishop of the prestigious shrine of St Martin, he was deeply involved in 

the political and social undertakings of the Merovingian kingdoms.  24   But in 

most instances Gregory is the only source we have for the events, and his text 

must be closely scrutinized to decipher his agenda. Th e Second Synod of M â con, 

however, is an exception, since the canons of the synod have come down to us as 

well.  25   

 It is interesting to note that the two reports on the Synod of M â con provide 

us with two diff erent accounts. Th ere is some overlap, such as the names of the 

bishops Gregory mentions as participants. Th e bishops who were involved in the 

“unlawful” ordination of Faustianus of Dax (Bertram of Bordeaux, Palladius of 

Saintes and Orestes of Bazas) are among the signatories of the synodal acts of 

M â con. Th e deposition of Faustianus is not mentioned in the canons, although 

he seems to have been one of the episcopal signatories that were listed as bishops 

without a see.  26   Praetextatus of Rouen appears in the canons as well, not for 

reciting prayers, but for bringing forward a motion regarding the protection of 

ecclesiastical freedmen. Any legal disputes involving a bishop should be tried by 

an episcopal court ( iudicium episcopi ) and not by a secular judge ( magistratus ).  27   

 Altogether the canons give a diff erent impression of the bishops’ agenda than 

Gregory’s account. Th e bishops had signifi cantly less trust in God’s providence 

than the bishop of Tours—at least as far as Guntram’s plan to confront some of 

them about their role during the Gundovald revolt is concerned. Th e sixty- six 

bishops and delegates, who took part in the council, were much more concerned 

with secular interventions in ecclesiastical aff airs and/or protection from secular 

jurisdiction than Gregory’s account suggests. As Stefan Esders and I have shown 

at a greater length elsewhere, the bishops were prepared in advance to make their 

case.  28   Building upon precedents from canon and Roman laws as well as their 
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own interpretations of these precedents, they published canons that sought to 

secure an exclusive social role of the clergy and to protect them from persecution 

by secular authorities. Written in an elegant style, the synodal acts highlight the 

education and intellectual background of the bishops at M â con. No less 

impressive is the radical programmatic style with which the bishops handled a 

great number of issues. A drastic tone emerges on several occasions, for instance 

when the bishops imposed severe ecclesiastical sanctions on incestuous persons 

and denounced them as “the most detestable pigs wallowing in the mud of their 

own excrement.”  29   Another canon sought to make the payment of the 

ecclesiastical tithe obligatory for the fi rst time.  30   Th e overarching agenda, 

however, was to defi ne the clergy as a separated social order with the bishops at 

the top of this new hierarchy. Regulations on episcopal dress suggest this goal,  31   

while prohibiting clerics from dog- hunting sought to create a clerical ethos.  32   

Tellingly, the bishops threatened lay people with excommunication if they did 

not greet clerics by bowing their heads and dismounting their horses if the cleric 

was on foot.  33   Most of the canons show the bishops’ intimate acquaintance with 

both canon law and Roman law,  34   which they skillfully reconfi gured to support 

the claims in the canons of M â con to respond to the most pressing problem—

king Guntram’s persecution of their members. 

 One might wonder why Gregory’s report does not convey anything of the 

ambitious and programmatic claims of the episcopal proceedings. As many 

recent studies on the  Histories  have shown, one of Gregory’s main goals was to 

promote a Christian vision of community for the post-Roman Merovingian 

kingdom.  35   Th e history and presence of the church of Gaul played a crucial role 

in providing infrastructure and guidance towards this vision in the  Histories . As 

has also been noted, Gregory was quite selective in regard to the history and 

persons who were qualifi ed to guide people towards his Christian vision.  36   Th e 

bishop who presided the Second Council of M â con, Priscus of Lyon, was 

certainly not among them.  37   Priscus became bishop aft er Gregory’s uncle, 

Nicetius of Lyon, died in 573. Nicetius’ holiness was soon confi rmed by miracles 

at his tomb.  38   In Gregory’s account in the  Histories , however, Priscus did not 

appreciate the  sanctitas  of his predecessor and showed himself to be an unworthy 

successor.  39   Not only did his wife continue to live together with her husband, but 

also both of them harassed, persecuted and even killed many members of 

Nicetius’ clergy and staff  and replaced them with people who shared their 

distaste of Nicetius. One of them, a deacon who had been accused of adultery 

and was excommunicated by Nicetius, went so far as to climb on top of the 

church that Nicetius had renovated and started to dismantle the roof. Saint 



Gregory of Tours’ Account of the Council of Mâcon (585) 25

Nicetius reacted promptly. Right aft er the deacon insulted the saint by throwing 

pieces of the roof down to earth, he fell from the roof and died. Moreover, 

Priscus’ wife went insane and ran through the city with hair fl ying around her. 

Priscus likewise suff ered a severe fever and never fully recovered. He continued 

to tremble and was dull- witted. Even the whole  familia  became pale and feeble- 

minded and no one doubted that Nicetius’ miraculous power had struck them.  40   

 Gregory’s negative portrayal of Priscus was undoubtedly a caricature of the 

bishop. Priscus not only played an important role at M â con, where he presided 

and signed as  patriarcha . He was also an energetic church politician presiding 

over a number of minor councils throughout his episcopate.  41   When Priscus 

died in 586, he was buried in the church of the Apostles in Lyon, next to his 

predecessor Nicetius. Th e extant epitaph provides a much more positive portrayal 

of the bishop.  42   Th e epitaph also mentions that his secular offi  ce,  domesticus,  had 

prepared him as a highly qualifi ed man for the episcopate—not least for his 

jurisdictional duties of his episcopal offi  ce. His experience and expertise allowed 

him to settle the disputes with ease and good judgment:  iurgia componens more 

sereniferi .  43   As Peter Brown suggested, however, the line might also contain a 

tacit dig at Priscus’ predecessor lying next to him in the church of the Apostles.  44   

On Nicetius’ epitaph, which was likely composed during the time of Priscus’ 

episcopate,  45   Gregory’s uncle was presented as avoiding involvement in disputes, 

but rather relying on God’s providence.  46   

 Gregory’s account of the Council of M â con, showing how the providence of 

God solved all the problems, might well be an echo of this passage in the epitaph. 

Th e parallels hint at fundamental disagreements between Priscus and Nicetius 

and between Gregory and Priscus about the resources for legitimation for the 

church in this post-Roman kingdom. As noted earlier, Priscus and the bishops of 

M â con constructed their argument based on  leges  and  canones  precedents, 

Roman and church law, along with their reinterpretation of them. In the 

aft ermath of the Gundovald aff air and with some of them threatened with 

accusations of high treason, the bishops used the new circumstances to move 

beyond of what these laws had stipulated. Th ey articulated a maximal position 

for these precedents as a way to solidify the foundations for their independent 

and sacrosanct ecclesiastical jurisdiction.  47   

 Gregory, however, had his own position on these issues as we can see from his 

report on another synod at which accusation of high treason against a bishop 

was discussed: the trial against bishop Praetextatus of Rouen. At this synod 

Gregory was—in contrast to his role as an onlooker at M â con—a highly active 

participant.  48   Th e assembly took place in 577, but Gregory’s report dates from 
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later. It is likely that Gregory either started or continued to work on his  Ten 

Books of Histories  aft er the death of his b ê te noir king Chilperic in 584.  49   As Guy 

Halsall suggested, it was aft er the death of Chilperic that Gregory could more 

easily style him as a model of a bad king which might also have been a strategy 

to advise the man who actually controlled politics in the Merovingian kingdom 

aft er 584, Chilperic’s half- brother Guntram.  50   It is thus likely that Gregory had 

the events of 585, the Gundovald revolt and its aft ermath as well as the Council 

of M â con in mind, when he wrote his account of the Praetextatus trial. 

 However, in his  Histories  Gregory suggested dealing with the issue quite 

diff erently than the bishops of M â con. At the beginning of the trial he appealed 

to his fellow bishops to take on their responsibility in this case and to fi nd their 

own solution as a corporate body of the church of Gaul. He particularly warned 

against building upon Roman imperial resources and models and suggested to 

develop instead the foundations of the church of Gaul. Aft er Chilperic was 

informed about the contents of Gregory’s sermon, he summoned Gregory to talk 

to him in private.  51   

 Th e ensuing altercation was not only about Praetextatus, but reveals a 

fundamental debate about the nature and the politics of justice. Chilperic even 

challenged Gregory’s own sense of  iustitia . If even the king cannot agree with his 

bishop on what is just, what chance do the common people have of fi nding 

justice? Gregory does not agree with Chilperic’s secular approach to law and 

justice based on consent between humans. Th e arbiter of such consensus, 

Gregory argues, is ultimately the king. But who judges the king? In the end, only 

God’s justice would decide what was right or wrong. For the here and now, the 

only guide was the  lex  and  canones , which Chilperic ought to know. If he does 

not heed their command, he will be judged by the  iudicium Dei . In Gregory’s 

report Chilperic accepts this view and promises to follow the  lex  and  canones . 

Th is might have saved Praetextatus’ life and also allowed him to reappear as a 

bishop at M â con in 585. At this council, Praetextatus himself seemed to have 

tried to save other bishops from royal persecution, although with a diff erent 

strategy. Th e bishops at M â con built their argument based on ecclesiastical laws 

( reverentissimae canones ) and Roman imperial law ( sacratissimae leges ) to make 

their case. Gregory, however, regarded such an employment of the legal legacy of 

the Christian Roman Empire as a step back. It was too strongly shaped by a 

political theology that “could not envisage a situation in which it would be 

impossible to separate what belonged to Caesar from what belonged to Christ.”  52   

For Gregory that was the diff erence between his time and the Roman imperial 

past. While the bishops of M â con built on  reverentissimae canones  and 
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 sacratissimae leges  and provided their own re- interpretation of these laws in a 

post-Roman world, Gregory urged Chilperic to follow the  lex et canones . In 

using the singular  lex  instead of the plural  leges  (which was common in references 

to Roman imperial laws) Gregory shift s the attention of Chilperic (and his 

readers) away from Roman imperial  leges  to the  lex Dei  as the actual foundation 

of the kingdom. Th ere is, however, one point where Gregory and the bishops at 

M â con would certainly have some sort of consensus: that a bishop, once in offi  ce, 

should be treated as inviolable (which becomes particularly clear from the last 

words of Praetextatus in Gregory’s account of his death  53  ) and that only a synod 

would be allowed to depose him. 

 Th is is not the place to go into further detail about the use and reconfi guration 

of Roman law in sixth-century Gaul,  54   nor about Gregory’s approach to the 

Roman imperial past.  55   Th e discussion of Gregory’s report of the Council of 

M â con in this volume off ers an example that helps refl ect on the opportunities 

and limits of the interpretation of his  Histories . It has oft en been observed that 

Gregory’s works are the only comprehensive source for the events he recounts. 

Th at does not mean, however, that they transmit just the voice of the author. In 

his double role as an author and an actor he has a strong presence in the narrative 

and in this double role Gregory does not only reveal his own view of his world 

and its history. He had to build on a horizon of expectations and experiences 

that he hoped to share with these imagined or real readers.  56   As Peter Brown has 

elegantly put it in his introduction to the  World of Gregory of Tours , “there is 

always a middle ground between the shaping author and the author as a member 

of his society.”  57   Approaches from textual and literary criticism, as they have 

been developed and applied in the last decades, built upon such notions of a 

shared discourse that defi nes expectations and conventions along with memories 

and ways of remembering. However, many recent works on Gregory focusing on 

the literary strategies and rhetorical fi nesse of Gregory seem to have rather the 

eff ect of distancing the author from the society in which he wrote. Gregory’s 

agenda, his literary strategies, his employment of rhetorical traditions and 

devices were rather used to argue for the singularity of his approach cutting 

Gregory the rhetor off  from a society that was imagined as being much less 

educated and sophisticated. As I tried to illustrate with the brief discussion of 

sources, texts and events of 585, a careful study of Gregory’s literary strategies 

suggests the opposite. As I hope to have shown, there is indeed ample evidence 

to study the literary trickery of Gregory as window into the social and political 

maneuvering and debates of his time. Th e diff erences between Gregory and the 

bishops at M â con show how open these debates could be. Th is becomes even 
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more obvious in contexts when we see the rulers and elites of the Merovingian 

kingdoms confronted with serious challenges such as those connected to the 

claims of Gundovald which were supported by Merovingian dynastic traditions 

on the one hand and by Byzantine political and fi nancial support on the 

other. Th e challenge of fundamental legal traditions and claims demanded 

programmatic answers. In the quickly and constantly changing world of sixth-

century Gaul the programs behind these responses could be quite diff erent, but 

it is precisely these diff erences that allow us to reconstruct the social, religious 

and political horizons they helped to defi ne.   
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   Gregory of Tours,  Histories  IX.15–16  2    

   IX.15  

 [. . .] [Having summoned the Arian and Catholic bishops of Spain] Reccared 

questioned them and realized that the one God should be worshipped under the 

distinction of three faces ( personae ), namely the Father, the Son and the Holy 

Ghost, and that the Son is not inferior to the Father or to the Holy Ghost, nor the 

Holy Ghost inferior to the Father or the Son, but this equal and omnipotent 

trinity should be acknowledged as the true God. Perceiving the truth, Reccared 

ended the dispute and submitted to the Catholic faith, and having received the 

sign of the blessed cross through the anointment with chrism, he [confessed] his 

belief in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, equal to the Father with the Holy Ghost, 

who reigns unto ages of ages. Amen. 

 Hereupon he sent messengers to the province of Narbonne to tell them what 

he had done, so that the people there would be connected [to him] through the 

same belief. [. . .] 

  IX.16  

 Aft erwards, Reccared sent an embassy to Guntram and Childebert for the 

sake of peace, since, as he asserted, he was one with them in the faith, he could 

also show himself united with them in friendship. But they were rejected by 

King Guntram, who said: “What sort of trust can they promise me and how can 

I believe them, aft er they delivered my niece Ingund into captivity, her husband 

was murdered through their deceitfulness, and she herself died on her journey? 

I will not receive Reccared’s embassy, until God grants me vengeance on these 

enemies.” [. . .]  

 3 
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 At the Th ird Council of Toledo in 589 the Visigoths discarded their Arian creed 

and offi  cially converted to the Catholic faith.  3   In his  Histories , Bishop Gregory of 

Tours (573–594) describes how the Visigothic king Reccared (586–601) 

converted a few years earlier in 586/587.  4   As Gregory puts it, Reccared, “moved 

by the divine mercy,”  5   fi nally recognized the truth of the Catholic faith. In 

Gregory’s narrative, this is linked with Reccared’s embassy to Septimania, the 

Gallic territories under Visigothic rule which bordered the Frankish kingdoms, 

and with his embassies to the Frankish kings Guntram (562–592) and Childebert 

II (575–595). By arranging the events in this order, Gregory links the conversion 

with the embassies, implying that Reccared had used his conversion as a ploy in 

order to form political alliances. Th is aspect of Reccared’s conversion has oft en 

been underestimated in the analysis of the diplomatic relations in the 

Mediterranean world of the late sixth century. Such a religious rhetoric of shared 

faith has also been used by the Byzantines in order to convince Childebert to 

invade Lombard Italy on their behalf. Although the success of the Byzantine 

moves was rather limited,  6   Reccared was more successful when approaching the 

Austrasian court in an attempt to establish an alliance. As this paper hopes to 

demonstrate, Reccared actually used the very same strategies and channels as his 

father, King Leovigild (569–586) did when handling the diplomatic challenges 

of an interweaved Mediterranean world. Yet, Reccared could add a new axis for 

the foundation of new diplomatic alliances. 

 To understand the developments that led Reccared to use the Visigothic 

conversion as a political justifi cation it is necessary to be aware of the strong 

bonds with which the actors of the Mediterranean world were interconnected. In 

1957 and again in 2012, Walter Goff art referred to this diplomatic network as the 

“Frankish-Visigothic-Byzantine Triangle.”  7   Th is notion of a diplomatic network 

remains useful to describe the strong bonds between the Frankish kingdoms, the 

Visigoths, and Byzantium, without which the outcome of political decision- 

making at the end of the sixth century cannot be fully understood. 

 Th e fi rst example which is pertinent to such an analysis is that of the Visigothic 

prince Hermenegild (573–585), who rebelled against his father, Leovigild, in 580 

or shortly before. It is important to understand how and why alliances were 

formed and which strategies were used in order to form them. Furthermore, it is 

important to note how the Frankish-Visigothic-Byzantine network of alliances 

was changed aft er the defeat of Hermenegild and aft er Leovigild’s most important 

ally, Chilperic, had been murdered in 584. When Leovigild died in 586, Reccared 

inherited his father’s confl icts and alliances and therefore had to deal with 

Guntram’s attacks. Much of the Frankish-Visigothic alliances under both 
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Leovigild and Reccared had to do with marriage negotiations, which should 

be understood against the broader background of the Frankish-Visigothic-

Byzantine triangular nexus. 

 By the late sixth century, networking by negotiating marriages was a well- 

established political strategy in the West. Both the Austrasian and the Neustrian 

kingdoms had linked themselves with the Visigothic king Athanagild I (551–567).  8   

Th e Austrasian king Sigibert I (561–575) married Athanagild’s daughter, 

Brunhild (d. 613); and Chilperic I (561–584), the king of Neustria, followed his 

example. Instead of marrying a non- royal woman, as was common among 

Merovingian kings, he married a princess, Athanagild’s older daughter, Galsuinth 

(d. 567/568).  9   Lacking male heirs, Athanagild benefi ted from giving his two 

daughters to the Frankish kings as he gained some extended family and could 

hope for grandsons.  10   Whereas the Visigothic-Austrasian connection was 

extremely signifi cant in future maneuvers, the Visigothic-Neustrian link was cut 

off  with the murder of Galsuinth. Ian Wood has pointed out that this murder 

must have taken place shortly aft er her father’s death (567) and the appointment 

of new rulers, who were not related to Athanagild.  11   If we assume that Chilperic 

had Galsuinth killed in order to marry his mistress Fredegund, this also means 

that at that point Chilperic did not regard the Visigothic-Neustrian alliance as 

useful anymore. 

 In 579, in an attempt to establish his authority in the Iberian Peninsula, the 

Visigothic king Leovigild had married his elder son from an unknown wife, 

Hermenegild, to the daughter of the Austrasian king Sigibert and his Visigothic 

queen Brunhild, Ingund (d. 585). Th is marital alliance established an interesting 

connection. When Ingund moved to Spain, she actually lived with her own 

grandmother, since Leovigild had married his predecessor’s widow, Goisuinth 

(d. 589), in order to attract Athanagild’s and Goisuinth’s followers. Gregory of 

Tours describes how badly Goisuinth treated her pious Catholic granddaughter, 

forcing her to convert to Arianism and “dipping her in a fi shpond.”  12   

 Th ese Visigothic-Austrasian family ties became important when Hermenegild, 

ruling his sub- kingdom from Seville, rebelled against his father in 580,  13    factione 

Goswinthae reginae  (with a faction loyal to Queen Goisuinth).  14   As if to illustrate 

this Hermenegild-Goisuinth-Brunhild axis,  15   Goisuinth’s daughter, Brunhild, 

sent an envoy to Spain in 580.  16   Even though this envoy died on the way, most 

likely without fulfi lling his mission, the fact that he was sent in the fi rst place 

attests to the Visigothic-Austrasian alliance. 

 According to our sources, the Visigothic-Austrasian axis was not Hermenegild’s 

only connection. It appears that he had tried to ensure the success of the rebellion 
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against his father by spinning a wide net of alliances. He probably had some 

connections with Septimania, namely with the Frankish bishop Frominius of 

Agde, who, as Gregory tells us, urged Ingund to keep her Catholic faith.  17   

Following the map further north, we may assume that Hermenegild had some 

connections with Guntram, or at least had tried to establish such connections.  18   

Gregory reports on an embassy, which had been sent to Guntram by another ally 

of Hermenegild, the Suevic king Miro (570–583).  19   

 Leovigild responded immediately to the potential threat imposed on him by 

the Hermenegild-Goisuinth-Brunhild axis, in an attempt to counterbalance his 

son’s widely spun network. In the early 580s, Leovigild started negotiating with 

the Neustrian king Chilperic, who had cut off  the Visigothic-Neustrian ties when 

he had Galsuinth, the daughter of Leovigild’s predecessor, killed.  20   By starting 

these negotiations the connection was renewed, and resulted in an agreement to 

wed Leovigild’s younger son, Reccared, to Chilperic’s and Fredegund’s daughter, 

Rigunth. Interestingly, it took some time before this agreement was fi nalized in 

584,  21   and throughout that period Leovigild and Chilperic frequently exchanged 

envoys on various matters.  22   

 Leovigild did not only resort to “diplomatic” measures. Shortly aft er his son 

had started his rebellion, Hermenegild converted to the Catholic faith, most 

likely under the infl uence of his Frankish wife. Th ereaft er, the confl ict between 

father and son surely obtained a religious dimension. Concurrently with 

Hermenegild’s conversion, in 580, Leovigild convened a synod in Toledo 

proclaiming a “compromising” dogma, to the eff ect that no second baptism was 

required from those willing to convert. Furthermore, Christological questions 

were revisited.  23   Consequently, some infl uential Catholics, such as Bishop 

Vincentius of Saragossa, confessed to the new dogma.  24   For Leovigild this meant 

that he had won more supporters. It is worth noting that in the same year (580) 

Chilperic had presented his own interpretation of the Trinity to Gregory of 

Tours, who vigorously rejected those ideas as being of heretical nature.  25   One is 

tempted to suggest a connection between the Visigothic synod of 580 and 

Chilperic’s Christological position. It is intriguing that Gregory’s reports on both 

matters directly follow one another in his  Histories  (chapters V.43 and V.44). 

Keeping in mind Gregory’s rhetorical fi nesse, this seems no mere coincidence 

and it clearly points at the enormous signifi cance of Leovigild’s synod. Th e 

question is whether the similar Christological positions were also something 

that connected Leovigild and Chilperic, and whether Leovigild exploited these 

common religious beliefs for his diplomatic needs. 
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 Brunhild and Childebert, the Suevic kingdom, and, presumably, Guntram 

were not the only strong allies of Hermenegild that Leovigild had to deal with. 

Hermenegild was also supported by an old “friend,” that is, Byzantium. Th e 

Byzantines had regained some territories in Spain aft er Athanagild had called 

Emperor Justinian I (527–565) for help when trying to overcome Agila I (549–554).  26   

Since then, Byzantium had been both a political and a military challenge to the 

Visigoths. 

 Th e fact that Hermenegild obtained Byzantine support is part of a diplomatic 

ballet, rooted in Justinian’s  Reconquista.   27   When the Lombards invaded Italy in 568, 

Byzantium desired to drive them out,  28   but could not aff ord sending more troops 

to this arena due to its engagement at its eastern borders. Th erefore, they were 

seeking other strategies to intervene in the Western Mediterranean.  29   In the case of 

Hermenegild, Emperor Tiberius II (574/78–582) certainly hoped that supporting 

him in his fi ght against his father Leovigild would allow Byzantium to extend 

imperial infl uence on the Iberian Peninsula, and at the same time strengthening 

the East Roman position in southern Gaul would also enable Byzantium to pursue 

a more active policy in Italy. 

 If indeed Tiberius had such hopes, they were soon dashed, when Leovigild 

successfully off ered a bribe of 30,000  solidi  to the Byzantine governor of Spain 

for withdrawing their support from Hermenegild.  30   Being robbed of his 

Byzantine support, Hermenegild had no military and political backing to oppose 

his father.  31   Th e rebellious son managed to fl ee to Cordoba, but Leovigild 

eventually arrested him and exiled him to Valencia. One year later, in 585, 

Hermenegild was executed in captivity.  32   

 We do not know whether, by accepting Leovigild’s bribe, the Spanish governor 

acted independently,  33   or whether the abandonment of Hermenegild in Seville—

thereby practically turning him over to his father—was an initiative ordered by 

Constantinople. When Leovigild was besieging his son in Seville in 584,  34   

Childebert’s campaign against the Lombards in Italy did not generate the desired 

outcome.  35   Hence, Emperor Maurice (582–602), who had succeeded Tiberius in 

582, might have decided to establish the Exarchate of Ravenna and to accept 

Leovigild’s generous bribe. It is also plausible that Maurice had used this money, 

or parts of it, to support Gundovald’s second attempt to establish himself in 

Gaul, aft er the death of Chilperic in the fall of 584, leaving only a newborn baby 

son, Chlothar II. Tiberius II had already provided Gundovald with fi nancial aid 

in 582, when he went from Constantinople to Gaul in order to usurp Aquitaine 

and proclaim himself as the legitimate heir of Chlothar I.  36   Aft er Gundovald’s 
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fi rst attempt had failed and he had lost his fi nancial resources, he withdrew to an 

island—supposedly in Byzantine territory—where he received new fi nancial 

resources.  37   Th is scenario, although plausible, cannot be ascertained before some 

more new evidence is unearthed. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that by accepting 

Leovigild’s bribe, the Byzantines craft ed a turning point in Hermenegild’s 

rebellion. 

 Aft er Leovigild had defeated his son, the Visigothic king found himself in a 

new situation. Ingund and her son, Athanagild II, were still in Byzantine hands, 

where Hermenegild had left  them before setting out to battle his father.  38   Leovigild 

was well aware of the potential threat from what was left  of the Hermenegild-

Goisuinth-Brunhild axis. As Gregory of Tours clearly points out, the Visigothic 

king feared an Austrasian retaliation that would avenge the imprisonment of 

Hermenegild, Ingund and their son.  39   In reality, a retaliation by Childebert was 

rather unlikely. However, in order to solidify his alliance with King Chilperic, 

Leovigild sent embassies to Neustria in order to fi nalize the marriage of the 

Neustrian princess Rigunth.  40   In September 584, Rigunth fi nally started her 

journey to Spain. While she was stopping over in Toulouse, in October 584, 

Chilperic was killed. Th ereupon,  dux  Desiderius came to capture her to confi scate 

her bridal treasure, using it later on to support Gundovald.  41   Rigunth remained in 

Toulouse until her mother, Fredegund, set out to bring her back one year later.  42   

 Aft er her father had died, Rigunth was of no use to Leovigild and Reccared, 

and Neustria was no longer a viable ally. Th erefore, the Visigothic prince and the 

Neustrian princess did not conclude their marriage. In need of an alternative 

ally, Leovigild was supposedly interested in a liaison with Gundovald, who might 

have contacted the Visigothic king.  43   We do know that Gundovald had sent his 

two sons to Spain, but there is no indication whatsoever as to where exactly in 

Spain they were sent to.  44   Goff art rules out a sojourn in Byzantine Spain.  45   If 

Gundovald’s sons were sent to the Visigothic court, then we may assume that 

Leovigild had hoped that Gundovald would establish himself in Chilperic’s 

realm and be of assistance to the Visigoths not only against Childebert, but also 

against Guntram.  46   

 However, in 584 Guntram had defeated Gundovald. Having overcome the 

Frankish pretender, Guntram could focus on another strategic target. Th e king 

of Burgundy invaded Septimania, which, at the time, was still under Visigothic 

rule. For the Burgundians, Septimania was pivotal, because it guaranteed 

permanent access to the Mediterranean Sea and hence expanded their sphere of 

control. In Provence, which also had access to the sea, the Burgundian king had 

only a limited infl uence—Arles, which is connected to the Mediterranean via the 
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river Rh ô ne, was under Burgundian rule, and so was Marseille, which gave direct 

access to the sea. However, the situation in Marseille was very diffi  cult. Since the 

death of Sigibert in 575, Guntram and Childebert had an agreement that granted 

Guntram parts of Marseille, including the port revenue.  47   Guntram’s refusal to 

return his share to the young Childebert is perceived as one of the reasons for 

their estrangement in the years 581–583.  48   Eventually, Guntram gave Marseille 

back.  49   In 585, aft er he had learned of Hermenegild’s and Ingund’s death,  50   

Guntram promised to avenge his niece and her husband. Consequently, he 

invaded Septimania. Th e excuse of taking revenge for the brother- in-law, 

Hermenegild, turned out to be extremely useful. Reccared was the one who 

drove the Franks out of Septimania, and subsequently devastated some Frankish 

territories. Th is was only the beginning of a bitter confl ict between Guntram and 

the Visigothic kings.  51   

 Dealing with Guntram’s threat was one of Reccared’s fi rst priorities when, in 

586, he succeeded his father,  cum tranquillitate .  52   Repeatedly, Reccared tried to 

make peace with Guntram, who, not forsaking his revenge and interests in 

Septimania, consistently refused the peace off erings from the Visigothic side.  53   

For the Visigoths Septimania was also extremely important, not the least because 

of the cities of Carcassonne and Narbonne.  Gallia Narbonensis  had already been 

part of their kingdom for a long time. When, in 568, Liuva appointed his brother 

Leovigild as co- regent and successor, he gave up the rule over Spain, but he 

reserved the right to decide on Septimania. Keeping in mind that large parts of 

the Iberian Peninsula were only recently taken by Athanagild and Leovigild, 

defending the old heartland was vital. 

 As we have already noted, soon aft er Leovigild’s death, Reccared converted to 

the Catholic faith (as described in the text from Gregory’s  Histories  cited at the 

beginning of this paper).  54   Immediately aft er his conversion, Reccared sent an 

embassy to Septimania and another one to Guntram, who rejected the peace 

off erings once again. Th en, the embassy proceeded to the Austrasian court in order 

to secure the hand of Childebert’s other sister, Chlodosuintha. Although, just like 

his father, Reccared resorted to the well- known diplomatic measures of negotiating 

marriages, this time was diff erent because Reccared explicitly mentioned the 

Visigoths’ recent conversion in an attempt to convince Childebert.  55   Th is was, in 

fact, Reccared’s fi rst use of his conversion in order to secure political alliances. 

 Childebert was slow to respond, since he had to consult his uncle, Guntram. 

Th ey had always had a problematic relationship,  56   and it was only aft er Guntram 

and Childebert had concluded the Treaty of Andelot in 587 that they both agreed 

to the marriage of Chlodosuintha and Reccared.  57   Th is, however, must not be 



Th e Merovingian Kingdoms and the Mediterranean World38

taken to imply that Guntram gave up his desire to conquer Septimania. With the 

support of Goisuinth  58   and her daughter, Brunhild, Reccared had successfully 

reactivated the old axis that once benefi ted his brother, Hermenegild. An 

inevitable precondition for this marriage was Reccared’s oath that he had nothing 

to do with the death of Hermenegild, and the capture of Ingund, and Athanagild 

II.  59   

 As Gregory indicates, Childebert must have considered marrying his sister 

Chlodosuintha to the Lombard king Authari (584–590).  60   Such a plan, if ever 

existed, was never materialized, fi rst and foremost because the new Lombard 

king was still trying to win general recognition among the Lombards, and 

marrying a Frankish princess might have interfered with these eff orts. But it was 

also the fact that Childebert had some expedient relations with Byzantium. 

Maurice, who had succeeded the Byzantine emperor Tiberius II in 582, had 

asked Childebert II to invade Italy (and reconquer it on his behalf) several times. 

He claimed that he had already paid for this campaign, possibly referring to the 

fi nancial support Emperor Tiberius had granted Gundovald, a considerable 

amount of which found its way to Childebert’s court thanks to Guntram Boso.  61   

 Aft er Leovigild had defeated Hermenegild, Austrasia was not interested in 

opposing the East Roman emperor, because, as already mentioned, Ingund, 

Brunhild’s daughter and Childebert’s sister, and her son Athanagild II had fallen 

into Byzantine hands. Ingund died on the way to Constantinople.  62   Th is is why 

Childebert repeatedly waged war against the Lombards, albeit lackadaisically. 

Eventually, Childebert made peace with the Lombards. Notwithstanding this 

peace, Brunhild tried unsuccessfully to get her grandson back, and she could not 

arrange the marriage of Chlodosuintha to the Lombard king.  63   As Gregory notes, 

it was Reccared’s change of heart and adherence to a common creed that tipped 

the scales towards Chlodosuintha’s betrothal to the Visigothic king.  64   Hence, if 

we choose to follow Gregory’s interpretation, Reccared’s strategy to use his 

conversion for political purposes fi nally paid off  and he received permission to 

marry Chlodosuintha. 

 Yet, in the records of the Th ird Council of Toledo, which took place in 589 

and which refl ects the offi  cial Visigothic stance of the matter, we do not fi nd 

Chlodosuintha’s signature, but the signature of Queen Baddo.  65   Apparently, the 

bachelor Reccared had rejected his second fi anc é e, as well. By negotiating with 

Chilperic and Childebert over Rigunth and Chlodosuintha, Leovigild and later 

Reccared had hoped for their protection against Guntram. But evidently, 

Reccared also had to take into account some domestic political issues, in face of 

some revolts that broke out in Spain immediately aft er his conversion.  66   It is also 
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possible that by the time of the Th ird Council of Toledo, Reccared had no need 

of an Austrasian alliance. Aft er all, he had just defeated Guntram, who had 

supported some factional uprisings in Septimania.  67   Guntram’s defeat marked a 

turning point in Frankish foreign policy. Th e Franks would not return to 

Septimania again until 631, and Reccared’s success might have encouraged him 

to disregard his second Frankish fi anc é e. 

 In general, the conversion to Catholicism was part of an ongoing eff ort to 

Romanize the Visigothic realm and the result of a favorable “Catholic climate.”  68   

In many respects, Reccared continued his father’s policy.  69   Both encountered 

similar challenges, many of which involved Frankish and Byzantine foreign 

policy. Both deployed similar strategies in meeting some international challenges, 

namely negotiating marriages. For Leovigild we cannot be sure whether he used 

his new dogma as an argument when negotiating with Chilperic. But we do 

know, or at least Gregory tells us, that Reccared exploited his new creed. Reccared, 

who has been called “Reccared the Catholic,”  70   was the fi rst Visigothic king to use 

a “Catholic argument.” Hence, the conversion, so it seems, was to a considerable 

extent motivated by political expediency and infl uenced by external (f)actors. 

 To conclude, both, Leovigild and Reccared had to dance on the diplomatic 

fl oor of the Mediterranean. For both, negotiating marriages was a pivotal 

instrument of creating political alliances. Leovigild had to deal with a rebellious 

son, who was supported by the family of his wife (that is, the Hermenegild-

Goisuinth-Brunhild axis), Byzantium, the Suevic king Miro and possibly even 

the Frankish king Guntram. Consequently, he had to negotiate with the potent 

King Chilperic, with whom he agreed upon wedding their children. Aft er 

defeating Hermenegild, whose wife and son remained in Byzantine hands, 

Leovigild feared Childebert’s revenge, especially aft er the death of Chilperic. 

Reccared inherited this potential Austrasian threat, but he was also under a 

constant threat from Burgundy, especially aft er King Guntram had defeated 

Gundovald. Th erefore, Reccared tried to win over Childebert by asking for 

Chlodosuintha’s hand, stressing his recent conversion. Reccared’s conversion, 

then, was, for a large part, political and it was leveraged by the Visigothic king in 

the intricate and interlocking political situation of the Mediterranean world 

around the end of the sixth century.   
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   Gregory of Tours,  Histories  IX.20  1    

  [. . .] Aft er reading the provisions of the treaty, the king said, “May I be struck by 

the judgement of God, if I should go against any of the provisions which this 

treaty preserves.” And turning to Felix, who had—that time—come with me as a 

legate, he said: “Tell me, Felix, really? have you now completely fi xed up friendship 

between my sister Brunhild and the enemy of God and man, Fredegund?” Aft er 

Felix denied it, I said, “Do not doubt, my king, that those ‘friendships’ they cherish 

among themselves are passed down for lo these many years. For without a doubt, 

as you may know, that hatred, which was established between them long ago, still 

grows, not withers. If only you, most glorious king, would have less goodwill 

towards her! For, as we have oft en noted, you receive her embassy more fi ttingly 

than ours.” And he said: “Know, bishop of God, that I receive her embassy in such 

a way as not to lose the goodwill of my nephew King Childebert. For I cannot 

make friendships with a woman who has oft en sent her men to take my life.” 

When he had said these things, Felix said, “I believe it has reached Your Glory 

that Reccared has sent an embassy to your nephew to ask for your niece 

Chlodosuintha, the daughter of your brother, in marriage. But he did not wish to 

promise anything there and then without your advice.” Th e king said, “Indeed, it 

is not for the best that my niece should go there, where her sister was killed. And 

rationally, it is not acceptable that the death of my niece Ingund is not avenged.” 

Felix replied, “Th ey very much want to absolve themselves from that, either by 

oaths or by whatever terms you may order. Only give your assent that 

Chlodosuintha, just as he asks, may be given to Reccared in marriage.” Th e king 

said, “If indeed my nephew fulfi ls what he was willing to commit to in the 

agreements, I will do his will concerning these things.” Promising that we would 

fulfi ll it in all respects, Felix added, “He entreats Your Goodness that you support 

him against the Lombards. Should you help in this way they would be driven 
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from Italy and he would retake the former region, which his father conquered in 

living memory—yes, the rest of Italy could be restored to imperial authority by 

your support and his.” Th e king replied: “No.” He said, “I cannot order my army 

into Italy since I would wantonly deliver them to their deaths. For a very great 

pestilence now lays waste to Italy.” [. . .] He said these and other things. Favoring 

us with sweet aff ection and honoring us with gift s, he ordered us to depart, 

commanding that King Childebert always be taught things which would stand 

him in good stead.  

    Introduction:  amicitia  in the world of 
Gregory of Tours  

 For the period of transition between late Roman and medieval worlds, diplomacy 

remains inadequately understood. Previous studies have stopped at the 

deposition of the last western emperor in 476 or the attempt by the surviving 

Eastern Roman Empire to retake the West beginning in 533. In failing to pursue 

the language of diplomacy into the sixth and seventh centuries, scholars 

disconnect early medieval diplomacy from its late antique precedents, leaving a 

gap in our understanding of how medieval writers responded to these precedents. 

Th is chapter aims to examine the response of one writer in particular: Gregory 

of Tours. Bishop, biographer of saints, and prolifi c author, Gregory was also 

directly involved in some of the most signifi cant diplomatic events of sixth- 

century Merovingian Gaul. His use of the word  amicitia  (friendship) in relation 

to diplomatic alliances is illuminating: Gregory rarely thought diplomatic 

 amicitia  was a good thing, which has broader implications for how he understood 

and valued friendship. First, this chapter examines the classical roots and 

defi nitions of  amicitia , before considering Gregory’s views on personal 

friendships. Th en it turns to a set of diplomatic incidents in the  Histories  and 

concludes by examining the language and framing of Gregory’s account of the 

Treaty of Andelot. 

 Sixth- century ideas of  amicitia  had their roots in classical thought, which 

viewed  amicitia  with ambivalence. Friendship implied a relationship involving 

mutual aff ection and benefi t and the exchange of services and favors; the tension 

between the pragmatic and personal was mitigated by ideals of friendly behavior 

which encompassed both.  2   Classical friendship idealized the equality and parity 

of friends, an idea that continued to be important to early medieval writers, such 

as Venantius Fortunatus and Alcuin.  3   As Verena Epp argued in her study of 

friendship between the fi ft h and seventh centuries,  amicitia  can be characterized 



Friendship and Diplomacy in the Histories of Gregory of Tours 43

as “a reciprocal, values- based, and morally binding obligation,” with aff ective and 

contractual elements, binding two or more individual or collective partners.  4   

 Personal friendships, relationships of clientage, alliances between political 

communities, and the connection between God and the saints, were all diff erent 

kinds of friendships.  5   Th e fl exibility and variety of relationships that fell within 

the bounds of  amicitia  meant that each late antique aristocrat was a member of 

multiple friendship networks. Furthermore, the growing infl uence of Christianity 

shaped the language in which these networks were made and maintained; shared 

faith provided a means for friendships to be made. So too did the schools of the 

late antique world and—particularly relevant for the sixth century—the courts 

of the barbarian kings.  6   Late antique Christian writers re- conceptualized classical 

friendships as being founded in God, rather than solely in human aff ection, and 

in expressions of personal friendship they used a more aff ective and emotional 

vocabulary than their classical predecessors.  7   Whatever its relationship to 

genuine feelings of aff ection, such emotional language also stood to indicate 

connections and the language of  amicitia  was invoked in the creation of peace 

agreements, alliances, and treaties.  8   

 Th e  Histories  of Bishop Gregory of Tours allow us to examine diff erent types 

of friendship over a broad span of Merovingian history. Gregory’s ten books 

cover the period from the creation of the world to the year 591. Th e  Histories  do 

not cover this period evenly but concentrate on the recent past. Whereas book 

two covers 114 years, approximately from the death of St Martin to the death of 

Clovis, the entirety of books fi ve through ten covers the events of only sixteen 

years.  9   Scholarly work of the past several decades has established that Gregory 

was not, as had previously been thought, the credulous narrator of contemporary 

aff airs scribbling away as events occurred. Instead, his episodic storytelling was 

carefully structured to fi t a moral and theological vision that contrasted and 

juxtaposed the actions of the wicked and the righteous.  10   For the study of 

 amicitia , this suggests that we should be aware of the placement and purpose of 

accounts of friendship within the wider context of the events Gregory describes.  

   Personal friendships in the  Histories   

 Gregory uses the word  amicitia  eight times to refer to personal friendships.  11   In 

some of these stories the creation of a friendship is a tool of wicked men, such 

as the tale of the rise and fall of the former slave Andarchius, who befriended a 

man named Ursus, in order to take advantage of him and his family.  12   Th e most 
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well- studied episode in which Gregory uses the word  amicitia  to evoke ties 

anything but friendly is in his recounting of the feud between the families of 

Sichar and Chramnesind. In part, a friendship, between Sichar and the village 

priest of Manthelan, lay at the start of the feud: the violence began aft er the 

priest’s servant was killed.  13   Althoff  argues that the subsequent friendship 

between Sichar and Chramnesind was part of a further eff ort to make peace.  14   

Th is  magna amicitia  ended with Sichar’s murder by Chramnesind.  15   One gets the 

sense that Gregory was using  amicitia  to mean anything but. 

 Gregory speaks of  amicitia  in a positive light as well, but less oft en—of those 

eight personal friendships, in only two does something good come out of it. Th e 

rescue of the nephew of Bishop of Gregory of Langres by the bishop’s slave, Leo, 

was accomplished because the two men fl ed to a priest of Reims with whom the 

bishop had an old friendship.  16   According to the  Histories ,  amicitia  also played a 

role in the advancement of Gregory the Great to the pontifi cate. At the beginning 

of book ten, the Bishop of Tours records how Gregory the Great was unanimously 

elected pope, despite having sent a letter to the late sixth- century Byzantine 

emperor Maurice pleading that the emperor stand in the way of his election. 

Gregory of Tours adds the dramatic detail that the letter was seized and destroyed 

before the messenger could deliver it and the results of the election were presented 

as unanimous. Th ere is a political element to this story: the future pope was 

descended from an important family and had spent six years in Constantinople as 

 apocrisiarius , the representative of the bishop of Rome at the court of 

Constantinople, a position which had been held by previous popes.  17   Gregory 

frames the emperor’s  amicitia  in terms of personal aff ection but was undoubtedly 

aware of the role the new pope’s previous diplomatic experience had played in the 

election.  

   How to create a bond of  amicitia   

 Gregory’s use of the word  amicitia  pertaining to individuals tended to describe 

connections which were either between unsavory characters or which came to a 

bad end. When Gregory describes the trajectory of a particular relationship, as 

with Sichar and Chramnesind, his account of  amicitia  and its aft ermath also 

serves to structure his narrative. It seems to be a strategy in the creation of a 

“tragic” narrative, as in Gregory’s use of the interplay between oath- taking and 

oath- breaking in his  Histories  and hagiography.  18   Actions beget their consequences 

and the start of a friendship contains the seeds of its unfortunate end. 
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 Th is holds true for his accounts of the  amicitiae  between political communities 

and their leaders as well. Diplomatic activity is a frequent feature of Gregory’s 

work: he mentions over sixty diplomatic events for the period following the 

death of Clovis, over half of which are concerned with warfare or peacemaking.  19   

Th ere are more embassies between the Merovingian kingdoms than there are 

embassies to areas outside the Merovingian realms. Andrew Gillett argues 

that Gregory treats internal and external legations the same, and does not vary 

his language and description according to the destination of the embassy. 

Furthermore, Gregory uses embassies as a narrative device, frequently beginning 

and ending chapters with the arrival or departure of an embassy.  20   One might 

expect that the frequency of diplomatic activity would correspond with frequent 

mention of  amicitia , but this is not the case. When we look at how oft en Gregory 

uses  amicitia  in the context of diplomatic alliances, we fi nd that the word is used 

infrequently but consistently across the  Histories .  21   Th at is to say, Gregory refers 

to embassies and the mechanisms of diplomacy far more oft en than he refers to 

bonds of  amicitia  in the context of diplomacy and political communication. 

 Gregory’s stories illuminate how and why bonds of  amicitia  were created. A 

particularly illustrative series of narratives are found in book two of the  Histories,  

where Gregory refers to  amicitia  three times, all in the context of the career of 

the fi rst Merovingian king, Clovis. As Ian Wood had shown, Gregory constructs 

his account of Clovis’ career to create a picture that the king’s conversion to 

Catholicism was responsible for his success. Th is makes the chronology of the 

bishop of Tours’ account, and indeed some of his information, unreliable; in 

some cases, there is enough evidence to show that Gregory deliberately falsifi ed 

“what really happened.”  22   However, this deliberate shaping of the narrative 

makes Gregory’s accounts of  amicitia  even more interesting. Gregory the 

interpreter of history, not Gregory the historian, gives us an idea of how he and 

his contemporaries viewed such bonds. 

 Th ere are two principles which seem to be borne out by Gregory’s description 

of the vicissitudes of diplomatic  amicitia . Th e fi rst is that the group or leader in 

the weaker position tended to take the initiative in making the initial overture of 

 amicitia.  Th e Visigothic king Alaric II, the Huns during the time of Sigibert I, 

and the Lombards in the time of Childebert II, all sought to make friendship in 

the face of possible defeat by the Franks.  23   Secondly, an overture of  amicitia  

needed to be handled delicately since an incorrect response could be turned into 

the reason for an attack, as it was when Clovis turned on an erstwhile ally.  24   

 Th e fi rst of Gregory’s references to an alliance of  amicitia  occurs in the context 

of a meeting between the Visigothic king Alaric II and Clovis. According to 
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Gregory, Alaric sent envoys to request the meeting from Clovis aft er observing 

Frankish military successes with trepidation.  25   Gregory strongly implies that the 

meeting took place as a defensive move on Alaric’s part: observing the military 

defeats infl icted by the Franks, he tried to prevent the kingdom of Toulouse from 

becoming Clovis’ next target. Later historians have distrusted this picture: 

Wolfram argues that the purpose of the meeting “was merely to furnish proof 

that the kings were equal in rank and power.”  26   It is worth underscoring the idea 

that personal relationships of  amicitia  were concluded between equals but here 

Gregory seems to put the initiative for creating a relationship of diplomatic 

 amicitia  on the party he perceived to be in the weaker position. 

 Gregory recorded that the two kings met on an island in the Loire, on land 

which belonged to the diocese of Tours. In its location on a river island, this 

resembles earlier diplomatic meetings. In 369, the emperor Valens and the Gothic 

king Athanaric met on an island in the Danube and agreed on an  amicitia .  27   Th e 

meeting between Clovis and Alaric was similar. Th e two kings conferred, ate 

together, promised friendship to each other, and went away having made peace. 

Th ere is no way to date the meeting precisely, other than by its place in Gregory’s 

narrative: the meeting is between the end of the Burgundian civil war in 500/2 and 

the Battle of Vouill é  in 507.  28   It temporarily ended Frankish-Visigothic warfare. 

 From Alaric and Clovis’ meeting, a conclusion follows that a bond of  amicitia  

was more than just a diplomatic agreement but involved a series of actions 

designed to create a relationship between the two parties, such as an in- person 

meeting, a discussion of terms, and breaking of bread together. Building up and 

ruthlessly manipulating relationships of  amicitia  was part of Clovis’ consolidation 

of his position during the early sixth century. In two consecutive chapters, Gregory 

describes how Clovis secured his position through the elimination of other 

Frankish kings. In the fi rst of these narratives, Clovis secretly contacted the son of 

one of his rivals to suggest that he might gain Clovis’ friendship if he acted in the 

king’s interests.  29   Chloderic, the son of king of the Ripuarian Franks, was told that 

if his father, who was old and lame, were to die, Chloderic would inherit his 

kingdom and Clovis’  amicitia . Whether or not Chloderic had already contemplated 

hastening his inheritance, Gregory presents Clovis’ suggestion that the kingdom 

was not the only thing to be gained as the catalyst for Chloderic’s actions. 

 Chloderic had his father murdered and sent envoys to Clovis to announce that 

his father was dead, off ering Clovis free choice of whatever he wanted from the 

treasury he had just inherited. Th is did not cement the alliance in the way he 

intended: Clovis declined the gift  but asked that his envoys be shown all of the 

treasure. While he was doing so, Clovis’ men tricked and murdered him. Gregory 
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reports that Clovis came to Cologne, assembled all the people, disclaimed all 

responsibility for what had happened (including rumors that he had encouraged 

Chloderic’s patricide), and urged the people to accept him as their ruler. Clovis 

gained both kingdom and treasury. Th e promise of  amicitia  started a chain of 

events which led to the death of two kings and the elimination of their family’s rule. 

 In Clovis’ machinations,  amicitia  was both bait and switch: a means to 

encourage potential allies to do what he wanted, and a reason to attack them for 

failing to do so. Th e king’s next target aft er destroying the royal family of the 

Ripuarian Franks was the family of Chararic, king of the Salian Franks. Clovis 

summoned him to help defeat the Roman ruler Syagrius in 486 but Chararic 

preferred to wait and see who won, then ally himself in friendship with the 

victor.  30   Th is is the second of two instances in which Gregory discusses the defeat 

of Syagrius. In the fi rst, where Chararic is not mentioned, the attack on Syagrius 

is the fi rst major event of Clovis’ reign, and he was aided by his royal relative 

Ragnachar, who he would later eliminate.  31   

 Interestingly, in this instance Clovis himself seems to be the one seeking 

 amicitia  from a position of relative weakness and attempting to build alliances in 

the face of uncertain victory. Gregory’s chronology, which places Clovis’ attack 

aft er the defeat of Alaric II and Chloderic, suggests a date post-507, at least twenty 

years aft er the defeat of Syagrius. Clovis captured and tonsured Chararic and his 

son, and then had both murdered when they threatened to grow out their hair 

and avenge their humiliation. Th e story is situated within Gregory’s wider point 

about the ruthless, divinely- favored success with which Clovis expanded his rule, 

but what it suggests about Gregory’s beliefs about  amicitia  is also striking. 

Handling it incorrectly could be a convincing provocation for attack. 

 Th e patterns that  amicitia  was sought from a position of weakness rather than 

from one of strength, and that responding appropriately to a request for an 

alliance could matter for future stability, are borne out by other instances of 

diplomacy in Gregory’s  Histories.  Gregory records that the Huns attacked Gaul 

in around 562, perhaps taking opportunistic advantage of the death of Chlothar. 

Chlothar’s brother Sigibert led an army against them and sent them packing. 

“But aft erwards their king earned friendship with him [Sigibert] through legates,” 

is Gregory’s laconic narrative of what happened in the aft ermath of the Hunnic 

defeat.  32   Th e Huns, being in the weaker position as defeated aggressors, were the 

ones who sought  amicitia . 

 Th is pattern recurs again when Gregory describes an incident in Merovingian-

Lombard relations during the reign of Childebert II. Late sixth- century 

Merovingian-Lombard diplomacy was complicated, involving as it did the 
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three- way negotiations of the Lombards, the Franks, and the Byzantines. Th e 

 Epistolae Austrasicae  discuss the Byzantine-Frankish side of these maneuverings 

in terms of  amicitia  but Gregory does so only once, in the context of one of 

Childebert’s abortive attacks on Italy. Th e king had raised an army and made 

ready to attack Italy, only to be forestalled by the messengers and gift s of the 

Lombards. “Let there be friendship between us,” Gregory records their envoys 

saying, “and let us not perish, and we shall pay tribute to your sovereignty, and 

whenever it is necessary to get help against your enemies, it will not come 

reluctantly.”  33   Further exchanges and messengers followed, as Childebert gave 

his uncle Guntram the news, received Guntram’s advice to make peace, and sent 

legates back to the Lombards saying he would disband his army if they would 

confi rm their promises.  34   In the end, Childebert’s troops did not go home and 

the promise of  amicitia  was not realized.  

   Letters of diplomacy  

 Where there were messengers, there were more than likely letters of diplomacy 

as well. Letter exchange was an essential part of diplomatic practice, since 

ambassadors used letters as preludes to speeches and as credentials.  35   A number 

of late sixth- century diplomatic letters survive, preserved in a ninth- century 

collection of Merovingian epistolary material known as the  Epistolae Austrasicae .  36   

Th e last twenty- four letters of the collection are addressed by the Merovingian 

rulers Childebert II and Brunhild to the Byzantine emperor, empress, and various 

imperial offi  cials; they also include letters from Emperor Maurice. Th ey can be 

subdivided into packets, refl ecting the missions of three embassies.  37   

 Th e set of diplomatic letters contained in the  Epistolae Austrasicae  make 

reference to  amicitia —indeed, this is the purpose some of them state for their 

writing.  38   Th e reason for sending a letter to create  amicitia  is explained by a letter 

addressed to one Megas the Curator: “To Your Highness acknowledging the 

famous worth of your merits, we think it suitable to send the conversation of 

letters, because the long distance prohibits our presence.”  39   Most of the Austrasian 

diplomatic letters are full of seemingly empty statements of this sort. Th e letter 

itself served to authorize the envoy to speak in the name of those who sent him. 

Th e carrier of a letter might be entrusted with supplementary written or verbal 

messages relating to the purpose for which he had been sent. 

 A story Gregory tells to illustrate the paranoia of King Guntram suggests that 

even the formulaic letters of introduction carried by envoys could be signifi cant. 
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In her eff orts to arrange the marriage of her daughter Chlodosuintha to the 

Visigothic king Reccared, the Austrasian queen Brunhild sent an envoy, Ebregisel, 

with diplomatic gift s. Ebregisel had been chosen because of his previous 

experience of missions to Spain but it was reported to Guntram that he had set 

out to deliver presents from Brunhild for the sons of the pretender Gundovald. 

Aft er hearing this, Guntram had all the roads of his kingdom guarded and all 

travelers on them searched. “Even the clothes and shoes of travelers were 

examined,” says Gregory, “and all their possessions too, to see if a letter were 

hidden there.”  40   When Ebregisel came to Paris, he and his gift s were seized and 

brought before Guntram, who assumed that the gift s were part of an attempt to 

support the family of Gundovald in another bid for Merovingian kingship and 

threatened to have the envoy executed for plotting against him. Ebregisel 

managed to convince the king that the gift s were for Reccared and was allowed 

to continue on his way with them. 

 When he mentions diplomatic  amicitia , Gregory usually refers only to the 

names of the rulers involved and their agents, who are sometimes anonymous 

and sometimes named. Th is story gives us a sense of why these agents might be 

trusted and valued by those who sent them—as an experienced envoy, Ebregisel 

was relied upon by the queen who sent him, and seen as a potential threat by the 

king who apprehended him and sought to obtain the message he carried.  

    Amicitia  and treaties  

 Envoys such as Ebregisel carried the messages by which diplomatic relationships 

were made and maintained.  41   Some  amicitiae  resulted in the writing of treaties: 

Gregory’s description of the Treaty of Andelot and its aft ermath, translated at the 

beginning of this chapter, provide us with a detailed look at the language of such 

agreements and how they were perceived by contemporaries. Treaties might, as 

was the case with Andelot, be made in the presence of those agreeing to them, 

but they might also be made by envoys working on behalf of one or both parties. 

 It is in the context of the work of envoys that Gregory discusses the negotiations 

of  amicitiae  made by the inhabitants of Greater Armenia with the Persians and 

Byzantines. In book four of the  Histories , Gregory describes the death of Justinian, 

the reign and madness of Justin II, and the succession of Tiberius.  42   He knew the 

names of the two envoys Sigibert sent to seek peace from the new emperor, and 

wrote in some detail about other activities of one of them, Firminus, the Count 

of Clermont.  43   Th ey returned aft er a year and Gregory describes a series of 
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embassies and events which occurred aft er their return. Within this relatively 

short passage, Gregory uses the word  amicitia  three times in quick succession. 

Aft er the capture of Antioch and Apamea by the Persians, the inhabitants of 

Greater Armenia visited Tiberius seeking  amicitia . Th ey brought along gift s of a 

great quantity of unwoven silk and declared themselves to be enemies of the 

Persian emperor. Th is was in response to an earlier, Persian embassy, the activities 

of which Gregory reports in direct speech: the envoys asked the Persarmenians 

they intended to keep their treaty ( foedus ) with the Persian emperor. When the if 

Persarmenians confi rmed their intention to uphold the agreement ( amicitia ) 

they had made, the Persian envoys demanded that they prove their intentions to 

keep their friendship by worshipping fi re. Gregory reports with approval that 

they refused and their bishop mocked the envoys for worshipping something 

which was not divine. Th e envoys, greatly off ended, began to beat him with their 

staff s, and the people rushed to his defense and killed them. 

 Gregory’s repeated use of the word  amicitia  is a unique feature of this passage: 

in no other description of diplomatic activity is it used so oft en. It breaks with his 

usual pattern of using  amicitia  to describe morally ambiguous alliances, as in the 

case of the diplomatic bonds between Clovis and other contemporary kings. 

Gregory normally uses  amicitia  to evoke its opposite but that is not what he does 

here. Th e  amicitia  of the Persians is a longstanding connection, simply being 

reaffi  rmed in changed circumstances, as Gregory’s initial description of the Persian 

embassy’s account of itself and the Persarmenians’ response shows. Th is rapidly 

gains a negative cast as it becomes clear that  amicitia  is to be had only at the price 

of religious conversion. Gregory frames this story by beginning and ending with 

the far more acceptable  amicitia  with the good Christian emperor Tiberius. 

 Th ere are several possible reasons that Gregory uses the word  amicitia  in a 

diff erent manner than he normally does. Firstly, the story features personages 

and actions of which Gregory approved: Gregory had written glowingly of the 

ascension and virtues of Tiberius, the Byzantine emperor whose alliance was 

sought, earlier in the chapter. Th is echoed contemporary sentiment. As Averil 

Cameron notes, Gregory’s comments on Byzantine rulers are strikingly similar 

to those made by Byzantine sources, particularly the ecclesiastical histories 

written by Evagrius and John of Ephesus, and his knowledge of Byzantine 

matters ought to be seen as neither inaccurate nor trivial.  44   Indeed, Gregory’s 

narrative corresponds in its broad outlines to other contemporary accounts of 

the events leading up the Armenian revolt of 571–572.  45   Th e Persarmenians are 

the most distant of the foreign peoples Gregory mentions in his  Histories , so it is 
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striking that he reports the entire diplomatic episode in direct speech.  46   It is also 

noteworthy that a diplomatic episode between non-Romans (a rarity in Gregory’s 

accounts of diplomacy), is described as though it were a standard late Roman 

alliance. Th e unusual repeated use of the word  amicitia , the broad similarities 

with other contemporary narratives, and the description of the narrative within 

a standard classical framework all suggest that Gregory may have had or even 

copied a chronicle entry or other external source into his account. Elsewhere in 

the  Histories , Gregory evidently got information from merchants passing 

through Tours, travelers returning from Rome, as well as returning Merovingian 

envoys.  47   It is possible that one of these may have been his source for this story. 

 As a witness to and participant in the diplomatic events of his own day, 

Gregory wrote about treaties in which he had played a part. One of the biggest 

diplomatic moments in Gregory’s  Histories  is the Treaty of Andelot, a pact made 

in 587 between Guntram, Brunhild, and Childebert II. Th e text of the treaty is 

introduced within the frame story of another diplomatic meeting in 588, between 

a legation from Childebert, which included Gregory, Bishop Felix of Ch â lons-en-

Champagne and Guntram. Th is frame story involves a particularly interesting 

use of the word  amicitia  and the passage is translated at the beginning of this 

chapter. Before discussing this, it is worth examining the language of the treaty 

itself in more detail. 

 Anna-Maria Drabek, and Wolfgang Fritze point to the infl uence of late 

Roman legal language on the text of the treaty.  48   Th e text of the treaty itself never 

uses the word  amicitia , but as Gerd Althoff  argues, Gregory was nevertheless still 

describing an alliance of  amicitia.  Th e text of the treaty refers to promises of 

mutual loyalty ( fi des ) and repeatedly uses the word  caritas  (aff ection) to describe 

the purpose of the treaty and the nature of the bond between its signers.  49   

Th e meeting between Childebert II, Brunhild, and Guntram took place in the 

aft ermath of Gundovald’s failed coup and settled territorial disputes between 

the rulers, as well as providing for succession, inheritance, and post- mortem 

protection of their families.  50   Gregory was present as Childebert’s envoy and 

presumably had some input on the text of the treaty. 

 Gregory was present during further negotiations relating to the treaty. Sent 

on an embassy by Childebert II, Gregory met with Guntram at Chalon- sur-

Sa ô ne to discuss the appropriate observance of the terms of the treaty. In the 

course of these negotiations, the full text of the treaty was read out. Gregory uses 

the word  amicitia  three times, in recounting the conversation between Guntram, 

himself, and his fellow bishop and envoy Felix. Two uses of  amicitia  are in jest: 
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Guntram, Felix, and Gregory banter about the state of  amicitia  between 

Fredegund and Brunhild. Guntram jokingly accused Felix of having fostered a 

friendship between Fredegund and her archenemy Brunhild. Aft er Felix denied 

it, Gregory spoke up and claimed that the friendship—i.e. implacable hostility—

between the two queens continued to grow ever stronger. Once again, Gregory 

uses the word  amicitia  to evoke its opposite. Th en on behalf of King Childebert 

Gregory complains about the  caritas  (translated here as “goodwill”) with which 

Fredegund’s envoys are received, relative to those of Childebert, an interesting 

echo of the language of the treaty. 

 Guntram responds to this in terms of both  caritas  and  amicitia . He claims that 

he receives Fredegund’s embassies appropriately only in deference to principles 

of diplomacy such as  caritas , not for their own sake. His reception of Fredegund’s 

envoys is not intended to demonstrate neglect of the diplomatic relationship 

between himself and Childebert. It may in fact be a gesture of courtesy to his 

nephew since it serves to maintain the balance between competing branches of 

the Merovingian family. Guntram implies that his true diplomatic alliance lies 

with Childebert. Because Fredegund’s emissaries have sometimes come with 

murderous intent, he cannot trust them. A true  amicitia  with Fredegund is 

therefore impossible, and their connection can only be of a superfi cial and 

expedient sort. Althoff  interprets this conversation as a negotiation over the 

nature of the ties each party should have with Fredegund: neither should maintain 

a connection with her which goes against the spirit of their agreement.  51   Th is 

interpretation seems to be borne out by the objection of envoys of Childebert II 

to Guntram’s standing as godfather to Fredegund’s son Chlothar.  52   

 Th e negotiations continued with specifi c attempts to defi ne what the mutual 

fi delity and  caritas  promised by the treaty would mean in practice. Th is included 

asking for Guntram’s approval of the marriage of Childebert’s sister 

Chlodosuintha to the Visigothic king Reccared, a marriage of which Guntram 

expressed disapprobation given the fate of her elder sister Ingund. Felix urged 

Guntram to accept the Visigothic envoys’ eff orts to clear their king and country 

of blame for Ingund’s death, whereupon Guntram cannily bound his approval of 

the marriage to Childebert’s keeping of the conditions of the treaty. Taking a 

diff erent tack, Felix added a plea for Guntram’s support of an Austrasian military 

expedition against the Lombards. Felix reminded Guntram that parts of Italy 

had been under Merovingian control and could be so again with his help, but 

Guntram refused to expose his army to the risk of disease. Th e meeting ended on 

a note of goodwill: the envoys departed with Guntram’s aff ection, good wishes, 

and command that they always provide Childebert with good guidance.  
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   Conclusion  

 Th is chapter examined the place of  amicitia  in the  Histories  of Gregory of Tours. 

It discussed a series of instances where this word is used to describe a diplomatic 

relationship, in order to highlight the ambiguity with which Gregory viewed 

friendship. Gregory used the beginning, development, and end of particular 

relationships as a device for structuring parts of his work, such as the dramatic 

scenes of the friendship and feud of Sichar and Chramnesind or the rise of 

Gregory the Great to the papacy. Accounts of diplomatic  amicitia  also give the 

work structure. Th e movement of embassies served as a device to mark the 

beginning or end of chapters on diplomacy in the  Histories.   53   In his description 

of an embassy to king Guntram, Gregory began the chapter with his own 

summons by Childebert and arrival at Guntram’s court, and ended the chapter 

with the departure of himself and his fellow envoys, laden with gift s, from the 

court.  54   In some cases, as in the departure of the Persarmenian envoys for 

Tiberius’ court at the end of  Hist.  IV.40, the making or seeking of  amicitia  seemed 

to herald a bright future. Perhaps more oft en, however, Gregory emphasized the 

fragility of an  amicitia  or the potential for duplicity in a relationship, as in his 

accounts of the friendships of Clovis. 

  Amicitia  was a word with many shades of meaning—in focusing on its use in 

diplomatic contexts, this chapter illuminated the ideas behinds its use. For 

Gregory,  amicitia  was a tool rulers used to bolster their positions—and oft en it 

was a ruler in a defensive position who sought to make and maintain such a 

relationship. But all of the friendly alliances Gregory describes do not last, and 

we are left  to wonder whether he thought this legacy of the late antique past was 

wholly a good thing.   
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    Epistolae Austrasicae  14  

  Th e humble Fortunatus to the bishop Magneric, holy lord, father in Christ, 

admirable by his apostolic merits. 

 Summit of honors, Father of the Fathers, High Priest, fl ower of the precious 

pontifi cal rank, you whom the rewards given under the title of faith raise to 

the pinnacle, head of the Church by gift  of God, you who are the disciple of the 

eminent Nicetius, good Magneric, you whose greatness performs the presage of 

your name, illustrated by your holy merit, formed by such a great master, you 

replace it, making fruitful the seat of his works. Generously and docilely preserving 

his holy memory, minister acting according to the rite, here you become master. 

You are considered the worthy successor of your pious master; of him remain 

both an heir and a bearer of fruit. Th e father grew up aft er his death and made you 

grow up; when he wins the sky, you win the supreme seat. You are the pupil who, 

in place of your predecessor, feeds the fl ock and the fl ock does not suff er ills, as 

long as it benefi ts from your wealth. You are desirable for your brothers, pleasant 

for your subordinates; you are an even dearer pastor for the people by the love 

you inspire it. In you, the hungry has his bread, the traveler his roof, the naked 

man his garment, the exhausted his rest, the stranger his hope. In doing these 

works, take good care, venerable bishop, to return to the double the talents that 

have been entrusted to you.  1   By praying also, sweet devotee, for Fortunatus, and 

giving me the hope of forgiveness, may you receive the palm, father. End.  2    

  

 What is the relation between the panegyric of a bishop of Trier and the 

negotiation of an alliance between the Merovingians and Byzantium? 

               5 

 Private Records of Offi  cial Diplomacy: 
Th e Franco-Byzantine Letters in the Austrasian 

Epistolar Collection 

    Bruno   Dum é zil               
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 A major part of our knowledge on diplomatic relationships between sixth- 

century Austrasia and the East relies on an epistolary collection, known as the 

 Austrasian Letters  ( Epistolae Austrasicae ).  3   Th is collection is transmitted by a 

single, composite manuscript (Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, lat. 869), 

of which it occupies only the fi rst thirty folios.  4   According to Bernhard Bischoff ’s 

philological analysis, the codicological unit containing the “Austrasian Letters” 

was produced in the monastery of Lorsch during the fi rst third of the ninth 

century.  5   Yet, questions such as when those letters were gathered for the fi rst 

time, who was behind this project, and what its aim was, are still open for debate. 

 Th e letters themselves were written between the end of the fi ft h and the last 

decade of the sixth century, which is our sole  terminus post quem . Th e  terminus 

ante quem  is given by our copy of the manuscript, which, as we have just noted, 

is dated to the fi rst third of the ninth century. Every point in time between these 

two dates seems possible. And indeed, several scholars in the past off ered various 

hypothetical dates. In his edition for the  Monumenta , Wilhelm Gundlach had 

suggested that the  Epistolae Austrasicae  was assembled by an Austrasian courtier, 

who was active in the region of Metz during the second half of the 580s.  6   

Th roughout the twentieth century, the general scholarly tendency was to 

associate this collection of letters with the famous formularies of the Merovingian 

period, and to regard it as a literary model for future use.  7   At the beginning of the 

twenty- fi rst century, Elena Malaspina, following Pierre Goubert, proposed a 

slightly later date for the compilation of this collection, dating it to the mid 590s, 

but without presenting a fi rm view on the literary nature of the letters in 

question.  8   More recently, Graham Barrett and George Woudhuysen proposed a 

completely novel reading of this collection in an important article that was 

published in the journal  Early Medieval Europe . In their paper, Barrett and 

Woudhuysen suggest that the  Epistolae Austrasicae  was a Carolingian compilation 

of historical nature that was put together in the monastery of Lorsch, using some 

records that were kept in Trier.  9   In what follows, I should like to refl ect on a few 

elements in Barrett and Woudhuysen’s theory. 

 First, there is the question of location. An entry in the catalog of the library of 

Lorsch, that was written around 830, reads: “a book of letters by diff erent bishops 

and kings, which I found in Trier, gathered in a single volume ( in uno codice ),” to 

which another hand added “forty- three.”  10   Barrett and Woudhuysen’s analysis of 

this much discussed entry seems accurate. Th e Lorsch entry does not suggest 

that the letters from Trier were found in one volume. It only indicates that the 

library of Lorsch owned a collection of letters in one volume. On the other hand, 

this entry does not say that the letters from Trier were an arbitrary collection of 
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unrelated separate pieces. In other words, it is impossible to infer whether the 

letters from Trier were an archive of unrelated letters or a coherent compilation 

of letters. Barrett and Woudhuysen also suggest that a detailed analysis of the 

 Epistolae Austrasicae  may show that the compiler had used several previous 

collections, whose existence could be postulated based on the use of the words 

 Explicit  or  Finit  at the end of each entry.  11   Th is, one should stress, accords 

extremely well with what we know about the gathering of other letter collections.  12   

Some micro- collections, like the ones envisioned by Barrett and Woudhuysen, 

were amassed into a single compilation at a fairly early stage of transmission, as 

was probably the case with the  Visigothic Letters.   13   Others were combined into a 

single collection rather late. To give just one example, the micro- collections of 

Ennodius of Pavia, as shown by Stephane Gioanni, were gathered into a single 

volume only at the end of the eighth century.  14   By the way, it is worth noting that 

the library of Lorsch owned its own small letter collection of Ennodius  in uno 

codice.   15   In the case of the  Austrasian Letters , the great variety in ending words 

( Finit ,  Explicit  and such) does not support the hypothesis that the various micro- 

collections were gathered into a single compilation in one go. 

 Another convincing argument put forward by Barrett and Woudhuysen is 

that the  Austrasian Letters  are not a collection of formulaic or “model” letters. 

Th ey explain that the notion of “model letters” is quite meaningless, and that 

such a mixed selection of texts could certainly not fall into the category of 

a “handbook.”  16   One could, however, be more skeptical when Barrett and 

Woudhuysen juxtapose the  Austrasian Letters  with Marculf ’s  Formularies  in 

order to demonstrate that the latter were heavily worked on and decontextualized 

in order to make them formulaic and timeless. It is true that the  Austrasian 

Letters  were not stripped of all contextual information, but there are some signs 

of simplifi cation. For example, both letters 35 and 36 begin with the words  simili 

prologo  (with a similar prologue), which can be explained by a will to save eff ort 

and materials. Th is practice could also be found it the micro- collection of Burgar 

of Septimania that was assembled in the 630s.  17   Indeed, individual names were 

not erased from the  Austrasian Letters , especially when the names of ambassadors 

are concerned. But, does that imply that whoever collected the letters had 

envisioned the  Epistolae Austrasicae  as a historical document? In the case of 

Cassiodorus’  Variae,  which was originally designed as a formulary—even if it is 

certainly much more than that  18  —individual names were not erased. Similarly, 

in the  Formulary of Sens , which is dated to seventh century,  19   one can fi nd a 

strange micro- collection of letters that preserves various personal names as a 

model for  insultatoria  (list of insults) full of spite.  20   Hence, keeping the names of 
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people and of places in the letters is not necessarily a clear sign of Carolingian 

historical awareness. 

 Th e  terminus post quem  for the compilation of the  Epistolae Austrasicae  is 

another problem. Th e latest documents in this  corpus  are letters 40 and 41, which 

cannot be dated precisely. Nevertheless, letter 41 was written by Romanus, the 

Exarch of Ravenna between 589/590 and 595/597, and therefore can be dated 

roughly to that period.  21   Barrett and Woudhuysen note that “peace established, 

the great Italian motor of diplomatic exchange between the Franks and the 

Empire came spluttering to a halt, explaining why the  E[pistolae] A[ustrasicae] , 

the second half of which focuses on these intricate negotiations, cease where 

they do.”  22   However, Byzantine sources suggest that diplomatic exchange between 

Francia and Byzantium did not cease aft er this peace.  23   Furthermore, papal 

documents demonstrate that legates were traveling freely between the Frankish 

and Byzantine courts, and that the question of Lombard (and Avar) threat was 

far from settled.  24   Hence, the  Epistolae Austrasicae ’s  terminus post quem  has 

nothing to do with an imaginary halt in diplomatic exchange; rather it has to do 

with the collector’s own choice, or with the lack of material. 

 Another possible argument for the Carolingian date is the fact that Gregory 

of Tours does not mention the Austrasian collection, not even the letters to 

Nicetius of Trier, although he composed a  vita  of Nicetius.  25   But Gregory does 

quote the fi rst sentence from the Austrasian collection’s fi rst letter of Nicetius,  26   

which implies that Gregory had access to a micro- collection of Nicetius’ letters 

when writing his  Histories . 

 As far as the place of compilation is concerned, Barrett and Woudhuysen have 

shown that a great number of letters can be linked with Trier rather than Metz, 

as suggested by Gundlach. I agree with their observation,  27   and would strengthen 

it by pointing to the links between Dynamius of Marseille and Magneric of 

Trier,  28   which allows us to associate the corpus of the  Epistolae Austrasicae  with 

that city.  29   But Barrett and Woudhuysen’s next argument is more diffi  cult to 

follow: “Th e collection may stop where it does because Trier had fewer letters 

that were of interest to the Carolingians from aft er 600 than from before.”  30   Th is 

is plausible, because aft er Magneric the bishops of Trier seem to have been less 

active.  31   But this, one should stress, may be a false impression. Whereas most of 

the deeds of Magneric are recorded in the works of Gregory of Tours and 

Venantius Fortunatus, the deeds of the late bishops of Trier (from the 590s 

onwards) were almost completely forgotten. Th is, however, must not be taken to 

imply that they did not write at all, especially those who served under King 

Th eodebert II. It is reasonable to assume that if the ninth- century church of 
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Trier owned archives from the sixth century, it must have possessed even more 

documents from the seventh and the eighth centuries. If this is the case, how 

is it that there are no letters from the beginning of the 590s in the  Austrasian 

Letters ? 

 To sustain the idea of a Carolingian work, Barrett and Woudhuysen put great 

emphasis on the epistolographic interest in Lorsch. Indeed, in the monastery’s 

library catalogue from the 830s, the  Austrasian Letters  are registered next to 

letters by Seneca, Sidonius Apollinaris and Ennodius of Pavia. But none of these 

collections seem to have been made by the monks of Lorsch, and so the 

 Austrasian Letters  would be their sole epistolary masterpiece. Moreover, if the 

collector of the letters had access to the original letters, how could he make such 

appalling errors? To give just one example, the title of letter 40 announces a 

“letter from the Emperor [of Byzantium] to King Childebert,” whereas everything 

in this letter indicates that it was in fact sent by the Exarch of Ravenna to a 

queen, probably Queen Brunhild, the mother of King Childebert II.  32   

 Th e most problematic point remains the  capitulatio.  In the Lorsch manuscript 

of the Austrasian collection, the list of letters at the beginning of the collection 

was written with care, even elegance, but it is full of mistakes. Entries for letters 

18, 30, 42, 46 and 48 are completely missing, whereas many others are false or 

over- shortened. Barrett and Woudhuysen did not fail to notice this fault, and 

explained it in the following way: “Th e most plausible reconstruction is that it 

was made, imperfectly, aft er the transcription of the fi rst forty- seven letters, and 

then  EA  48 was added as an appendix to the collection but never entered into the 

index.”  33   Although this supposition makes sense for letter 48, it does not explain 

how the compiler of this collection could forget so many of the other letters. 

Moreover, the same hand that had copied the  capitulatio  also copied the fi rst 

eight folios of the  Epistolae Austrasicae . It seems untenable, then, that the 

 capitulatio  was copied at a later stage by someone who had already forgotten part 

of the collection. It is more likely that the monk of Lorsch was copying an 

exemplar that already had a  capitulatio , and that the author of this  capitulatio  

was using an already modifi ed version of the original letters, which would 

account for the mistakes and the misunderstandings. Hence, one can postulate at 

least two earlier versions of this collection of letters before the one found in 

Trier. Th ere were probably fewer letters in one of these earlier versions, since the 

words  fi nit feliciter  at the end of letter 47 clearly indicate that one of these earlier 

versions ended there. It may well be that letter 48 was added aft er the initial 

compilation, or even aft er the  capitulatio  was added, since it does not appear 

there. 
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 When were the  Austrasian Letters  gathered for the fi rst time? One should 

agree with Barrett and Woudhuysen that it would be dangerous to dismiss the 

idea of a Carolingian work, knowing that the letters of Avitus of Vienne, Gregory 

the Great or even Ennodius of Pavia were also gathered at a later stage.  34   But 

some arguments should be raised in favor of an early date. Th e letters’ stratigraphy 

seems strange. Texts from the end of the fi ft h century are very few, they increase 

in number progressively during the sixth century, and at least twenty- three letters 

are dated between 580 and 591. Th e series stops suddenly at this date. It would 

seem surprising that a late collection, using letters gathered here and there by 

chance, would have such a limited and awkward chronological distribution. 

 If one assumes that the  Epistolae Austrasicae  was assembled earlier than the 

Carolingian period, where did this take place? Even if the letters did not come 

from a single source, it is obvious that more than half of the private letters 

mention people from the region of Trier.  35   Furthermore, since Childebert II and 

Brunhild were oft en residing in the Moselle valley, offi  cial letters may have been 

produced in this area as well. We also know that, on certain occasions, the bishop 

of Trier traveled by boat to the royal court.  36   As for the lay aristocrats, many 

private letters and offi  cial  dictatores  in the  Austrasian Letters  seem to involve 

aristocrats who were active at the Austrasian court during the 560s up to the 

590s.  37   We know this faction of aristocrats very well from the writings of 

Venantius Fortunatus and Gregory of Tours. Th is pro-Burgundian group 

included many diplomats,  38   and until 581 its main fi gure seems to have been 

Count Gogo, who had negotiated the wedding between King Sigibert I and the 

Visigothic princess Brunhild. We know that this group was politically weaker 

between 581 and 583, when Egidius of Reims was the leading fi gure in Austrasia.  39   

None of the letters preserved in the Austrasian collection can be dated to these 

three years, whereas the 590s are well- documented by letters 25 to 47. 

 A tempting but unverifi able hypothesis would be that the collection’s fi rst 

compiler was an Austrasian from the aristocratic, pro-Burgundian faction, who 

was active in the area of Trier, and was working during the last decade of the sixth 

century. Th e best candidate would be Bishop Magneric of Trier.  40   During the 

580s, he served as a diplomatic counsellor to Queen Brunhild, so he would have 

had access to diplomatic letters exchanged with Byzantium, and maybe took part 

in their redaction. From the year 583 onwards he served as the new head of the 

pro-Burgundian faction. When he negotiated the Treaty of Andelot in 587,  41   his 

people obtained the rehabilitation of Rector Dynamius of Marseille, one of the 

lay aristocrats who contributed to the  Austrasian Letters.   42   Magneric disappeared 

in the beginning of the 590s, which may explain the abrupt end of the collection. 
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 To this one may add that Venantius Fortunatus, an old friend of Gogo, knew 

Magneric very well and even sent him a verse panegyric.  43   Th is poem was almost 

unknown in the early Middle Ages and was not part of the medieval collections 

of Fortunatus’  Carmina , not even of the collection  Σ a, a selection of Fortunatus’ 

poetry that was gathered by an Austrasian courtier.  44   And yet, we fi nd this short 

text in the  Austrasian Letters , which would suggest that the compiler of the 

 Epistolae Austrasicae  had a particular interest in this literary work.  45   If Magneric 

of Trier, or one of his secretaries working aft er his death, made the collection, it 

becomes easy to explain why the panegyric is found there.  46   Otherwise, how 

could we explain the fact that a monk of Lorsch would be interested in this letter, 

whose style and subject are at odds with the rest of the collection? 

 If we suppose that someone in Magneric’s circle gathered the collection, it 

could also explain the great number of letters written in Reims. When Egidius of 

Reims, head of the pro-Chilperic faction, was deposed by a council that was 

convened by Childebert II in November 590, he was replaced by Romulf, son of 

Duke Lupus of Champagne.  47   Lupus’ family had a prominent position among 

the pro-Burgundian aristocratic families; aft er all, Dynamius and Lupus were 

close friends, and Romulf was probably a descendant of Bishop Remigius of 

Reims.  48   So, at the beginning of the 590s, those around Magneric had both access 

to the archives of Reims, and good reasons to fl atter an important ally by 

including four texts written by Romulf ’s illustrious ancestor in the collection. 

 Even if we cannot ascertain that Magneric had compiled the collection, an 

early date accounts better for the way in which the letters were gathered. Th e 

 Epistolae Austrasicae  consist of personal letters, letters of local importance, and 

letters from within an inner aristocratic network. Some letters are models for 

private correspondence, a few mention the name of useful friends or followers, 

and many could be used again during future negotiations with Byzantium or 

with the Lombards. Th e whole collection refl ects a great unity in epistolary 

practices. Th e diff erence between a private letter and a diplomatic exchange is 

tenuous, since the man who dictated the letters in both cases was the same. 

Between a friendly note and an offi  cial letter, there is but a thin diff erence in style 

that this collection exposes, masters and duplicates. But, one should stress, no 

eff ort was made to turn these letters into historical records. It could have been 

possible. During the second half of the sixth century, in southern Gaul, the 

compiler of the  Collectio Corbeiensis  chose to arrange his material (conciliar 

canons, decretals and royal letters) in chronological order.  49   Similarly, the 

collector of the  Epistolae Arelatensis  made the same choice when ordering his 

material chronologically in order to demonstrate the pivotal role of Arles in the 
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relations between Rome and Gaul.  50   Moreover, during the Carolingian period, 

the chronologically ordered canon law collections refl ect a tendency to historicize 

legal material.  51   Th is did not happen in the  Austrasian Letters . If, as we suggest, 

the fi rst compiler of the  Austrasian Letters  worked around the 590s, he did not 

work as a collector, looking for all the correspondence of the same author, nor 

was he looking for outstanding masterpieces. He did not work as an historian, 

since his aim was not to record the deeds of a certain bishopric; and the collection 

cannot be regarded as an  ars dictaminis , since its interest lies not only in its style. 

 To sum up, it seems that the  Austrasian Letters  were collected for a powerful 

fi gure, whose areas of interest were at the same time political, diplomatic, literary 

and personal. Furthermore, we can attribute the initiative to Magneric of Trier, 

or maybe to one of his followers, who was hoping to succeed Magneric shortly 

aft er his death. According to this hypothesis, the chronology of compilation 

would have been as follows. During the sixth century, a series of individual 

letters were assembled into micro- collections, among which were a micro- 

collection of Remigius of Reims’ letters, one of Th eodebert’s, and the twenty- 

three diplomatic letters from the 580s.  52   Shortly aft er 590, these micro- collections 

were combined into a single collection, probably in Trier, and shortly aft erwards 

a  capitulatio  was added to this collection. Th is  capitulatio  already had many 

mistakes, and therefore suggests that the original letters were not available 

anymore. At a late stage, letter 48, which is not mentioned in the  capitulatio , was 

discovered and added to the collection. It is also possible that some of the four 

missing letters were added at this point in time. Finally, in the fi rst third of the 

ninth century, a monk from Lorsch discovered this collection, and made a copy 

of it. Th is could not have been the same monk who added letter 48 to the 

collection, since he would probably have corrected the  capitulatio . 

 No doubt it is possible to imagine another course of events, in which most of the 

process took place in Lorsch. Even if that was the case, still the material that was 

found in Trier was neither an archive, nor a collection of  membra disiecta  from a 

glorious past, but rather an already coherent corpus. Hence, there is no reason to 

doubt the global authenticity of the  Austrasian Letters . A lot had happened between 

the original composition of these letters and the production of the Vatican 

manuscript of the  Epistolae Austrasicae . Th ey were copied three or four times 

during that period, and as attested by the extensive  marginalia  and corrections, 

they attracted the attention of numerous scholars throughout the Middle Ages and 

the early modern period. By discussing these letters today, and by making some 

mistakes of interpretation, we simply continue a long- established tradition.   



    Epistolae Austrasicae  42  

  In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Emperor Caesar Flavius Maurice 

Tiberius, faithful in Christ, clement, most high, benefi cent, pacifi c, Alamannic, 

Gothic, Antic, Alanic, Vandalic, Herulic, Gepidic, African, pious, fortunate, 

illustrious, victor and triumphant, forever Augustus, to Childebert, vir gloriosus, 

king of the Franks.  

  (Kal. Sept. 585?)  1      

   1.  Your Glory’s letter, delivered to us by Jocundus the bishop and Chotro the 

chamberlain, has indicated to us that you have maintained your father’s amicable 

and aff ectionate intentions toward us and our most sacred empire. Th is is found 

in writing to Your Clemency in the abundant words of other legations.  2.  And it 

appears to us astonishing that, having affi  rmed the right intent regarding the 

former unity of the Frankish nation and Roman rule, no eff ort has thus far been 

made by Your Eminence in accordance with this friendship, that is nonetheless 

expressed in writing, and signed by priests, and sealed with terrible oaths, yet 

with too much time having passed and without any perceived eff ect.  3.  And if 

this is so, why do you tire your indispensable legates over so much distance by 

land and sea in vain and without the necessary response, boasting childish 

speech, without producing anything of utility? In keeping with our imperial 

benevolence, we have received your aforementioned ambassadors, even though 

we knew not whether they were sent by you in earnest, and to that, which was 

reported by them with gentle whispers, we gave the adequate response, that by 

your other legations you have already made manifest.  4.  And we wish you, if you 

desire to have our friendship, that surely and without delay you examine 

everything, and do not only speak with words, but fulfi ll in virile fashion, as 

behooves a king, what you have said, so as to similarly secure and expect our 
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pious benevolence. It would therefore suit Your Glory to eff ect, at least now, that 

which was assured in writing between us, so that by this occasion the unity of 

your people and our most fortunate republic will be fulfi lled ever more, and no 

controversy will arise between us. Not for the sake of enmity were the above 

mentioned agreements entered into, but so that a fi rm and complete friendship 

would persevere. 

 Written by Manuel 

 May God protect you for many years, from a most Christian and most loving 

parent. 

 Given in the Kalends of September in Constantinople, by the divine 

emperor Maurice Tiberius forever Augustus, and aft er the consulate of the same, 

year 1.  

 As any search through the  Histories  of Gregory of Tours quickly reveals, the Franks 

employed all manner of methods in communicating with their neighbors. Gregory 

reports on dozens of embassies, legations, and other similar eff orts, in which 

envoys were dispatched to pass on or retrieve information, compact agreements, 

sue for peace, and threaten war. To these, one must add religious eff orts of all 

shapes and sizes, undertaken by individuals and church delegations from Gaul, 

with the intent of proselytizing, reforming, and restructuring religious communities 

of subordinate peoples, or with obtaining relics and guidance from sources 

of perceived religious authority. Th e aggregate of this eff ort, though doubtless 

indicative of the Franks’ foreign horizons, coexists somewhat uncomfortably with 

our own notions of what constitutes a coherent and sustained foreign policy. 

 Certainly, the fact that the Franks had several courts at once—a number that 

fl uctuated in the sixth century between one and four—adds another layer of 

complexity to an already diffi  cult question.  2   Th e degree to which the courts of 

these  Teilreiche  constituted entities independent of one another is contingent 

upon a dynamic set of circumstances: the relative seniority of their kings, their 

positions in regional alliances, pre- existing inheritance arrangements, and so on. 

Gregory was constantly aware of the tangled webs of interconnectedness that 

extended between the Merovingian courts, whose intrigues form a ubiquitous 

element of his prose. 

 A second element that bears remembering is that the king (or, on occasion, 

queen) of the Franks functioned as the voice of the state. It is he who speaks to 

us through edicts, capitularies, and, in our case, diplomatic epistles. Th e extant 

corpus of diplomatic letters certainly refl ects this fact; although it is essentially 

meant to function as a dispatch between political entities, it very oft en mimics 

interpersonal communication, with all its intrinsic nuances. 
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 One consequence of this is that diplomatic letters can adopt a variety of tones. 

At times, their voice is cool and measured; on other occasions, they exhibit a 

wide range of emotion: admonitory, cajoling, sycophantic, or angry. Recent 

scholarship has paid much attention to the performative dimensions of royal 

“emotion,” and its uses as a tool of rulership.  3   From the vase of Soissons to the 

heated spats of Fredegund and Rigunth,  4   the kings and queens of the  Histories  

are oft en described as being overcome by emotion. It is a view that has left  its 

mark in the critical appraisals they received from historians in the past, and 

understandably, modern scholars interested in rehabilitating the Merovingians 

saw a need to interpret the complex semiotics of royal emotion as overwhelmingly 

rational means to an end. 

 Of course, kings did, at times, genuinely act out of fear, anger, a need for 

validation or, in other words, emotion. Whether any of this has left  an echo on the 

written record is another question. It is not that the sources sidestep the issue, but 

rather that we are seldom able to discern whether the emotional language is there 

to convey genuine sentiment, or, as recent scholarship suggests, to produce a 

certain result in the intended reader. Separating the individual writing the letter 

from his or her epistolary persona is therefore a challenging task. Th is is especially 

true of some of the letters we shall examine, which forcefully explore emotional 

themes. 

 Th e letter that opens this chapter is concerned with a set of unfulfi lled 

strategic commitments. It nevertheless uses an emotionally evocative tone, 

inviting us to envisage a father, the Byzantine emperor Maurice, berating his 

disobedient child, King Childebert II. Th e sender calls upon the recipient to 

“man up,” put aside childish behavior, and make good on his promise. Knowing 

full well that what we are reading is not a conversation between two individuals 

but an exchange between bureaucracies about the deployment of troops to the 

Italian theater to engage the Lombards, the language necessarily changes its 

meaning.  5   Almost perforce, it is transformed either into coded language or into 

rhetorical trope. 

 We would probably be correct to interpret Maurice’s missive as a cleverly 

craft ed attempt to personalize a strategic question. Other, more personal, letters 

included in this correspondence are not so straightforward. In the following 

chapter, I propose to look at the language used in letters between the court of 

Childebert II and the Byzantines in the 580s and early 590s. Th e language used 

in this exchange refl ects two very diff erent perspectives. Notions of Christian 

charity, familial aff ection, piety and righteousness were employed by both 

chanceries with equal profi ciency, yet they were meant to convey very diff erent 
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sentiments for either side. Moreover, as I will attempt to show, we should not 

dismiss the idea that some of these letters contain genuine expressions of 

emotion. 

 * 

 By the time the Franks began to use diplomacy in earnest, the kingdoms on their 

diplomatic itinerary were overwhelmingly Christian. Not all shared the Franks’ 

orthodoxy, to be sure. Some, like the Visigoths, were outright Arians, while 

others, like the Lombards, were perhaps intentionally ambiguous,  6   yet the 

symbolism of Christian language would have resounded more or less clearly in 

the courts that received Frankish legations. 

 Looking at diplomacy, Childebert II is an interesting king to follow, for several 

reasons. Th roughout most of his reign, the evidence for Austrasia’s frequent 

contacts with the Byzantines and Lombards is much better than for parallel 

regions. Austrasia is said to have held special importance for the Empire, and in 

this sense Childebert was already building on a legacy established in the days of 

Sigibert I, his father.  7   

 Childebert’s relationship with other Merovingian kings also provides an 

interesting vantage point on foreign aff airs, which were on many levels informed 

by the internal dynamics of the three kingdoms. In this, a decisive role was 

played by Childebert’s uncle, Guntram, whose own relationship with Byzantium, 

which oscillated between begrudging acceptance and open recalcitrance, 

counterbalanced Austrasia’s more receptive attitude towards the Empire’s advances. 

 Over all of these contacts hovers the conquest of Italy by the Lombards, 

beginning in 568. Th e establishment of the Lombards in Italy meant not only the 

loss of territories which the Byzantines had wrested from the Ostrogoths only 

several years earlier, at enormous cost; it also heralded a reconfi guration of 

Frankish attitudes towards Italy. Th e Lombards were important diplomatic 

partners to both Franks and Byzantines before they entered Italy, yet their 

advance presented both with a host of new challenges and opportunities.  8   

 Ricochets from the chaotic state of aff airs in the Apennine peninsula began 

hitting Gaul almost immediately, as Lombard military detachments crossed the 

Alps with growing frequency, disrupting the border region with Guntram’s 

Burgundy.  9   While the immediate purpose of these maneuvers was probably to 

obtain plunder and captives, the fact that Marius of Avenches had raiding parties 

entering the  fi nitima loca Galliarum  already in 569 might suggest that the 

Lombards were testing the limits of Frankish tolerance, perhaps with the intent 
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of redrawing the map in Provence, already chronically unstable because of in- 

fi ghting between Sigibert and Guntram.  10   

 Naturally, the Merovingians were inclined to oppose this development, 

presenting an opportunity for cooperation with the Byzantines. Many of the 

delegations shuttling back and forth between Metz and Constantinople had to 

do with Italy, and since the Franks and Byzantines were united not only in 

strategic interest, but also in faith, one is tempted to search for some expression 

of this in the  Epistolae Austrasicae  and other pieces of relevant evidence.  11   

 Indeed, the  Austrasian Letters  are a good place to start, as roughly a third of 

the entire collection bears witness to Byzantine-Austrasian relations under 

Childebert and his mother, Brunhild. Yet plans for Italy occupy less space in this 

collection than one might expect. Much of the correspondence refl ects Frankish 

concern with the fate of the young Athanagild, product of the marriage between 

Ingund, Childebert’s sister, and Hermenegild, the rebellious Visigothic prince. 

Athanagild was held in Constantinople aft er both he and his mother fell into 

Byzantine hands, and aft er Ingund had died in Carthage.  12   It is this group of 

Frankish letters that is richest in emotional language. It is also the one which 

demonstrates most clearly the complementary roles played by emotion in the 

Frankish letters and religion in the Byzantine ones. 

 As they stand, the  Austrasian Letters  hardly constitute a systematic 

compendium of Merovingian foreign policy. As Barrett and Woudhuysen have 

recently argued, the collection we have today may have emerged from a literary 

context very much removed from the Merovingian chanceries that initially 

produced its constituent parts.  13   Whether we subscribe to this notion of a later 

composition, or to the explanation presented by Bruno Dum é zil in this volume,  14   

it is evident that the collection bears the markings of a prolonged and layered 

process of curation. Both explanations seem to agree, however, that the  Austrasian 

Letters  provide a somewhat piecemeal account of the diplomatic relations 

between the Byzantines and the Franks.  15   

 What the collection does contain is an assortment of letters, ranging from 

those sent by Bishop Remigius of Reims to Clovis and to several ecclesiastical 

colleagues,  16   through correspondence between Th eudebert I and Emperor 

Justinian, to the already mentioned block of documents chronicling the exchanges 

between Childebert II, his mother, and a list of dignitaries in Byzantium, Italy, 

and Gaul.  17   Th e most prominent imperial fi gure in the latter part of the collection 

is the emperor, Maurice, to whom are addressed two letters directly. We may 

safely assume that the Frankish epistles addressed to the emperor’s mother- in-
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law, members of his entourage, and subordinate offi  cials in the Italian exarchate, 

also considered him to be foremost on the list of intended readers. 

 Already in the salutation to the letters addressed to Emperor Maurice, 

religious overtones are present: he is, alongside his more secular- sounding titles 

of  triumphator  and  gloriosus , also referred to as pious and paternal. Th is should, 

no doubt, be understood as politesse and proper epistolary protocol, yet the use 

of such language in the preface is repeated throughout the text itself, which is, to 

quote Simon Loseby, “saturated with religious references.” 

 In his subtle analysis of Gregory of Tours’ Italian and Byzantine narratives, 

Loseby argues that, compared to the attitudes expressed in the  Austrasian Letters , 

the  Histories  exhibit “discrepancies [. . .] in content and tone.”  18   While the bishop 

of Tours is said to off er a morally neutral, at times even critical, perspective of the 

Frankish intervention in Italy, the  Austrasian Letters  zealously refl ect the 

exhortations of the imperial court and the Italian episcopate. To establish this, he 

cites two letters by Childebert and Brunhild to the emperor and to other Byzantine 

personages, and a corresponding missive from the Italian exarch, Romanus. 

 Indeed, Childebert’s appeal to Maurice in letter 25 is tastefully interspersed 

with pious expressions: one  qui placet Domino , a  divinitate propitia , and another 

 inspirante Domino  for good measure.  19   So is letter 29, sent by Brunhild 

to Anastasia, which contains one  tribuente Domino  and another  si Christus 

eff ectum tribuit .  20   Letter 31, addressed to John, the Constantinopolitan patriarch, 

stands out as being more explicit in its usage of religious terminology.  21   Once 

again, we encounter interjections of  praestante Domino , alongside sycophantic 

acknowledgments of John’s apostolic honor and good works. Yet, were we to 

remove these fl ourishes, the text would ring just as clearly in its message, if not 

in its decorum. Th e religious language is there because it fi ts the linguistic 

register deemed appropriate in such texts, not because it serves any discursive 

function. When the intended recipient of the letter is a clergyman, the usage of 

religious phrases becomes predictably more pronounced, yet its content seldom 

departs from platitudes, probably intended to lull the addressee into a more 

receptive mood. 

 In fact, most of the letters addressed to the Byzantines are, for lack of a better 

description, devoid of much substance. Th is is not very surprising, since it would 

have been required, for purposes of protocol, to read aloud the formal letters 

borne by ambassadors, probably in the presence of the entire court. Th e more 

operative dimensions of the embassies that carried the letters would doubtless 

have been discussed in private.  22   Nevertheless, the tone is underwhelming 

considering it is meant to refl ect the mindset of a king gearing up to go to war. 
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 Th e same, however, may not be said of the Byzantine employment of epistolary 

language, religious or otherwise. Firstly, we are struck by its explicit attempt to 

cajole the Franks into action by appealing to their sense of religious identity. 

Letter 40, sent by Romanus the exarch of Italy to Childebert, urges the Frankish 

king to exert every eff ort to prevent the shedding of Christian blood and to protect 

the clergy, and does so by invoking both parties’ shared love for the orthodox 

faith.  23   Childebert’s piety stands in clear opposition to the iniquity of the Lombards, 

who are described as  nefandissimi  and, naturally, as  inimici Dei .  24   

 Th e same narrative thrust continues in the subsequent letter, in which 

Romanus regards Frankish military intervention in Italy to be divinely ordained. 

Strikingly, the Italian populace is referred to as  christiana gens , in dire need of the 

protection only Frankish arms can aff ord. Stripped bare of their religious 

rationale, Romanus’ letters simply fall apart; what remains of an emotional and 

articulate call to arms is a terse and factual report of troop movements and 

meetings between generals. Proof that the Byzantines saw religious language as 

a means of galvanizing the Franks may be deduced by the conspicuous absence 

of such terminology in Letter 42, which, as we saw earlier, contains a short- 

tempered reprimand from Emperor Maurice. 

 Th e emperor, who has, by now, tired of Frankish embassies bearing empty 

promises, admonishes King Childebert and threatens to withdraw his friendship.  25   

Not once is the shared faith of the two parties invoked, nor the heretical practices 

of their common adversary. In fact, religious language is only used once, in the 

closing sentence—“May God protect you for many years, from a most Christian 

and most loving parent”  26   —clearly with the intent of accentuating the hierarchical 

diff erences between the two. One can only imagine the faces in the audience had 

this text been recited publicly. In some respects, then, Letter 42 is an admission of 

failure on the Byzantines’ part. Th eir eff orts to excite the Franks into a religiously 

motivated campaign have borne little fruit, so a diff erent persuasive strategy, in 

the form of an emotional admonishment, was attempted. 

 Gregory, as he himself reports, was privy to the deliberations in the Austrasian 

court concerning the relationship with the Lombards and the Empire. He was, 

moreover, well- versed in diplomatic etiquette, as the person chosen to represent 

Childebert before his uncle.  27   Gregory provides an exhaustive description of the 

embassy to Guntram, which replicates a familiar dynamic from the  Austrasian 

Letters . Much like the emperor, Guntram had seniority over Childebert, and 

expressed his disappointment and anger on account of unfulfi lled promises. 

Childebert conveyed his eagerness, either with letters or ambassadors, to placate 

his interlocutor by promising to make good on his word. 
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 Yet nowhere in Gregory’s narrative do the Lombards invoke the kind of vitriol 

found in abundance in the offi  cial correspondence emanating from Byzantium. 

Th e Lombards emerge in the  Histories  as cooperative and sensible, and are thus 

able to dissuade the Franks, on more than one occasion, from following through 

with their plans. Had he wished, Gregory could have made the Lombards out to 

be a murderous bunch,  28   and his refusal to do so is even more extraordinary 

given the less- than-exemplary state of their religious orthodoxy. 

 It seems, therefore, that Gregory’s reserved treatment of Childebert’s Italian 

adventures is not so much a departure from the tone found in the  Austrasian Letters , 

as a continuation of its implicit line of reasoning. Th e Austrasians were willing—

lackadaisically—to consider intervening in Italy, fi rst because they were bribed with 

exorbitant amounts of Byzantine money, and then when they were pressured into 

doing so by the capture of Athanagild, of whom, tellingly, Gregory breathes not a 

word. Yet as soon as some diffi  culty arises, or an opportunity for peaceful resolution 

presents itself, Frankish resolve seems to vanish.  29   

 I would here argue that the  Histories , unencumbered by the diplomatic 

constraints that seem to weigh so heavily on the  Austrasian Letters , provide a 

closer approximation of the prevailing winds in Metz with regard to Italy, which 

were, at best, lukewarm. Th e  Austrasian   Letters  are certainly telling the Byzantines 

what they want to hear, but they do so by adhering to a language that remains 

uncommitted, and whose religious layer serves to qualify, not to nail down. In 

other words, the Byzantines are asking: “are you going to live up to your word as 

Christians?” to which the Franks answer: “God willing. . .” 

 To test this, we must turn our attentions to letter 46, which is the only letter 

sent by Childebert to express a diff erent tone entirely.  30   Addressed to Archbishop 

Lawrence of Milan, or rather, “Patriarch Lawrence,” to quote the text directly,  31   

the letter makes use of very strong, unequivocal language in describing the 

Lombards and their religious affi  nities. In fact, it has been noted as one of the 

rare Frankish expressions of criticism on the subject of the Lombards’ heretical 

practices. While it is not entirely clear whether the Franks were here alluding 

to Arianism or to the Tricapitoline schism, given Lawrence’s theological 

reconciliation with Rome some years earlier, Arianism seems to be the safer bet. 

 Th e letter, probably dating from 585, contains an appeal to Lawrence, who had 

been operating out of the safety of Byzantine- held Genoa. In it, Childebert 

requests assurances that the exarch, Smaragdus of Ravenna, lend his support to 

the Frankish invasion by deploying his own troops against the enemy. As noted by 

Balzaretti, the letter also suggests that Lawrence had access to troops independently 

of his connections with the exarch, making him a key fi gure as far as the Franks 
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were concerned.  32   Given his ecclesiastical credentials, his command of military 

assets, and his dislike of the Lombards, referring to them as a  gens execrabilis  and 

denigrating their faith as false and unjust would seem a prudent strategy, especially 

when coupled with the letter’s obvious adulation. Th at the previous Austrasian 

invasion, which we know ended with an anticlimactic acceptance of Lombard 

tribute, should be described in the letter as a dramatic fulfi llment of the emperor’s 

wishes, complements its general tendency for hyperbole. 

 Depending on Gregory’s somewhat jumbled recounting of Childebert’s 

Italian initiatives, the letter should probably be seen as accompanying the second 

campaign, which, we learn, was nothing short of a fi asco. Discord quickly broke 

out between the dukes sent to carry out the attack, and the campaign was 

discontinued.  33   As J. B. Bury noted in his classical study on the later Roman 

Empire, this might even have happened before the army reached the Alps.  34   

 In this regard, the decision to include two bits of information—that the 

invasion was undertaken as the result of Byzantine demands that Childebert 

refund the 50,000  solidi  he had already received and that Ingund was rumored to 

be held in Constantinople—cannot be coincidental.  35   Gregory was not especially 

loquacious about these matters to begin with, but he was apparently willing to 

divulge this much, as well as to state that in the past, Maurice’s demands that the 

money be returned were casually dismissed.  36   

 All of this adds up to an understanding that the Franks were never very 

serious about Italy and had probably earmarked Maurice’s money for diff erent 

purposes altogether. Th ey only began to entertain the thought of an invasion 

when their own speculations about Ingund and Athanagild’s whereabouts 

weighed in. Th e neutral language, in both the  Histories  and the  Austrasian Letters , 

bears witness to the tepidness of the Frankish approach. Once Childebert 

decided to mount the second campaign, however, it became necessary to secure 

Byzantine assistance on the ground. Letter 46, which explicitly asks of its 

recipients to advance against the Lombards in anticipation of a Frankish invasion 

that has yet to materialize, employs more colorful language, but it does so exactly 

because it seeks to solicit, not evade, military commitment. 

 Th e most highly charged emotional rhetoric is, of course, reserved for those 

letters aimed at obtaining the release of the young Athanagild. Here themes of 

longing and grief are explored in depth, demonstrating that, for the Franks, the 

letters’ tone was anything but haphazard. Gillett observed that the evocative 

language of the Athanagild letters was aimed not solely at the emperor, but at a 

host of infl uential recipients.  37   Th is cumulative argumentative eff ort was intended 

to bring about a reversal in the Byzantines’ policy, not least because the dramatic 
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eff ect produced by reading these letters in public would have pressured the court, 

transforming the issue into a moral one. Still, Gillett believes that emotional 

considerations took second place to more pragmatic ones, and that the letters 

were meant, fi rst and foremost, to advertise the issue, not to generate  pathos .  38   

 Th e letters were craft ed to resound with a list of recipients who had the 

emperor’s ear. Once those were suffi  ciently convinced, they would have presumably 

made their case to the emperor, arguing that Maurice’s image as a just ruler would 

be jeopardized by continuing to hold on to Athanagild. Be that as it may, we must 

accede that any such argumentation would only have been eff ective if, at some 

point, it awakened the empathy of its audience. Th at, I would argue, was the whole 

point, and also the reason why they would have been dramatically performed. 

Granted, the emperor, the empress, or any of the recipients further down the line 

could have remained aloof from the letters’ exhortations. But for any of this to be 

interpreted as a moral issue, it must have been immediately apparent that to keep 

Athanagild captive was somehow wrong, if only to the peripheral listeners at 

court. 

 My point here is that the epistolary language of the Merovingians could have 

been both calculated and genuinely refl ective, emotionally. To interpret it as 

strictly strategic only makes sense if it were code for some other, separate, 

objective. Th is would perhaps be an appropriate reading of Guntram’s attempt to 

scapegoat Reccared with the deaths of Ingund and Hermenegild.  39   Considering 

his own Spanish entanglements, Guntram’s angry posturing comes off  as 

performative and premeditated, although admittedly we have only Gregory’s 

word to go by. Brunhild and Childebert’s case, on the other hand, is not so easily 

pigeonholed.  40   

 So long as the recovery of Athanagild was the object of the letter writers’ 

desires, such descriptive language was probably an approximate representation 

of Brunhild’s emotional state of longing. Barring this, the only remaining 

possibility would have been that the Franks really wanted Athanagild back, but 

not for the reasons they were stating. Yet we simply have no reason to assume 

this, since Athanagild’s value as anything other than an object of emotional 

attachment would have been negligible. Once his father was killed and his uncle, 

Reccared, took the reins of power, Athanagild’s prospects of inheriting the 

Visigothic throne diminished signifi cantly. His potential for fi lling some future 

role in a Frankish context would seem even more implausible, considering that 

Childebert’s designs for inheritance would have included his own sons—

Th euderic and Th eudebert—and not his nephew, however dear Athanagild may 

have been to his heart. 
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 What, then, would have been the point of securing him, if we adopt a 

utilitarian view of Frankish policy on this question? Gillett off ers two options—a 

Frankish unease with his captivity, and an attempt to neutralize Maurice’s 

leverage by transforming the Athanagild question from a strategic into a moral 

one. Both could well be true, although, at least with regard to the second solution, 

a better way to counter Maurice’s pressure would simply have been to refuse to 

play along. Of course, the fact that the Austrasians persisted in their eff orts 

demonstrates that for them, it was an emotional issue all along. 

 Th at the Merovingian family would have found the idea of one of their own 

being held captive objectionable is certainly plausible. Yet, one must ask whether 

Athanagild, at any point in his short life, qualifi ed as a Merovingian. As Wood and 

others have argued, the Frankish royal family was more a conceptual structure 

than a biological one.  41   Chlothild, Radegund, and even Brunhild herself were 

foreigners who successfully assumed a Merovingian identity; none would doubt 

that they were indeed just that—Chlothild was the  materfamilias  of the entire 

royal clan, Radegund its model saint.  42   Brunhild’s later role as the  b ê te noir  of 

numerous chronicles and hagiographies notwithstanding, she was nothing if not 

a quintessential Merovingian queen.  43   It is perhaps testimony not only to 

Brunhild’s emotional nature, but also to her subtle understanding of what made 

a Merovingian, that Th eudebert II eventually found himself the target of her 

wrath. In a famous episode of the  Chronicle of Fredegar , the aged queen 

encouraged her grandson Th euderic to declare war on his brother by convincing 

him that Th eudebert was sired not by Childebert but by the gardener, a stratagem 

that worked all too well.  44   Why, then, should we assume that Athanagild would be 

anything but a Visigothic prince, given that he had never set foot in Gaul? 

 Th is leaves one fi nal option: Brunhild was not acting to protect the integrity 

of Merovingian honor, but as a grieving parent.  45   It is true that Brunhild never 

met the boy in person, yet one can easily empathize with a heartbroken mother, 

watching helplessly as her daughter is carried off , subjected to various indignities, 

and fi nally allowed to die. It is also perfectly conceivable that she would have 

found some measure of solace in the return of her daughter’s child.  46   If the letters 

are eff ective, it is only because Brunhild’s maternal plight so naturally gains our 

compassion. Gillett is certainly correct to claim that the language is stylized, but 

not to the point of somehow masking its candor. 

 Th e phrasing choices of the Athanagild letters, while admittedly drawn from 

time- honored rhetorical repertoires, are thus best taken at their word. Whether 

they are expressing urgency or tepidness, they are, at the very least, honest insofar 

as they aim to reproduce some facsimile of the desires of their senders. 
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 * 

 Th e next installment in this drama came with the betrothal of Childebert’s 

remaining sister, Chlodosuintha. Initially promised to the Lombard king, 

Authari, she was eventually off ered as a bride to Reccared.  47   Th e reasoning 

behind this, argues Gregory, was that Childebert recognized the Visigoths as 

Catholics. It is unclear whether we are meant to infer from this that the Lombards 

were not Catholics, or that this had any bearing on Childebert’s decision- making 

process. Given the extensive treatment of Reccared’s conversion, it seems likely 

that Gregory’s intent was to highlight the transformation taking place in Spain, 

not to direct any criticism at the Lombards, about whose religious practices he is 

remarkably taciturn. In any event, the Austrasian  volte- face  was followed shortly 

by a third Frankish invasion in Italy, which yielded even poorer results than 

previous ones had done. 

 Th e catastrophic outcome of the third campaign is suspect, because unlike 

previous and subsequent invasions, it is completely lacking in detail. While 

Gregory opens with Childebert’s decision to opt for Reccared, this perhaps had 

more to do with the prospect of an alliance between Austrasia and Spain and the 

Visigothic off er of ten thousand  solidi , two considerations that Gregory reports 

elsewhere.  48   In any event, the situation with the Lombards did not change in any 

way that would warrant the attack, so its context becomes very diffi  cult to 

reconstruct. As far as Gregory was concerned, however, the pertinent fact 

remained that Reccared was now a Catholic, marking a clear break with the 

Goths’ heretical—and much maligned—past. 

 * 

 In conclusion, it is possible to say that the  Histories  remain resistant to the 

Byzantine argumentation that sought to conceive of military involvement 

in Italy as a confessional obligation, as indeed Loseby has observed. Th is, I 

would add, refl ects not only Gregory’s narrative agenda, but also his intimate 

acquaintance with the strategic objectives of the Austrasians. 

 It is also clear that Childebert’s half- hearted Italian initiatives, which, in 

retrospect, achieved very little, were not motivated by a desire to expunge religious 

heresy. Th is attitude is corroborated in the  Austrasian Letters . Th e Franks’ reserved 

use of religious terminology echoes Byzantine rhetoric, but only insofar as it 

allows the Franks to agree wholeheartedly, without stating explicitly what it is 

they are agreeing to. Only when they fi nd themselves in need of military support 

do they suddenly become interested in the spiritual wellbeing of Italian provincials. 
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 In the Athanagild letters, Frankish equivocation and  realpolitik  move aside 

to reveal a diff erent facet of Merovingian diplomacy. While their rhetoric is 

constructed with utmost care, it is the universal nature of the emotions expressed 

within that makes them relatable. Loss and grief were readily decipherable 

modes of emotional appeal, especially when framed as the plea of one bereaved 

mother to another. If the letters stood a chance of resonating with their intended 

audiences, it would only be because they successfully evoked genuine empathy. 

Considering the context of their composition, it certainly appears that under 

their classicizing exterior they carry more than a trace of emotional truth. 

 Whether their aim was eventually achieved is unknown, although it is unlikely 

that Athanagild found his way to Gaul. Nor can the Byzantine entreaties be 

said to have been especially successful in motivating the Franks to dislodge 

the Lombards from Italy. In this, Frankish stylistic acumen and Byzantine 

sophistication are truly on par with one another.   
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 Mediterranean Homesick Blues: Human 
Traffi  cking in the Merovingian  Leges   1     

    Lukas   Bothe               

    Lex Salica  39.2-4  Concerning kidnapping   2    

   [2]  lf a foreign slave has been kidnapped and taken overseas ( trans mare ) and 

if he is found there by his master and names in the public court ( mallus publicus ) 

the man by whom he was kidnapped in his own country ( in patria ), he ought to 

gather three witnesses there. Again, when the slave has been recalled from across 

the sea, he must again name [the kidnapper] in another court meeting ( mallus ), 

and again three suitable witnesses must be consulted. At a third court meeting, 

however, he ought to do the same, so that nine witnesses swear that they heard 

the slave speak consistently ( semper equaliter ) against the kidnapper ( plagiator ) 

in three court meetings. And aft erwards he who kidnapped him, known as 

denounced werewolf in court language ( mallobergo mallo wiridarium   hoc est ), 

shall be held liable for 1,400  denarii , which make 35  solidi . Admit such slave’s 

confession for up to three kidnappers ( plagiatores ), yet under the condition that 

he must provide the names of the men and of the villas consistently. 

  [3]  But if anyone kidnaps and sells a freeman and aft erwards he is returned 

to his own country ( in patria ), known as steeling from the country in court 

language ( mallobergo   chalde fi cho ), let him be held liable for 100  solidi . 

  [4]  If anyone sells a freeman and aft erwards he is not returned to his property 

in his own country ( in patria ad propria ), and there is no defi nite proof, let 

oathtakers swear as if for homicide. If he cannot fi nd oathtakers, known as 

abduction of a freeman in court language ( mallobergo   frio falcono ), let him be 

held liable for 8,000  denarii,  which make 200  solidi .   

79



Th e Merovingian Kingdoms and the Mediterranean World80

    Lex Ribuaria  17 (16) [ Concerning a captured 
man or freewoman ]  

  If a freeman sells another Ribuarian freeman abroad ( extra solum ) and cannot 

bring him back, let him be held liable for 600  solidi , or let him swear with 

seventy- two [oathtakers]. And if he does bring him back into the country ( in 

solum ), let him be held liable for 200  solidi . It is resolved that this be observed 

similarly concerning a freewoman.  3     

   Two Merovingian laws on kidnapping and 
the Roman  Crimen Plagii   

 Two laws from the two major Frankish law books, the  Lex Salica  (c. 500) and the 

 Lex Ribuaria  (c. 633), address the problem of kidnapping and human traffi  cking 

in some detail and demand varying penalties. Th e Ribuarian provision was 

almost certainly modeled on the earlier Salic one. Apparently, the casuistry of 

the venerable  Lex Salica  was no longer required and was hence replaced by the 

pragmatic catchall clause of the  Lex Ribuaria,  which also raised the legal fi ne 

signifi cantly. Th is article examines the legislative history of both laws. It argues 

that each law was informed by obscure historical contexts, while textual 

elaboration and choice of sanctions probably relied on the appropriation of 

 crimen plagii  (kidnapping) from Roman law. 

 Such processes of appropriation are quite common in early medieval law, 

if not always regarding legal consequences but certainly the elements of an 

off ense. Rustling of herds is a case in point; in Roman law the crime of  abigeatus  

(qualifi ed cattle rustling) was qualifi ed either by a certain amount of stolen 

livestock or repeat off enses and was subject to severe punishments such as 

forced labor in the mines ( metallum ), or death in the arena ( ad bestias ).  4   

According to Hermann Nehlsen,  abigeatus  infi ltrated Visigothic, Burgundian, 

and ultimately Frankish law via the  Pauli sententiae .  5   In the  Lex Ribuaria  

rustling of herds is qualifi ed by a fi xed amount of stolen livestock and punished 

the same as murder, homicide by arson and indeed kidnapping with the 

equivalent of three wergilds.  6   Th e extraordinarily high fi ne of 600  solidi  due in 

each case marks these off enses as crimes proper. Th at is to say, the fi ne goes 

beyond the needs of  compositio  (dispute settlement by compensation), and 

aims to neutralize the off ender, which was quite in tune with Roman law’s penal 

approach. 
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 Regulations that deal with kidnapping and human traffi  cking are legion in 

the Merovingian  leges ,  7   and they appear to rest upon common sources.  8   First 

among the models for the Ribuarian title is  Lex Salica  39 concerning kidnapping. 

Its Latin title  de plagiatoribus  implies reception and appropriation of Roman 

law’s concept of  plagium , extensively dealt with in the undated  Lex Fabia de 

plagiariis  (probably originating from the early fi rst century  bc ).  9   According to 

Th eodor Mommsen,  plagium  referred to the fraudulent assumption of the right 

of dominion either over a Roman citizen or his freedman against his own will, or 

over a slave against the owner’s will.  10   Th e Fabian law thus protected the freedom 

and property rights of Roman citizens alone, and the actions provided for by 

statute refl ect this caveat. Either the victim’s free status was determined or—if a 

slave was concerned—the kidnapper was sued for theft . Th e  Lex Fabia  mandated 

that every citizen had the right to fi le a case before the praetor, resulting in a fi ne 

of 50,000 sesterces to the benefi t of the state. Penal consequences gradually 

toughened until Constantine fi nally established the death penalty for kidnappers 

in 315.  11   

 Frankish law’s approach to kidnapping is quite reminiscent of Roman 

 plagium , as the grading of penalties for slaves and freemen implies. Kidnapping 

of slaves was implicitly subsumed under  Lex Salica ’s theft  legislation, as the 35 

 solidi  fi ne for a slave kidnapped and sold across the sea in  Lex Salica  39.2 was 

also due for slaves killed or stolen under less heinous circumstances.  12   However, 

before that fi ne could be extracted, a complicated legal procedure was used to 

determine the kidnapper. If a slave was taken overseas and found there by his 

former master, he was required to denounce his kidnapper with a total of nine 

witnesses in three subsequent court meetings, puzzlingly on both sides of the 

sea. How realistic was such a process? Ian Wood suggests that this law should be 

viewed in the context of Frankish overlordship exercised over the south coast of 

England, and thus he acknowledges the ambitious Frankish claim to enforce its 

power in courts on both sides of the Channel.  13   Considering the assumed small- 

scale approach of the law, Harald Siems wonders whether  trans mare  could 

simply refer to “seaborne transportation” rather than actually mean “overseas.”  14   

In any case, one needs to explain the legal reasoning behind the phrase. Th e 

whole idea of selling an abductee overseas rested upon the notion that it made 

his or her return unlikely, and thus entailed near- impunity for the abductor. 

According to the archbishop of Constantinople, John Chrysostom (c. 347–407), 

kidnapped children were oft en brought to distant shores, a strategic but cruel 

tactic applied by illegal slave traders around 400 in order to minimize chances of 

being discovered, as Kyle Harper stresses.  15   
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 Frankish hegemony over England as assumed by Wood may well provide a 

reasonable context for the Salic provision,  16   even though Siems’ skepticism 

about its practicability is equally justifi ed. Aft er all, both authors account for 

legal predecessors from which laws like this drew.  17   In an article on the spread of 

the Th eodosian code in Gaul, Wood suspects that the Salic provision was perhaps 

infl uenced by legislation similar to the 33rd novel of Valentinian III dating to 

January 31, 451 (discussed later),  18   and Siems follows up that same proposition 

in detail.  19   Yet, a Roman origin and a North Sea context of the Salian provision 

do not exclude each other. If true, the pair would indeed constitute a prime 

example for the reception and appropriation of Roman law in early medieval 

Gaul. Valentinian’s novel refers to a famine that plagued the Italian peninsula in 

450 and forced many people to sell their own children into slavery.  20   Th e sale 

into transmarine or extraterritorial regions mentioned in the law must therefore 

refer to a Mediterranean context. In moralizing language, the emperor declares 

that the distress sales were invalid and commands that buyers be recompensed 

by a twenty percent margin. Anyone violating the imperial decree in the future 

would forfeit six ounces of gold—the equivalent of 36  solidi ! Perhaps it is only a 

coincidence that the Salic fi ne for kidnapping an alien slave closely resembles the 

Roman fi ne for selling one’s own children to slavery. But while Valentinian’s 

novel relates specifi cally to parents forced to sell their children into slavery and 

therefore aims to safeguard Roman families, these details are stripped from the 

imperial law for its reuse in the  Lex Salica , which penalizes the sale of any slave 

 trans mare . Th e Merovingian legislators appropriated parts of the norm and 

transplanted it into a new legal and geographical context, namely the protection 

of slave holders’ property rights against illegal sales across the North Sea. It is 

remarkable how comfortably the Franks appropriated Roman imperial 

legislation and utilized it for their own ends. 

 Th e third and fourth clauses of  Lex Salica  39 reveal that for a kidnapped 

freeman, the fi ne was increased to 100 or 200  solidi , depending on whether the 

kidnapper was able to return the victim to his home country ( in patria ad 

propriam ). Obviously, these provisions follow a diff erent legal reasoning, and the 

Ribuarian provisions were modeled according to it. Among the many possible 

models for the Ribuarian provision on captured men and freewomen, its editors 

also count an undated royal decree ( antiqua ) from the  Lex Visigothorum .  21    Lex 

Visigothorum  VII.3.3 demands that the abductor of a free child, who was 

kidnapped and sold into slavery, should in turn be handed over to the child’s 

nearest relatives, who may choose either to kill or sell him; alternatively, the 

relatives could extract 300  solidi  from the kidnapper as a homicide compensation. 
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Th e applicability of the child’s wergild is justifi ed by the notion that sale by the 

parents or kidnapping were crimes as serious as homicide. Visigothic law literally 

equates  plagium  and  homicidium , which seems to be confi rmed in Salic law 

where the sale of a freeman is punished by his wergild and oathtakers are 

demanded to swear “as if for homicide.”  22   Th e  Lex Ribuaria  goes even further 

and implicitly puts kidnapping and human traffi  cking on the same level as 

murder, calling for a triple wergild of 600  solidi  or seventy- two oathhelpers.  23   As 

this law was adopted and adapted, the penalties for illegal slavery became 

increasingly harsh. Th is suggests that illegal slavery was an increasing concern 

across the fi ft h and seventh centuries. 

 A possible context for the increased fear of illegal enslavement may be the 

emergence of Samo’s kingdom somewhere in modern day Bohemia and Moravia 

around the year 623/624. Th e so- called  Chronicle of Fredegar  reports that Samo’s 

Slavs repeatedly raided Th uringia and the other Austrasian  pagi,  eventually 

leading to the establishment of young Sigibert III’s sub- kingdom in Austrasia.  24   It 

is probably in this same context that the  Lex Ribuaria  was compiled. Some of its 

most distinctive provisions were perhaps ad hoc reactions to the very threat that 

led to the establishment of the kingdom and the compilation of the  Lex . On the 

other hand, the increase of fi nes was likely infl uenced by the ongoing appropriation 

of Roman law in the Frankish kingdoms. Th e Merovingians had to deal with 

Roman law in Burgundy and elsewhere south of the Loire, where the majority of 

their subjects lived according to Roman law and thus considered  plagium  a capital 

crime.  25   It is now widely acknowledged that the compilation of the  Lex Ribuaria  

was not so much a codifi cation of the alleged customs of the Rhineland Franks 

but rather a skillful revision of existing legislation.  26   When the  Lex Ribuaria  was 

compiled in or around 633, the Merovingian kingdoms looked back at a chain of 

royal decrees that had been added to the core of Frankish law, the  Lex Salica , over 

the course of the sixth century. Roman and Burgundian law had infl uenced some 

of these decrees but, more importantly, they also played a role in the compilation 

of the  Lex Ribuaria . All Austrasian kings from Childebert II onwards had close 

ties with Burgundy, and may have drawn on Burgundian scholars for the 

production of the  Lex Ribuaria . Childebert II employed Guntram’s Burgundian 

 referendarius,  Asclepiodotus, who was in all likelihood the eponymic prefect of 

Provence,  27   and who was certainly trained in Roman law.  28   Both Chlothar II and 

his son Dagobert I had claims in Burgundy, and Fredegar relates that both kings 

intervened in Burgundian legal aff airs.  29   It is, therefore, only logical to assume that 

their or their counsellor’s acquaintance with Burgundian and Roman law is also 

refl ected in Austrasian legislation. 
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 As far as the Ribuarian law on captured men and freewomen is concerned, the 

compilers relied on various Roman and Romano-Burgundian sources in order to 

revise  Lex Salica ’s kidnapping title. Valentinian III’s Italian novel prohibiting the 

sale of enslaved children to transmarine territories was probably known in 

Austrasia as part of Alaric’s  Breviary  and presumably already informed the Salic 

model of the Ribuarian provision.  30   Th e same is true for the Visigothic  Antiqua  

VII.3.3, which equated enslavement with homicide and thus considered wergild 

payment an appropriate sanction for the crime.  31   Th is notion was already embedded 

in  Lex Salica  39.3–4. Th e conspicuous tripling of the wergild in  Lex Ribuaria  17, 

however, refl ects the uncompromising approach of Roman law to  plagium  as a 

capital crime, which dates back to Constantine’s tightening of the Fabian law on 

kidnapping.  32   Constantine’s law of 315 established the death penalty for kidnapping 

but, with its references to public spectacles and gladiatorial shows, was unfi t for 

seventh- century Austrasia with its affi  nity to wergild and  compositio . Nevertheless, 

its interpretation was incorporated in the  Lex Romana Burgundionum,  which in 

turn may well have had some infl uence on the Ribuarian provision: 

  Title 4. Concerning sales and theft s 

 [1] If someone heinously kidnapped someone ( in   plagii scelere ) and is 

convicted for that crime, whether it was a freeborn or a slave whom he presumed 

to sell, he shall suff er capital punishment ( capite puniatur ), according to the Law 

of Th eodosius, book 9, Concerning the Fabian Law, addressed at Domitius 

Celsus, Vicar of Africa.  33    

 Th e  Lex Romana Burgundionum  is less comprehensive than Alaric’s  Breviary  

and its text relies on juristic commentaries rather than on the actual laws 

from the  Codex Th eodosianus , while its structure essentially parallels the  Lex 

Burgundionum .  34   About a century aft er its compilation, the  Lex Romana 

Burgundionum  appears to still have been associated with contemporary Roman 

legal practice. Based on unambiguous interpretations of the law, the  Lex Romana 

Burgundionum  had more of a practical attitude than Alaric’s  Breviary  and was 

therefore more likely to be consulted when the stance of Roman law was 

required. By contrasting the 200  solidi  wergild fi xed in  Lex Salica  39.4 with the 

absolute necessity of the death penalty demanded by Romano-Burgundian law, 

the compilers of the  Lex Ribuaria  apparently reconciled the two alternative 

kidnapping sanctions in the triple wergild of 600  solidi . In the logic of the 

dominant composition system, the heavy fi ne approached capital punishment in 

its severity. Aft er all, inability to pay such threefold wergild liability entailed 

either inter- generational indebtedness or personal debt slavery.  35   
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 Th e attested shift  from compensation to quasi- penal sanction may be 

attributed to unique regulatory requirements around the year 633 that forced 

legislators and compilers to grapple with preceding acts of legislation. From the 

earlier evidence it appears that various and successive processes of legislation and 

appropriation must have taken place between the fi rst Roman laws on  plagium  

and the Ribuarian provision on captured men and freewomen in the seventh 

century. However, the long- term legal development was neither linear nor 

teleological. Each intermediate stage had its own causes and context. Th is is true 

for the  Fabian Law  on kidnappings, which was probably occasioned by the crisis 

of the Roman Republic in the fi rst century  bc . Similarly, the Ribuarian title on 

captured men and freewomen might have been inspired by the threatening raids 

of Samo’s Slavs into Austrasia in the 630s. Similarly, likely contexts can be 

postulated for Valentinian III’s novel of January 451, the Salic provision on 

kidnapping and selling slaves  trans mare , and for other laws containing related 

legislation.  36   Although only some of these laws directly infl uenced later laws, the 

Roman  crimen plagii  was ultimately behind all later legislation on kidnapping. 

Despite the historical uniqueness of each law, they all respond to the threat of 

slavery and the existence of slave markets. In the remainder of this paper, I should 

like to examine the above- cited provisions on kidnapping and human traffi  cking 

from a broader Mediterranean perspective, the theme of this book.  

   Transmarine slave trade in historiography and 
its traces in legislation from the early 

medieval Frankish kingdoms  

 In his 2002 article entitled “New Light on the Dark Ages: How the Slave Trade 

Fuelled the Carolingian Economy,” Michael McCormick asserts that the 

Carolingians engaged in the Mediterranean slave trade from the mid- eighth 

century onwards, supplying the Muslim Caliphate with European slaves in 

exchange for oriental luxuries and cash in gold.  37   Th is notion, already put forward 

by McCormick in his  Th e Origins of the European Economy , alters rather than 

replaces one of the most infl uential historical narratives of the twentieth century, 

the so- called Pirenne thesis.  38   According to Henri Pirenne, the decline of the 

ancient Mediterranean economy was due to the Arab expansion in the seventh 

century.  39   Th e rise of Muslim rule in the Levant and in North Africa not only 

interrupted the established long- distance trade routes across the Roman  mare 

nostrum , but it also destroyed the cultural unity of the Mediterranean basin. As 
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Bonnie Eff ros suggests, Pirenne’s thesis took shape under the infl uence of 

contemporary Orientalist stereotypes and colonial discourses.  40   However, in 

Pirenne’s view the alleged clash of cultures in the Mediterranean sealed the 

somewhat delayed end of the Roman world as much as it prompted the 

reorientation of a downsized European economy towards the Atlantic coast, from 

where it slowly began to re- emerge in subsequent centuries.  41   

 McCormick bases his reappraisal of the Pirenne thesis on advancement in 

modern historiography: “So everything about the early medieval economy looks 

diff erent today from the way it looked to our predecessors. Everything that 

is, except Mediterranean shipping.”  42   Relying on both recent archaeological 

and numismatic fi nds, as well as on written sources, McCormick focuses on 

communications and commerce rather than on commerce alone.  43   McCormick 

shows that long distance trade across the Mediterranean actually increased over 

roughly the same period Pirenne had argued for a decline. 

 Calculating that the infl ow of Eastern luxuries must have been accompanied 

by an outfl ow of wealth from Europe, McCormick spends little time pondering 

on other goods such as weapons, furs, or timber that European merchants might 

have brought to the Arab world. McCormick concludes that only slaves could 

have been so profi table an export to out- value oriental luxury goods, such as 

spices, drugs, silk, or gold. As the Arab economy was recovering from the last 

wave of Bubonic plague just aft er the mid- eighth century, slaves were extremely 

valuable.  44   According to McCormick, the emerging city of Venice became the 

major gateway for the transfer of slaves from Europe to the Caliphate from the 

second half of the eighth century onwards.  45   True to his title, McCormick’s 

interest was not in the slave trade itself but rather in its long- term consequences 

for the nascent European economy. Since “Europe fi nanced the early growth of 

its commercial economy by selling Europeans as slaves to the Arab world,” 

McCormick concludes, we must reconsider the conventional narrative of “the 

rise of the European economy.”  46   

 Although McCormick’s fi ndings appear somewhat sensational, his emphasis 

on the Mediterranean slave trade recalls previous arguments. Pirenne himself 

devoted a couple of pages to the slave trade in Gaul and in the Tyrrhenian Sea,  47   

stressing the enduring importance of slavery in household matters and agriculture 

aft er the fi ft h century. He cited a number of sources from the sixth and seventh 

centuries that indicate the ubiquity of  mancipia  at the time and he suggested 

the supply must have come from Britain, the North, and the Slavonic territories to 

the east of the Frankish kingdoms. He even mentioned Samo, who according 

to the  Chronicle of Fredegar  came to the “Slavs called the Wends” as a merchant 
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( negucians ) and was, most probably, a slave trader himself. Slaves presumably 

raided from the fringes of the Frankish kingdoms were driven to Narbonne and 

Marseille, from where they were shipped to Italy and beyond by the same Jewish 

and Syrian merchants who were responsible for the import of Mediterranean 

commodities. Pirenne concluded that the enormous circulation of gold in Gaul 

implies a considerable amount of export of vestments, textiles, timber, and 

especially slaves. In fact, McCormick’s biggest conclusion is to extend to the 

Carolingian age what Pirenne had already established for the Merovingian period. 

 Whatever the ambiguities in either thesis, both scholars stress the importance 

of the transmarine slave trade as evidence for long- distance trade. In his initial 

account of Roman continuity in the sixth century, that is, the widely accepted 

fi rst part of the Pirenne thesis, Pirenne stressed the key role of Marseille, from 

where European slaves were shipped across the Mediterranean in exchange for 

oil, papyrus, and gold. Although Venice appears to have superseded Marseille as 

the chief slave port during the eighth century, both ports linked the Frankish 

kingdoms with the rest of the Mediterranean at some point in the Early Middle 

Ages. Hence, both ports owed some of their prosperity to the slave trade. One 

must wonder where all these slaves were taken from, and how the apparently 

vibrant Mediterranean slave trade relates to the legislation on kidnapping and 

illegal human traffi  cking discussed earlier. 

 Pirenne collected some evidence on the slave trade from Merovingian sources, 

and Dietrich Claude rehearsed these sources in his brief account of the slave 

trade in the early medieval Western Mediterranean.  48   Very little is known about 

the origin of slaves sold in Gallic markets during the Merovingian period. 

Gregory of Tours, for example, mentions a man traveling to Italy on a ship full of 

heathens, which might have been a slave ship, but he gives no clue as to their 

origin.  49   In a letter to Emperor Maurice, Gregory the Great complains about 

many enslaved Romans who were sold to the Franks by the Lombards.  50   In 

another letter, Gregory orders the priest Candidus to buy young  Angeli  in Gaul, 

aged seventeen or eighteen, to be given to monasteries.  51   Th e  Vita Eligii , dating 

from the fi rst half of the seventh century, recounts that Eligius bought numerous 

slaves at Marseille and freed “all alike, Romans, Gauls, Britons and Moors but 

particularly Saxons who were as numerous as sheep at that time, expelled from 

their own land and scattered everywhere.”  52   Th e  Vita Boniti  (late seventh century) 

reports much the same, although it withholds the ethnicity of the freed captives.  53   

Th ere are a few other sources, but in general, information on the origin of slaves 

is rather scarce. Since we do not hear much about slaves from the Frankish 

heartlands, Claude suggested that the majority of slaves sold in Gaul came from 
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the periphery of the Merovingian kingdoms. Assuming that mass enslavement 

was in most cases the result of wars and famines, Claude further concluded that 

these regionally and temporally restricted phenomena account for the seemingly 

paradoxical fact that some countries needed to both import and export slaves.  54   

However, the Frankish laws against kidnapping and human traffi  cking provide 

an insight into a previously neglected aspect of early medieval slavery, though 

perhaps only in loose relation to the Mediterranean slave trade that drew so 

much attention by economic historians. 

 For obvious geographical reasons, neither the  Lex Salica  nor the  Lex Ribuaria  

explicitly refer to the Mediterranean slave trade; however, their emphasis on 

the forbidden export of enslaved people suggests that ramifi cations of the 

Mediterranean slave trade were perceptible throughout the Frankish kingdoms 

and especially in its rougher frontier regions. Like the two Frankish  leges , the 

laws of the Alamans and Bavarians contain similar provisions against the sale 

of kidnapped freemen and women.  55   Apart from that, the  Lex Alamannorum  

prohibits the sale of slaves outside its borders while at the same time allowing 

slave owners to command freely over the fate of their slaves within the duchy: 

  [1] Let no one sell slaves [ mancipia ] outside the province, unless it is done by the 

order of the duke. [2] Within the province, when it is necessary let each man 

have the power of deciding [the fate] of his slave according to law. However, let 

him not have the power of holding him in captivity outside the province. If, 

however, anyone does this and thereaft er is convicted according to our decree 

that applies to all Alamans, and if anyone wishes to transgress this order, let him 

lose the price he assigned to his own slave, and, in addition, let him make 

compensation of a  fredus,  which the law requires.  56    

 According to this law, the owner’s power of disposition over their slaves was 

uncontested as long as they respected ducal authority over export regulations. 

Under which circumstances could the duke of Alemannia be interested in selling 

slaves across the duchy’s border, and, does this relate to the occasional ransom 

of war captives? Alternatively, does this quite singular provision even hint at an 

offi  cially sanctioned slave trade with the Mediterranean slave ports across the 

Alps? We will hardly know the answer to these questions unless some new 

evidence is unearthed. However, it seems that the initial prohibition to sell slaves 

outside the province was never really intended to protect the interest of the 

unfree population, but rather to secure the economic interest of individual 

slaveholders and of the duchy as a whole, which was in danger of thinning out its 

labor force. Bearing in mind the above- mentioned appropriation of Roman 
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 plagium , this interpretation makes sense, since the  Lex Fabia  was also framed 

to protect either the personal freedom or the property rights of Roman 

citizens. Th us, the prohibition of selling slaves outside the province protected 

ownership over slaves that was crucial for the duchy’s economic potential. Th e 

 Lex Alamannorum  is quite explicit in this respect, as it lists the tributes and 

services expected from the church’s  servi  and  coloni  in some detail.  57   Bearing in 

mind that the Alemannic and Bavarian duchies’ primary function was to guard 

the Merovingian kingdoms’ southeastern frontier,  58   and if the workforce were 

unprotected, it might result in the duchy’s inability to fulfi ll their military duties. 

 Th e prohibition on kidnapping and selling free persons, on the other hand, 

protected the personal freedom and social status of the more privileged population 

in Alemannia. In the  Lex Alamannorum , the penalties imposed for the sale of 

freemen and freewomen echo those of the Frankish  leges  discussed earlier. 

Whenever the vendor was able to bring back the enslaved person and restore his 

or her freedom, the penalty would be moderate; otherwise, compensation would 

amount to a full wergild.  59   Sales within the Alemannic province entailed only 

lighter penalties.  60   Th e  Lex Baiuvariorum  does not distinguish between internal 

and external sales, but similarly halves the wergild if the abductor was able to 

bring back the victim and restore his or her freedom, over and above a public fi ne 

of 40  solidi . If the victim was not returned, the  Lex Baiuvariorum  requires the 

vendor to lose his freedom on account of his inability to pay the wergild.  61   Th ese 

examples from the fringes of the Merovingian kingdoms reveal a clear case of 

double standards. While legislators generally ruled against the traffi  cking of free 

persons and especially penalized for their transport across boundaries, the 

everyday trade in “regular” slaves remained largely untouched. Th e slave trade was 

clearly an important part of the kingdom’s estate- based economy, and was 

promoted insofar as it did not present a threat to the elites. 

 Additionally, it was undesirable to sell Christian slaves to Jews or pagans from 

a religious point of view as the danger of apostasy loomed large.  62   Hence, canon 

13 of the Synod of Clichy (626/627) banned the sale of Christians to Jews and 

pagans, reinforcing the ban with a threat of excommunication and annulment of 

such a sale.  63   Th e ninth canon of the Synod of Ch â lons (c. 650) similarly forbade 

selling  mancipia  outside Clovis II’s kingdom in order to prevent Christian slaves 

from falling into the hands of pagans or, even worse, Jews.  64   Following Roman 

law, other canons targeted Jews who might convert or circumcise Christian 

slaves.  65   Even though the impetus behind these canons was the prevention of 

apostasy, the primary interest of Jewish and non-Jewish slave traders was profi t 

rather than faith. Th us, slave traders had to make trade- off s between the salvation 
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of souls, impending penal consequences, and genuine business interests. In 

general, repeated emphasis against selling Christians and exporting slaves and 

enslaved free persons suggests that profi ts were substantial enough for slave 

traders to take that risk.  66    

   Conclusion  

 Th e laws make clear that kidnapping and human traffi  cking were endemic 

throughout the Merovingian and Carolingian period, and attempts were regularly 

made to prevent the workforce from being crippled, or Christians from being 

converted away from Christianity; however, this is only part of the story. Pirenne 

and McCormick’s description of the transmarine slave trade may therefore 

represent only the most extreme extent of early medieval slavery, when external 

demand determined supply. Th e study of the legal sources immediately suggests 

that the ramifi cations of a vibrant Mediterranean slave trade were tangible at least 

at the Frankish frontier to the east and south- east, if not also in the heartlands 

further to the west. Within the Merovingian kingdoms, a large network of regional 

slave markets must have existed. Th ese markets supplied both local and trans- 

regional demands and probably absorbed kidnapped slaves and free persons 

alike. It is diffi  cult to determine how many people were actually shipped across 

the Mediterranean at any given time, and whether this fi gure changed dramatically 

in either way by or because of the Arab expansion. Pirenne’s primary assumption 

that the Roman slave economy survived into the sixth and seventh centuries 

seems as valid today as it was in 1937. McCormick’s take on the increased export 

of slaves to the Caliphate adds another layer to the Pirenne thesis, since it refl ects 

another economic consequence of the political changes around the Mediterranean. 

Although McCormick’s thesis appears to contradict Pirenne’s thesis, it actually 

confi rms Pirenne’s emphasis on the ability of the Arab expansion to change the 

Mediterranean economy permanently. McCormick’s critics focused on his 

externalization bias. By placing the “blame” for the Carolingian slave trade on 

soaring demand in the Caliphate, McCormick reduced the moral responsibility of 

European slave traders to a minimum.  67   Alice Rio recently downplayed the Franks’ 

involvement in the Mediterranean slave trade but still admitted that the Franks 

and  Francia  as a transit zone may well have profi ted from the slave trade in 

indirect ways (e.g. through taxation or the provision of eunuchs).  68   

 Th e evidence from the Merovingian  leges  recapitulated here suggests that 

very little had changed on the ground between the fi ft h and eighth centuries. 
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Hundreds of thousands of people were uprooted and sold into slavery around 

the Mediterranean and north of the Alps. While the transition from antique 

slavery to medieval serfdom has been debated time and again,  69   there is no way 

of denying that throughout the Early Middle Ages genuine slaves, that is, persons 

born unfree, were treated and traded like goods rather than human beings. It is 

also worth mentioning that early medieval  servi  oft en changed their masters 

together with the land they ploughed, leaving questions of legal status to the 

study of polyptychs and  urbaria  rather than to the study of legislative texts.  70   

Nevertheless, the Merovingian  leges  are full of references to slavery and the slave 

trade, and the fact that most  leges  contain such slave legislation  71   demonstrates 

that slaves constituted a signifi cant part of early medieval populations. 

 Legislators’ continued eff orts to ban kidnapping and human traffi  cking suggest 

that the natural reproduction of the slave population alone was insuffi  cient to 

meet the demand of unfree labor at home and abroad.  72   Recent works on ancient 

slavery controversially discuss the extent to which natural reproduction, warfare, 

exposure of infants and child abduction contributed to the Roman slave supply 

that needed an annual infl ux of up to 300,000 men and women a year.  73   Since 

large- scale slave trade was far from over by the seventh century, one may assume 

a similar variety of sources for the continuous supply of slaves during the 

Merovingian period. Th e recurrent prohibition of sales into extraterritorial 

regions bears witness to the permanent threat posed by human traffi  cking within 

the Merovingian kingdoms. Th e sale of a slave  trans mare  in  Lex Salica  39.2 is just 

one special case that would not make sense in the land- locked territories of 

Austrasia, where we fi nd sales  extra solum  or  provinciam  instead. Th e pragmatic 

motives for each law were certainly rooted in contemporary and oft en regional 

aff airs, but legislators and compilers evidently engaged with the heritage of the 

Roman imperial law preserved in the  Codex Th eodosianus , the Visigothic  Breviary , 

and the Burgundian  Lex Romana . On the one hand, the Merovingian  leges  refl ect 

imminent military threats, such as the one posed by Samo’s kingdom, as well as 

underlying causes, such as the Mediterranean slave trade. On the other hand, 

legal concepts like the inalienability of freedom for the free and property rights 

of slave owners remain indebted to Roman  plagium , as attested by the rubric 

of  Lex Salica  39 on kidnapping,  de plagiatoribus . Th e history of the two laws 

discussed in this article shows how confi dently the Merovingians appropriated 

Roman law and how daunting kidnapping and human traffi  cking remained 

for societies around the Mediterranean basin well into the Early Middle Ages.   
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 Th e Fift h Council of Orl é ans and the 
Reception of the “Th ree Chapters 

Controversy” in Merovingian Gaul  1     

    Till   St ü ber               

    Letter from Pope Vigilius to Bishop Aurelianus 
of Arles , AD 550  

  We have received the letter of Your Fraternity the day before the Ides of July,  2   

Anastasius delivered it to us. We give thanks to the divine clemency, as we 

read that your care for matters of faith and for our opinion fully corresponds 

with (your) holy duties. Th us, on all days of your life, the Word of God 

complies well with your condign charity, as it is written: “I did choose thee out 

of all to be a priest, that thou ascend to my altar and bring a great name before 

me.”  3   

 Th erefore it is necessary that we alleviate your loving eff orts with a short 

report, for the time being, as far as this is possible, taking into account the current 

circumstances: Be assured in every possible way that we have not admitted 

anything that was found to be contrary to the rulings of our predecessors or to 

the holy faith [. . .] of the four synods, that is Nicaea, Constantinople, Ephesus I 

and Chalcedon – this is far from what we have done! [. . .] Your Fraternity, who 

is known to be Vicar of the Apostolic See on behalf of us, therefore may keep all 

bishops informed that they should not get misled by anyone, neither by 

counterfeit documents, feigned words nor by legates ( aut falsis scriptis aut 

mendacibus verbis aut nuntiis ). [. . .] 

 Your Fraternity may also see to it that you cease not to ask our glorious son, 

King Childebert, zealous for Christendom, who is known to show his full 

veneration towards the Apostolic See, over which God wants us to preside, that 

he, as we are confi dent, devoutly care for the Church of God, which is in many 

things destitute. Since the Goths, as we heard, have intruded into the city of Rome 

with their king, he [Childebert I] may deign to write him [Totila], lest he interfere 

93
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with our church, causing detriment, since he adheres to an alien faith ( quippe 

velut aliene legis ).  4   He [Totila] may thus not wage anything, for any reason, 

causing perturbation to the Catholic Church. For it is proper for a Catholic king 

like him [Childebert I] to defend with all his strength the faith and the church, 

where God wanted him to be baptized.  5    

 In April 550, Pope Vigilius, at that time resident in Constantinople, sent the 

legate Anastasius to Arles. Th is legate, a cleric from the Church of Arles, had 

arrived in the imperial city the previous year. Returning to his homeland, he 

carried a papal letter, some lines from which are quoted above. It appears that 

Anastasius had been sent to the East because Aurelianus, the bishop of Arles and 

the Apostolic Vicar in Gaul, was concerned about the pope’s orthodoxy. In his 

letter, the pope apparently attempted to allay these concerns by declaring that he 

did not say anything against the belief of his predecessors or against the rulings 

of the four ecumenical councils. Nevertheless, the pope’s answer was not 

suffi  cient, at least in the eyes of some of his contemporaries. In his letter, Vigilius 

made use of a rhetorical strategy that was popular among late antique clerics, 

that is, questioning of one’s orthodox beliefs was not answered with specifi c 

reference to the details of the reproach, but was rather rebuff ed by asserting the 

mutual acceptance of respected theological authorities.  6   Hence, Vigilius’ letter 

does not provide us with any clear information on the concerns that worried 

Aurelianus and prompted him to send an envoy from Arles to Constantinople, 

some 2,000 kilometers away. Only by looking closer at the contemporary context 

does it become clear that the Gallic embassy must have been concerned with the 

Th ree Chapter crisis, a theological controversy initiated by the imperial court of 

Constantinople, which had spread across the entire Mediterranean by the mid 

sixth century. 

 Vigilius had traveled to Constantinople in 546/7, amidst Emperor Justinian’s 

military campaign in Italy. If the account of the  Liber Pontifi calis  is to be trusted, 

he did not leave Rome voluntarily, but was forced to do so by imperial troops.  7   

Having arrived at the capital, the pope became involved in the Christological 

controversies prevalent in the eastern Mediterranean. In April 548, a year before 

the Arlesian embassy was sent to the imperial city, Vigilius had given in to 

Justinian’s pressure and publicly condemned the so- called Th ree Chapters, that 

is, the writings of three theologians whom many Eastern clerics considered 

Nestorians.  8   Since these three theologians were—at least in part—approved 

by the Council of Chalcedon, numerous clerics in Northern Italy and Africa 

perceived Vigilius’ condemnation of the Th ree Chapters as an attack on their 
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orthodox faith. Vigilius’ stance on the Th ree Chapters thus proved to be 

disastrous, leading to a schism that plagued the Latin Church well into the 

seventh century.  9   

 While Vigilius’ attitude towards the Th ree Chapters met manifest opposition 

throughout the Latin West, the position of the Frankish Church is less clear. Th e 

only collective response to the controversy was formulated by the Fift h Council of 

Orl é ans of 549, wherein clerics from seventy- one bishoprics of all three Merovingian 

kingdoms were assembled.  10   Aurelianus’ role in convening this council was 

prominent, as is attested by the fact that his signature appears in second place, aft er 

Bishop Sacerdos of Lyon.  11   It is possible that Aurelianus had sent Anastasius to 

Constantinople in preparation for the council, but by the time the bishops 

assembled on October 28, 549, Anastasius had not yet returned to Gaul. 

 Apparently, the bishops attached some importance to doctrinal matter, since 

the conciliar acts begin with a statement relating to the Th ree Chapters 

controversy: 

  And thus the impious sect once founded by Eutyches, the sacrilegious originator, 

conscious of his evil, and departing from the living fount of the Catholic faith, as 

well as whatever was set forward by the similarly venomous and impious 

Nestorius, both of which sects the Apostolic See condemns, so too we execrate 

them, their founders and followers and we anathematize and condemn them by 

the power of this present constitution, preaching the right and apostolic order of 

faith in the name of Christ.  12    

 At fi rst glance, this doctrinal statement neither seems to be clear nor exceedingly 

spectacular. On the one hand, it does not explicitly mention the Th ree Chapters, 

and on the other hand, the condemnation of Eutyches and Nestorius—their 

names standing for two extreme Christological points of view—was more or less 

the only point the opponents and the advocates of the Th ree Chapters could 

easily agree upon.  13   However, as the bishops explicitly refer to the Apostolic See, 

at fi rst glance, one might interpret their verdict as supporting Vigilius and his 

condemnation of the Th ree Chapters.  14   

 Th at the episcopal ruling of Orl é ans should rather be understood as a stand 

 against  the condemnation of the Th ree Chapters has been convincingly 

demonstrated by Ian Wood, who relied on a contemporary letter by Nicetius, the 

metropolitan bishop of Trier, to Emperor Justinian.  15   Th is letter is of special 

interest in this context—fi rst, because it mentions the  Nestorii et Euticii  [. . .]  iam 

anthematizata  [. . .]  secta ;  16   and second, because Nicetius was one of the bishops 

who signed the canons of the Fift h Council of Orl é ans.  17   



Th e Merovingian Kingdoms and the Mediterranean World96

 We therefore may suppose that Nicetius and the other bishops present at 

Orl é ans had a common understanding of the doctrines of both heresiarchs. 

However, our sources suggest that the Gallic bishops were poorly informed on the 

contents of the heresies they had anathematized. It seems that they failed to notice 

that in the Eastern debates the names of Nestorius and Eutyches stood for two 

radically opposed Christological concepts.  18   It appears that when Nicetius asked 

Justinian to abstain from the heresies of Nestorius and Eutyches, he assumed that a 

single person could support both doctrines.  19   In his wordy epistle, Nicetius barely 

comments on the theology of these heresies, believing that the supporters of 

Nestorius and Eutyches regarded Christ as  purus homo,  only human.  20   Whereas 

this view corresponds to what the followers of Nestorius were commonly associated 

with,  21   it was by no means applicable to either Eutyches or the Monophysites. 

Leaving aside these theological aspects, it is crucial to note that the bishops at 

Orl é ans did not consider their anathema as a confi rmation of the offi  cial doctrine 

propagated by the imperial court, but as the exact opposite. Were it diff erent, 

Nicetius’ fervid Philippic would be unintelligible, since he depicts Justinian as a 

follower of both heresiarchs and attacks him for precisely this reason.  22   

 Bearing in mind that the Gallic bishops considered the condemnation of the 

Th ree Chapters as a heretical act, it is quite surprising that they referred to the 

papacy in order to justify their own position, since the incumbent successor of 

St. Peter had only recently condemned the Th ree Chapters himself. Given the 

fact that Anastasius had not yet returned from Constantinople, it is possible that 

the mention of the Apostolic See refl ects a decelerated fl ow of information from 

the East to the West.  23   Furthermore, the bishops who convened in Orl é ans 

retained the possibility of implicitly invoking the position of former popes—

notably Leo the Great—whose orthodoxy concerning this matter was considered 

orthodox beyond all doubt.  24   

 As the issue was regarded as a challenge to the true faith, it is not surprising 

that it was a highly sensitive matter with the potential to polarize the Frankish 

episcopate, since the bishops considered themselves as defenders of the true 

faith and ecclesiastical unity. However, as there are no contemporary sources 

referring to the Fift h Council of Orl é ans, the interesting question whether the 

need to adopt a unanimous position did in fact polarize the episcopate, cannot 

be answered with certainty. Th at the conciliar acts themselves do not contain any 

traces of discussions or dissent among the assembled pontiff s is hardly surprising, 

as Gallic conciliar pronouncements usually aimed to convey an image of 

unchallenged episcopal unity. Th ere are, nevertheless, two later sources that 

mention the council while suggesting that there may have been some degree of 
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dissent among the participants. As will be seen, both sources are unfortunately 

too problematic to infer further details about that possibility. 

 Th e fi rst source is the  Liber Vitae Patrum  by Gregory of Tours. In his  vita  of 

Gallus of Clermont, Gregory reports that Childebert I had assembled a  magnus 

episcoporum conventus  at Orl é ans,  25   to treat the case of Marcus, the local bishop. 

Marcus had been driven into exile because of allegations left  unspecifi ed by 

Gregory.  26   According to Gregory, the assembled bishops ruled that Marcus be 

restored to his see, as the accusations brought up against him were judged 

unfounded ( vacuum ). Curiously, however, the signature of the “host bishop” is 

nevertheless absent from all of the manuscripts preserving the subscription lists 

of the Council of Orl é ans.  27   

 Even more problematic is the second source, a passage from the  Life  of Bishop 

Domitianus of Tongres, one of the participants at Orl é ans.  28   In their “Histoire 

des conciles,” Hefele and Leclercq quote this  vita , providing a lively account of 

the conciliar proceedings.  29   According to the unknown author, the reason for 

convening the  concilium generale  at Orl é ans was the  h æ resis Ariana,  prevalent in 

the  Aurelianorum provincia  at that time. Th e assembly hosted a debate between 

supporters of the heresy and the orthodox, while the latter eventually managed 

to convince most of the heretics. Th e  vita  purports that the few who remained 

unrelenting were subsequently driven to exile.  30   Given that the conciliar acts 

attest the presence of Domitianus of Tongres, while they do not, as a matter of 

course, provide any reference to the “Arian heresy” mentioned in the  vita , the 

quoted report may sound like a remote but independent testimonial of events 

having taken place at the council. However, more recent research has called this 

interpretation into question. According to the conclusive studies by Philippe 

George,  31   the  vita  edited by Henschen (abbreviated as “VD 2” by George) 

depends on an older  Vita Domitiani  (= VD 1), left  unpublished by the Bollandists. 

While the older  vita —George dates it to the second half of the eleventh century—

deals extensively with the struggle against heretics at Orl é ans, it does not call 

them “Arians,” nor does it give them any other label. Given the dependence of the 

two  vitae , the specifi cation  h æ resis Ariana  in VD 2 thus appears to be an arbitrary 

addition by the younger hagiographer. But why, in the fi rst place, did the author 

of VD 1 link the Council of Orl é ans to heresy? As the  Gesta pontifi cum 

Tungrensium sive Leodicensium  of Heriger of Lobbes ( †  1007)—the earliest 

known narrative source on Domitianus—only provide a short reference to the 

conciliar acts of Orl é ans without any mention of heretics, George suggests that 

the hagiographer may have been inspired by another, more recent synod at 

Orl é ans.  32   Th is synod assembled in 1022 had in fact condemned heretics to be 
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burnt at the stake.  33   While the specifi c traits of the heresy portrayed in VD 1 may 

well have been modeled aft er the recent heresy of Orl é ans, as suggested by 

George, his assumption that the link between Domitianus and heterodoxy had 

been deliberately contrived by the older hagiographer seems less plausible to me. 

Seen against the background of the condemnation of  nefariae sectae  at Orl é ans 

in 549, the possibility of an older tradition, a  Vita Domitiani vetustissima ,  34   must, 

in my opinion, be left  open to further consideration. 

 Leaving aside the question whether the Th ree Chapters did polarize the Gallo-

Frankish episcopate or not—the mentioned sources provide hints that support 

this possibility—it is clear that the bishops did not have to cope with a solely 

theological matter. Th us, their decision had also political implications, aff ecting 

Frankish-Byzantine relations and diplomacy. Aft er all, the prelates took issue with 

the offi  cial dogmatic position propagated by the imperial court. To my mind, this 

political dimension of the Th ree Chapters controversy is refl ected in the diplomatic 

activities of the Merovingian royal courts. One should note that the bishop of 

Trier’s attack against Justinian was written by an infl uential metropolitan in the 

Austrasian kingdom of Th eudebald, who was still a minor and under the infl uence 

of powerful magnates and ecclesiastics.  35   For example, during his reign, Nicetius 

had convened under the auspices of the minor king an episcopal council at the city 

of Toul to deal with incest charges that were brought against Frankish magnates.  36   

Moreover, the fact that diplomatic letters of the Austrasian court survive in a 

collection of letters also containing the letters of Nicetius,  37   suggests that the harsh 

words directed at Justinian were not merely the literary outpourings of an odd 

maverick,  38   and they were well in line with the offi  cial diplomatic stance adopted 

by the Austrasian court. Given that at the beginning of the 550s the Gothic war in 

Italy was far from decided, this correlation also had a political signifi cance. In fact, 

Nicetius’ adamant anti-Byzantine position is confi rmed by Procopius’ statements 

on the Austrasian-Ostrogothic alliance.  39   Here, Procopius not only criticizes 

Th eudebert’s (d. 547/8) engagement with the Byzantines, but he also puts forward 

similar accusations against Th eudebald. He mentions an agreement between 

Th eudebert and Totila, demanding that the monarchs mutually guarantee their 

respective territories in Italy. Procopius also reports on a disappointed Byzantine 

embassy to Th eudebald’s court in 548/9, which left  empty- handed. Given that 

Th eudebert’s son and successor, Th eudebald, had only recently been appointed 

king, Justinian apparently hoped to convince the teenage king to abandon the 

Italian policies his father had so successfully pursued.  40   If Procopius is to be 

trusted, the Byzantine envoy even asked the Merovingian to hand over some 

territories, which had been illegitimately ( οὐδὲν αὐτῷ προσῆκον ) annexed by 
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Th eudebert, to the Roman Empire. Furthermore, Th eudebald was asked to lend 

military support to the Byzantines against the Ostrogoths ( ὁμαιχμία ).  41   

 Th e diplomatic huff  caused by Th eudebald’s brusque refusal can also be 

gleaned from a letter sent by the Austrasian king to Justinian. Its composition 

should be understood in the context of the embassy mentioned by Procopius.  42   

In his letter, Th eudebald complains that Justinian’s envoys said “many things 

opprobrious” against his deceased father, and defends himself by stating that he, 

Th eudebert, had never behaved unfaithfully towards the emperors or the kings.  43   

Seen against this background, Th eudebald’s assertions that he remained 

interested in “inviolable treaties” and  amicitiae  with Byzantium seem to be 

placatory remarks that did not smooth over the fact that both correspondents 

entertained contradictory political interests.  44   

 It is important to note that when compared with the maneuvers of the 

Austrasian court, the foreign policy of Childebert of Paris appears to have been 

much more conciliatory towards Byzantium.  45   Th is may have been due to the 

fact that Childebert I did not want the Austrasians to become overly powerful. 

Although Childebert did not actively participate in the Gothic war, his refusal to 

ally with Totila betrays a rather hostile attitude towards the Ostrogothic ruler.  46   

Furthermore, Pope Vigilius’ letters to the bishop of Arles show that the Byzantines 

hoped to take advantage of their hitherto successful ecclesiastical cooperation 

with Childebert for military purposes. From the early fi ft h century onwards, the 

so- called Apostolic Vicariate of Arles tied southern Gaul to the papacy.  47   In the 

days of Vigilius, when the pope was detained in imperial custody, Constantinople 

discovered the political potential of this institution. Since the pontifi cate of 

Caesarius of Arles (502–542), the popes had bestowed on their vicars the pallium, 

an honorary  insignium  originally worn by Roman magistrates.  48   At fi rst the 

popes appear to have bestowed the pallium of their own accord, however, aft er 

Justinian’s troops had entered Italy the situation changed dramatically.  49   On 

18 October, 543, Vigilius informed Bishop Auxanius (542/3–546), Caesarius’ 

successor, that he would only be able to concede the pallium aft er receiving the 

emperor’s authorization. Th is was followed by two years of negotiations between 

Rome and Constantinople which involved King Childebert.  50   Auxanius died 

shortly aft er the successful conclusion of these negotiations, and so the procedure 

was repeated when Aurelianus (546–551/3) requested the pallium. In his 

confi rmation letter to Aurelianus, the pope explicitly noted that bequeathing the 

pallium accords with the wishes of King Childebert, who had negotiated with 

the imperial couple in order to get their permission. Vigilius also urged 

Aurelianus to ensure that the  gratiae initae federa  between Childebert and 
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Justinian should be preserved.  51   It is reasonable to assume that these negotiations 

took such a long time because Justinian wanted to make sure that Childebert 

was ready to support the Byzantines in one way or another. In this regard, it 

seems signifi cant that the letter to Aurelianus left  the papal chancery alongside 

another letter, addressed to all the bishops in Childebert’s realm (“ universis 

episcopis, qui sub regno gloriosissimi fi lii nostri, Childeberti regis, sunt per Gallias 

constituti”).   52   Th e main purpose of this letter was to emphasize the authority and 

superiority of Vigilius and his local representative, the bishop of Arles, over all 

the bishops of Childebert’s realm. 

 By the same token, in Vigilius’ letter quoted at the outset of this paper, political 

and ecclesiastical issues were not treated separately. On the one hand, Vigilius 

tried to bolster his own orthodoxy, asserting as we have seen, that he would 

adhere to the writings of his predecessors and to the four ecumenical Synods. 

Furthermore, he would condemn those who called “the faith of Saint Cyril  53   [. . .] 

impious.”  54   Notwithstanding this unambiguous side swipe at the Nestorians, 

Vigilius tellingly refrained from mentioning the Th ree Chapters explicitly. 

Neither did he comment on his own  Iudicatum,  by which he had publicly 

condemned the Th ree Chapters two years before. Nevertheless, Vigilius’ position 

clearly implies that at the time some of the Merovingian bishops had already 

adopted contradictory views regarding the pope’s orthodoxy. Vigilius used this 

opportunity to urge Aurelianus to take his duties as a papal vicar seriously. Th e 

bishop was thus instructed to convince his Gallic colleagues of the orthodoxy of 

the current Roman position. On the other hand, Aurelianus was also prompted 

to ask Childebert I to threaten the Arian king Totila, as a proper Catholic ruler 

should do.  55   Hence, it should come as no surprise that Childebert was the 

addressee of the pope’s requests, and not Th eudebald. 

 Seen against this background, it seems to be no accident that at the same 

time, when Vigilius—via the bishop of Arles—contacted Childebert and his 

episcopate, there were parallel lines of communication (via Milan) connecting 

Constantinople and Th eudebald’s court in Reims. It is noteworthy in this context 

that a particular manuscript, nowadays in Berlin’s  Staatsbibliothek , the so- called 

 Codex Remensis  (Phill. 1743), contains a letter that explicitly refers to the letters 

written by Vigilius to Aurelianus of Arles.  56   However, the issues in this letter are 

presented in a fundamentally diff erent manner compared to their description in 

the papal letters. Signifi cantly, the letter from the  Codex Remensis  was not 

included in any of the letter collections that originated from the bishopric of 

Arles.  57   Th e letter was sent by some Milanese clerics to a group of Frankish 

envoys, informing them about recent developments in Constantinople. As has 
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been suggested in the past, these Frankish envoys may be identifi ed with an 

offi  cial embassy sent to Justinian by the Austrasian king.  58   

 Th e letter itself can be dated to the end of 551.  59   It cautions the envoys about 

lies and deceptions spread by the Byzantine court. Th e clerics explicitly mention 

one Anastasius, who was none other than the Proven ç al legate we have 

encountered at the beginning of this paper. Anastasius is said to have been 

bribed to convince the Gallic bishops to condemn the Th ree Chapters, which the 

Milanese clerics considered to be a complete annulment of the “holy Synod of 

Chalcedon.”  60   Serving this purpose, Anastasius, according to the clerics, sent 

letters in the name of the pope, failing to call a spade a spade, and instead dealing 

with “many other issues” and stating “that [the most holy Pope] is guarding and 

preserving the Catholic faith and the respect of the four synods according to the 

tradition of the fathers.”  61   Apparently, the letter that Anastasius brought to 

the bishop of Arles fi ts extremely well with this description.  62   Signifi cantly, the 

author of this letter warned his readers against people like the Milanese clerics, 

as they were spreading “counterfeit documents and feigned words” asserting that 

Vigilius had abandoned the true faith. 

 For their part, the Milanese clerics also wanted to ensure that the Austrasian 

embassy was informed of the dishonorable conditions under which Vigilius and 

the other prelates were kept in Constantinople. Th ey gave a detailed account of 

recent events, and aft er invoking the Last Judgement, the legates were advised to 

convince the bishops of Provence to reject any new reports from Constantinople.  63   

It is evident that the Milanese clerics tried to entice Th eudebald’s legates to 

infl uence the bishops in Childebert’s realm to oppose Justinian’s religious policy. 

In particular, they tried to reach the bishop of Arles, the pope’s offi  cial mouthpiece 

in Gaul. Hence, the means of transmitting information had to be selected very 

carefully. Aft er all, acquiring new information was always precarious, as it could 

easily be manipulated.  64   

 Certainly, it is not a mere coincidence that the Milanese clerics regarded 

the Austrasian embassy as being trustworthy enough to support their cause, 

particularly as a direct line of communication ran from Milan to Trier, whose 

bishop, Nicetius, we have already encountered. It is worthwhile noting that over 

a longer period of time, Nicetius corresponded with Florianus, abbot of a 

monastery in the diocese of Milan.  65   In a letter that, according to Bruno Dum é zil, 

should be read in connection with the Milanese letter to the legates discussed 

earlier, Florianus asks Nicetius to pray for Bishop Datius, who stayed at 

Constantinople between 539 and 552.  66   Datius is also repeatedly mentioned in 

the letter of the Milanese clergy. Again, the background for this letter seems to be 
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the Th ree Chapter crisis, as suggested by the fact that Ennodius of Pavia, 

godfather of Florianus, is given the epithet  Nestoriae  [sic!]  fulmen, Euticis 

extinctor .  67   

 * 

 To sum up, our sources are too scanty to support the assumption that there were 

dogmatic undercurrents in the Merovingian kingdoms that were related to their 

respective diplomatic activities with regard to Byzantium. However, the sources 

suggest that theological and church- related knowledge was more likely to be 

transmitted if it aligned with the political aims of the respective rulers. 

Furthermore, it appears that in addition to the ecclesiastical initiatives taken by 

Childebert of Paris, the Austrasian court was equally interested in dogmatic 

issues that were fervently debated at the time across the Mediterranean. Th at the 

bishops at Orl é ans nevertheless managed to articulate a unifi ed response, which 

was hostile to the stance of the Imperial court, demonstrates that they felt a very 

strong urge to express dogmatic unity. Th at they did so despite confl icting 

political interests of the Merovingian kings,  68   implies that the corporate power 

of the Merovingian episcopate was still considerable in the sixth century. 

Considering that the Fift h Council of Orl é ans remained for over sixty years the 

last episcopal assembly that gathered bishops from all over the Frankish realms,  69   

one may wonder whether this period of ecclesiastical particularism was not, at 

least partly, the result of various royal interests.  70   While collaboration with the 

episcopate was certainly a prerequisite for a successful kingship, the Merovingian 

monarchs were rather careful not to initiate or support episcopal gatherings that 

exceeded the boundaries of their own kingdoms.  71     
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 Reconciling Disturbed Sacred Space:   Th e Ordo 
for “Reconciling an Altar Where a Murder Has 

Been Committed” in the  Sacramentary of 
Gellone  in Its Cultural Context   

    Rob   Meens               

    Reconciliation of an altar at which a murder has been committed  

 To God, the forgiver of crimes, to God, the cleanser of impurity, to God who has 

purifi ed the world, hardened through sins from the beginning, through the 

splendor of his coming, we humbly pray, dear brothers, that he may assist us as 

a powerful fi ghter with the guiles of the raging devil in order that if his poisoned 

cunning has made something in us soiled and corrupted through his daily 

persecutions, what has become polluted through the devil’s fraud will become 

purifi ed through celestial compassion because as it is his to shatter what is whole 

and perfect, so it belongs to our creator to restore what has lapsed and to make 

steadfast what is unstable. Th rough our lord [. . .] 

 God whose goodness does not have a beginning nor an end,  1   who, fi lled 

with piety, chooses to restore in us what has gone lost rather than to slay what 

will perish and who, if negligence will have polluted something, or anger 

perpetrated something wrong, or drunkenness troubled something, or if lust 

perverted something, through grace preserves so that you would rather purify 

through grace than strike it by fury and who, the prudent creator of your work, 

chooses rather to erect what is lying low  2   than to punish that which should be 

damned; we beseech you with prayers that, appeased, you will benevolently 

accept the shelter of your tabernacle and that through the infusion of celestial 

grace you will cleanse your altar that was polluted through the fraud of the 

enemy who cuts to pieces, and that you will possess it in a purifi ed state. May in 

the future all spiritual vileness be absent, may the envy of the ancient serpent be 

eliminated and extinguished and may the throngs of the devil with their frauds 

be driven away. Let him take away with him the stain that he brought about, let 

him be condemned to perennial punishments and gather with him the seeds of 

103
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his works so that these may perish. Let no guilt of the elapsed contagion from 

now on do any harm, let nothing remain that is polluted through the fraud of the 

enemy, when it is cleansed through the infusion of your spirit. Let the pure 

simplicity of your church and the brightness of innocence that has been defi led, 

aft er receiving grace return to its glory. And may the crowd of the people that 

congregate here experience that their prayers when being presented, will be 

fulfi lled. Th rough [our Lord . . .].  3    

 Th is chapter will depart from two prayers. Th ese prayers were said in order to 

restore the purity of an altar aft er a person had been killed there. Th ey were 

therefore part of a process of restoration and reconciliation responding to a 

serious crisis in a Christian community caused by violence and bloodshed. Th is 

contribution will look at these prayers in their historical context in order to 

better understand their signifi cance. It will therefore look into the sacramentary 

in which they are found and into the concepts of holiness attached to altars and 

churches at the time. It will become clear that these prayers mark a signifi cant 

change in the development of the sanctity of the church building and the altar in 

the late Merovingian and early Carolingian period. 

 Th e prayers are found in a Mass book written in the late eighth century 

possibly somewhere in the diocese of Meaux, not very far from Paris. Although 

this Mass book, now known as the Sacramentary of Gellone, therefore dates 

from the period aft er the Carolingians usurped royal power among the Franks, 

it has been regarded as a work marking the transition from Merovingian to 

Carolingian ecclesiastical culture, particularly from an art historical point of 

view.  4   Th e work is known from a single manuscript, now in Paris, a manuscript 

famous for its rich illuminations.  5   It comprises prayers and benedictions to be 

used by a bishop. Since the manuscript demonstrates links with Cambrai, it was 

probably composed for its bishop, possibly to be identifi ed with Hildoard (790–

816), who is known for his liturgical interests. Soon aft er the sacramentary had 

been composed, it must have traveled, possibly by the agency of Benedict 

of Aniane, to Aquitaine, where it was employed in the monastery of Gellone 

(St. Guilhem le D é sert) near Benedict’s home monastery in Aniane. From this 

monastery it received its name, the Gellone sacramentary, although its origins 

clearly lie, as we have seen, much further north. 

 Th e Gellone Sacramentary is the earliest representative of a wider group of 

sacramentaries, which are now generally known as the eighth- century Gelasian 

Sacramentaries.  6   Th e prayers for the rededication of a defi led altar are also found 

in two other representatives of this group, the Sacramentary of Angoul ê me and 
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the one from Autun.  7   Th is group comprises some fourteen sacramentaries that 

combine elements from the Gelasian and Gregorian sacramentaries and probably 

go back to an archetype that may have been conceived at the monastery of 

Flavigny during the reign of the fi rst king from the Carolingian dynasty, Pippin.  8   

Th ey contain Roman liturgical prayers in combination with Frankish material 

that liturgists refer to as “Gallican.” One of the rites that liturgists regard as 

Frankish, and therefore Merovingian, is the consecration rite for churches that 

we fi nd in them.  9   Th ere is no evidence indicating that in the late antique or early 

Merovingian period churches were consecrated through a particular liturgical 

performance. Th e earliest liturgical evidence for such rites is to be found in the 

late Merovingian and early Carolingian sacramentaries. Such rites were the 

result of several tendencies. Th ere is a close connection with the dedication of 

the altar. 

 In the early Christian period the fi rst celebration of the eucharist made an 

altar special and gave it a kind of sacredness. Th e councils of Agde (506) and 

Epaone (517) speak of a ritual of anointment with chrism.  10   At the council of 

Orl é ans (511) the bishops allowed the consecration of a church that had been 

used by heretics, in this case Arians, something which the Burgundian bishops 

assembling in Epaone a little bit later (517) would not permit. It is not clear, 

however, how such a consecration would look.  11   Although we can see some ritual 

acts which conveyed a specifi c quality to the altar and the church building, in 

late antiquity and the early Merovingian period the sanctity of the church found 

most of its expression in the community of the faithful gathering there. Th e 

 ecclesia , the church, was in the fi rst place a gathering of people, and much less a 

material thing like a building. Such a view is, for example, propounded in the 

sermons that Caesarius of Arles preached on the occasion of the dedication of 

an altar, where he stressed that although the altar was made of stone, and the 

church made of wood and bricks and they were made holy through an act 

involving unction and benediction, for God the holiness of the temples of the 

hearts and bodies of the believers was what mattered most.  12   

 Th e Gellone Sacramentary contains one of the earliest specimens of the 

rite for the consecration of a church building. Th is rite is based on an earlier 

one found in the Old Gelasian Sacramentary. Th e Old Gelasian Sacramentary, a 

work blending Roman and Merovingian material, survives in a manuscript 

written around the middle of the eighth century, and derived its Roman material 

from a Roman liturgical book composed between 628 and 715.  13   Its Roman core 

was enriched with Merovingian liturgical traditions and the prayers and Mass 

texts for the dedication of a church that are to be found in this work, belong to 
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these Merovingian enrichments. Th e Old Gelasian Sacramentary thus contains 

the earliest prayers for the liturgical dedication of a church.  14   Although the 

prayers refer to the dedication of the basilica, they mostly focus on the 

consecration of the altar, thus demonstrating its importance. Moreover, it is only 

in the context of the consecration of the altar that something of a ritual is 

described: the altar should be touched in its four corners with a mixture of water 

and wine and should be sprinkled seven times. Th e rest of the liquid should then 

be poured at the base of the altar. Incense should be off ered to give it a most 

sweet smell. In addition, the sacramentary provides prayers for the consecration 

of three objects closely associated with the altar: the paten, the chalice, and the 

chrismal.  15   

 In the Sacramentary of Gellone, and in two closely related sacramentaries, the 

Sacramentary of Angoul ê me and the Sacramentary of Autun, the core found in 

the Old Gelasian Sacramentary was developed further. Th e Gellone added 

formulas that exorcized alien, unholy and polluting substances from the building 

and beseeched the Lord to send a holy angel to protect all the visitors of the 

place. It thus stressed the purity of the church space and the need to keep it free 

from any form of pollution.  16   Th e Angoul ê me Sacramentary includes a detailed 

description of the ritual that is to be followed by the priests and clerics involved 

in the process. Th e ritual stresses the importance of the relics that are to be 

included in the altar, and thus has a similar focus on the altar as the Old Gelasian. 

It also describes how the priests and clerics should go through the whole church 

building making the sign of the cross with chrism.  17   Th e Sacramentary of Autun 

can be seen as a culmination of these trends, resulting in an elaborate description 

of the dedication ritual, involving exorcisms, a circuit of the church, a sprinkling 

of the wall and the pavement, thus stressing the building itself and the space. To 

emphasize the space even more, an alphabet had to be written on the pavement 

of the church.  18   

 From the evidence provided in these liturgical books, one can conclude that 

from around the middle of the eighth century in Francia evidence survives of a 

ritual for the consecration of a church. Th e core of the ritual is found in the Old 

Gelasian Sacramentary and then was taken further in a number of eighth-century 

Gelasian Sacramentaries. In these rituals the altar remained the focus of church 

dedication, but increasingly the building itself was subjected to a process of 

sacralization. We can observe that the focus moves from a stress on the community 

of believers, as we have seen it in the sermons of Caesarius of Arles, to the building 

itself. Attention is being paid to the altar, the most important liturgical utensils, 

and to the walls and pavement of the building. Th is sacralization of space was 
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accompanied by a growing emphasis on the purity of the building. Th e church 

needed to be exorcized before dedication and had to be guarded from impure 

contagions. Th is increasing attention being paid to the concept of the church as a 

sacred building has recently been analyzed in interesting detail by Miriam Czock. 

From her analysis of liturgical sources, conciliar legislation, and penitential books, 

she was able to establish that it was only in the eighth century that the idea of the 

church building as a sacred place became entrenched in Gaul.  19   Czock discerns 

three major developments contributing to this idea of the church as a holy place. 

First there is the close relationship between the altar and relics. Th e practice of 

placing relics in altars led to a growing reverence for the altar. Th en there is the 

late Roman practice of sanctuary that was adopted in Merovingian secular and 

ecclesiastical legislation. Th e legislation demarcated the church building and 

surrounding areas as a space in which a refugee was not to be harmed and thus a 

space was defi ned which had to remain free of violence and shedding of blood. 

Th irdly, we can observe an attempt to keep the church apart from people and 

things that were regarded as unclean. Particularly in penitential literature that was 

introduced in Francia from insular sources and found an eager reception there, 

we encounter many rules intended to keep the church building free from pollution, 

thus demonstrating in eff ect a certain reverence for the building as such. 

 Th ese three developments came together in the eighth century, resulting not 

only in the emergence of a ritual for church dedication as we fi nd it in the 

Gellone Sacramentary, but also in the creation of the ritual that we started with: 

the ritual for the reconciliation of an altar where a murder had been committed. 

In the following I will briefl y sketch these three developments, in order to better 

understand the ritual in the Gellone Sacramentary. 

 First, there is the question of relics and altars. Th e Fift h Council of Carthage 

(401) required that altars in the countryside that contained no relics of martyrs 

had to be destroyed, thus establishing a close connection between relics and 

altars.  20   It was only at the second council of Nicaea (787) that it was decreed that 

every altar should house a relic, but in the fi ft h and sixth centuries a close 

connection between altars and relics was generally established. Such a connection 

is also evident in Merovingian Gaul. Gregory of Tours, for example, takes great 

care to provide relics for an oratorium that his predecessor Eufronius had used 

as storeroom and that Gregory then consecrated in honor of Martin and several 

other saints.  21   Th e custom to build a church over graves of martyrs and saints, 

again a case exemplifi ed in Tours, where the basilica built on top of the grave of 

St. Martin grew into a major religious site in the Merovingian kingdom, added 

another layer to the connection between the altar and relics. 
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 Th e sanctity of the church was further enhanced by legal developments. Th e 

sacred bodies resting in churches not only attracted people seeking healing from 

diseases or protection against misfortunes, but they also attracted men and 

women escaping the persecuting power of the emperor, the king or their 

representatives. In the early fi ft h century the Roman emperors had issued 

legislation recognizing the practice of people seeking asylum in church buildings, 

and these rules had been incorporated into the  Codex Th eodosianus , a text that 

circulated in Merovingian Gaul.  22   In 511 the Merovingian king Clovis called for 

a general council to be held in Orl é ans. Th is council ruled that murderers, 

adulterers and thieves seeking refuge in a church, its surrounding courtyard or 

the house of the priest, were not to be harmed. Clovis’ successor, Chlothar I, 

corroborated the decisions reached at the council. Th at these legal provisions 

were an answer to existing practices is demonstrated by the work of Gregory of 

Tours, who mentions many men in dire straits seeking safety in a church, and in 

particular described the diffi  cult situations in which he could fi nd himself when 

people had sought refuge in the basilica of St. Martin in Tours.  23   Th e right of 

sanctuary, which was at least partly inspired by a concern to protect the purity of 

the church building, could paradoxically also lead to a defi lement of a church. In 

some cases, the fact that someone sought refuge in a church led to serious 

confrontations and sometimes even bloodshed in a church.  24   

 Merovingian bishops, apparently, did not worry a lot about the purity of the 

church building. Apart from the topic of church asylum, they issued no rules 

concerning the purity of the church space. We do fi nd such rules, however, in 

penitential literature that was introduced into Merovingian Francia from the 

end of the sixth century. Particularly the penitentials attributed to Th eodore, 

the seventh-century archbishop of Canterbury, abound with rules prohibiting 

entrance to a church to people that were for some reason or another considered 

to be impure. Th eodore ruled, for example, that someone who had killed another 

person on the order of his lord, should stay away from church for 40 days.  25   It 

seems therefore that shedding blood, even without any form of personal 

responsibility, was irreconcilable with entering a church. Sex, or perhaps semen, 

was also regarded as problematic in regard to visiting a church as the following 

rules suggest. Newlywed persons had to stay away from church for 30 days, 

probably because of the association of a wedding and sexual intercourse.  26   A man 

should wash before entering a church aft er having had sex with his wife.  27   A cleric 

who slept in church and had an involuntary seminal emission there had to do 

penance for three days.  28   Women were also regarded as impure when they 

menstruated or had given birth. Th eodore ruled that menstruating women—lay 
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women and nuns—should not enter a church or take part in Holy Communion.  29   

Women entering a church aft er having given birth but before they were purifi ed 

from blood, a period lasting for forty days according to Th eodore, should do 

penance for three weeks.  30   Th e issue of entering a church in a state of impurity 

caused by sex, menstruation or childbirth, had already been a topic of concern in 

the earliest days of the English Church, as is evident from the responses of Gregory 

the Great to queries from Augustine of Canterbury, gathered in the so- called 

 Libellus Responsionum .  31   Th eodore’s penitential rulings were well- known in later 

Merovingian Francia. In the fi rst half of the eighth century they were added to 

the Merovingian canon law collection, known as the  Collectio Vetus Gallica , 

when monks from the monastery of Corbie reworked this systematic canon 

law collection that had originated in Lyon somewhere around the year 600.  32   

 Th e Old Gelasian Sacramentary is now preserved in the Vatican, but part of 

the original manuscript has been separated and is now kept in Paris. Quite a few 

eighth-century Gelasian sacramentaries are combined with penitential books. 

Th is is also true for the Old Gelasian Sacramentary. Th e Paris section of the 

codex contains an early Frankish penitential that derives most of its material 

from the penitential of Columbanus, the Irish peregrinus, who arrived in Gaul 

around 590 and who not only founded a number of monasteries but also 

introduced Irish penitential books. In the penitential that was originally 

connected to the manuscript of the Old Gelasian Sacramentary and is known as 

the  Paenitentiale Parisiense   simplex , there is an intriguing sentence prohibiting 

to have sex in a church.  33   Th is is quite unusual for early penitential books, but 

there is a parallel in the ninth-century  Paenitentiale Vindobonense C , in a series 

of sentences that is probably deriving from an early insular text.  34   Particularly 

noticeable is the lifelong penance that is being prescribed, indicating the 

seriousness of the off ense. 

 Th e three factors just mentioned, the close relationship between relics, altars 

and churches, the importance of the legally defi ned right of asylum and the 

penitential regulations safeguarding the purity of the church, all seem to have 

contributed to the development of a liturgical ritual for the consecration of a 

church and that for the re- consecration of a church that had been defi led by 

bloodshed, that we have seen emerging in the Old Gelasian Sacramentary and its 

early, eighth-century successors. Th e eighth-century Gelasian Sacramentaries 

demonstrate other signs of being infl uenced by conceptions of the pure and the 

impure as we encounter them in insular and early Frankish penitential literature. 

Th e Gellone Sacramentary, for example, contains a prayer for those who have 

eaten carrion, the consumption of which was prohibited in penitential literature 
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because of its impurity.  35   Th e prayer for someone who was being vexed by a 

demon, uses exactly the same words to describe such a person as Th eodore’s 

penitential.  36   Th e Gellone Sacramentary contains an exorcism prayer for a well 

which has been contaminated by negligence. Contamination of a well is a theme 

that is regularly discussed in penitential literature.  37   

 If we look at the ritual in the Gellone Sacramentary, we can detect the concern 

for purity. Th e two prayers abound with terms related to forms of uncleanness, 

such as  sordes ,  maculatus ,  corruptus  and  pollutus . On the other hand we encounter 

many terms related to purifi cation:  mundare ,  purifi care ,  purgare ,  restituere .  38   Th e 

fi rst prayer is less concerned with the altar or the church building and focuses on 

the state of mind of the believers, while the second talks explicitly about the altar 

and the place where it is housed ( tabernaculi   receptaculum ). At the end the 

second prayer mentions the pure simplicity of the church that needs to be 

restored, which might be deliberately ambiguous in that it can refer to the 

community of believers as well as to the church building. 

 Although the rubric clearly states that the ritual is meant for being used when 

an altar had been defi led by murder, such an act is not explicitly addressed in the 

prayers. Several kinds of sins are mentioned that might have contributed to the 

defi lement of the altar, such as anger, drunkenness and lust. Th at such sins can 

lead to violence seems evident in these cases, but the prayer also refers to 

negligence in this context, which is harder to link with violence. Possibly this is 

related to another way in which an altar can be polluted, i.e. through the neglectful 

handling of the host. Again, this is a topic that receives ample attention in 

penitential literature. Th e seventh-century Irish penitential of Cummean, for 

example, contains a long chapter dealing with such cases. It discusses the case 

when mice eat from the eucharist, when worms are found in it, when the eucharist 

loses its taste and color because it was not properly stored. It also discusses 

negligent ways of handling the host by the priest in cases where the eucharist is 

dropped, when it can no longer be found, when wine is spilled from the chalice 

and other forms of negligent behavior. Particular concern is also expressed when 

someone aft er consuming the eucharist has to vomit, thus exposing the eucharist 

to even more serious forms of defi lement, such as being lapped up by dogs.  39   In 

the context of the connection between the sacramentary and conceptions of 

purity that we fi nd in penitential books, it seems that the ritual as we fi nd it in the 

Gellone Sacramentary may also have been meant to be used in other circumstances 

when an altar had been defi led. Th e formulations of the prayers are certainly 

general enough to be usefully employed on other occasions, for apart from the 

title it received the prayers contain no specifi c references to murder or bloodshed. 
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 Th e non- specifi city of the prayers may have had other advantages as well. 

Th ey do not address explicitly the actual deeds that caused the defi lement of the 

altar and by implication the church building, but only speak about the root 

causes of the infraction in rather general terms: the vices of negligence, anger, 

drinking and lust, as well as the ruses of the devil. Such non- specifi city, perhaps, 

functioned as a means of avoiding having to address specifi c acts and thus 

existing confl icts and persons. We can assume that violence taking place in a 

church upset the local community. Murdering someone in church probably 

caused great social upheaval, fueling forms of local discord and division, that 

might lead to vengeance and feud. Th e prayers seem to evade to tackle such 

existing problems in the community head- on and instead stress the community 

of the faithful in their pure simplicity and innocent splendor. By emphasizing 

the deeper causes of a specifi c act of violence, the prayers were able to shun 

explicitly addressing confl icting issues and to stress the restored innocence of 

the community. How exactly the rift s within a community were healed remains 

unclear, but the prayers suggest that the liturgy of purifi cation was the outcome 

of a process of negotiation, sealing a conclusion, so to speak, rather than being 

an essential part of the negotiations themselves. Th e liturgy probably functioned 

primarily as a way of demonstrating the restored unity of the Christian 

community, and at such a moment it could be inconvenient to address specifi c 

issues and thus persons. If someone was killed in a church this was a breach of 

the right of sanctuary, and in such cases the priest or bishop was probably 

involved in the protection of the refugee and the process of mediation in order 

to settle the issue at hand.  40   As the person presiding over the liturgy of purifi cation, 

it was the bishop, or perhaps on a local level the priest, who was a central fi gure 

in the ritual demonstratively proclaiming the reconciliation. 

 We have seen how a ritual of purifi cation for a defi led altar survives in two 

sacramentaries composed at the end of the eighth century. Th e ritual probably had 

a local Frankish origin and may go back to the late Merovingian period. Th e 

concepts of the church as a sacred space certainly does. Th e right of sanctuary 

and the custom of building churches on top of holy graves are moreover 

unquestionably major components of the Merovingian world, as is violence near 

an altar. Historiographical texts demonstrate that already before the late eighth 

century, people were being killed in churches. Although concepts of the church as 

a holy place may have been less pronounced before the fi rst half of the eighth 

century—when, as we have seen, insular notions strengthened existing 

Merovingian tendencies—spilling blood within a church was seen as a serious 

off ense. Th e work of Gregory of Tours, although mentioning quite a few cases of 
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bloodshed in churches, does not provide any evidence for a liturgical rite of 

reconciliation for a church or an altar that had been defi led in such a way. Gregory’s 

work does demonstrate, however, that breaches of the right of sanctuary were not 

taken lightly, and conciliar legislation suggests the same.  41   Th is raises the question 

of how people dealt with such problems before the period for which we have 

evidence for the existence of such rites. 

 We have seen that the Old Gelasian Sacramentary contains the earliest evidence 

for the existence of a ritual for the dedication of a church, and that in an earlier 

period the fi rst Mass being sung over an altar constituted an act of consecration. 

In the case of blood being shed at an altar, the fi rst liturgical celebration aft er such 

an event must also have had special signifi cance. It would have functioned as a 

kind of reestablishment and reinforcement of pre- existing relations within the 

community, although in fact these relations might, of course, have changed 

because of what had happened. Th e liturgical celebrant, the local priest or bishop, 

presiding over such a celebration must somehow have appeased the community 

and restored the proper order, thereby at least symbolically healing existing rift s 

within the community. Th e fi rst liturgical celebration aft er the defi lement of a 

church, therefore, can be seen as a parallel to the fi rst Mass through which an altar, 

and to a certain extent the church building, were normally “consecrated,” if one 

can use this word in this context. Th e sources speak mostly of dedication. We do 

not know how this went about in practice although the anointing of an altar with 

chrism seems to have been an important aspect of it. One can imagine that a 

similar ritual was used when a church had been polluted by bloodshed, but any 

evidence supporting such a proposition is lacking. Once a more formal form of 

church dedication had developed, the need for a ritual of rededicating a church 

aft er it had been violated was apparently felt quite quickly. Th e ordo for the 

rededication of a defi led altar that we fi nd in the Gellone Sacramentary should be 

seen as the response to this need.   
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 Imitation and Rejection of Eastern Practices in 
Merovingian Gaul: Gregory of Tours and 

Vulfi laic the Stylite of Trier   

    Tamar   Rotman               

   Gregory of Tours,  Histories  VIII.15  

  “[. . .] I [Vulfi laic] also set up a column on which I remained standing barefooted 

while suff ering great torments. When winter came, as it usually does, the weather 

was so cold that I was frostbitten, its severe frost caused my toenails to fall off , 

and the rain that fell on my beard froze and hung down from it like melted 

candle- wax.” It is said that this region frequently bears harsh winters. 

 As we were engaging in conversation, I [Gregory] interrogated him about 

what he had eaten and drunk and how he had destroyed the idols on that 

mountain. He answered: “For food and drink I had little bread and vegetables 

with some water. Many people from neighboring villages began to fl ock to me 

and I constantly warned them that Diana and her idol are powerless, that the cult 

they seem to have practiced in their honor is worthless and that the songs they 

had sung while they were drunk were unworthy as well. Instead, they should 

better have been giving a glorious sacrifi ce to God almighty, the creator of 

heaven and earth. [. . .]”  1    

    Introduction  

 In one of his many expeditions around Gaul, the famous sixth- century bishop, 

Gregory of Tours, arrived at Carignan and met there a certain Vulfi laic who was 

at the time a deacon and a member of a monastery nearby. Gregory was curious 

to hear about Vulfi laic’s biography: how had a Lombard like him arrived in Gaul? 

how and when was he converted to Christianity? and how did he become a 

member of the Gallic clergy? Vulfi laic hesitated and refused to answer Gregory’s 

113
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queries. But aft er some persuasion, including a promise to never reveal what he 

would tell Gregory, Vulfi laic was willing to give an account of his life, which 

Gregory later recorded in the eighth book of the  Histories , regardless of the 

promise he made to Vulfi laic.  2   

 According to that account, Vulfi laic had shown an interest in Christianity and 

its saints already as a child, and one saint interested him in particular—Martin 

of Tours. Although he did not know exactly who Martin was or what good deeds 

he had done, Vulfi laic worshipped him nonetheless.  3   In his youth, Vulfi laic 

became a disciple of abbot Aredius of Limoges, who encouraged him to pay a 

visit to the shrine of Saint Martin in Tours. Vulfi laic took his advice, traveled to 

Tours, and then decided to stay in Gaul and settle in Trier. Not long aft er, he 

discovered that the local inhabitants in that area were worshiping an idol of the 

Roman goddess Diana. He immediately climbed upon a pillar, and imitating 

Simeon the Stylite, he sat on top of the pillar. Vulfi laic remained there barefooted. 

When winter came, he told Gregory, it was so cold that his toenails fell off  and 

the rain that fell on his beard was frozen.  4   

 During his time on the pillar, Vulfi laic preached to the people passing by in an 

attempt to convince them to destroy the idol of Diana. Gradually, he gathered 

some followers who eventually were convinced to demolish the statue. Excited by 

his success, Vulfi laic climbed down from the pillar and went to a nearby church in 

order to pray and ask for God’s assistance. He then joined his followers and 

together they destroyed the idol. Vulfi laic returned to his house and there he 

discovered that his body was severely injured. He returned to the church, anointed 

himself with an oil he once brought from the shrine of Saint Martin, and, 

miraculously, he was cured overnight.  5   Vulfi laic understood this miracle as an 

omen that he should return to his pillar, but it was not that easy. As soon as he 

moved towards the pillar, several bishops approached him, telling him that he 

should not do this because “It is not right what you are trying to do. Such an 

obscure person as you cannot be compared with Simeon of Antioch, who sat on a 

column.”  6   Th ey urged him to climb down from his column, saying that it would be 

better for him to join “the brethren whom you have gathered around you.”  7   Vulfi laic 

accepted their request without an argument. He explained to Gregory that he had 

to listen to the bishops because it is considered a sin to disobey them. Shortly 

aft erwards, Vulfi laic’s column was demolished (just like Diana’s idol was), and even 

though it saddened Vulfi laic, he never tried to sit upon another pillar again. He 

explained that such an action would be considered as an act of disobedience to the 

bishops and, hence, a sin.  8   
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 Th e encounter between Gregory and Vulfi laic did not receive much attention 

in modern scholarship, even though it is a unique story that gives us a 

rare glimpse of the ways in which eastern stories and religious practices 

had reached Gaul and were received there. In the late 1970s Hubert Collin 

discussed the episode of Vulfi laic in a study on the origins of the cults of 

Diana and Vulfi laic in Gaul.  9   Collin, however, used Gregory’s account in the 

 Histories  as a hagiographical record that gives essential biographical information 

about Vulfi laic, while ignoring the broader context of the story and its role 

within the  Histories . Collin did not question Vulfi laic’s interactions with the local 

clergy, he did not examine the phenomenon of “stylitism” (that is, the practice of 

being a stylite) in Gaul, and he did not wonder why Gregory had chosen to 

include such a story in his  Histories . In the early 1980s Walter Goff art mentioned 

Vulfi laic in his article on foreigners in the  Histories  of Gregory of Tours. But 

Goff art, so it seems, was only interested in the Lombard origins of Vulfi laic, and 

he did not question his short career as a stylite and the various implications of 

the story.  10   

 A decade later, Yitzhak Hen mentioned this incident in a broader discussion 

of the survival of paganism in Merovingian Gaul.  11   Hen described Vulfi laic as a 

“disturbed person” who caused such a commotion that the local inhabitants of 

the region had to ask their bishops to interfere and convince Vulfi laic to step 

down of his column. Th e destruction of the pillar, according to Hen, occurred 

because the people of Trier were “horrifi ed by the possibility that Vulfi laic might 

return to his column.”  12   Th is analysis of the incident is not completely accurate 

and it simplifi es a far more complicated aff air. Indeed, the possibility that Vulfi laic 

would return to his old stylite ways horrifi ed some people. Yet, they were not 

the simple inhabitants of Trier as Hen suggested. Instead, as I intend to argue 

here, they were the Gallic bishops who felt that their episcopal authority was 

in danger because of Vulfi laic’s acts. Similarly, Conrad Leyser suggested the 

reaction of the bishops to Vulfi laic’s attempt to become a stylite was a result of 

their fear for their authority.  13   Vulfi laic, however, was not Leyser’s main interest 

and he used his story in order to bring forth the broader issue of Christian 

cultures in Merovingian Gaul. I wish to discuss the story of Vulfi laic from a 

diff erent angle and to examine it as a refl ection of Merovingian attitudes towards 

the Byzantine East. 

 As noted earlier, the bishops reasoned their request by comparing Vulfi laic to 

Simeon Stylites. Th erefore, it is necessary to look into the role of Simeon Stylites 

in the story and to survey the possible ways in which his fame and cult had 
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reached Gaul. Moreover, comparing the religious, social, and political role of 

Simeon Stylites and his fellow holy men in the eastern parts of the post-Roman 

world with the role of the Merovingian clergy (and more precisely, that of the 

episcopacy) may explain the vehement rejection of Vulfi laic’s attempt to become 

a stylite.  

   Simeon Stylites in Merovingian Gaul  

 Simeon Stylites lived in Syria during the fi ft h century. He is considered to be one 

of the fi rst Christian stylites, and no doubt he is the most famous of them all. He 

was highly regarded by the local communities that surrounded him already in 

his lifetime, and he was venerated as a saint aft er his death. His popularity spread 

far and wide, and his fame had even reached Gaul.  14   Gregory of Tours recorded 

an account of Simeon in his  Glory of the Confessors , where he relates that aft er 

Simeon was converted to Christianity he climbed upon a column and stayed 

there. No woman was allowed to visit or look at him, not even his own mother,  15   

and even aft er his death women were still forbidden to approach his pillar or to 

enter his church. Th is prohibition did not stop one woman from disguising 

herself in a man’s clothes, thinking that she could deceive the saint, trick God 

and enter the church. Th e moment she stepped into the church she fell down and 

was struck dead.  16   

 Gregory’s account in the  Glory of the Confessors  refers to an incident that took 

place in the Byzantine East, and hence it does not refl ect Gallic attitudes towards 

Simeon Stylites. Furthermore, there is no evidence of an active cult in honor of 

Simeon in sixth- century Gaul, when Gregory wrote his books. As far as we can 

tell, no church was dedicated to him throughout Gaul, nor were his relics 

circulating around the Merovingian kingdoms.  17   Nevertheless, it appears from 

Gregory’s accounts in the  Histories  and in the  Glory of the Confessors  that Simeon 

was well known in Gaul and his important role as a holy man was perfectly 

understood and acknowledged. 

 Th e account of Simeon Stylites in the  Glory of the Confessors  accords with 

other accounts of Syrian and other eastern saints and martyrs that Gregory 

included in his second miracle collection, the book of the  Glory of the Martyrs .  18   

Like Simeon Stylites, most of these non-Gallic saints were not venerated in 

Gaul.  19   Whereas their inclusion in Gregory’s hagiographical collections may 

seem quite unusual, it nevertheless indicates that during Late Antiquity and the 

Early Middle Ages, stories, relics, and sometimes cults and religious practices 
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from the East circulated around the post-Roman Christian West. Th roughout his 

historiographical and hagiographical writings, Gregory reveals the diff erent ways 

in which these practices had reached the West: merchants, pilgrims, ecclesiastical 

and secular envoys and immigrants were all plausible agents of cults of saints and 

religious practices. Th us, even though the foreign saints mentioned by Gregory in 

his works were not necessarily worshipped and venerated in Gaul, the fact that he 

mentioned them in the fi rst place indicates that they were known and their holy 

power was acknowledged by people in the West.  20   

 Th e spread of Simeon’s sacred reputation and infl uence in Gaul is also apparent 

in Gregory’s account of Vulfi laic. It is mentioned explicitly in the bishops’ 

argument against Vulfi laic’s attempt to become a stylite and in the way Gregory 

characterized Vulfi laic. At the beginning of his account Gregory tries to create 

some resemblance between Vulfi laic and Simeon Stylites that relies on their 

choice to become stylites. As the quotation at the beginning of this paper indicates, 

aft er Vulfi laic described the reasons that led him to climb upon the pillar, Gregory 

asked him specifi c questions about his life on the column: he wondered what 

Vulfi laic ate and drank and how he managed to convince people to follow him 

and destroy the pagan idol with him. In return, Vulfi laic described the little food 

and water he had, and then gave a lengthy description of his followers and the 

destruction of the statue of Diana. 

 Writing about Vulfi laic in this manner enabled Gregory to depict him as a 

zealous ascetic, who, like Simeon, gathered people around him and gained power 

and authority. Gregory was able to create such a comparison between the Syrian 

stylite and his Gallic imitator because his audience was already familiar with the 

story of Simeon Stylites. As will be shown next, the social and religious role of 

the eastern holy men is the key for our understanding of the Merovingian 

episcopal response to Vulfi laic. 

 Indeed, as Gregory’s account of Simeon Stylites in the  Glory of the Confessors  

and the various accounts in the  Glory of the Martyrs  reveal, the Gallic clergy, who 

was responsible for the religious conduct of its fl ock, was willing to retell 

miraculous and hagiographical stories about eastern saints and martyrs, and 

sometimes even to import and install relics of non-Gallic saints in local shrines. 

Yet they were not always thrilled to support or accept local attempts to imitate 

the deeds of eastern holy men, as the story of Vulfi laic clearly demonstrates. Th e 

bishops who approached Vulfi laic showed great respect to Simeon Stylites. From 

their response to Vulfi laic’s actions it appears that they believed Simeon was 

indeed a holy man, to whom a man like Vulfi laic simply could not be compared. 

But Vulfi laic’s lack of holiness was not the only reason the bishops had rejected 
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his attempts to imitate Simeon Stylites. I would suggest that their disapproval 

was also a result of their fear that by imitating Simeon Stylites, Vulfi laic might 

jeopardize their own episcopal authority. Perhaps this is why Vulfi laic explains to 

Gregory what he had probably heard from the bishops themselves—he had to 

listen to them because disobeying the bishops is considered to be a sin. By stating 

that, Vulfi laic acknowledges the episcopal superiority over him, a statement 

which also emphasizes the strength of the episcopal authority.  

   Th e rise and function of the Merovingian holy man  

 Th e tension between Vulfi laic and the bishops should be examined against the 

broader background of the political, religious and cultural transformations of the 

post-Roman world. Peter Brown had already discussed the role of the holy men 

in late antique Syria.  21   According to Brown, holy men like Simeon Stylites were 

zealous Christians who preferred living their lives as ascetics. Most of them did 

so in isolation, either in the desert or in enclosed compounds, which secured the 

little food and water they needed to keep themselves alive. Some of these holy 

men were more eccentric than others, and the people who lived near them adored 

their religious perseverance and their unusual lifestyle. Gradually, the holy men 

attracted pilgrims and followers. In his survey, Brown points out that these holy 

men were usually outsiders, without any social, political or religious affi  liation 

with the people living nearby. Consequently, they were perfectly suited to serve as 

mediators and consultants for the communities around them.  22   Indeed, in late 

antique Syria, when the traditional social and administrative networks of the 

Roman Empire were slowly disintegrating, these holy men took upon themselves 

some of the roles of the traditional patrons and subsequently gained important 

and infl uential positions.  23   Th eir infl uence touched upon religious matters, but, 

most importantly, they played a crucial role as political and social mediators. In 

other words, they exercised an immense infl uence on almost all daily matters. 

 Th e disintegration of the traditional modes of authority and social 

stratifi cation aff ected the entire Roman world, and Gaul was no diff erent. 

Whereas in the East individual holy men had bridged to some extent the 

administrative gap by adopting religious and secular functions, in Gaul it was 

the church and its institutions that took control. Th e Gallo-Roman elite was 

quick to realize that the church had a lot to off er in terms of power and control. 

Hence, descendants of Gallo-Roman senatorial families took over numerous 

ecclesiastical positions, gaining a new way to preserve their supremacy in both 
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religious and civil spheres. As a result, the Gallic ecclesiastical elite became an 

exclusive group.  24   In order to become a bishop, for instance, one had to receive 

the proper education, know the “right people” and have some social relations 

with other, more infl uential persons. One also had to have some support from 

the local community one served. During the sixth century, as the Merovingian 

kings established their authority and kingship, the bishops were gradually losing 

theirs.  25   Th erefore, they had to secure any remaining control they still had and 

ensure that their episcopal authority was not compromised. 

 When Vulfi laic climbed upon the column, preaching to the people passing by, 

encouraging them to leave their old pagan practices, and convert to Christianity—

he challenged the responsibilities of the local clergy. By telling Vulfi laic that he 

could never truly imitate Simeon, they acknowledged their awareness of the 

various functions and responsibilities Simeon had over the people who gathered 

around him. Th ey perfectly realized that although he was not a member of the 

local clergy, Simeon had preached to the people, encouraging them to improve 

their Christian ways, and more signifi cantly, had functioned as a mediator in 

secular matters. In other words, they understood that Simeon’s role in Syria was 

similar to their role in Gaul. Th is may explain the bishops’ uncompromised 

reaction to Vulfi laic’s actions, classifying his disobedience as a sin. 

 In order to secure their position and their episcopal authority the bishops 

tried to prevent Vulfi laic from becoming a holy man like Simeon. Th eir argument 

against Vulfi laic emphasizes that. First, they made sure that neither he nor 

anyone else would think that Vulfi laic and Simeon were alike. Whereas Simeon 

may be venerated as a saint, Vulfi laic must not be seen as a holy fi gure and 

therefore should not be venerated as a living saint. Second, they reinforced their 

authority by bidding Vulfi laic to obey and intimidating him with a religious 

threat—he must obey the bishops, otherwise he would be considered a sinner 

that ought to be punished not only by them, but by God himself. 

   Power and authority: the case of Gregory of Tours  

 Gregory had very good reasons to include a story that emphasizes the authority 

of the Gallic bishops. His appointment to the episcopal see was not warmly 

welcomed by the people and the clergy of Tours, to say the least. He was appointed 

by King Sigibert I, who did not consult the people or the clergy of Tours beforehand 

as expected. Th e reasons for that are complicated and not fully understood, but no 

doubt that the delicate geo- political circumstances of Tours at that time were part 
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of it. Although ruled by Sigibert, the king of Austrasia, Tours was actually an 

enclave within the Neustrian kingdom of Chilperic. Th e bishoprics around Tours 

were loyal to Chilperic, as was the vast majority of the religious and secular elite 

of Tours itself. Th ey opted for a bishop who shared their political interests and 

loyalties; Sigibert, on the other hand, who was thinking on various ways to 

strengthen his rule in the region, appointed an outsider whom he could trust. 

Hence, Gregory was chosen.  26   Indeed, Gregory had very little political infl uence 

in Tours. Even though he claimed that he was related to all but fi ve of Tours’ 

previous bishops,  27   in reality Gregory’s family had more infl uence in the Auvergne 

and Lyon rather than in the Touraine.  28   Furthermore, Gregory’s ordination took 

place in the cathedral of Reims instead of Tours.  29   Celebrating the ordination 

outside Tours was against the fi ft h canon of the Fourth Synod of Orl é ans (541), 

according to which a newly elected bishop must be ordained in his new church or, 

at least, in the same province he was meant to serve.  30   Th e irregularity of Gregory’s 

ordination may have given his opponents another way to portray him as an 

illegitimate bishop, who hardly had any infl uence in and relation to Tours and 

who was ordained against the canon rule. All in all, it is not surprising that the 

local elites of Tours saw Gregory as a foreign intruder and perceived his 

appointment as an external imposition on their local aff airs.  31   

 Th ese circumstances led to Gregory’s constant need to justify his appointment 

and secure his position and episcopal authority. One way to do that was through 

promotion of cults of saints, most notably that of Saint Martin of Tours. Martin 

was one of the most celebrated saints in Merovingian Gaul and the fact that the 

center of his cult was set in Tours made him even more important there. 

Th erefore, it was necessary for the bishop of Tours to keep commemorating 

Martin and promote his cult. Gregory understood that very well, and 

consequently Martin is mentioned numerous times in the  Histories . Gregory 

also dedicated to Martin an entire hagiographical treatise in four books, which 

is, in fact, the longest hagiographical work he had written.  32   His accounts of 

Martin and his deeds in both the  Histories  and in the  Vita Martini  glorify the 

saint and relate the magnifi cent miracles he had performed, among them some 

miracles that Gregory himself or one of his relatives had experienced.  33   By doing 

so, Gregory stressed the fact that he was a prot é g é  of Saint Martin, and hence 

portrayed himself as a pious man. Most importantly, it proved to Gregory’s 

audience that the most prestigious saint of Tours protected Gregory and accepted 

his appointment as the new bishop of the town. Th us, by emphasizing the 

patronage of Martin, Gregory made a heroic attempt to gain support from the 

inhabitants of Tours. 
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 Gregory, however, did more than that in order to reinforce his episcopal 

authority. He also used Martin’s reputation and popularity in order to promote 

cults of other saints, who were important to him personally. An excellent case in 

point is the cult of the martyr Julian of Brioude, Gregory’s other patron saint. 

Gregory dedicated a whole book to Julian. It was not as long as his  Vita Martini , 

but it is nevertheless one of Gregory’s longest hagiographical works.  34   Gregory 

relates the martyrdom of Julian and describes the miracles that he had performed, 

including some miracles that Gregory and his relatives had experienced and 

witnessed.  35   Just like his books on Martin of Tours, here too, writing about 

miracles enabled Gregory to display his special connection with the saint. Yet, 

unlike Martin, Julian was not a popular or a well- known saint in Tours, and as far 

as we can tell there was no cult in his honor there. Hence Gregory had to establish 

Julian’s cult in Tours, connecting Martin and Julian through relics. 

 According to Gregory, on his way back from Reims to Tours aft er his 

ordination, he stopped at Clermont, paid a visit at the shrine of Julian, from 

where he picked up some relics of Julian that were later installed in the altar of 

Saint Martin’s basilica in Tours.  36   Aft er the deposition of these relics a possessed 

man began shouting: 

  “Martin! Why have you joined yourself to Julian? Why did you invite him to this 

place? Your presence was enough of a torment for us; now you have invited 

someone like yourself to increase the torture! Why do you do this? Why do you 

and Julian persecute us so?”  37    

 Gregory uses the possessed man in order to stress the holiness of the saints. Th is 

is, of course, a common hagiographical  topos  that was used by Gregory and by 

many hagiographers throughout the Middle Ages.  38   Th e possessed man does not 

only emphasize Julian’s holy power, he also emphasizes Martin’s acceptance of 

Julian. Th e statement of the possessed man serves Gregory to portray himself as 

a good and zealous bishop, who increases the divine protection over Tours by 

bringing the relics of Julian and establishing his cult in the town. Moreover, by 

accepting Julian, Martin also accepts the person who brought him to Tours, that 

is, Gregory himself. Th e message to the people of Tours is clear—if their most 

important and most beloved saint is willing to accept Gregory as the bishop of 

Tours, they must accept him as well. 

 Gregory had exploited Martin’s popularity for his own needs in another, 

perhaps less obvious, way. I would suggest that Gregory’s account about Vulfi laic 

should be read with the cult of Saint Martin in mind. Already at the beginning of 

this account, Gregory mentions that Vulfi laic had built a church in which he 
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installed relics of Saint Martin.  39   By doing so Gregory creates the fi rst association 

between Martin and Vulfi laic. He furthers his own conversation with Vulfi laic as 

a Martinian narrative. Vulfi laic tells Gregory that as a little child he had heard 

about Martin of Tours and subsequently began to worship him, even though he 

knew very little about the saint.  40   Th e conversation ends with several miracle 

stories performed by Martin of Tours that Vulfi laic relates to Gregory.  41   

 Gregory, however, does more than weaving Martin’s presence into Vulfi laic’s 

biography. He also compares Vulfi laic to Martin. Like Martin, Vulfi laic was also 

a foreigner, and like Martin he was inspired by a Gallic priest—in Martin’s case 

it was Hilary of Poitiers and in Vulfi laic’s it was Aredius of Limoges.  42   Moreover, 

both adopted an ascetic way of life. But whereas Martin’s asceticism and foreign 

origins won him his popularity and fame throughout Gaul already in his lifetime, 

in Vulfi laic’s case they were the very reasons because of which the Gallic bishops 

asked him to step off  his column. 

 Th e similarities between Vulfi laic and Martin were meant to portray Vulfi laic 

in a positive way and show that even though he had upset the clergy, he was still 

a righteous man, whose words should be taken seriously. In other words, Martin 

gave Vulfi laic credibility, and that was essential to the message Gregory wanted 

to convey through the story of Vulfi laic. For Gregory, the most important part of 

the story is Vulfi laic’s acknowledgment of episcopal authority and the realization 

that disobeying the bishops is a sin. Vulfi laic was forgiven for his behavior, but 

the entire incident was a clear warning to anyone who defi es the bishops. 

 Whereas in  Histories  and his hagiographies Gregory explains why he deserves 

to be the bishop of Tours, the story of Vulfi laic clarifi es that no one should 

undermine Gregory’s authority as a bishop. Whoever defi es Gregory and 

refuses to follow his orders would be considered a sinner and therefore will be 

punished—just like Vulfi laic would have been considered a sinner if he had 

insisted on being a stylite. It seems, then, that the Vulfi laic aff air was Gregory’s 

way to discuss episcopal authority, to emphasize its importance and to secure his 

own episcopal position.  

   Conclusion  

 I should like to end this discussion with what may be an even more intriguing 

lesson to be gained from the story of Vulfi laic. Gregory includes various accounts 

of the East in both his historiographical and hagiographical works; some of these 

accounts discuss political events,  43   others report on religious matters, such as 
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miracles that were performed by eastern saints, which, more oft en than not, took 

place in the East. All of these accounts demonstrate Gregory’s familiarity with the 

Byzantine past and with some current political developments. Th e account of 

Vulfi laic, on the other hand, reveals something else that is more relevant to the 

“here” and “now” of Gregory’s life, rather than the Byzantine, or even the 

Merovingian, past. Nevertheless, the story of this “strange” man, who decided one 

day to climb upon a pillar and preach to the people passing by, clarifi es more than 

anything else that not only ideas and stories from the Byzantine East were 

circulating around the Merovingian Kingdoms, but also that Merovingian 

authors and clergymen, like Gregory of Tours himself, had some understanding 

of contemporary Byzantine culture and religious practices. Th e Gallic bishops 

were worried because Vulfi laic, with his eccentric behavior, represented the 

political, religious and social function of holy men in the eastern Mediterranean, 

such as Simeon Stylites. Gregory used that knowledge for his own purposes and 

in order to strengthen his own authority as the bishop of Tours. 

 To sum up, the story of Vulfi laic exemplifi es the multifaceted relations 

between the West and the East. Reading it against a broader cultural, religious 

and somewhat personal context helps us to reach a better understanding of 

Merovingian culture and society, as well as its religious practices and perceptions. 

Furthermore, it also exhibits Gregory’s unique anecdotal and complex style of 

writing. Reading the story with Gregory’s personal history in mind, reveals that 

he molded the account of Vulfi laic the Stylite for his own needs. Th is clarifi es 

once again that any anecdote in Gregory’s writings is there for a reason 

(sometimes, a personal one), and it is for us to fi nd out what Gregory intended 

to convey with each and every one of these accounts.    
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   Passages from Gregory of Tours,  Histories   2    

   IV.40  

 Aft er emperor Justinian had died in the city of Constantinople, Justin came 

to the reign, a man devoted in all things to avarice, a despiser of the poor, a 

despoiler of the senators, who was so full of greed that he ordered chests of iron 

to be made, in which he heaped up pounds of minted gold. It is also said that he 

lapsed into the Pelagian heresy. For aft er a short time, he was driven out of his 

mind and chose Tiberius as Caesar to defend his provinces, a just man, generous 

in almsgiving, balanced in judgment, winning victories, and, what supersedes all 

other good qualities, a most true Christian. [. . .] 

  

  V.19  

 [. . .] And as he [Caesar Tiberius] spent much of the treasure that Justin had 

heaped up on the poor, the empress [Sophia] scolded him frequently that he 

would bring the state to poverty, saying: “What I have collected in many years, 

you scatter about in a short time.” To this he used to respond: “Our treasury will 

not lack anything, as long as the poor receive alms, and the captives are ransomed. 

For this is indeed the great treasure, as the Lord says: ‘Collect your treasure in 

heaven, where neither rust nor moths doth corrupt, and where thieves do not dig 

it out nor steal it.’ [Mt. 6:20] Th erefore, let us collect for the poor in heaven from 

what God has given [us], so that the Lord thinks us worthy of being increased in 

this world.” And because he was, as we said, a great and true Christian, as long as 

he cheerfully distributed alms to the poor, the Lord gave him ever more and 

more. [. . .] 

  

   11 

  Magnus et Verus Christianus : 
Th e Portrayal of Emperor Tiberius II 

in Gregory of Tours  1     

    Pia   Lucas               
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  V.30  

 While these things were happening in Gaul, Justin, aft er completing the 

eighteenth year  3   of his reign, ended his life in the insanity which he had 

contracted. Aft er he was buried, Tiberius seized power, which he had in fact 

embraced long ago. But when the people expected that he would proceed to the 

circus according to local custom, and they were planning to lay a trap for him on 

behalf of Justinian [whom they wanted to replace him], who was understood to 

be Justin’s nephew, he [Tiberius] proceeded to the holy places instead. When he 

had fi nished his prayers, he summoned the pope of the city, and entered the 

palace with the consuls and the prefects. Th en, clothed in purple, crowned with 

a diadem and sitting on the imperial throne, he was confi rmed to the reign 

among great acclaim. When the conspirators, who were hiding at the circus, 

learned what had happened, they were confused by shame and went away 

without having achieved any result. Th ey could not harm the man who had put 

his hope in God. [. . .] 

  

  VI.30  

 In this year emperor Tiberius left  this world, leaving his people in great 

sadness about his passing. He was most benevolent, inclined to almsgiving, just 

in judgement, cautious in judging; he despised no one, but embraced everyone 

in his good will. Loving everyone, he was himself loved by all. [. . .]  

 Th e Eastern Roman emperor Tiberius (574/8–582) cuts a fi ne fi gure in the 

 Histories  of the bishop of Tours. Not only is he the main protagonist in several 

extensive passages, longer than any references to other non-Merovingian rulers, 

he also surpasses all other mentioned sovereigns in terms of merit and character. 

Th e famous Justinian (527–565) is only accorded a few short entries, wherein he 

is rarely named explicitly, and all mentions are either neutral in tone or slightly 

negative. One austere sentence records his death.  4   Tiberius’ successor Maurice 

(582–602) is granted a little more space by Gregory, but in contrast to Tiberius, 

there are barely any entries that reveal much about his qualities or the character 

of his rule.  5   Tiberius’ predecessor Justin II (565–578) is depicted in a very 

negative manner and seems to be molded as a direct antithesis to Tiberius 

himself.  6   

 In order to analyze and understand why Gregory of Tours painted such a 

bright picture of Tiberius, it is necessary to place his assessment in a broader 

context. To what extent was Gregory’s judgment related to sources that were 

available to him? What could and did he know about the East? How does the 

bishop’s perspective on the relationship between the Empire and the Merovingian 
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kingdoms fi gure into the equation? And what function does this Eastern Roman 

emperor fulfi ll in the grand narrative of the  Histories ?  

   Objects, people and stories on the move—channels 
of communication  

 Th e ongoing long- distance trade between sixth- century Gaul and the 

Mediterranean had been pointed out by Pirenne,  7   and confi rmed with some 

modifi cations by numerous subsequent historians, most notably Michael 

McCormick.  8   It is also attested in Gregory’s own works. Not only does he refer to 

Syrian merchants in Gaul several times, he also mentions products from the 

Eastern regions in passing as a matter of course. He expected readers to be aware 

of the outstanding quality of wine from Gaza, he compares the complexion of an 

ill man to Saff ron, or instinctively points to papyrus as the obvious writing 

material, and Marseille as the port where it would be imported.  9   Further evidence 

for “things that traveled”  10   from the East to Gaul comes from the relic collection 

at Sens, where the relic labels, referring back to acquisitions from the sixth 

century in their earliest layer, show a large proportion of relics from the Holy 

Land as well as the Byzantine East.  11   Gregory himself sent his own deacons 

around the world, and they came back with relics and the narratives accompanying 

them.  12   He met relic merchants, pilgrims and clerics from faraway lands who 

told him stories, not only about religious subjects, but also about political events. 

Bishop Simon of Armenia probably informed him about the Persian attack on 

Apamea and Antioch, as well as about the earthquake that destroyed the latter.  13   

Gregory also tells us about embassies to Visigothic Spain and the Byzantine 

court, and although he only mentions his conversations with envoys from Spain 

explicitly, there is no reason to believe that he did not have the opportunity to 

meet Byzantine envoys or members of the returning Frankish embassies, as 

well.  14   Th e bishop of Tours himself was quite involved in political aff airs, and 

served as an envoy in the service of King Childebert II to his uncle Guntram’s 

court in Burgundy.  15   Hence, there was no lack of opportunities for the transfer of 

information through oral channels.  16   

 It is noteworthy that Gregory is considered by Byzantinists as a well- informed 

author on at least some Eastern matters.  17   His description of events concerning 

the imperial court, such as the role of the Hippodrome in the investiture of 

new emperors (which Tiberius deliberately eschews), demonstrates enough 

knowledge of Byzantine customs and practices to make his account plausible.  18   
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Averil Cameron even contemplates a common written source which Gregory 

and two Eastern contemporaries, Evagrius Scholasticus (d. c. 594) and John 

of Ephesus (d. c. 588), may have used, since the works of all three contain 

close parallels.  19   Foremost among these are the characterizations of the 

emperors Justin II and Tiberius. Justin’s greed for money, that he oft en attained 

unjustly, and his avarice, are an excellent case in point. Th e same is true of 

Tiberius’ reputation as a generous, just and merciful ruler.  20   Whatever this 

potential common source might have been, it raises the question of language, 

as Gregory did not know Greek or Syrian. He did, however, use an Eastern 

written source as a model in another case, the  Legend of the Seven Sleepers of 

Ephesus . As he informs us, he retold their story in Latin with the help of a Syrian 

named John, suggesting that translators from Greek and Syriac were available in 

the West.  21   

 Although it cannot be proven that such a common written source existed, 

we seem to be dealing with information and stories that were circulating widely 

among contemporaries in the East. It is also feasible that such tales had already 

found a more or less fi xed form in oral communication. Whichever is correct, 

the existence of a certain tradition does not explain why Gregory chose to follow 

this depiction of the emperors. In order to gain a better understanding of the 

reasons for the author’s selection and way of representation, it is helpful to take 

a closer look at Gregory’s position regarding the  imperium .  

   Dealings with the Empire in the  Histories   

 What does Gregory tell his readers, and where do his interests lie in the portrayal 

of the Empire? Th roughout his work, religious subjects—miracles, saints and 

holy places—dominate the narrative. In the  Histories , most of the information 

Gregory provides is painted with a Christian tint. Th e few emperors of the past 

mentioned by name in the fi rst book all appear in a Christian context, mostly in 

relation to the persecutions of the early church.  22   Th e role of Christian emperors 

in promoting the Christian faith was marginalized, and even in the case of 

Constantine, his pro-Christian policy was outshone by Helena’s fi nding of the 

Cross. Similarly, Th eodosius’ eff orts to establish orthodoxy are not brought up at 

all, Gregory merely stated that he put all his hope in God.  23   Moreover, current 

political aff airs and events in the East are also referred to in a religious guise. For 

example, the report on the already mentioned earthquake in Antioch echoes the 

destruction of Sodom, and the beginning of the Persian war is associated with 
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the Christian revolt in Armenia, ignoring the fact that Justin had refused to pay 

the Persians the tribute agreed upon.  24   

 On the other hand, we fi nd almost nothing in Gregory’s text on the religious 

disputes in the East. He briefl y alludes to the Monophysite heresy in fi ft h- century 

Constantinople, but he breathes not a word about the Th ree Chapters controversy.  25   

Similarly, the assessment of Tiberius and Justin II has nothing to do with 

their religious policies. Tiberius is called “a most true Christian” ( virissimum 

christianum ) based on his personal qualities, and Justin is simply a heretic without 

reference to any actions or policies.  26   Th is latter assertion is strange and not 

mentioned in other sources. It might be implicitly connected to political decisions, 

aft er all. As Averil Cameron has shown long ago, Justin intentionally pursued an 

ambiguous religious policy, trying (unsuccessfully) to reconcile the orthodox, 

Chalcedonian bishops and the Monophysites.  27   Gregory’s comment could refl ect 

a garbled account of Justin’s attempts at reconciliation with the Monophysites 

that had reached Gaul. But we will look further for Gregory’s reasons to include 

Justin II’s alleged heretical tendencies in the next section. Just as religious policies 

were left  out, so were other Byzantine political maneuvers or relations with its 

neighbors. Gregory only records a single victory against the Persians, which, quite 

tellingly, took place during Tiberius’ reign.  28   Th e Avars are not mentioned at all in 

the Byzantine context. 

 When the Empire of Gregory’s own days comes into focus, it is generally with 

regard to its involvement in the West, mostly concerning either the Franks or the 

Visigoths. Already in the days of Justinian, the Empire’s aim had been to keep a 

foothold in Spain, and to enlist Frankish help in Italy against the Ostrogoths. 

Aft er 568, the foe to be expelled from Italy was the Lombards. Still, the attempts 

to obtain support from the Franks continued, despite the lessons the Empire 

might have learned from king Th eudebert’s self- serving intervention which 

resulted in signifi cant, albeit only temporary, gains for the Franks.  29   Aft er these 

were lost under his son Th eudebald, the Franks were reluctant to get properly 

involved in Italy despite sporadic Lombard incursions into Gaul itself. 

 Although some scholars have stated that the Franks showed a certain 

reverence towards the emperors, or even that they accepted some sort of 

preeminence of the Empire, there is no indication in Gregory’s writing that he or 

his contemporaries in Gaul perceived Byzantium as a superior political power or 

as protector of the Christian faith.  30   It is clear that there was a certain cultural 

appeal in the Byzantine East and in the traditions of the Roman Empire, as can 

be gleaned from the minting of pseudo- imperial coinage, or from the conscious 

 imitatio imperii  in the self- depiction of Merovingian rulers, who mostly abided 
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by the formal conventions of diplomatic exchange, even if they pursued 

independent policies.  31   However, from the  Histories , we get the impression of 

equality. Although Gregory still calls the Eastern empire “res publica” without 

geographical demarcations,  32   this must not be taken to imply any supremacy 

over, or legitimate claims to, the Western  regna . When referring to Th eudebert, 

Gregory never suggests that the appropriated lands in Italy should have belonged 

to the Empire.  33   Instead, he uses the Italian campaigns to enhance Th eudebert’s 

fame and glory as a king. In his narrative, all victories fall under his reign, and all 

losses belong to that of his disagreeable son Th eudebald.  34   Gregory’s emphasis 

on the good fortune of Th eudebert’s duke Buccelenus, and his wistful comment 

aft er Th eudebald’s losses that no one was ever able to win these lands back, does 

not point to a sympathetic attitude towards the Empire’s interests.  35   Instead, 

immediately before this episode, when writing about the Visigoths and the 

former imperial possessions in Spain, Gregory even proclaims that the empire 

had “wickedly occupied” the cities there.  36   In Gregory’s mind, there is no imperial 

prerogative over the West. 

 It is true that there is no deprecating depiction of the Byzantines in general,  37   

but we cannot really speak of an image of “the Byzantines” as a coherent group 

in Gregory’s works. Particularly the positive portrait of Tiberius should not be 

confused with a general positive image of the Empire as a whole, as a quick look 

at his depiction of the other emperors reveals.  38   

 Another remarkable fact is that Gregory, despite his preoccupation with the 

fi ght against Arianism, never emphasizes the common orthodoxy of the Empire 

and the Franks, in a world where all other  gentes  were considered Arians. Th is 

common ground had been pointed out by Pope Pelagius II, as well as in the 

diplomatic exchange with the Empire; but Gregory did not draw attention to it.  39   

Th is is particularly conspicuous if one regards the arrival of a relic of the True 

Cross in Gaul. A part of the True Cross resided in Constantinople since early in 

Justin’s reign.  40   Although a piece of this relic was sent to Gaul by the imperial 

couple, Sophia and Justin, they are not implied in its transfer at all. In Gregory’s 

text, all honor goes to the former queen Radegund. Gregory does not even make 

clear whether the relic was brought to her convent from Jerusalem or 

Constantinople.  41   It is inconceivable that the bishop of Tours did not know. He 

was close to the court of King Sigibert, to whom Radegund appealed for support 

before requesting the relic,  42   he knew Radegund herself and subsequently held 

her funeral,  43   and their mutual close friend Venantius Fortunatus wrote a poem 

in thanks to the imperial couple (569), praising their orthodoxy and their 

generosity.  44   Furthermore, Gregory’s own predecessor, Eufronius of Tours, 
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received the relic and deposited it with all honors in Poitiers.  45   Despite these facts, 

Gregory evidently had no interest in depicting Justin as a champion of the faith. 

 Th is relic gift  has recently been connected to an embassy from King Sigibert 

to Justin,  46   which aimed at a formal peace around 568.  47   Th is embassy has usually 

been dated to 571, but the scholar who put this date forward for the fi rst time, 

Ernst Stein, never intended this to be more than a suggestion, as it cannot be 

accurately confi rmed by the sources.  48   Th e most prestigious relic of the cross 

would hardly have been handed over to Sigibert’s stepmother, with the king’s 

intervention on Radegund’s behalf, before peace had been achieved. According 

to Cameron, the gift  was made early in Justin’s reign, in context of his affi  rmation 

of orthodoxy aft er Justinian’s escapades, and she dates the relic request to 568, 

and the poem by Venantius Fortunatus to the year 569.  49   Dating the embassy to 

this period instead of to 571 seems particularly plausible as Justin II did have a 

fresh reason to acquire a Frankish ally in 568, aft er the Lombards invaded Italy 

in the spring of the very same year. 

 Over the next thirty years, the emperors tried to fi nd ways to induce the 

Franks to engage in the Italian campaigns, with little success. We know that 

Tiberius, who served as Caesar under Justin from 574, received several appeals 

for help against the Lombards from Rome, but, bound to the Eastern front, he 

could no longer aff ord to send men to Italy, especially aft er a disastrous campaign 

in 575. Instead, he gave fi nancial help and suggested to coax Lombard dukes to 

switch sides or to get the Franks to intervene.  50   Against this background, scholars 

have seen Tiberius’ (or his successor Maurice’s) hand behind two upheavals in 

the West around 580, that is, the revolt of the Visigothic prince Hermenegild 

against his father,  51   and the so- called Gundovald aff air, the details and aims of 

which are still debated.  52   Hermenegild enlisted the help of imperial troops in 

Spain against his father, King Leovigild, and Gundovald, who claimed to be 

another son of King Chlothar I, came to Gaul from the court of Constantinople, 

where he had spent a large part of his adult life. Th is much is clear from Gregory’s 

narrative.  53   Other than that, his report barely implies Byzantine involvement. 

But, as far as the Gundovald aff air is concerned, scholars have recognized 

Byzantine funding in the treasure that the pretender brought with him, and they 

have pointed out the Byzantine interest in a candidate that would support their 

cause in Italy.  54   It is interesting that Gregory does not bring up Tiberius’ name 

explicitly in the telling of these events, and the larger part of the narrative unfolds 

without a specifi c reference to Byzantine involvement.  55   Some historians assume 

that it was not Tiberius, but Maurice who had provided imperial support,  56   but 

a careful reconstruction of the chronology makes this highly unlikely.  57   Th e 
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reports on Hermenegild are restrained in a similar way. In Gregory’s text, the 

initiative for the alliance with Byzantium seems to come from the prince. Th e 

emphasis lies on the imperial governor or the generals with whom the pact was 

made, not on Tiberius himself.  58   Th erefore, in spite of the long passages on 

Tiberius, the reader is left  with the impression that he was quite uninvolved in 

actual politics.  

   Christian rulers, heretics and sinners  

 Portrayed in this way, almost completely detached from political aff airs, Tiberius 

remains monodimensional, a veritable “cardboard- character.”  59   Showing Tiberius 

as abandoning an orthodox prince for his Arian father, or as contributing to the 

horrible civil wars in Gaul that Gregory vehemently condemned, would have 

destroyed the image of the  magnus et verus Christianus.  His co- emperor Justin 

II was portrayed as a dark counterpart. Wherever Tiberius is just and generous, 

Justin makes unjust gains and greedily keeps all to himself. He cannot protect his 

provinces due to his madness, whereas Tiberius is successful in war, and, most 

strikingly, Justin is a heretic, whereas Tiberius is a “true Christian.” In this respect, 

it is worthwhile recalling that none of the Eastern sources mention Justin’s 

heresy.  60   In Gregory’s text, his lapse into Pelagianism is soon followed by 

madness, and he uses this type of sequentiality frequently to express divine 

punishment, so that one could describe this storytelling principle as “narrative 

justice.” Th is pattern, which was popular among Christian authors such as 

Eusebius and Orosius, can also be found in Evagrius and John of Ephesus, 

although they give other reasons for the emperor’s insanity. Whereas Evagrius 

connects it to the emperor’s failures in the Persian war, John presents it as God’s 

punishment for the persecution of Monophysites.  61   Gregory’s choice of causality 

is also connected to the strange silence on the True Cross. Aft er all, mentioning 

that it was a gift  given by a heretical madman would have blemished the 

acquisition of this most venerable of relics. More importantly, reporting this 

pious act would have run against what Gregory intended with his presentation 

of Justin. In the  Histories , both Tiberius and Justin are just vignettes, but they 

serve an important function. Justin not only off ers a negative foil for Tiberius, he 

also shares many traits with a Merovingian king with whom the bishop of Tours 

had a strained relationship, that is, Chilperic I.  62   In his vicious obituary, Gregory 

accuses Chilperic of unjustly accumulating wealth and of despising the poor.  63   

As we shall see, Gregory also attributes heretical tendencies to him. In this regard, 



Magnus et Verus Christianus 135

Justin’s divine punishment, already described in book IV, serves as a disguised 

prolepsis for the sake of the reader—the similarly depicted Merovingian king 

would also meet his deserved punishment in Gregory’s narrative.  64   

 Gregory’s attitude towards Chilperic has been discussed extensively in 

modern scholarship. Some believe that Gregory portrayed this king more 

positively in the passages shortly before narrating his death,  65   but although he is 

not everywhere painted as black as in the obituary itself, his list of bad deeds is 

long. He killed his fi rst wife because of his love to Fredegund, the most hateful 

character in the  Histories ;  66   he wickedly pursued bishops, such as Praetextatus of 

Rouen, whom Gregory tried to defend, he even physically tortured clerics on one 

occasion.  67   His armies left  devastation everywhere, and the only time he tried to 

stop them, he failed.  68   Several times he violated the sanctuary of the church, 

something that did not even happen in the times of pagans or heretics, as 

Gregory tells his readers.  69   Th e poor suff ered under his extraordinary taxation, 

and his daughter’s bridal procession, in which he violently forced people to 

participate, led only to grief.  70   According to Gregory, his good deeds are few and 

far between. Th e fi rst and only time he is reported to have given alms to the poor 

is when he understood his last remaining sons’ deaths as divine vengeance for 

his own greed and injustice, and when another son was born, he was so relieved 

that he freed prisoners and remitted all debts.  71   Soon thereaft er, his good 

behavior lapsed again.  72   It seems as if books V and VI of the  Histories  were 

written to come to a head with Chilperic’s horrible death, because several visions 

anticipate the king’s death.  73   Th e juxtaposition of Tiberius and Chilperic is a 

rhetorical device,  74   in which justice and generosity towards the poor are the 

most obvious reference points. Gregory uses the most explicit language in his 

obituaries. Tiberius’ death was lamented by all people, for “loving everyone, he 

was loved by all,” but Chilperic died deserted by everyone, because “he truly 

loved no one, and he was loved by none.”  75   Further, the Merovingian king is 

depicted as consciously emulating acts which may have been considered imperial 

prerogatives—a form of  imitatio imperii   76  —but, as Gregory insists, he failed in 

them all. He tried to be a cultural leader, to change the written language by 

introducing Greek(!) letters, and to write his own poems, but Gregory describes 

these eff orts as unlearned and awkward.  77   He attempted to take a leading role in 

church aff airs, but had no understanding of theology and unwittingly fell into 

heresy. Gregory’s debate with a tenacious Arian envoy from Visigothic Spain is 

narrated just before Gregory’s own discussion with the king, and the choice of 

words strengthens the similarity with the obstinate heretic.  78   Furthermore, 

Chilperic attempted to convert Jews, but in a personal debate, the Jew’s arguments 
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left  him speechless and Gregory had to step in. When narrating his other attempts 

of converting Jews, Gregory only focuses on the failures of this endeavor.  79   

Chilperic built a circus and proudly made golden plates in honor of the Franks, 

in a feeble copy of the gold medallions commemorating the “Glory of the 

Romans” which Tiberius sent him.  80   Th e connection of Tiberius with gold recalls 

to the reader earlier scenes in which the emperor’s generosity to the poor is 

applauded. Th is off ers an implicit comparison to Chilperic, who proudly showed 

the golden objects to Gregory.  81   Th e Merovingian king merely looks at their 

shiny surface, as if this was a sign for being a successful ruler in itself. In Gregory’s 

portrayal, Chilperic strives to imitate imperial glory by emulating the wrong 

actions: all he should have tried to do was act like a “true Christian”—this was 

what had made Tiberius a successful ruler, not gold and circuses. 

 Gregory illustrates this Christian ideal through anecdotes. For example, he 

seems to rearrange a passage from an unknown source that is found in a very 

similar outline in John of Ephesus,  82   in which Sophia scolds Tiberius for 

scattering the money she and Justin had amassed. Although praising Tiberius’ 

generosity in other passages, here John complains that Tiberius had squandered 

money instead of giving it to the poor. Gregory, on the other hand, links this 

story to the emperor’s charity instead. We cannot tell which of the two authors 

diverged from the common source (be it written or oral), but it is rather obvious 

that Gregory contextualized Sophia’s speech in a way that would fi t his aims and 

objectives concerning Tiberius. He lets the emperor explain to Sophia that there 

is no point in heaping treasures in this world, and has him quote Mt. 6:20, 

concluding that one should collect treasure in heaven by giving to the poor on 

earth. According to Gregory, since Tiberius always followed this principle and 

gave willingly, God constantly provided him with treasure to spend. 

 Th e subject of lust for material gain ( cupiditas ),  83   and its opposite, generosity 

towards the poor and the church, are recurrent topics in Gregory’s narrative. 

When he deplores the woes of the civil wars in the preface to book V, he also 

points at their cause—the overfl owing royal treasuries and the kings’ perpetual 

lust for more, even for the possessions of others. In an earlier passage on the 

suff erings caused by war, Gregory asserts that unlike their ancestors, 

contemporaneous people were stealing even from the churches and did not 

respect the bishops.  84   Interestingly, Gregory does not only express this causal 

reasoning in auctorial remarks, but has some of his protagonists repeat these 

views. Th e fi rst is Fredegund, who, in a uniquely lucid moment, acknowledges 

that her sons’ illness was a divine punishment. Connecting the lessons of Tiberius’ 

dialog with Sophia and the already mentioned preface to book V, she echoes 
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Gregory’s words about overfl owing treasuries, and states that she and Chilperic 

needed to stop heaping up treasures, not knowing for whom they collected it. As 

a result of their greed and injustice towards the poor, they would lose their 

sons.  85   Similarly, King Guntram wrathfully berates his army for plundering, and 

declares that victory would only be granted if people heeded the actions of their 

forebears: building instead of plundering churches, and honoring the saints and 

the clerics.  86   Among these forefathers were, of course, King Clovis, who 

vehemently forbade his army from plundering church property,  87   and 

Th eudebert, who, like Tiberius, exemplifi ed the qualities of a model Christian 

ruler, although he was not universally good. Yet he was just, honored the bishops, 

gave to the churches and helped the poor.  88   To some extent, these were the 

qualities that Gregory expected of a good Christian in general,  89   but they were 

particularly fundamental in rulers whose actions could determine the fate of 

kingdoms and individuals alike.  90   In this regard, how Gregory depicts Tiberius is 

not only a comment on his negative mirror- image, King Chilperic, but also on 

other kings in the  Histories , most notably Guntram. Although some scholars 

tend to focus on Gregory calling Guntram “bonus rex,”  91   he was “no hero.”  92   Th e 

bishop of Tours does not conceal his bad sides. Like so many kings, he chose 

horrible wives and he lost his sons because of his own sins (just like Chilperic). 

Although he respected the church in general, he sometimes disregarded the 

right of sanctuary and pursued individual bishops. Particularly aft er the 

Gundovald aff air, he was generally distrustful.  93   In fact, this list does not read 

much better than the list of Chilperic’s fl aws. But this image is counterbalanced 

by a more positive assessment than Chilperic ever receives in the  Histories . One 

could see Gregory’s representation of King Guntram as a  peccator , who is aware 

of his sins, repents and tries to better himself. Despite several relapses, he is on a 

learning curve that peaks in the middle of book IX. Although he did persecute 

bishops who were involved in the Gundovald aff air, he stopped these actions 

when he became ill (which Gregory presents as a punishment from God), and he 

is generally depicted as respecting the bishops.  94   Gregory further illustrates this 

point when describing his own dealings with the king. While Chilperic is mostly 

shown to refuse the advice of the bishop of Tours, his brother is twice depicted 

in close accord with Gregory.  95   It is worth remembering that Gregory stresses 

the good relations with the bishops in the case of Tiberius, as well, especially 

when he shows him accompanied by the patriarch of Constantinople in the 

crucial act of succession.  96   Chilperic’s antagonism towards the bishops, on the 

other hand, is censored again in his obituary, and reinforced in the visions that 

both Gregory and Guntram have of the deceased king. In these visions, he is 
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either sketched as a bishop of the Antichrist, or as being condemned to damnation 

by three bishops of Guntram’s  regnum .  97   Th e shared visions underscore the 

common stance of Gregory and the king, and the importance of heeding the 

bishops. 

 Unlike Chilperic, Guntram is likened to a priest or a bishop in taking care of 

his people during the plague.  98   While the crimes of Chilperic’s armies are 

reported without extenuating circumstances, Guntram gets the chance to 

distance himself from the wrongdoings of his generals and soldiers. His speech 

shows that he understood how God worked—without promoting the church 

and honoring the saints and the bishops, there could be no victory.  99   In the same 

passage, the accused  duces  attribute to King Guntram all the qualities that 

Gregory considers essential in a good Christian ruler, such as benevolence, fear 

of God, love for the church, reverence for the bishops, and generosity towards 

the poor. Guntram shares Tiberius’ most preeminent qualities and is frequently 

shown distributing his treasures to the needy.  100   As Guntram himself realized, in 

contrast to his brother, the condition for a fortunate reign was to put one’s hope 

and trust in God. Th is was already true for Th eodosius, and this is why, in the 

narrative of the  Histories , Guntram wins his wars, just like Tiberius, who gained 

so much in the only recorded victory over the Persians that “even human greed 

( cupiditas ) was satisfi ed,” although he himself never showed cupidity.  101   Chilperic, 

on the other hand, who lusted for gains in his civil war eff orts, never understood 

God’s role, and therefore was doomed to lose.  102   As a result of their trust in God, 

Guntram and Tiberius merited to win treasures that they could distribute to the 

poor.  103   Although Guntram was wary of assassination (not without reason) and 

went everywhere with armed guards, except into the church, it was his trust in 

holy places that saved him several times.  104   Tiberius, too, escaped several plots 

against him by putting his trust in God, most importantly at his investiture, 

when he went to the holy places to pray instead of going to the Hippodrome. In 

contrast, when under pressure during the civil wars, Chilperic did not go to any 

holy place, but preferred to imitate the pagan emperors by building a circus. 

Only one assassination attempt against him is recorded, but nothing saved him 

from it.  105   But the most important parallel between Tiberius and Guntram are 

the miracles connected to them. Th ey were granted to just these two Christian 

rulers in Gregory’s text, and enabled them to take even better care of their people. 

Treasures were revealed to Tiberius so that he would be able to support the poor, 

whereas a thread of Guntram’s cloak was used to cure a child affl  icted with the 

plague.  106   Gregory explicitly tells us that he fi rmly believes the story of this 

miracle, since Guntram had held vigils, fasted and had been even more charitable 
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than usual. Aft er this panegyric, we scarcely hear of Guntram, who was still a far 

from perfect ruler. Gregory never gives a concluding judgment, as he chose to 

omit his death entirely from his narrative.  107   

 It is apparent that the only ruler who is depicted without fault by Gregory of 

Tours is one who was geographically rather distant. Guntram, on the other hand, 

is not merely a vignette, but a “real” king with good and bad features. To a lesser 

extent, this is also true for Chilperic. One could argue that the reason is simply 

that both Merovingian kings lived in close proximity to Gregory himself, and he 

had to deal with them on a regular basis, so that he knew more about them than 

about the Eastern Roman emperors. However, Gregory’s knowledge of the 

Byzantine world aligns with Eastern sources, and the example of the True Cross 

shows that he had more knowledge at hand than he let his readers know. It was 

the way he aimed to portray these rulers that determined how he selected and 

arranged his information, not lack of knowledge. Justin and Tiberius were not 

judged by Gregory against the achievements of their actual reigns and policies. 

Th ey were distant enough to warrant only cursory and one- sided portraits in a 

history centering on Frankish Gaul. Gregory used their image to mold them as a 

parallel reference point for his representation of their Merovingian counterparts. 

Th e image of both Guntram and Chilperic in the  Histories  interact with the 

positive and negative models of these emperors, and this juxtaposition acts as a 

comment on the Merovingian rulers’ performance. Painting Justin and Tiberius 

black and white enabled Gregory to lecture his readers on the benefi ts of true 

Christian rulership.    
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   Fredegar,  Chronicon  IV.81  

  Th is year the emperor Constantine died. Constans, his son, still of minor age, 

was raised to the Empire on the decision of the senate. Th is empire was in his 

time very heavily devastated by the Saracens. Jerusalem was captured by the 

Saracens, and the remaining cities were razed. Upper and lower Egypt was 

invaded by the Saracens; Alexandria was taken and plundered. Th e whole of 

Africa was devastated and occupied by the Saracens for a while; and there the 

patrician Gregory was killed by the Saracens. Only Constantinople with the 

province of Th race and a few islands, and also the province of Rome remained 

under imperial control, for the greatest part of the whole Empire was severely 

worn down by the Saracens. Finally, also the emperor Constans, constricted and 

cornered, became a tributary of the Saracens, so that merely Constantinople and 

a handful of provinces and islands were reserved under his control. For about 

three years and, as it is reported, even longer, Constans fi lled the treasury of the 

Saracens with one thousand gold solidi a day. But eventually, aft er strength had 

been recovered, Constans, to some extent regaining the empire, refused to pay 

the tribute to the Saracens. How this came about and happened I shall report in 

its proper sequence under the year when it was made good and I shall not cease 

to write, until, God willing, I fi nish about these and other matters what is desired, 

all of which that I know to be true I shall include in this book.  1    

 Th e  Chronicle of Fredegar  is among the fi rst extant narrative accounts on the 

seventh- century Arab expansion.  2   It is particularly interesting as the author 

clearly witnessed the breathtaking rapidity of Arab invasions which caused the 

Roman Empire to fi ght for its very existence. Th is had consequences for the 

structure of his narrative, which presented Frankish history as part of an 
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entangled Mediterranean history, framed according to a chronology of 

Merovingian rulers.  3   When it reached the early 640s, the author decided to break 

out of his chronological framework. In some sort of prolepsis, he gave a 

telescoped account of East Roman history under Emperor Constans II (642 ‒ 668) 

that led his readers to experience a number of crucial events that happened in 

the 650s, among them the fi rst naval attacks of the Saracens which eventually led 

to the fi rst siege of Constantinople. Moreover, in the following chapter, the 

author also gave a prospective treatment of Visigothic history from the death of 

King Chintila (639) to that of King Chindasvinth (653), whose brutal reign 

concluded with the king’s peaceful death and his son Reccesvinth’s succession to 

the throne.  4   Having provided these previews of events in the 650s, the author 

returns to narrate Frankish history of the early 640s in the following chapter, but 

his narrative breaks off  soon aft er. 

 In the Chronicle’s fourth book, there are several occasions wherein Fredegar 

briefl y anticipates events that took place later in time,  5   but his deviation from the 

narrative in the chapters concerning Eastern Rome and Spain appears to be a 

complex issue.  6   In what follows, an attempt will be made to explain this rupture 

by taking into account both the author’s historiographical agenda and the 

political events he observed. It appears highly signifi cant that the author decided 

to break free of his chronological scheme for the fi rst time when narrating East 

Roman and Visigothic history, that is, “non-Frankish” history. Th is crucial point 

reveals much about Fredegar’s Mediterranean perspective on seventh- century 

history, which embraced Frankish history as part of a wider world.  

   1. Fredegar’s narrative sequence of seventh- 
century East Roman history  

 Reports on seventh- century Roman imperial history are presented by “Fredegar”  7   

as part of two narrative “clusters,” both centered around Eastern Rome’s wars 

with its external enemies under the emperors Heraclius and Constans II. Th ough 

it seems suggestive that the author followed the same source for his narrative on 

eastern Mediterranean events,  8   it must be emphasized that he sought to structure 

these two accounts along diff erent narratological lines. 

 Fredegar’s narrative on the reign of Emperor Heraclius follows a clear design. 

It starts with Phocas and ends with Heraclius’ ignominious death in 641, aft er the 

emperor committed incest, gave up the Christian faith, and eventually died of a 

fever.  9   Fredegar’s main rhetorical device in narrating Heraclius’ rise and fall is a 
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tale of an astrological prediction received by Heraclius, asserting that his empire 

would be devastated by a circumcised people.  10   Misguided, the emperor 

interprets this as a reference to the Jews whom he persecuted, only to realize that 

the prediction in oracular manner referred to the Saracens, on whose invasions 

Fredegar reports soon aft er. Heraclius’ blindness prevented him from drawing 

the right conclusions from the horoscope, as is revealed by his death. In particular, 

the charges put forward that he became an Eutychian heretic and eventually 

even apostatized clearly echo the Lateran Synod of 649, in which the religious 

dogma of Monothelitism, as propagated by Heraclius and Constans, was banned 

as heretical. Th ere are several versions of the horoscope story, appearing in a 

number of diff erent eastern sources. Most of these texts were written in Arabic 

and situate the story in Palestine, which may indeed be the place from which the 

story had originated. In the aft ermath of the death of the patriarch Sophronius, 

several adherents of Monothelitism were appointed bishops in Palestine, as is 

reported in some detail by Bishop Stephen of Dora, legate of the apostolic see of 

Rome at the Lateran Synod.  11   If this supposition is correct, we may assume that 

Fredegar took over a narrative framework handed over to him in order to give a 

coherent account of Heraclius’ reign. According to Fredegar’s narrative, which 

ends up with the complete disaster caused by the emperor’s personal and 

religious perverse behaviors, parallel developments took place in the reign of the 

Frankish king Dagobert, who had concluded a major treaty with Heraclius in 

629 or shortly thereaft er. Given the narrative plot, which clearly presupposes the 

Lateran synod’s decisions on Monothelitism and on Heraclius’  Ecthesis  of 638, 

by which the emperor had promulgated the new dogma, Fredegar appears to 

have taken notice of the narrative through networks that connected him with 

Rome in the 650s, while he seems to have written his own report of Heraclius’ 

and Dagobert’s reigns soon aft er. 

 Even more striking is the fact that Fredegar’s narrative on the reign of 

Constans II is very diff erent in character from his fi rst report on the Arab 

expansion under Heraclius. Th is becomes clear from its narrative structure, 

which lacks a “story” comparable to that of Heraclius.  12   In this case, the account 

of Constans largely follows a geographical scheme of Arab expansion, starting 

with Palestine and Egypt, before moving on to North Africa, which brings things 

as close as possible to Gaul. Another geographical line draws attention to the fact 

that only Constantinople, Th race and a few islands, as well as Rome, remained 

under imperial control, and the narrator deals in some detail with the huge 

Byzantine tribute payments to the Arabs, which Constans discontinued aft er the 

Roman recovery. 
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 Another major diff erence concerns religion. In the depiction of how Constans 

II massively lost ground against the Saracens, there is not the slightest critique of 

his religious policies. Such an omission appears as striking, as it was precisely 

Constans II’s  typos  of 648, a law forbidding public debate on the issue of 

Monothelitism that had been condemned by the Lateran synod of 649. Moreover, 

the emperor’s rigorous arrest of Maximus Confessor and Pope Martin I and their 

condemnation for high treason eff ectively brought the collapse of Rome’s 

opposition to Monothelitism in 653.  13   Th is silence is diffi  cult to explain: Did 

Fredegar think that it would be best to keep silent on this issue, as the crisis of the 

Roman Empire acquired an existential dimension following the Arab invasions by 

sea? Was this a delicate topic, given the possibility that the Austrasian and Neustrian 

courts pursued diff erent policies with regard to the Lateran synod?  14   Or was he 

writing later than assumed, and therefore was aware of Emperor Constans’ plans to 

move to southern Italy, where he arrived in 662 and took residence until his murder 

in 668? At any rate, this observation strengthens the impression that the prolepsis 

was caused by an extraordinary situation, both political and personal, as Fredegar 

was not sure whether he would be able to fi nish his works in chronological order.  

   2. Th e Arab conquest of Palestine and Egypt  

  “Jerusalem was captured by the Saracens, and the remaining cities were razed.”  

 Fredegar’s report on Heraclius’ reign culminates in a description of a major and 

decisive battle which the Romans lost. Although Fredegar does not mention 

specifi c place names and his topographical knowledge of the Near East appears 

rather limited, it seems clear that he was referring to the battle of Yarmouk, 

which took place in August 636.  15   Th is is presented by Fredegar as the turning- 

point in Heraclius’ reign. Th e chapter on Constans seems to resume this 

narrative, but its chronology is far from reliable, as the Arab conquest of 

Jerusalem most likely happened in April 638, whereas Fredegar dates it to the 

reign of Constans II.  16   Was this simply a mistake or was there any rationale 

behind Fredegar’s incorrect attribution? 

 It appears that in the chapter on Constans, Fredegar was interested in giving 

a succinct account of the Arab conquests, from Palestine through Egypt and up 

to North Africa. Hence, it would make sense to attribute the conquest of 

Jerusalem to Constans’ reign in order to present it as yet another important step 

in a series of Arab conquests, which took place right aft er: 
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  “Upper and Lower Egypt was invaded by the Saracens [and] Alexandria was 

taken and plundered.”  

 It is interesting to note that Fredegar diff erentiates between the two major 

Egyptian provinces of Upper and Lower Egypt, which seems to suggest that it 

must have mattered to his source of information. Th e conquest of Egypt with the 

capture of Alexandria is usually dated to 642, although there is evidence that in 

645/6 Byzantine forces managed to reconquer Alexandria for a year, before it 

was lost again to the Arabs.  17   Fredegar does not seem to be concerned with this, 

nor does he provide any further information on Egypt, on its huge economic 

importance for Eastern Rome’s tax income, or on the religious struggles that 

took place there on the eve of the conquest.  18   Th is seems to confi rm the 

impression that Fredegar was only interested in giving a short survey of the Arab 

conquests, not realizing that their conquest was religiously motivated and was 

about to bring a religious change to the conquered territories. Nevertheless, 

some religious bias may have tinted his narrative of the conquest. In particular, 

one should not underestimate the importance of the conquest of Jerusalem, as it 

played a role in apocalyptical terms as the beginning of the end of time. Such 

eschatological dimensions are not very explicit in Fredegar’s chronicle, but there 

are some hints which suggest that Fredegar must have been aware of what was 

going on.  19   Th ere is also evidence from Visigothic Spain that suggests how the 

conquest of Jerusalem was perceived in the West.  20   Th e apocalypse did not take 

place, of course, but apocalypticism and the eschatology of empire could equally 

serve as a justifi cation of political measures, since they could serve as an 

important narrative device to structure a sequence of historical events.  21   It is 

clear that in his chapter on Constans II, Fredegar articulates some hope of an 

immediate reconquest as part of a military confl ict that had already been 

interpreted by many seventh- century contemporaries as “fi nal.”  22    

   3. North Africa and the revolt of the exarch Gregory  

  “Th e whole of Africa was devastated and occupied by the Saracens for a while; 

and there the patrician Gregory was killed by the Saracens.”  

 It is well known that the Arab takeover of Egypt in 642 paved the way for the 

conquest of Cyrenaica in 645 and then of the Latin provinces of North Africa 

immediately thereaft er.  23   Th ese provinces were of enormous strategic importance 

for the Roman Empire and also closely connected to the Heraclean dynasty.  24   
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Again, Fredegar is silent on this point, but interestingly he mentions the defeat 

and death of Gregory the exarch (whom he calls  patricius ). But once again the 

modern reader is bewildered by the fact that half of the story about Gregory is 

missing.  25   Th ere is no mention of Gregory’s usurpation of imperial offi  ce,  26   

probably in 645, nor any mention that he pursued a religious policy directed 

against Monothelitism as imperial dogma.  27   As in the case of the battle of 

Yarmouk, Fredegar is not interested in naming Sufetula (Sbteila in modern 

Tunisia), where Gregory took residence and suff ered his disastrous defeat in 647, 

which proved to be a turning- point in the history of North Africa.  28   

 On the other hand, the expression  paululum  (for a while)  29   matters here, since 

it seems to suggest that Fredegar knew and felt secure enough to state that the 

Saracens had withdrawn from Africa and no longer posed a threat at the time 

when he was writing. Th is indicates a fairly precise knowledge of African aff airs, 

for it is only Arab sources that tell us that a treaty was concluded aft er the battle, 

with a huge tribute to be paid to the Saracens for their withdrawal.  30   Fredegar 

thus saw the Arab invasion of North Africa as a brief intermezzo, only to state 

in the next sentence that relatively confi ned areas of the Empire remained 

permanently under imperial control. Th at he did not mention any religious 

dimension when narrating the North African story may also have to do with the 

collapse of the anti-Monothelite opposition in Rome in 653, which had been 

heavily supported by the African Church,  31   and possibly even by some parties in 

Visigothic Spain.  32   Again, this reading is very diff erent from his account on 

Heraclius that could only make sense at the time of writing, in the later 650s.  

   4. Th e Arab attack on Constantinople  

  “Only Constantinople with the province of Th race and a few islands, and also 

the province of Rome remained under imperial control, for the greatest part of 

the whole Empire was severely worn down by the Saracens. Finally also the 

emperor Constans, constricted and cornered, became a tributary of the Saracens, 

so that merely Constantinople and a handful of provinces and islands were 

reserved under his control. For about three years and, as it is reported, even 

longer, Constans fi lled the treasury of the Saracens with one thousand gold 

solidi a day. But eventually, aft er strength had been recovered, Constans, to some 

extent regaining the empire, refused to pay the tribute to the Saracens.”  

 It deserves to be emphasized that the attack mentioned by Fredegar was indeed 

the fi rst Arab attack on the East Roman capital undertaken by sea,  33   as the 
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commander Mu‘ ā wiya, who would later become caliph, persuaded the third 

Caliph ‘Uthm ā n (644-656) to build a fl eet for that purpose,  34   apparently using the 

resources of recently conquered Egypt.  35   In 649, a Saracen fl eet plundered Cyprus 

and deported a huge number of captives,  36   whereas Constantinople had to pay an 

enormous tribute for their withdrawal—this appears to be the treaty to which 

Fredegar was referring.  37   In the meantime, the Arabs could use these tributes 

to build their fl eet, while peace with Constantinople allowed them to focus on 

their eff orts to destroy the Persian Empire. In 654 Mu‘ ā wiya turned against 

Constantinople once more and this time he could beat the Roman navy in a sea 

battle near the Phoenix Mountains on the Lycian coast.  38   Although most of these 

events are largely known from Byzantine sources, Fredegar’s account seems to be 

remarkable in four respects: fi rst, he seems to have had a rough idea of the 

geographical dimensions of Arab control over the sea; second, he may have 

known that there was an Arab attack on Constantinople, which is otherwise only 

known from a miraculous anecdote in the Armenian chronicle attributed to 

Sebeos;  39   third, he did know that Constans was successful in freeing the Empire 

of the tribute payments aft er three (or more) years; and fi nally, he was aware of 

the fact that Constans was successful, at least “to some extent” ( aliquantisper ), in 

his attempted  reconquista . Th at the peace- treaties concluded between the Arabs 

and Constans had lasted only three years is also attested by Sebeos,  40   who, being 

one of the few sources to take a positive stance towards the heretical ruler 

Constans, reports a disastrous defeat suff ered by the Arab fl eet near Chalcedon. 

Th at was a major turning- point in the history of the Arab-Constantinopolitan 

aff air, since it forced the Arabs forces to withdraw, and allowed Constantinople to 

recover. It is known that Constans went on an expedition against the Slavs, who 

settled north of the Danube, immediately aft er the Arab defeat, as a result of 

which he transferred them to Anatolia as military settlers.  41   Meanwhile, in 

658/659, Mu‘ ā wiya felt it necessary to agree to another treaty, which forced him 

to pay a tribute to Constantinople; and soon aft erwards Constans went on a 

campaign against Armenia.  42   Fredegar’s report on these aff airs suggests that he 

must have had some very detailed source of information, which our extant 

Eastern sources—notoriously fragmentary and diffi  cult to interpret for the reign 

of Constans II—did not have. Furthermore, all the non-Arab sources that we 

have fail to explain another turning- point in this course of events, that is, the 

murder of the third Caliph ‘Uthm ā n in Medina in 656. Th is assassination started 

a fi erce faction- fi ghting for succession between the family of Muhammad’s son- 

in-law, ‘Al ī  ibn Ab ī  T ā lib, and the Syria- based Umayyad family, which forced both 

parties to concentrate on this internal confl ict for some time.  43   
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  “For about three years and, as it is reported, even longer, Constans fi lled the 

treasury of the Saracens with one thousand gold solidi a day.”  

 A closer look at the wording of the above cited sentence suggests that Fredegar 

must have known much more than he reveals in his narrative. We know from the 

 Chronicle  of the Byzantine historian Th eophanes that Constans II indeed 

launched a counter attack in northern Syria shortly aft er 656. As a consequence, 

and due to the inner-Arabic confl icts, Mu’ ā wiya had to pay tributes to the Roman 

side. Interestingly enough, according to Th eophanes this treaty stipulated as 

tribute the same payments which Fredegar reports the Romans had been 

previously paying to the Arabs, that is, 1,000 gold  solidi  a day, along with a horse 

and a slave.  44   It is Fredegar’s  Chronicle  alone that refers to this tribute as part of 

the treaty of 649/50.  45   Th is seems to suggest that the numbers presented by 

Fredegar are realistic, since other sources also refer to a tribute of this size (to be 

paid by the Saracens) as part of a treaty concluded in 685.  46   

 It is noteworthy that according to Fredegar the military confl icts between 

Romans and Arabs culminated in the payment of huge tributes in gold. What 

must have struck the Frankish author is the sheer sum of these tributes, which 

were signifi cantly higher than all other tributes he reports upon,  47   such as the 

Lombards’ tribute to the Franks, which was merely 12,000  solidi  per year.  48   We 

may assume that Fredegar was well aware of the hugely debased value of gold 

coins in Gaul at his time,  49   (which eventually led to the Merovingians abandoning 

the minting of gold coins shortly aft er 670),  50   and that there were no gold mines 

in Gaul. His emphasis on the huge tributes of thousands of gold  solidi  paid by 

Constantinople to the Arabs is conspicuous, since it did not require detailed 

economic knowledge to understand what this practically meant—large sums of 

 solidi  now fl ew into the  thesaurus Saracenorum , that is, eff ectively into the 

military economy of the Empire’s most forceful enemy.  

   5. Historiographer and observer of a world crisis  

 To modern readers, Fredegar’s originality and appeal as a historian lies in the 

fact that he sought to narrate the history of the Frankish kingdoms as part of a 

Mediterranean history, and indeed, a world history. Th is diff ers remarkably from 

and can be read as a counternarrative to his source Gregory of Tours, whose 

historiographical vision channeled the history of Christianity into the world of 

Christian Gaul.  51   Fredegar, by contrast, sought to argue against any view of 
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history that saw the Mediterranean world falling apart. As Andreas Fischer has 

convincingly demonstrated, Fredegar used various narrative techniques to 

synchronize the histories of the Frankish, the Visigothic kingdoms, and the East 

Roman Empire. His sequence of chapters on Constans II, on Chindasvind, and 

on Clovis II becomes coherent through Fredegar’s use of analogy. Th e fi rst aspect 

to be found in all three chapters is an emphasis on rulers of minor age, leading to 

some refl ections upon the inherent perils of these situations and on the limits of 

aristocratic power. A second  leitmotiv  that connects the chapters on the emperor 

and the Frankish and Visigothic kings is fi nancial matters, in particular tributes, 

treasures and money. Th ese topics, as sagaciously observed by Fredegar, played an 

important role in the Frankish politics of the 650s and possibly even the 660s, 

when he was writing his  Chronicle .  52   In most recent scholarship Fredegar is thus 

highly appreciated as an author, who, despite his poor command of Latin, appears 

to have had much more information at hand than his simple sentences seem to 

suggest, and who used rhetorical techniques, such as analogy and synchronicity, 

to enhance his narrative and create a high degree of coherence.  53   

 Th e chapter at the center of this paper fi ts into this picture. Although a 

prolepsis can also be used as a literary device, as some sort of “cliffh  anger story,” 

Fredegar’s use of it appears to be diff erent. Th is becomes clear in the way he 

personally addresses his readers, anticipating that contrary to his previous 

announcement, he may not be able to fi nish the history in the chronological 

manner in which he had narrated it up to the year 641. Th e fragmentary style in 

which his work abruptly ends proves him right. Th e result is a remarkable leap 

forward to a crucial moment in world history, written by an author who was 

distant from these events in geographical terms, but had a keen interest in the 

Mediterranean implications of the history of his own time. Rare words like 

 paululum  and  aliquantisper  indicate how sensitively and gradually Fredegar 

registered the course of events and how carefully he sought to characterize even 

shorter periods of just a few years as echoing the wavering fortune of historical 

process. Th e events detailed in these chapters reveal a unique snapshot in time, 

written in a situation when it could not be foreseen to which direction these 

important events would eventually set the course of world history.   
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   Th e Chronicle of Th eophanes Confessor  

   [AM 6216, AD 723/4]  

 Leo, 8th year 

 Isam, leader of the Arabs (19 years), 1st year 

 Germanus, 10th year 

 John, 19th year 

  I am now going to tell the story of the blessed Stephen, Pope of Rome, how he 

fl ed to the land of the Franks and was saved.  

 Th is celebrated man Stephen suff ered many ills at the hands of Astulphos, 

king of the Lombards. He sought refuge among the Franks at the time of Pipin 

[sic], who was majordomo and chief of the administration of all the aff airs of the 

Frankish nation: for it was their custom that their lord, that is their king, would 

reign by virtue of heredity, but take no part in the administration and do nothing 

except eat and drink inordinately. He would live at home and on 1 May would 

preside over the whole nation to greet them and to receive their greetings and 

customary gift s and to give them gift s in return, and then would live by himself 

until the following May. He has a majordomo, as the man is called, who 

administers all the aff airs according to the king’s and the nation’s wishes. Th e 

descendants of that line were called Kristatai, which means “hairy backs”: for, 

like pigs, they had bristles sprouting from their back. 

 Now, the aforementioned Stephen, compelled by the cruelty and senselessness 

of Astulphos, obtained the latter’s permission to proceed to the Frankish country 

to do whatever he was able. When he arrived, he performed the investiture of 

Pipin, a man who was then greatly esteemed and was also administrator of 

public aff airs on the king’s behalf; who, furthermore, had fought the Arabs who 

had crossed from Africa to Spain, the same who have held Spain until now, and 

attempted to make war even against the Franks. Th e said Pipin opposed them 
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with his host; he killed the commander of the enemy, Abderachman, as well as a 

countless multitude of them by the river Eridanos, and drew his nation’s 

admiration and love, not only for this deed, but also on account of his other 

qualities. He was the fi rst to rule his nation not by virtue of heredity, the said 

Stephen having absolved him of his oath to the king, tonsured his predecessor 

and confi ned him honourably in a comfortable monastery. Th is Pipin had two 

sons, the brothers Karoulos and Karoulomagnos.  2    

 Th e above cited passage is taken from the Greek  Chronicle  traditionally attributed 

to the monk Th eophanes the Confessor (d. 817 or 818), a celebrated victim of the 

iconoclastic persecution under Emperor Leo V. Th e  Chronicle  covers more than 

fi ve centuries of Byzantine and Near Eastern history, from Diocletian’s accession 

in 284 down to 813, and is, for the latter part, a source of exceptional value. 

Together with a group of later West-Syrian chronicles, it belongs to the few 

texts that preserve bits of the earliest narrative source on the great Arab conquests 

of the seventh century, and it incorporates several contemporary accounts of 

middle Byzantine history, among them the author’s eyewitness account. Th e 

 Chronicle  was certainly completed between 813 and 815. Th e chronicler 

strongly condemns the eight- century iconoclasts, but he ignores Leo V’s own 

iconoclastic turn during the latter years of his reign (see below) and depicts him 

positively. In that respect, the work is a true monument of iconodule resistance.  3   

Similarly, although perhaps less conspicuously in view of its eastern focus, the 

 Chronicle  provides the fi rst, rather comprehensive, Byzantine account of the 

 V ö lkerwanderung . 

 For its fi ft h- and early sixth- century ethnography, Th eophanes’  Chronicle  is 

largely dependent upon the eyewitness account of Procopius of Caesarea, 

and for the later sixth century it relies upon the work of Th eophylact Simocatta.  4   

For the eighth century onwards it preserves independent and to some extent 

unique information about the Franks, who, following Charlemagne’s coronation, 

were more visible internationally. If one ignores for a moment the occasional 

reports on diplomatic exchanges between the Franks and Byzantium, the 

information on the Franks is concentrated in two entries, under the Alexandrian 

 Anni mundi  6216 (723/724) and 6289 (796/797). Th e fi rst entry, which is cited 

at the beginning of this paper, begins with an odd excursus on the end of 

Merovingian rule.  5   

 Th is excursus is chronologically misplaced. Pippin, as we know, was king of 

the Franks from 751 to his death in 768; Stephen was pope between 752 and 757; 

and Aistulf reigned from 749 to 756. Furthermore, Pippin’s pontifi cal investiture 

at Saint-Denis is fi rmly dated by Western sources to July, 754. At the end of this 
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entry the author appears to insert a few lines on the accession of Caliph Hish ā m 

b. ‘Abd al-Malik (724–743) and an extremely concise reference to Stephen’s fl ight 

to Francia: “Stephen, the Pope of Rome, sought refuge with the Franks.”  6   Still 

more confusing is the fact that in the Latin translation ( c . 870) by Anastasius the 

Librarian, the Head of archives and secretary to many popes, the excursus is 

found under the (equally wrong)  Annus mundi  6234, which corresponds in 

Th eophanes’ reckoning to 741/2.  7   Th e reasons for that are unclear. Th ese 

inconsistencies seemed enough to Th eophanes’ nineteenth- century editor, Carl 

de Boor, to suggest that the short mention of the pope’s fl ight represented in fact 

the original entry, while the excursus was a later  scholion  which eventually found 

its way into Th eophanes’ original text.  8   Th is notion was prudently retained by 

Cyril Mango in his introduction and commentary to the English translation 

(cited above). 

 Mango suggested that the Greek- speaking monastic community of Rome was 

the immediate oral source for the Frankish material in the  Chronicle . Th is 

assertion is strengthened by an unnoticed detail in the passage cited at the 

beginning of this chapter. Th e chronicler awkwardly speaks of Stephen II as 

being “compelled by the cruelty and senselessness” of the Lombard king Aistulf, 

but he also states immediately aft erwards that he obtained the latter’s “permission” 

to travel to Francia, seemingly in order to seek protection against the very same 

king. Th e apparently nonsensical sequence can only be understood in light of the 

more complete narrative of the  Liber pontifi calis , which records a meeting in 

Pavia shortly aft er the Lombard occupation of Ravenna. On this occasion, the 

pope defi ed the wicked monarch by asking his explicit permission to travel to 

Francia in order to meet Pippin. Aistulf was infuriated by this request, but aft er 

a few futile attempts to talk the pope out of his plans, he gave him leave ( tunc 

absolutus est ab eo ).  9   Hence, a uniquely Roman version of the events reached 

Constantinople through Greek mediation. 

 Modern historians were struck by the patent resemblance between the 

account of the Merovingians in Th eophanes’  Chronicle  and the opening chapters 

in Einhard’s  Life of Charlemagne . Th e latter work was composed sometime 

between 817 and 836, with a more precise dating in 828 or 829 being today 

preferred.  10   Indeed, one fi nds in Einhard’s text the very structure of the Greek 

source, for it too displays an excursus presenting the Merovingian kings as “lazy,” 

emphasizing the power of the  major domus , and referring briefl y to the Frankish-

Arab clashes in southern Gaul. Einhard also shares with Th eophanes one peculiar 

mistake, namely the attribution of the deposition of Childeric III to pope 

Stephen rather than to his predecessor, Zachary.  11   Some scholars, as we shall see, 
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have gone so far as to suggest that Einhard was depending on a Byzantine source 

when describing the late Merovingians. Others, who stressed the diff erences 

between Th eophanes and Einhard, have argued instead that both Einhard and 

Th eophanes relied on a common source. Th ere are, to be sure, too many 

diff erences between the two accounts, so that no real textual dependence in any 

direction can be postulated.  12   

 Yet the most conspicuous mistake in Th eophanes’  Chronicle  appears in 

its depiction of Pippin, rather than Pippin’s father, Charles Martel, as the 

successful commander who led the Frankish army in 732. Einhard relates 

the same events in this context, but speaks correctly of Charles Martel.  13   

Th e mistake in Th eophanes’  Chronicle , however, has a parallel, hitherto 

overlooked, in another Frankish source, the  Deeds of the Bishops of Auxerre , 

which was composed in the 870s. At the beginning of the biography of Hainmar, 

who was the bishop of Auxerre at the times of Charles Martel, one reads the 

following: 

  Once he was appointed bishop, Hainmar held the offi  ce for fi ft een years. He was 

a very vital man, not less distinguished by the nobility of his birth and very rich 

with property as well. For his secular authority increased to the point that he 

held the power of a duke over almost the entire territory of Burgundy. Now it so 

happened that at that time Pippin, the son of Charles the Elder, had to move to 

Aquitaine in response to the plea of Odo, the duke of Aquitaine, against Haimo, 

the king of Saragossa, who had married Odo’s daughter Lampagia and then 

broke the nuptial vows. Th ey met at the place called Iberra and started to fi ght; 

then Hainmar rushed with his men upon the Saracens, brought them to their 

knees in a supreme slaughter and was victorious, together with his king and 

Christ’s favour.  14    

 Michel Rouche has argued that the source of this fantastic account was oral and 

local, consisting of something like a proto- Chanson de Roland .  15   Similarly, at 

least one more unusual piece of information in Th eophanes’  Chronicle , that is, 

the penetration of ‘Abd ar-Ra h.  man’s troops as far as the river Rh ô ne, is to be 

found in the  Annals of Moissac , completed in 828.  16   In other words, it seems that 

Th eophanes’ account refl ects a plethora of Western sources highly informed by 

Carolingian propaganda. In order to understand  when  and  where  these sources 

may have been put together one has to broaden the perspective. 

 Another entry in Th eophanes’  Chronicle  that also betrays a Frankish source of 

information is the account of Charlemagne’s imperial coronation on Christmas 

800, which, in Th eophanes’ chronology, is to be found at the very end of the entry 

for the  Annus mundi  6289, or 796/7: 
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  In the same year, too, the relatives of the blessed Pope Adrian in Rome roused up 

the people and rebelled against Pope Leo, whom they arrested and blinded. Th ey 

did not manage, however, to extinguish his sight altogether because those who 

were blinding him were merciful and took pity on him. He sought refuge with 

Charles, king of the Franks, who took bitter revenge on his enemies and restored 

him to his throne, Rome falling from that time onwards under the authority of the 

Franks. Repaying his debt to Charles, Leo crowned him emperor of the Romans in 

the church of the holy apostle Peter aft er anointing him with oil from head to foot 

and investing him with imperial robes and a crown on 25 December, indiction 9.  17    

 Th is is not the place to rehearse the prodigious bibliography on the historic 

signifi cance of Charlemagne’s coronation of 800. Nor is it the place to dwell on 

the textual problems raised by this passage, which are further complicated by the 

parallel transmission in Latin and in Syriac. Suffi  ce it to say that in spite of some 

diffi  culties, it seems that the Greek text of Th eophanes’  Chronicle  must have been 

the source of all other extant reports.  18   Crucial for my argument is the fact that 

the account of Charlemagne’s coronation shares some important features with 

Th eophanes’ Merovingian excursus. First, it is not concerned directly with the 

Franks, but purports to narrate the story of a pope’s fl ight from Rome under the 

protection of a Carolingian king, who then receives some sort of investiture. 

Second, the entry is misplaced within the  Chronicle ’s own chronological frame. 

Th e attempt to kill Leo and the pope’s fl ight to Francia, two well documented 

events, only occurred in 799.  19   Finally, the same events are recorded concisely by 

Th eophanes under  Annus mundi  6293. Hence, Th eophanes’ concise account is 

incorporated into the narrative in the right chronology of events, whereas the 

longer passage is, most probably, a later addition. 

 It should be noted that a little earlier in the narrative, in the entry for the  Annus 

mundi  6289, one fi nds a two- line note on Pope Adrian’s death and Leo’s election 

(which in fact happened in late 795) squeezed between events that had happened in 

the East. Among these is Empress Irene’s blinding and ousting her son Constantine 

VI, which is therefore juxtaposed with a similar  attack on the pope.  20   Th e events in 

Constantinople led to an unprecedented situation, in which a woman ruled alone. 

Carolingian propaganda soon used this precedent as an argument against the 

legitimacy of the Eastern Roman Empire.  21   Hence, one fi nds here the same degree 

of Carolingian bias which we have encountered in the Merovingian excursus. It is 

hard to see how anybody else than the author of the Merovingian excursus under 

 Annus mundi  6216 could have penned the entry for 6289. 

 Th e coronation account contains one piece of information that commentators 

have oft en dismissed as a mistake, namely, the reference to Charlemagne’s 
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imperial anointment, which appears to follow some medical models.  22   An error 

in the older editions of the  Liber pontifi calis  had indeed transformed the royal 

anointment of one of Charlemagne’s sons into Charlemagne’s own imperial one, 

but this was cleared up by Louis Duchesne in his 1892 edition. Moreover, in his 

commentary on the imperial anointment of 800, Duchesne claimed that “aucun 

auteur occidental n’y fait la moindre allusion,”  23   a position that was silently 

accepted by Mango. Yet, this claim is emphatically wrong. Charlemagne’s imperial 

anointment does indeed pop up in the biography of Charlemagne’s younger son 

and successor, Louis the Pious, which was composed by the auxiliary bishop of 

Trier, Th egan, in 837. 

 Th egan’s work opens with a short genealogy of the Carolingians, which ends 

with a statement to that eff ect that Pope Stephen  consecravit et unxit  Pippin  in 

regem , whereas more recently pope Leo  consecravit et unxit  Pippin’s son Charles  ad 

imperatorem . Later Th egan repeats this very same formula— unxit et consecravit ad 

imperatorem —when describing the second imperial coronation and anointing of 

his own protagonist, Louis the Pious, by Pope Stephen IV.  24   Th is formula, one 

should note, borrows from a scene in Leviticus (8:13), in which Moses anointed 

Aaron and his sons. Th egan’s testimony, which was overlooked by Byzantinists, 

prevents us from dismissing altogether the information in Th eophanes’  Chronicle  

as a mere mistake. Nevertheless, scholars in the past were hesitant to take the story 

of Charlemagne’s imperial anointment seriously.  25   

 It is quite remarkable that both the  Liber pontifi calis  and the  Royal Frankish 

Annals  are silent about the exact ceremony of Charlemagne’s coronation, as is 

Einhard. Similarly, the  Annals of Fulda  are not explicit when describing Louis’ 

imperial anointment. Robert-Henri Bautier has argued that the term  consecratio  

in the contemporary  Annals of Lorsch  alludes, in accordance with later use, to 

Charlemagne’s anointment of 800.  26   Although it is doubtful whether Charlemagne 

was actually anointed by Pope Leo as part of his coronation in 800, there can be 

little doubt that by 837, as refl ected in Th egan’s account, the anointment was 

perceived as a crucial component of the rite. Obviously, Th egan presents the 

anointment as a fundamental feature of the imperial coronation of his day, and 

provides it accordingly with a historical background. In this respect, even if he 

did fi nd a reference to Charlemagne’s anointment in some offi  cial protocols, he 

certainly belonged to a group of historians who fashioned Charlemagne’s 

memory so as to fi t the aims and objectives of Louis the Pious’ court.  27   

 As we have already noted, there are plenty of indications that Th eophanes’ 

 Chronicle  was completed before Leo V unveiled his iconoclast religious policy. Th is 

shift  in imperial ideology appears to have taken the public somewhat by surprise, 
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with the  de facto  deposition of the Patriarch Nikephoros, dated by hagiographical 

sources to March 13 or 20, 815, and the iconoclast synod at Saint Sophia a few weeks 

later, which was convened by the emperor himself and by the new patriarch, 

Th eodotos.  28   Yet, at least one later addition was made to the  Chronicle . Th is addition 

rightly specifi es the duration of Nikephoros’ patriarchate as nine years, and it was 

inserted in the relevant chronological rubric, under  Annus   mundi  6298, following 

the chronicler’s general practice of mentioning this kind of information upon 

accessions.  29   As Mango and others have pointed out, it is hardly conceivable that an 

anti- iconoclast work such as the  Chronicle  of Th eophanes could have enjoyed 

signifi cant circulation before the offi  cial restoration of icons in 843, leaving plenty 

of time for modifi cations to take place in the text. Th ere is no reason to assume that 

the addition in this case was made much later than the completion of the  Chronicle  

itself or by anybody else than its author. Th is is also the case with the Merovingian 

excursus and the coronation account. 

 Th e (real or fi ctional) ceremony of 800 was only recorded in the West in terms 

similar to those found in Th eophanes’  Chronicle  in the 830s, when a dynastic 

crisis imposed a new quest for legitimacy at the Frankish court. It is, however, 

likely to have caught the attention of the Greek monks of Rome, whom, following 

Mango, I have regarded as the source for the Frankish information in the 

 Chronicle , before that. Th is transfer of knowledge from the West to Constantinople 

took place, most probably, between Charlemagne’s death in January 814 and 

Louis the Pious’ consecration by Pope Stephen IV in October 816, during which 

period the bond between Rome and Aachen was strengthened. According to the 

 Liber pontifi calis , Pope Leo’s attackers, who had been exiled to Francia by 

Charlemagne, were pardoned and allowed to return to Rome with the pope on 

his way back from Reims.  30   

 In sum, the Frankish material under  Anni mundi  6216 and 6289 must indeed 

be regarded as a set of updates appended to the original text of Th eophanes’ 

 Chronicle  in the form of  scholia . Nevertheless, these updates, I would submit, were 

added by the same author who was responsible for the rest of the work, shortly aft er 

its completion, and at the same time as the update acknowledging Nikephoros’ 

deposition under  Annus mundi  6298, most probably in late 816 or in 817. At 

that time, Stephen IV’s journey to Francia evoked, for multiple reasons, the memory 

of both his eighth- century namesake and his immediate predecessor, Leo III. 

Moreover, by 817, the above- mentioned parallels with Einhard’s  Life of Charlemagne  

may simply betray Th eophanes’ indirect acquaintance with that work, if one retains 

the earliest possible date for its composition, rather than vice versa, as implausibly 

surmised by Godefroid Kurth.  31   Be that as it may, the author of the  Chronicle , 
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for reasons unknown to us but which would fi t the portrait of Th eophanes 

the Confessor as a sick man towards the end of his life, refrained from rewriting 

the early years of Leo V’s reign or from continuing the narrative aft er 813.  32   

 In conclusion, a few remarks concerning the most famous item in the 

Merovingian excursus are in order, namely the claim that the Merovingians were 

characterized by a row of bristles sprouting from the spine, which made them 

look like hogs. Th is enigmatic description was dismissed in the past as a 

lamentable misunderstanding of some references to hair style that made the 

Merovingians known as the “long- haired” kings,  33   similar to the one made by 

Einhard when he speaks of  crine profuso . Yet the description in the  Chronicle  

fi nds a striking textual parallel in the Old French  Chanson de Roland , in a  laisse  

that describes the various peoples lead by the Emir of Babylon, Baligant:

  Chevalers unt a merveillus esforz: 

 En la menur .L. milie en out. 

 La premere est de cels de Butentrot, 

 E l’altre apr é s de Micenes as chefs gros; 

 Sur les eschines qu’il unt en mi les dos 

 Cil sunt sei é t ensement cume porc.  34   

  

 Th ey have a formidable force of knights, 

 Th ere are fi ft y thousand in the smaller division. 

 Th e fi rst is made up of men from Butentrot, 

 And the one that comes aft er, of large- headed men from Misnes: 

 On their spines, along the length of their backs, 

 Th ey have bristles like pigs.  35     

 Henri Gr é goire fi rst brought this parallel to the attention of Byzantinists as part of 

a complex hypothesis on the date of the  Chanson .  36   He argued that the  Chanson ’s 

description of the Micenes or Misnes depends ultimately on Th eophanes’ 

characterization of the Merovingians, obviously through the Latin translation of 

the  Chronicle  by Anastasius. Indeed Anastasius’ translation of Th eophanes’ 

 Chronicle  and earlier Greek chronicles, commonly known as the  Historia tripartita , 

enjoyed a wide circulation in the West and infl uenced the western perception of 

early Islam before the Crusaders.  37   Gr é goire further identifi ed the legendary 

Micenes with the  Nemitzoi  (Czech  N ě mec ), or German mercenaries of eleventh- 

century Byzantine sources.  38   It is also possible, however, that the description of a 

bristled people was already embedded in something close to the proto- Chanson de 

Roland  envisaged by Rouche, the focus of which were the events of Poitiers, and an 

echo of which reached Constantinople via Rome around 816.       



  In his posthumous ground- breaking study  Mohammed and Charlemagne , the 

Belgian historian Henri Pirenne wrote that “under the Merovingians the Frankish 

kingdom was a power which fi lled an international role, and was guided by an 

unvarying policy; which was, to install itself securely on the shores of the 

Mediterranean.”  1   Pirenne’s work has been subject to endless criticism and 

revisions since its publication. Yet, the infl uence of the Pirenne thesis on many a 

generation of scholars was immense, not the least because Pirenne had 

established the terms of reference for the debate over the transformation of the 

Roman world and the emergence of medieval Europe.  2   For Pirenne, the 

Merovingian kingdoms were part and parcel of a larger Mediterranean world, at 

least before “Islam had shattered the Mediterranean unity which the Germanic 

invasions had left  intact.”  3   

 Notwithstanding Pirenne’s initial observations, and albeit the fact that the 

Merovingian kingdoms were, perhaps, the most powerful and long- lasting polity 

of the post-Roman world, their politics and culture were oft en interpreted as 

provincial phenomena. Like the history of most post-Roman barbarian 

kingdoms, Merovingian history was looked at through a narrow prism of local 

aff airs and developments, detached from the broader disintegrating Roman 

Empire. Th is partial attitude towards the barbarian kingdoms of the post-Roman 

West, however, is gradually giving way to a new and more comprehensive 

approach. Aft er decades of research, it became commonplace that the so- called 

Barbarian Invasions and the subsequent establishment of barbarian kingdoms 

on Roman soil were, by and large, a Roman phenomenon that took place in a 

Roman geo- political orbit, centered around the Mediterranean, that is, the 

Roman  mare nostrum .  4   Th e Merovingian kingdoms were no diff erent. 

 Th e aim of the various papers assembled in this volume was to break free of 

the traditional views on the course of Merovingian history, and to study the 
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Merovingian kingdoms of the Early Middle Ages in a broader Mediterranean 

context. Our working hypothesis has been that apart from being post-Roman 

barbarian kingdoms, deeply rooted in the traditions and practices of the western 

Roman Empire, the Merovingian kingdoms had complicated and multi- layered 

social, cultural and political relations with their barbarian neighbors, as well as 

with their eastern Mediterranean counterparts, that is, the Byzantine Empire 

and the Umayyad Caliphate. By focusing on some well- known written sources, 

most of which were composed or disseminated under Merovingian rule, the 

papers in this volume sought to contextualize Merovingian history by 

implementing a more Mediterranean perspective, or at least a perspective that 

aims to transcend the political frontiers of the Merovingian kingdoms. 

 Th e papers in this volume elucidate, each in its own way, how deeply 

entrenched the Merovingians were in a pan-Mediterranean political, religious, 

economic and intellectual framework, and how, on the other hand, global 

Mediterranean circumstances left  their imprint on Merovingian aff airs. Even 

events, which, at face value, seem like minor “internal” aff airs, had some important 

international aspects. An excellent case in point is the so- called Gundovald aff air, 

whose Byzantine support exposed the shaken ground on which Merovingian 

legitimacy rested in the sixth century. Th e fact that Gundovald could combine 

his alleged Merovingian claims with Byzantine political support (and money), 

illustrates the extent to which the sources for Merovingian legitimacy were not 

exclusively internal. Rather, they were embedded in a more comprehensive 

political ideology that regarded the Merovingian kingdoms as yet another 

“kingdom of the Empire.”  5   

 It seems clear from the ongoing discussion in the various papers collected 

here that the textual resources on which Merovingian politics and culture relied 

were originally produced and designed within an expansive framework that 

extended geographical boundaries, that is the Roman Empire, or at least some 

extensive relevant parts of it. No doubt, these resources were, in some sense, 

regionalized through a sophisticated process of graft ing and adaptation.  6   And 

yet, their original geographical bias was evident well aft er the Roman Empire as 

a political entity had ceased to exist in the west. In particular, religious texts 

forced their audiences to imagine historical and contemporary landscapes 

that reached far beyond the  here  and  now .  7   Texts, artefacts and stories that 

were imported to Gaul by pilgrims, offi  cial delegates, merchants, immigrants 

and refugees contributed immensely to a wide- ranging perception and to the 

formation of a creative imagination that involved much more than the immediate 
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setting in which one lived, but rather encompassed the entire  mare nostrum  of 

the late antique world. 

 Against the broader Mediterranean perspective that the papers in this volume 

adopt, it appears that the dichotomy of “East versus West” is untenable. Th ere 

were numerous political players in the Mediterranean basin, and each contributed 

his or her share to the game. Much time and eff ort were invested in the past in 

the study of individual kingdoms, such as Visigothic Spain, Frankish Gaul, 

Lombard Italy, or Anglo-Saxon Britain, not the least because these kingdoms 

were perceived as precursors of modern state formation in Europe.  8   We would 

submit that much more research that compares the various post-Roman 

barbarian kingdoms to each other and studies their interaction with one another 

and with their eastern counterparts is needed. Otherwise early medieval studies 

are under threat of becoming schematic. We hope that the papers in this volume 

will encourage some scholars and students to pursue this challenge.   
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