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Thesis Summary: 

God’s agency and the recent past in Carolingian history writing, c.750-900 

 

The historians writing in the Carolingian Empire, with a few important exceptions, frequently 

ascribed events in recent history to God. Where they have been noticed at all, these 

statements of God’s agency have usually been explained as political propaganda, to 

demonstrate God’s favour towards the reigning dynasty. Alternatively, they have been 

explained by the legacy of late antique Christian historians, from which this language 

supposedly derived. This thesis aims to demonstrate that this language was a distinctive and 

innovative feature of the emerging tradition of Carolingian history writing and is best 

explained in religious terms.  

 

It argues that Carolingian historians reflected the emphasis on God’s agency found 

throughout contemporary culture and that they deliberately reshaped the Christian language 

bequeathed by their Roman, Anglo-Saxon, and Frankish predecessors. It offers a text-by-text 

analysis of how God’s agency functioned within each major Carolingian history, to further 

show the versatility of this language over the period. Taken together, these texts suggest that 

Carolingian historians wanted to teach their audiences about God’s agency and its 

implications for their own beliefs, identities, and behaviour. As a result, these histories and 

their depictions of God’s agency can be seen as a distinctive contribution to Carolingian 

religious renewal.  

 

This thesis thus aims to contribute to our understanding of the relationship between religion, 

history, and culture in early medieval Europe.  

 
 

 

The Revd Robert Arnold Hughes Evans  
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Note on terminology and translations 

 

Following scholarly convention ‘Carolingian’ will be used to denote those writing within the 
Carolingian hegemony from the mid-eighth century to c.900, as well as members of the 
Carolingian family. 
 
Most proper names have been anglicised followed scholarly convention, e.g. Charlemagne 
instead of Carolus.  
 
‘Historian’ and ‘history writing’ will refer exclusively to pre-modern writers, and ‘scholar’ 
will denote modern historical scholarship. 
 
All Bible quotations and allusions have been translated from the text in which they appear 
rather than any modern Biblical translation, although with debts to the Douay-Rheims 1899 
American Edition. Cross-references to the Latin Vulgate are provided in the footnotes.  
 
All translations from the Latin are my own unless otherwise indicated, with modern 
translations which have proved useful noted in the bibliography. Except when dealing with 
individual words, English is provided in the main body of the text and the Latin in the 
footnotes. I have erred on the side of being more literal in my translation, since my argument 
rests on the precise use of language.  
 
Although few Carolingian writers used the word theologia, ‘theological’ will be used in the 
broad sense to denote any statement about God.  
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For Alice 

ἡ υ ε γά η  ου ἐ  Χ ι ῷ Ἰη οῦ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I have considered the days of old: and the years that are past. 

I will remember the works of the Lord: and call to mind thy wonders of old time. 

 

- Psalm LXXVII.v, xi  
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Introduction 
GOD, RELIGION, AND HISTORY WRITING IN EARLY MEDIEVAL 

EUROPE 
 

‘WITH THE LORD WILLING IT…’ 
 

In the late 780s, a historian associated with Charlemagne’s court came to describe a recent 

Frankish campaign against the Bretons, from which ‘the Franks returned with victory, with the 

Lord willing it’.1 Charlemagne, the historian continued, then made plans to visit Rome ‘for the 

purposes of prayer’,2 ‘recognising that on every side he had peace, with God granting it’.3 This 

author made many similar statements about God and such language can be found throughout 

Christian history writing from late antiquity to the later middle ages.  

 

Modern scholars have long noticed these statements. Friedrich Kurze argued that the author of 

the Annales Regni Francorum, the historian discussed above, knew the so-called 

‘Continuations’ of the Chronicon Fredegarii, because both authors used the phrase ‘with the 

Lord helping’.4 George Monod saw these statements as evidence of the ARF’s clerical 

authorship.5 In the most recent major study of Carolingian history writing, Helmut Reimitz 

argued that they show ‘how important the providential mission of the Franks…was for the 

creation of [a] common future’.6 The ARF’s statements about God have been seen in many 

different ways, from literary formulae to proclamations of Carolingian legitimacy.  

 

The ARF’s author could also be seen as making a theological statement about how history 

should be understood. Agency in these recent events was clearly ascribed to God, implying that 

Charlemagne’s empire would not have existed without God’s grace. This would have 

encouraged the readers of this passage to join Charlemagne in seeing their own memories and 

experiences as a result of God’s will, and to trust Him accordingly. 

                                                 
1 Annales Regni Francorum s.a. 786, ‘Franci…cum victoria Domino volente reversi sunt’, ed. F. Kurze, Annales 
regni francorum unde ab. a. 741 usque ad a. 829, qui dicunter Annales laurissenses maiores et Einhardi, MGH 
SRG 6 (Hanover, 1895), p. 72.  
2 ARF s.a. 786, ‘sumpsit consilium orationis causae’, p. 72.  
3 ARF s.a. 786, ‘domnus rex Carolus praespiciens se ex omni parte Deo largiente pacem habere’, p. 72.  
4 F. Kurze, ‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen von 741-829 und ihre Umarbeitung. II.’, NA 20 (1895), pp. 
9-50, at p. 39.  
5 G. Monod, Études critiques sur les sources de l’histoire carolingienne (Paris, 1898), pp. 94, 113.  
6 H. Reimitz, History, Frankish identity, and the framing of Western ethnicity 550-850 (Cambridge, 2015), p. 320.  
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This attribution of historical causation to God is often seen as fundamental to medieval history 

writing. Arnold Angenendt noted that recognising their belief in God was ‘an essential 

requirement’ for understanding medieval historians.7 Sarah Foot similarly notes that early 

medieval histories ‘essentially recorded the workings of God’s will on earth’,8  and Matthew 

Innes that history was ‘a confusing mass of events which could only be understood in terms of 

divine agency’.9  

 

Despite such comments, however, few modern scholars have examined how God’s agency was 

articulated. What decisions lay behind such theological comments? What informed or 

complicated such decisions? What kind of God was depicted in these texts? How was He shown 

to have acted? Why might this have been important for the readers of these histories? As Mary 

Garrison has asked, can these statements be taken as ‘symptoms of a fully-fledged notion of 

causality?’10 This thesis seeks to show that, far from being straightforward or formulaic, 

Carolingian historians’ language of God’s agency was complex, coherent, and significant. 

Exploring these questions will deepen our understanding of the relationship between religion, 

history, and culture in the Carolingian Empire.  

 

Terminology and scope 

 

Various terms have been used to describe the concept of God’s actions in history. Augustine 

wrote about God’s operatio,11 and, since the early modern period, theologians have largely 

spoken of ‘divine sovereignty’.12 ‘Agency’, however, with its literary and narratological focus, 

                                                 
7A. Angenendt, ‘Gesta Dei-Gesta Hominum’: Religions- und theologiegeschichtliche Ammerkungen’, in A. 
Scharer and G. Scheibelreiter (eds), Historiographie im frühen Mittelalter (Vienna, 1993), pp. 41-67. 
8 S. Foot, ‘Annals and Chronicles in Western Europe’, in S. Foot and C. Robinson (eds), The Oxford History of 
Historical Writing Volume 2: 400-1400 (Oxford, 2012), pp. 346-367, at p. 364.  
9 M. Innes, ‘Memory, Orality and Literacy in an Early Medieval Society’, P&P 158 (1998), pp. 3-36 at p. 13. See 
also his comments in M. Innes, ‘Introduction: using the past, interpreting the present, influencing the future’, in 
Y. Hen, and M. Innes (eds), The Uses of the Past in the early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 1-8, at p. 5. 
10 M. Garrison, ‘Divine election for nations – a difficult rhetoric for medieval scholars?’, in L. Boje Mortensen 
(ed.), The Making of Christian Myths in the periphery of Latin Christendom (c.1000-1300) (Copenhagen, 2006), 
pp. 275-314, at p. 300.  
11 Augustine, De Civitate Dei, 1.8, ‘ostendit tamen Deus saepe etiam in his distribuendis euidentius operationem 
suam’, ed. B. Dombart and A. Kalb, Sancti Aurelii Augustini de civitate Dei, CCSL 47-48, 2 vols (Turnhout, 
1955), vol. 1, p. 7. For a list of the Carolingian manuscripts for De Civitate, see M. Gorman, ‘A survey of the 
oldest manuscripts of St. Augustine's “De civitate dei”’, JTS 33 (1982), pp. 398-410.  
12 E.g. W. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An introduction to Biblical doctrine (Leicester, 1994), pp. 315-33. For 
a survey of recent controversy on this issue, see B.A. Ware, God’s Lesser Glory: A Critique of Open Theism 
(Leicester, 2000). 



3 
 

has proved increasingly useful for humanities scholars.13 Peter van Nuffelen and Nicholas 

Higham have recently offered readings of ‘God’s agency’ in Orosius and Bede’s histories 

respectively.14 I use it to capture the literary context in which these doctrinal concepts were 

expressed. While the author of the ARF can be seen as communicating a doctrinal truth, he was 

also, in one sense, describing a character acting within the narrative, whether as the agent of a 

verb, participle, or a noun denoting an action. 

 

This thesis will provide a systematic reading of such statements and their relationship to other 

aspects of writing history. It will cover Carolingian histories from the continuations of the 

Chron. Fred. (completed between c.768 and 786) to Regino of Prüm’s Chronicon (completed 

c.908). This group includes annals, biographies, and epic poems, and covers the whole period 

of Carolingian hegemony in western Europe as well as the range of genres in which history 

was written. Italian historians, such as Agnellus of Ravenna and Andreas of Bergamo, have 

been omitted, because their approach seems to have differed from the rest of the Empire, and 

which deserves fuller attention than can be provided here. 

 

The phrase ‘recent past’ reflects how the histories in question largely provided narratives about 

events in living memory, or pasts which were seen as having direct continuity with the present. 

The Annales Mettenses Priores, for example, have been included, despite starting their 

narrative over a century before they written, because they continued directly from 687 to the 

historian’s present, while drawing on sense of dynastic memory. Historians who focused their 

work entirely on the distant past, such as Frechulf of Lisieux, will be considered only where 

they provide a helpful point of contrast.15 Similarly, while the relationship between ‘history 

writing’ and ‘hagiography’ continues to provoke debate,16 hagiographical narratives will only 

                                                 
13 I owe my first encounter with the phrase ‘divine agency’ to J.M.G. Barclay and S.J. Gathercole (eds), Divine 
and human agency in Paul and his cultural environment (London, 2008). For a survey of the concept from a 
literary critical perspective, see M. Bamberg, ‘Agency’, in D. Herman, M. Jahn, and M.-L. Ryan (eds), Routledge 
Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory (London, 2005), pp. 9-10.  
14 P. van Nuffelen, Orosius and the rhetoric of history (Oxford, 2012), pp. 186-207; N.J. Higham, (Re-)reading 
Bede: the ecclesiastical history in context (London, 2006), pp. 148-67. 
15 Frechulf, Historiae, ed. M.I. Allen, Frechulfi Lexoviensis episcopi opera omnia, CCCM 169A (Turnhout, 
2002). For Frechulf, see G.A. Ward, ‘The universal past and Carolingian present in the Histories of Frechulf of 
Lisieux’, Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2014), especially, pp. 4-7 on 
the issue of Frechulf’s contemporaneity. For a helpful distinction between ‘contemporaneity’ of many Carolingian 
histories as opposed to those of Frechulf and Ado of Vienne, see S. Airlie, ‘“Sad stories of the death of kings”: 
Narrative patterns and structures of authority in Regino of Prüm’s Chronicle’, in E.M. Tyler and R. Balzetti (eds), 
Narrative and History in the Early Medieval West (Turnhout, 2006), pp. 105-131, at p. 109; and Foot, ‘Annals 
and Chronicles’, p. 352. 
16 See especially, F. Lifshitz, ‘Beyond Positivism and Genre: Hagiographical texts as Historical Narrative’, Viator 
25 (1994), pp. 95-113; B. Roest, ‘Medieval Historiography: about generic constraints and scholar constructions’, 
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be used where they provide helpful points of comparison. This thesis will, therefore, focus on 

what have been conventionally regarded as ‘histories’. while recognising the fluid notion of 

genre in Carolingian culture.17  

 

HISTORY WRITING AND THE CAROLINGIAN RENAISSANCE 
 

The ‘Carolingian Renaissance’ and Christian religion  
 

Before exploring how modern scholars have approached these histories’ religious language, 

these histories must be placed in their cultural context. Around the same time that the ARF was 

being written in the late eighth-century, Charlemagne’s regime was calling for religious and 

educational renewal. In a letter (c.780-800), to Baugulf, abbot of Fulda, Charlemagne wrote 

that, ‘everyone ought to study’, so that ‘the mind understands what ought to be done’ and the 

‘tongue charges ahead in praises of Almighty God’.18 This was typical of the complex 

movement now known as the ‘Carolingian Renaissance’.19 Although its impact was long 

marginalised by earlier generations of scholars,20 Rosamond McKitterick and others have 

demonstrated its dramatic cultural and religious effects. Carolingian history writing should, 

consequently, be seen as part of the ‘prodigious output of the written word at every level of 

Carolingian society’,21 in which ‘the Christian element was unequivocally uppermost’.22  

                                                 

in B. Roest and H. Vanstipout (eds), Aspects of Genre and Type in Pre-Modern Literary Cultures (Groningen, 
1999), pp. 47-61. 
17 Noted by D.M Deliyannis, ‘Introduction’, in D.M. Deliyannis (ed.), Historiography in the Middle Ages (Leiden, 
2003), pp. 1-12, at p. 11. 
18 Epistola de litteris colendis, lines 17-19, ‘debet ergo quisque discere quod optat implere, ut tanto uberius quid 
agere debeat intelligat anima, quanto in omnipotentis Dei laudibus sine mendaciorum offendiculis cucurrerit 
lingua’, ed. A. Boretius, MGH Cap. 1 (Hanover, 1888), p. 79. For discussion of this letter, see G. Brown, 
‘Introduction: The Carolingian Renaissance’, in R. McKitterick (ed.), Carolingian Culture: Emulation and 
Innovation (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 1-51, at pp. 20-1.  
19 P. Lehmann, ‘Das Problem der karolingischen Renaissance’, I problemi della civiltà carolingia, Settimane 1 
(Spoleto, 1954), pp. 309-35.  
20 See for example, D.A. Bullough, ‘Europae Pater: Charlemagne and His Achievement in the Light of Recent 
Scholarship’, EHR 85 (1970), pp. 59-105, whose discussion of Carolingian culture at pp. 96-103 barely mentions 
religion. For other examples, see H. Pirenne, Mahomet et Charlemagne (Paris, 1937), trans. F. Vercauteren, 
Mohammed and Charlemagne (London, 1939), pp. 268-70; P. Riché, Éducation et culture dans l'Occident 
barbare: vie et viiie siècles (Paris, 1962), trans. J.J. Contreni, Education and culture in the barbarian West, sixth 
through eighth centuries (Columbia, S.C, 1976), pp. 440-6, 497-8; W. Ullmann, The Carolingian Renaissance 
and the Idea of Kingship: the Birkbeck lectures 1968-9 (London, 1969), pp. 3-6; J.L. Nelson, ‘On the limits of the 
Carolingian renaissance’, Studies in church history 14 (1977) pp. 51-69, reprinted in J.L. Nelson, Politics and 
Ritual in Early Medieval Europe (London, 1986), pp. 49-67. Elements of this approach continue, e.g. M. Richter, 
The formation of the medieval west: Studies in the oral culture of the barbarians (Dublin, 1994). 
21 R. McKitterick, The Carolingians and the Written Word (Cambridge, 1989), p. 3.  
22 R. McKtterick, The Frankish Church and the Carolingian Reforms 789-895 (London, 1977), p. 206. See also 
R. McKitterick, ‘Royal patronage of culture in the Frankish kingdoms under the Carolingians: motives and 
consequences’, Committenti e produzione artistico-letteraria nell'alto medioevo occidentale, Settimane 39 
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Correct doctrine and preaching was paramount to this renewal.23 The letter to Baugulf, for 

example, was concerned not only with praising God, but avoiding falsehood.24 The Admonitio 

Generalis prohibited preachers from ‘contriving and preaching new or non-canonical things to 

the people’.25 Successive Carolingian rulers involved themselves in doctrinal controversies to 

ensure errors were suppressed.26 Writing about God was not a neutral activity but needed to be 

carried out correctly. Agobard of Lyons wrote that the belief that men could raise storms, ‘are 

found to be no less than the lies of some heretics’,27 since his opponents ‘claim that man can 

do what God alone can do, and that God does not do what He does’.28 In the light of such 

comments, depicting God’s agency in recent history was unlikely to have been devoid of 

doctrinal significance.  

 

Historians in the Carolingian Empire 

 

The Carolingian Renaissance produced what has rightly been called a ‘historical revolution’.29 

Simply in terms of quantity, far more Carolingian history writing survives than from the rest 

of the post-Roman west. Most classical Roman histories survive in Carolingian copies.30 

Whereas Gregory of Tours’ Decem Libri Historiarum remains our only extant history of 

                                                 

(Spoleto, 1992), pp. 93-129. For a summary of this scholarly shift, see J.J. Contreni, Carolingian Learning, 
Masters and Manuscripts (Aldershot, 1992), p. 62. 
23 R. McKitterick, Charlemagne: Formation of a European identity (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 311-15. 
24 Epistola de litteris colendis, l.119, ‘sine mendaciorum offendiculis’, p. 79. 
25 Admonitio Generalis, 82, ‘et non sinatis nova vel non canonica aliquos…fingere et praedicare populo’, ed. 
Boretius, MGH Capit. 1, p. 61.  
26 T.F.X. Noble, ‘Kings, clergy and dogma: the settlement of doctrinal disputes in the Carolingian world’, in S. 
Baxter, C. Karkov, J.L. Nelson, and D. Pelteret (eds), Early Medieval Studies in Memory of Patrick Wormald 
(Ashgate, 2009), pp. 237-252 at pp. 237-8; D. Ganz, ‘The debate on predestination’, in M.T. Gibson and J.L. 
Nelson (eds), Charles the Bald: Court and Kingdom, 2nd edn (Aldershot, 1990), pp. 283-302. 
27 Agobard, De grandine et tonitruis, 1, ‘quod non minus aliquorum haereticorum mendaciis invenitur’, ed. L. 
Van Acker, CCCM 52 (Turnhout, 1981), pp. 3-15, at p. 3.  For Agobard’s text, see P.E. Dutton, ‘Observations on 
Early Medieval Weather in general, bloody rain in particular’, in J.R. Davis and M. McCormick (eds), The Long 
Morning of Medieval Europe: New directions in Early Medieval Studies (Aldershot, 2008), pp. 167-180, at p. 171. 
28 Agobard, De grandine et tonitruis, 1, ‘dum testificatur hominem facere posse quod solius Dei est posse, et 
Deum non facere quae facit’, p. 3.  
29 M. Innes and R. McKitterick, ‘The Writing of history’, in McKitterick (ed.), Carolingian Culture, pp. 193-220, 
at p. 193. The most important surveys of Carolingian history writing include W. Wattenbach, W. Levison, H. 
Löwe, and R. Buchner (eds), Deutschlands Geschichtsquellen im Mittelalter, 5 vols (Weimar, 1952-90); H. Löwe, 
‘Geschichtsschreibung der ausgehenden Karolingerzeit’, DA 23 (1967), pp 1-30; F.L. Ganshof, 
‘L’Historiographie dans la monarchie franque sous les Mérovingiens et les Carolingians. Monarchie franque 
unitaire et Francie occidental’, La storiografia altomedievale, Settimane 17 (Spoleto, 1970), pp. 631-85; R. 
McKitterick, History and Memory in the Carolingian World (Cambridge, 2004); R. McKitterick, Perceptions of 
the Past in the Early Middle Ages (Notre Dame, Ind., 2006) 
30 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 194; R. McKitterick, ‘The writing and copying of history in 
Carolingian monasteries: the example of Lorsch’, in F. De Rubeis and W. Pohl (eds), Le Scritture dai Monasteri. 
Atti del secundo seminario internazionale di studio‘I monasteri nell'alto medioevo’ (Rome, 2004), pp. 157-77.   
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Merovingian Gaul prior to c.600, numerous historical narratives survive for the 46-years of 

Charlemagne’s reign alone. Carolingian histories varied enormously in their form. While some 

were year-by-year annals, others were epic poems or biographies. There was no Carolingian 

‘school’ of history writing, with clearly established rules. Historians could strongly disagree 

with one another’s portrayals.31 There were, nonetheless, connections within this diversity. The 

Poeta Saxo, for example, combined annals, biography, and poetry, by adapting the ARF and 

Einhard’s Vita Karoli into verse.32 Many annalists, such as, the Annales Fuldenses’s various 

authors, chose to integrate earlier annals into their own narratives and continue them.33 Instead 

of a ‘Carolingian school’, we should instead think of a conversation, with varying perspectives 

on how to narrate certain common pasts. Reimitz uses the term Spielräume, ‘room for 

manoeuvre’, to describe this kind of intellectual space.34 Carolingian history writing had 

common themes and boundaries, lending it some coherence from a modern perspective. Within 

those boundaries, however, there was variation and experimentation, which means that these 

texts must be read on a case-by-case basis before general themes can be discerned.  

 

For Reimitz, this conversation encompassed both authors and audiences. Whereas literary 

scholars have often opposed authorial intention to reader response,35 early medievalists have 

rightly used both to explore how individual historical texts functioned in their wider social and 

cultural context.36 Unfortunately, the general absence of prologues from Carolingian histories 

means that it is often unclear why they were written and how they were intended to be read. As 

a result, establishing the place of God’s agency within these Spielräume will depend partly on 

the codicological context in which these texts have survived but primarily on the internal 

evidence of the narratives themselves. 

 

                                                 
31 For examples, see C.U. Pössel, ‘Symbolic Communication and the Negotiation of Power at Carolingian Regnal 
Assemblies 814-840’ Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2003), pp. 60-75; 
Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 360-407. 
32 Poeta Saxo, Annalium de Gestis Caroli Magni libri quinque, ed. P. Winterfeld, MGH Poet. 4.1 (Berlin, 1899), 
pp. 1-71. On the poet’s use of sources, see below, chapter 4, pp. 192-3. 
33 Annales Fuldenses, ed. F. Kurze, Annales fuldenses sive Annales regni francorum orientalis, MGH SRG 7 
(Hannover, 1891) ; T. Reuter, The Annals of Fulda: the ninth century histories vol. II (Manchester, 1992), pp. 1-
2.  
33 Reuter, Fulda, p. 8; Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 201. 
34 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 20.  
35 For the tensions of authorial intention and reader response, see P.J. Rabinowitz, ‘Audience’, F. Jannidis, 
‘Author’, and D.H. Richter, ‘Chicago School’, in RENT, pp. 29-31, pp. 33-4, pp. 57-9.  
36 P. Geary, ‘Frühmittelalterliche Historiographie. Zusammenfassung’, in Scharer and Scheibelreiter (eds), 
Historiographie, pp. 539-42; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 2.  
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Carolingian historians were just as diverse as their works.  Some histories, such as those of 

Prudentius of Troyes and Hincmar of Rheims, were written by bishops.37 Others, such as the 

AF, were associated with monastic centres.38 Still others, such as those of Einhard and Nithard, 

were written by laymen. The Cont. Fred. seems to have been written under the patronage of 

Counts Childebrand and Nibelung.39 One history, the AMP, may have been written under the 

direction of Gisela, abbess of Chelles.40 Not only does this suggest that women as well as men 

wrote history,41 but it also shows the Carolingian family’s connections with history writing: 

Gisela was Charlemagne’s sister, while Childebrand and Nibelung were Pippin III’s uncle and 

cousin respectively. 

 

Many histories remained anonymous, including most of the annals. Even Einhard’s Vita Karoli 

would have remained anonymous without Walahfrid Strabo’s prologue.42 In many cases, 

including the ARF and the AF, a series of authors seem to have written different sections.43 

While some of these anonymous texts can plausibly be connected to centres of power, such as 

the royal court,44 others, such as the Chronicon Fontanellense, probably represented more local 

responses to recent events.45 The cultural significance of history writing covered different 

social contexts and so provide diverse perspectives on thought and belief within the Empire.46 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
37 J.L. Nelson, The Annals of St-Bertin: the ninth century histories vol. I (Manchester, 1991), pp. 7-13. 
38 Reuter, Fulda, p. 8.  
39 R. McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Royal Power in the Carolingian Annals’, EHR 115 (2000), pp.1-20, at pp. 5-6. 
40 Y. Hen, ‘The Annals of Metz and the Merovingian past’, in Hen and Innes (eds), Uses of the Past, pp. 175-90, 
at p. 177.  
41 J.L. Nelson, ‘Gender and genre in women historians of the early Middle Ages’, in J.-P. Genet (ed.), 
L’historiographie medieval en Europe (Paris, 1991), pp. 149-63 at p. 157. 
42 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 30 
43 McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 32; Reuter, Fulda, pp. 5-8. 
44 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 31-2. 
45 Chronicon Fontanellense, ed. G. Pertz, MGH SS 2 (Hanover, 1829), pp. 301-304. 
46 See especially J.R. Davis, Charlemagne’s Practice of Empire (Cambridge, 2015), pp. 175-238 for annals as 
evidence for the relationship between court and locality.  
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Audiences for history writing in the Carolingian Empire 

 

Histories’ audiences were as varied as those who wrote them.47 Some texts circulated widely. 

Einhard’s VK, for example, survives in 105 medieval manuscripts.48 Many histories, including 

those of Ermold the Black, Nithard, Pascasius Radbertus, Abbo of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, 

and the Poeta Saxo, have survived in only one early medieval manuscript each.49 This did not 

mean, however, that they were not read. Radbertus seems to have envisaged his Epitaphium 

Arsenii being read by a small group within his monastic community, a readership Radbertus 

preferred to that of a wider audience.50  

 

More broadly, these audiences can be situated among the elites and reflected what Mayke de 

Jong calls a ‘courtly mind-set’.51 Several contemporary writers suggest that history writing was 

part of Carolingian court culture.52 Smaragdus of St-Mihiel wrote that it was ‘customary for 

kings…to have their deeds and events handed over in annals for posterity to learn’.53 Hincmar 

referred to Charles the Bald and his courtiers reading Prudentius’ Gesta.54 While these texts 

have been seen as royal propaganda,55 recent scholarship emphasises the extent to which 

histories allowed various political networks to negotiate the ordering of Carolingian society.56 

Even a minimalist view of histories’ audiences must accept that they could have some 

contemporary impact.  

                                                 
47 R. McKitterick, ‘The audience for Latin historiography in the early middle ages: text transmission and 
manuscript dissemination’, and J.L. Nelson, ‘History-writing at the courts of Louis the Pious and Charles the 
Bald’, in in Scharer and Scheibelreiter (eds), Historiographie, pp. 96-114 and pp. 435-52. 
48 M. Tischler, Einharts Vita Karoli: Studien zur Entstehung, Überlieferung und Rezeption (Hanover, 2001), pp. 
20-44. 
49 See individual discussions below, chapters 3 and 4.  
50 M. de Jong The Penitential State: Authority and Atonement in the Age of Louis the Pious, 814-840 (New York, 
2009), p. 102. 
51 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 61. For Carolingian court society and its importance, see J.L Nelson, ‘Was 
Charlemagne’s court a courtly society?’ and M. Innes, “A place of discipline”: Carolingian courts and aristocratic 
youth’, in  C. Cubitt (ed.), Court Culture in the Early Middle Ages (Turnhout, 2003), pp. 39-57 and pp. 59-76; S. 
Airlie, ‘The Palace of Memory: The Carolingian Court as a Political Centre’, in S. Rees Jones, R. Marks, and A.J. 
Minnis (eds), Courts and Regions in Medieval Europe (Rochester, 2000), pp. 1-20. For the religious importance 
of the palace as a place, see M. de Jong, ‘Sacrum palatium et ecclesia: L’autorité religieuse royale sous les 
Carolingiens (790-840)’ Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales 58 (2003), pp. 1243-1269.  
52 Nelson, ‘History writing’, p. 435; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 67.  
53 Smaragdus, Vita Benedicti, Preface, ‘perantiquam siquidem fore consuetudinem actenus regibus usitatam, 
quaeque geruntur acciduntve annalibus tradi posteris cognoscenda’, ed. G. Waitz, Vita Benedicti abbatis 
Anianensis et Indensis auctore Ardone, MGH SS 15 (Hanover, 1887), pp. 190-220, at p. 201.  
54 J.L. Nelson, ‘The Annals of St Bertin’, in Gibson and Nelson (eds), Court and Kingdom, pp. 23-40, at pp. 32-
33. See below, pp. 16-7. 
55 L. von Ranke, ‘Zur Kritik fränkisch-deutscher Reichsannalisten’, Abhandlungen der Königlichen Preußischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin (1854), pp. 415-58, especially pp. 415-35. 
56 Reimitz, History, Identity, ethnicity, p. 410.  
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We can, however, confidently assume a broad audience among the elites, since these histories 

were accessible to both clergy and laity. Einhard and Nithard show how brilliantly laymen 

could handle Latin narrative.57 While they might be thought exceptional, coming from the 

Imperial elites’ upper echelons and becoming lay abbots,58 copious evidence suggests that 

Carolingian lay elites were increasingly literate. They sought pleasure, edification, and 

professional counsel in the written word.59 Biblical exegesis was written for kings as much as 

for clergy.60 The aristocratic laywoman Dhuoda can be shown to have read many Patristic 

texts.61 Eberhard of Friuli bestowed a copy of Vegetius’ De re militari to one son posted on the 

Slavic frontier, and a Gesta Francorum (the ARF?) to his younger brother.62 A certain Conrad, 

an early ninth-century count on the Loire, even commissioned a copy of Quintus Curtius Rufus’ 

history of Alexander.63 This history had obvious relevance for a judge and soldier such as 

Conrad, and hints at history’s wider role in lay culture. Although Dhuoda, Eberhard, and 

Conrad were clearly members of the elite, there were also contemporary expectations that they 

took spiritual responsibility for their dependents.64 When we speak of ‘elite’ or ‘courtly’ 

culture, this may have penetrated deeper down the social scale than such phrasing suggests.  

 

While evidence remains for how pre-Carolingian histories were used and read,65 detailed 

evidence is lacking for how Carolingian histories were received by contemporaries, beyond 

manuscript circulation.66 Religious edification, nonetheless, seems a highly probable reason 

                                                 
57 See below, chapters 3 and 4.  
58 On Einhard’s abbacy, see D. Ganz, ‘Einhardus Peccator’, in P. Wormald, and J.L. Nelson (eds), Lay intellectuals 
in the Carolingian World (Cambridge, 2007), pp. 37-50. On Nithard, see J.L. Nelson, ‘Public Histories and Private 
History in the Work of Nithard’, Speculum 60 (1985), pp. 251-293, at p. 280.  
59 McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written Word, pp. 210-270; J.L. Nelson, ‘Literacy in Carolingian 
government’, in R. McKitterick (ed.), The uses of literacy in early mediaeval Europe (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 258-
296; W.C. Brown, M. Costambeys, M. Innes, and A.J. Kosto (eds), Documentary Culture and the Laity in the 
Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2013). 
60 M. de Jong, ‘Monastic Writing and Carolingian Court Audiences: Some Evidence from Biblical Commentary’, 
De Rubeis and Pohl (eds), Le Scritture, pp. 179-194. 
61 Dhuoda, Liber Manualis, ed. P. Riché, Manuel pour mon fils (Paris, 1975), pp. 375-85. 
62 McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written Word, pp. 246-7; P.J.E. Kershaw, ‘Eberhard of Friuli, a Carolingian 
lay intellectual’, in Wormald and Nelson (eds), Lay intellectuals, pp. 77-105, at p 81.  
63 McKitterick, ‘Audience for Latin historiography’, p. 96; J.J. Contreni, “By lions, bishops are meant; by wolves, 
priests”: History, exegesis, and the Carolingian Church in Haimo of Auxerre’s Commentary on Ezechiel’, Francia 
29 (2002), pp. 29-56, at pp. 46-7 for possible connections between Conrad and Haimo of Auxerre’s exegesis.  
64 For references, see J.L. Nelson, ‘Organic Intellectuals in the Dark Ages?’ History Workshop Journal 66 (2008), 
pp. 1-17 at p. 11; J.L. Nelson, ‘Lay readers of the Bible in the Carolingian Ninth Century’, in J.L. Nelson and D. 
Kempf (eds), Reading the Bible in the Middle Ages (London, 2015), pp. 43-55, at p. 55. For literacy further down 
the social scale, see McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 5-7. 
65 See for example, R.A.H. Evans and R. McKitterick, ‘A Carolingian Epitome of Orosius from Tours: Leiden 
VLQ 20’, in H. Reimitz, R. Kramer, and G. Ward (eds), Historiographies of Identity 4: Historiography and 
Identity towards the end of the first millennium – A comparative perspective (Vienna, forthcoming, 2018). 
66 For an exception, see discussion of Hincmar’s letter to Eigil, below, pp. 16-7. 
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for reading these histories. While the clergy’s religious interests might seem self-evident, 

Rachel Stone and others have demonstrated the laity’s literary interest in moral and religious 

learning.67 In 798, for example, one layman asked Charlemagne about an apparent 

contradiction in Jesus’ commands.68 Charlemagne forwarded this to Alcuin, who rejoiced that 

‘here is one wise at heart, although with soldier’s hands’.69 If Charlemagne’s lay courtiers were 

asking these questions, God’s agency in contemporary histories would also have been 

accessible.  

 

The content of these histories would even have made it especially relevant to lay potentates. 

As Jennifer Davis notes, the ARF said far more about military than ecclesiastical affairs.70 Most 

histories concerned the prowess of laymen, whether as individual commanders or as part of 

Frankish armies and assemblies. Focusing on the laity can even be unhelpful, since it ignores 

the roles shared by lay and clerical elites in these contexts. The assemblies which governed the 

empire, for example, included both laity and clergy.71 The later AF celebrated Archbishop 

Liutbert of Mainz’s military achievements alongside those of local counts.72 For these elites, 

distinctions between lay and clerical (or even between men and women) were less important 

for the reading of history than the culture which combined them, which is not to say that such 

culture was not variegated.73 This common culture was defined and refined by Christianity to 

                                                 
67 See S. Airlie, ‘The Anxiety of Sanctity: St Gerald of Aurillac and his Maker’, JEccH 43 (1992), pp. 372-395, 
especially pp. 376-80 for eighth and ninth-century evidence; J.M.H. Smith, ‘Religion and lay society’, in NCMH 
II, pp. 654-678; M. Alberi, “The Better Paths of Wisdom”: Alcuin’s Monastic “True Philosophy” and the worldly 
court’, Speculum 76 (2001), pp. 896-910; T.F.X. Noble, ‘Secular Sanctity: forging an ethos for the Carolingian 
nobility’, in Wormald and Nelson (eds), Lay intellectuals, pp. 8-36; R. Stone, ‘The rise and fall of the lay moral 
elite in Carolingian Francia’, in F. Bougard, R. Le Jan, and R. McKitterick (eds), La Culture du haut moyen âge: 
une question d’elites? (Turnout, 2009) pp. 363-375; R. Stone, Morality and Masculinity in the Carolingian Empire 
(Cambridge, 2011). 
68 The two commands were Lk. 22.36-8 and Mt. 26.51-52. For discussion of this letter, see M. Alberi, “The sword 
which you hold in your hand”: Alcuin’s exegesis of the two swords and the lay miles Christi’, in C. Chazelle and 
B. Van Name Edwards (eds), The Study of the Bible in the Carolingian Era (Turnhout, 2003), pp. 117-31.  
69 Alcuin, Epistolae, 136, l. 28-30, ‘tamen iste laicus, quisquis fuit, sapiens est corde, etsi manibus miles’, ed. E. 
Dümmler, Alcuini sive Albini epistolae, MGH Epp. 2 (Berlin, 1895), pp. 1-481, at p. 205.  
70 J.R. Davis, ‘Conceptions of Kingship under Charlemagne,’ Unpublished M.Litt. dissertation, Faculty of History 
University of Cambridge (1999), pp. 178-180. 
71 W. Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit im Frankenreich und in Italien (Paderborn, 1989), pp. 97-99; 
M. de Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early medieval polity’, in S. Airlie and W. Pohl (eds), Staat im frühen Mittelalter. 
Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 11 (Vienna, 2006) pp. 113-132, at p. 128. 
72 S. MacLean, Kingship and Politics in the late ninth century: Charles the Fat and the end of the Carolingian 
Empire (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 115-120; S. Patzold, Episcopus: Wissen über Bischöfe im Frankenreich des späten 
8. bis frühen 10. Jahrhunderts (Ostfildern, 2008), pp. 388-90.  
73 See De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early medieval polity’, pp. 124-7, against the view that clergy ‘invaded’ the 
public sphere. p. 131. 
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become ‘biblically oriented’.74 These audiences were well placed to engage with contemporary 

history writing as literary and religious texts. 

 

Finally, these histories continued to be and used throughout the period. When Charles the Bald 

was crowned at Metz in 869, Hincmar prayed for him ‘may God always make you victorious 

and triumphant over visible and invisible enemies’.75 As Reimitz has shown, Charles was also 

given a historiographical compilation from St-Amand, which included the Cont. Fred. and the 

ARF.76 Charles would, therefore, have read the ARF’s entry for 786, about God making his 

grandfather triumphant over his visible enemies. By providing these examples for Charles, the 

compiler of this manuscript was engaging in the wider process of Christian renewal. 

Charlemagne’ letter to Baugulf had portrayed learning as a means to praising Almighty God. 

The authors and copyists of the ARF, not to mention the character of Charlemagne within its 

narrative, were doing just that. 

 

RELIGION AND HISTORY WRITING IN EARLY MEDIEVAL EUROPE 
 

While many modern scholars have connected early medieval religion and history writing, few 

have focused on these historians’ depictions of God and His agency. I shall now consider the 

various interpretative frameworks into which such religious language has been placed by 

previous scholars and what gaps remain.  

 

Bad historians and debased Christians? 

 

Modern scholars’ interest in the religious dimension of history writing has only recently 

developed. For many years, religious language, such as the ARF’s statements of God’s agency 

were often seen as reflecting the primitive state of early medieval histories. Many were 

dismissed as mere unliterary compilations, which were useful only for quarrying facts.77 

                                                 
74 M. de Jong, ‘Carolingian political discourse and the biblical past: Hraban, Dhuoda, Radbert’, in C. Gantner, R. 
McKitterick, and S. Meeder (eds), The resources of the past in early medieval Europe (Cambridge, 2015), pp. 87-
102, at p. 88.  
75 G. Halsall, Warfare and Society in the Barbarian West, 450-900 (London, 2003), p. 143 
76 Vienna, ÖNB 473; H. Reimitz, ‘Ein fränkisches Geschichtsbuch aus Saint-Amand und der Codex 
Vindobonensis palat. 473’, in C. Egger and H. Wiegl (eds), Text-Schrift-Codex. Quellenkundliche Arbeiten aus 
dem Institut für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung (Vienna, 2000), pp. 34-90; see also McKitterick, History 
and Memory, pp. 121-3.  
77 R. Southern, ‘Aspects of the European tradition of historical writing (part 1): The Classical tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth’, TRHS 5th series 20 (1970), pp. 173-196, at p. 173; B. Smalley, Historians in 
the Middle Ages (London, 1974), p. 58; A. Gransden, Historical Writing in England c.550-c.1307 (London 1974), 
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Ideological expressions, such as assertions of God’s agency, could be dismissed as fanciful and 

stereotypical formulae.78  

 

Early medieval Christianity was itself seen as debased, ‘an abridged edition’, in Heinrich 

Fichtenau’s phrase, invoked as ‘mere propaganda’.79 Carl Erdmann asserted that religion was 

not independent but ‘an attribute of the state’.80 Alternatively, religion was governed by ‘the 

need to propitiate [the] vengeful God of Battles by certain prescribed acts’,81 which has also 

been seen as a contamination by ‘Germanic’ paganism.82 This coloured depictions of God’s 

agency. Beryl Smalley, for example, argued that in early medieval histories, ‘the Christian God 

became a tribal god, fighting on the historian’s side’.83. That Christopher Tyerman could accuse 

the ARF of displaying ‘God’s approval of Frankish imperialism and genocide’ suggests that 

such a view of Carolingian history writing retains some support.84  

 

                                                 

pp. 29-31; M. McCormick, Les Annales du haut Moyen âge (Turnhout, 1975), pp. 53-5; D. Hay, Annalists and 
historians: Western historiography from the eighth to the eighteenth centuries (London, 1977), p. 44. R. van 
Caenegem and F. Ganshof, Guide to the Sources of medieval history (Amsterdam, 1978), p. 17; This view is still 
current in literary criticism, e.g. P. Carrard, ‘Annals’. in RENT, p. 24, especially regarding the AF. 
78 W. Levison, ‘Bede as Historian’, in A. Hamilton (ed.), Bede: His life, times, and writings (Oxford, 1930), pp. 
111-51, at pp. 122-3; McCormick, Les Annales, p. 44; H. Hoffmann, Untersuchungen zur karolingischen 
Annalistik (Bonn, 1958), pp. 72-74; G. Spiegel, ‘Theory into practice: reading medieval chronicles’, in E. Kooper 
(ed), The Medieval Chronicle: proceedings of the 1st international conference on the medieval chronicle 
(Amsterdam-Atlanta, 1999), p. 1, offering a retrospective account of her earlier approach. See also the critical 
comments in W. Goffart, Narrators of Barbarian history (A.D. 550-800): Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Bede, and 
Paul the Deacon (Princeton, 1988), p. 15.  
79 H. Fichtenau, Das karolingische Imperium. Soziale und geistige Problematik eines Großreiches (Vienna, 1949), 
trans. Peter Munz, The Carolingian empire: the Age of Charlemagne (Toronto, 1978), p. 103; rightfully criticised 
by H. Mayr-Harting, ‘Charlemagne’s Religion’, in P. Godman, J. Jarnut, and P. Johanek (eds), Am Vorabend der 
Kaiser Krönung: Das Epos “Karolus Magnus et Leo Papa” und der Papstbesuch in Paderborn 799 (Berlin, 
2002), pp. 113-124, at p. 117, n. 23. 
80 C. Erdmann, Entstehung des Kreuzzugsgedankens (Stuttgart, 1935), trans. M. Baldwin and W. Goffart, The 
Origins of the Idea of Crusade (Princeton, 1977), p. 24.  
81 Nelson, Politics and Ritual, p. 64.  
82 R.E. McNally, The Unreformed Church (New York, 1965). See, for general examples, Fichtenau, Carolingian 
Empire, pp. 47 and 61; Ullmann, Idea of Kingship, p. 53; K.F. Morrison, The two kingdoms: ecclesiology in 
Carolingian political thought (Princeton, 1964), p. 33. The concept has proved tenacious, see D.H. Miller, ‘Sacral 
Kingship, Biblical Kingship, and the elevation of Pepin the Short’, in T.F.X. Noble and J.J. Contreni (eds), 
Religion, Culture, and Society in the Early Middle Ages (Kalamazoo, 1987), pp. 131-154, J. Russell, 
Germanization of early medieval Christianity: a sociohistorical approach to religious transformation (Oxford, 
1994).  
83 Smalley, Historians, p. 186. For the connection between God and warfare in these texts, see R.A.H. Evans, 
‘Christian hermeneutics and narratives of war in the Carolingian Empire’, Transformation: A holistic journal of 
mission studies 34 (2017), pp. 150-63. I am also grateful to Matthew Rowley for many fruitful discussions on 
holy war. 
84 C. Tyerman, God’s War: A New History of the Crusades (Cambridge, M.A., 2006), p. 37. 

http://search.lib.cam.ac.uk/?itemid=|cambrdgedb|4811048
http://search.lib.cam.ac.uk/?itemid=|cambrdgedb|4811048
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Finally, these writers’ theological statements have been used to reveal them as bad historians.85 

Many scholars argued that the early medieval sense of history remained ‘woefully defective’, 

compared either to classical models or to anachronistically modern ideas of historical 

causation.86  Richard Southern, for example, wrote that ‘God’s anger…caused the disasters; 

and it was sin that made Him angry. There was no historical machinery that intervened’.87 

Southern suggested that this ‘explanation was not strictly historical – it was theological’.88 That 

one recent textbook could describe these texts as ‘the highly coloured frothings of monastic 

writers’ suggests a continued failure to take these texts seriously in some quarters.89 

 

The ideological turn and early medieval history writing 

 

During the twentieth-century, scholars increasingly defended the intellectual sophistication of 

medieval history writing.90 Helmut Beumann pioneered using Carolingian histories as evidence 

for conceptions of kingship.91 The ‘linguistic turn’ of the 1970s and 1980s brought new ideas 

from literary theory about narrative, memory, and time to bear on studying medieval histories.92 

Hayden White, in particular, argued that histories present what people choose to remember 

(and forget) and thereby construct a reality which reflects their own ideological commitments.93  

                                                 
85 On the modern dismissal of medieval history writing more broadly, see G. Spiegel, ‘Genealogy: Form and 
Function in Medieval Historical Narrative’, History and Theory 22 (1983), pp. 43-53 at pp. 43-44. For reflections 
on the modern dichotomy of history and religion, see D.G. Shaw, ‘Modernity between Us and Them: The Place 
of Religion within History’, and C.T. McIntire, ‘Transcending Dichotomies in History and Religion’, in D.G. 
Shaw (ed.), History and Theory: Theme Issue - Religion and History 45 (2006). pp. 1-9 and pp. 80-92 respectively.   
86 Southern ‘History Writing (1)’, pp. 179; see also Smalley, Historians, pp. 19-20, p. 189.  
87 Southern, ‘History Writing (1), p. 180 [emphasis mine].  
88 Southern, ‘History Writing (1)’, p. 180. See similar comments by Smalley, Historians, p. 186. 
89 A. Forte, R. Oram, and F. Pedersen, Viking Empires (Cambridge, 2005), p. 61. 
90 Helpful summaries of these developments can be found in Deliyannis, ‘Introduction’, pp. 1-12; M. McCormick, 
‘Representation and reality in the artistry of early medieval literature’, in Davis and McCormick (eds), Long 
Morning, pp. 163-66; E.M. Tyler, ‘Introduction’, in Balzetti and Tyler (eds), Narrative and History, pp. 1-12. 
91 H. Beumann, ‘Die Historiographie des Mittelalters als Quelle für die Ideengeschichte des Königtums’, 
Historische Zeitschrift 180 (1955), pp. 449-88; repr. H. Beumann, Ideengeschichtliche Studien zu Einhard und 
anderen Geschichtsschreiben des frühen Mittelalters (Darmstadt, 1969), pp. 40-79. For similar studies in 
medieval historiography more broadly, see H. Grundmann, Geschichtsschreibung im Mittelalter; Gattungen, 
Epochen, Eigenart (Göttingen, 1957); R. Ray, ‘Medieval historiography through the twelfth century: problems 
and progress of research’, Viator 5 (1974), pp. 33-59; B. Guenée, Histoire et culture hisotrique dans l’Occident 
medieval (Paris, 1980), F.J. Schmale (ed.), Funktion und Formen mittlelaterlicher Geschichtsschreibung: eine 
Einfuhrung (Darmstadt, 1985). 
92 J. Beer, Narrative Conventions of Truth in the Middle Ages (Geneva, 1981); J. Pizarro, A Rhetoric of the Scene: 
Dramatic Narrative in the Early Middle Ages (Toronto, 1989); R. Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle 
Ages: Rhetoric, Representation, and reality (Cambridge, 1991); M. Kempshall, Rhetoric and the writing of 
history, 400-1500 (Manchester, 2011).  
93 H. White, Metahistory: the historical imagination in nineteenth-century Europe (Baltimore, 1973), p. 6. For the 
importance of ‘memory’ for modern medieval scholarship, see P. Geary, Phantoms of Remembrance: Memory 
and oblivion at the end of the first millennium (Princeton, 1994); D. Geuenich and O-G. Oexle (eds), Memoria in 
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As Walter Goffart argued, historical texts were part of the events and controversies they 

described and so ‘[disclose] states of mind rather than fleeting actions’.94 Consequently, many 

early medieval historians are studied for how their literary decisions reflected their 

contemporary political purposes. Asking how histories articulated the ‘us-ness’ (Wir-Gefühl) 

or self-consciousness of specific groups has proved especially fruitful.95 Carolingian histories 

can, therefore, be seen as negotiating their audience’s identities, prescribing their behaviour, or 

engaging in political debate through the expression of cultural memory.96 Although Walter 

Pohl and Gerda Heydemann have begun to integrate religion into these discussions,97 the 

specific rhetoric about God’s agency remains to be examined in detail but will provide an 

important contribution to these discussions.  

 

Furthermore, scholars have strongly discredited the traditional view of Carolingian religion, 

especially regarding ‘Germanic’ survivalism.98 There remains, however, a continued tendency, 

especially among those such as Tyerman who study later centuries, to see early medieval 

Christianity ‘as a deviation from the “real thing”’.99 As De Jong argues, this presumes that 

there is a ‘real Christianity’ against which beliefs can be measured, which is irrelevant to 

                                                 

der Gesellschaft des Mittelalters (Göttingen, 1994); E. van Houts, Memory and gender in medieval Europe 900-
1200 (Basingstoke, 1999). 
94 Goffart, Narrators, pp. 15-18, pp. 432-433, at p. 18. 
95 The term was coined by W. Eggert and B. Patzold, Wir-Gefühl und Regnum Saxonum bei frühmittelalterlichen 
Geschichtsschreiben (Berlin, 1984); cited in Innes, ‘Introduction’, p. 1; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 1.   
96 W. Pohl and I. Wood, ‘Introduction: cultural memory and the resources of the past’, in Ganter et al (eds), 
Resources of the Past, pp. 1-12, incorporating the recent work of J. Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early 
Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Political Imagination (Cambridge, 2011). For seminal studies in 
medieval memory, see M. Carruthers, The book of memory: a study of memory in medieval culture (Cambridge, 
1990), J. Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories: Studies in the reconstruction of the past (Cambridge, 1992); 
C. Wickham and Fentress, Social Memory (Oxford, 1992), M. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record England, 
1066-1307, 2nd edn (Cambridge, M.A., 1993). All were influenced by M. Halbwachs, Les Cadres sociaux de la 
mémoire (Paris, 1925); M. Halbwachs, La Mémoire collective (Paris, 1950). 
97 W. Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities in the early medieval west: introduction’ in W. Pohl and G. 
Heydemann (ed.), Post-Roman transitions: Christian and barbarian identities in the early medieval west 
(Turnhout, 2013), pp. 1-46, at p. 16; H. Reimitz, ‘The providential past. Visions of Frankish identity in the 
transmission of Gregory of Tours’ Historiae (sixth to ninth century)’, in C. Gantner, R. Payne, and W. Pohl (eds), 
Visions of community in the post Roman world: The West, Byzantium, and the Islamic world, 300-1000 (Aldershot, 
2012), pp. 109-36, at pp. 109-11.  
98 Succinctly summarised by L. Abrams, ‘Germanic Christianities’, in T.F.X. Noble and J.M.H. Smith (eds), 
Cambridge History of Christianity, vol. 3: Early Medieval Christianities, c.600–c.1100 (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 
107-129. For a fiercer statement of these arguments, see review of Russell, Germanicisation by T.F.X Noble, 
American Historical Review 100 (1995), pp. 888-889. 
99 M. de Jong, ‘Religion’, in R. McKitterick (ed.), The Early Middle Ages: Europe 400-1000 (Oxford, 2001), pp. 
131-166 at p. 131.  
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modern historical enquiry.100 Instead, De Jong argues, past beliefs, such as those about God’s 

agency, should be considered in their own context.101  

 

Finally, against the claims of Southern, Bernard Guenée argued that theological explanations 

for historical events were not mutually exclusive with ‘natural sequences of causation’.102 

Medieval historians were, Guenée argued, perfectly capable of including multiple levels of 

causation within their narratives. Guenée used examples from the AMP and Adalbert’s 

continuation of Regino’s chronicle from the late tenth-century.103 The understanding of 

causation throughout the period remains to be considered.   

 

Modern approaches: politics and piety 

 

This ideological turn has raised the profile of Carolingian historians’ religious language. 

Following Beumann and Goffart, however, the greatest attention tends to be paid to its political 

functions. Striking a postmodern note, Innes states, ‘writing about the past thus emerges as an 

act of power’ because ‘it sought to influence action in the present’.104 Within this framework, 

Christian language risks being subordinated to wider political rhetoric.105 Janet Nelson, for 

example, saw the ARF’s statements about God’s agency as reflecting the power-sharing 

between aristocracy and clergy.106 Simon MacLean argued that the AF’s Biblical rhetoric 

amplified the text’s ‘political agenda’.107 Carolingian historians’ religious language thus seems 

best explained as a political tool. 

                                                 
100 De Jong, ‘Religion’, pp. 131-2. For the background to this tendency, see De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early 
medieval polity’, pp. 113-132; M. de Jong, ‘The state of the church: ecclesia and early medieval state formation’, 
in W. Pohl and V. Wieser (eds), Der frühmittelalterliche Staat: Europäische Perspektiven (Vienna, 2009), pp. 
241-55. 
101 For a succinct summary of this trend, see R. McKitterick, ‘Introduction’, in R. Meens, D. van Epselo, C. van 
Rhijn, I. van Renswoude, J. Raajmakers, B. van den Hoven van Genderen (eds), Religious Franks: Religion and 
Power in the Frankish Kingdoms: Studies in Honour of Mayke De Jong (Manchester, 2016), pp. 1-10.  
102 B. Guenée, ‘Y a-t-il une historiographie medievale?’ Revue Historique 524 (1977), pp. 261-275 at p. 263.  
103 Guenée, ‘Historiographie?’, p. 263, specifically Annales Mettenses Priores, s.a. 745, ed. B von Simson, MGH 
SRG 10 (Hanover and Leipzig, 1905), pp. 36-7; Adalbert, Chronicon, s.a. 951, ed. F. Kurze, Reginonis Abbatis 
Prumienses Chronicon cum continuatione Treverensi, MGH SRG 50 (Hanover, 1890), pp 154-79, at p. 165.  
104 Innes, ‘Introduction’, p. 5. For an interesting critique of the impact of post-modernism on early medieval 
studies, see R. Collins, ‘Making Sense of the Early Middle Ages’, EHR 124 (2009), pp. 641-665 
105 For general examples, see P. Bauduin, Le monde franc et les Vikings: VIIIe-Xe siècle (Paris, 2009), p. 21; J. 
Hudson, ‘Local histories’, in Foot and Robinson (eds), Historical literature, pp. 457-475 
106 J.L. Nelson, ‘Kingship and Empire in the Carolingian world’, in McKitterick (ed.), Carolingian Culture, pp. 
52-87, at p. 52. 
107 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 34 [emphasis mine]; see G. Bührer-Thierry, ‘Le Conseiller du Roi: les 
écrivains carolingiens et la tradition biblique’, Medievales 12 (1987), pp. 111-21, at p. 111, for similar comments 
about the AF.  
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Foregrounding the political function of God’s agency reflects the modern assumption that it 

was an inevitable part of medieval narratives. After all, as Thomas Sizgorich wrote, they were 

written in an epistemological world where ‘to explain the deeds of kings, nobles, or 

peasants…without reference to divine will is an impossibility’.108 This meant that the 

‘overriding imperative’ of history writing ‘was the demonstration of God’s backing’, regardless 

of variations in emphasis.109 Other scholars, by contrast, have noted in some detail how God’s 

intervention functioned for a specific text,110 but these studies have not situated these texts’ 

approach to God in the broader Spielräume of history writing, and what this reveals about 

Carolingian religion. 

 

These political examinations have proved very fruitful, given the importance of both 

Christianity and history writing to political elites. Modern scholars, nonetheless, risk 

marginalising these texts’ religious functions and making the ‘real’ meaning or utility of the 

texts a political one. To borrow a complaint from an Old Testament scholar, ‘what is going on 

behind the text is regarded as much more important than what is happening in it’.111 That God 

appeared in the ARF almost as much as Charlemagne did suggests that the relationship between 

their religious and political rhetoric deserves closer consideration. As De Jong writes, ‘religious 

phenomena should no longer be treated as being “actually” about something entirely different. 

What presents itself in medieval sources as a religious act…should be taken on precisely these 

terms’.112 

 

Political readings of histories have partly been encouraged by Smaragdus’ association of annals 

with kings, as well as the apparent connection between history writing and Carolingian courts. 

Other evidence, however, suggests that religious readings were equally important. In 866, for 

example, Hincmar wrote to Eigil of Sens to complain that Prudentius’ Gesta (now known as 

                                                 
108 Sizgorich, ‘Religious history’, in Foot and Robinson (eds), Historical literature, pp. 604-627, at p. 609.  
109 M. Innes, ‘“He never even allowed his white teeth to be bared in laughter”: Politics of humour in the 
Carolingian renaissance’, in G. Halsall (ed.), Humour, History and Politics in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle 
Ages (Cambridge, 2002), pp. pp. 131-156, at p. 132, although see comments about overly political readings at p. 
136. 
110 E.g. P. Fouracre, ‘The context of the OHG Ludwigslied’, Medium Aevum 54 (1985), pp. 87-103; D. Ganz, 
‘Humour as history in Notker’s Gesta Karoli Magni’, in E.B. King, J.T. Schaefer, and W.B. Wadley (eds), Monks, 
nuns, and friars in mediaeval society (Tennessee, 1989), pp. 171-183. 
111 I. Provan, 1-2 Kings (Sheffield, 1997), p. 34. A similar argument was made, somewhat less pithily, by M. 
Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. Sheridan Smith (Paris, 1969), pp. 155-6. 
112 De Jong, ‘Early medieval Christianity’ p. 265. 
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the Annales Bertiniani) ‘have now come into the hands of many’,113 and that ‘the king has these 

Annales’.114 The problem, Hincmar wrote, was that this Gesta attributed Prudentius’ own 

heretical views to Pope Nicholas I.115 ‘It is necessary’, Hincmar wrote to Eigil, ‘that you discuss 

this with the Pope about the matter, lest scandal come hence into the Church’.116 While 

Hincmar’s concerns were undoubtedly political, since Prudentius’ claims undermined his 

authority, they also show that histories could be read doctrinally. Although the passage in 

question did not depict God’s agency in recent history, Hincmar’s panic reveals history 

writing’s relevance to religious as well as political concerns. 

 

Many Carolingian writers defended the moral and devotional value of narratives about the past. 

Lupus of Ferrières, for example, wrote his Vita Maximini to ‘propose [the saint’s] deeds for 

imitation by those ignorant of them’, thereby promoting correct Christian living.117 Einhard, 

similarly, claimed to have written his Translationes Marcellini et Petri ‘to emend bad habits’, 

but also to ‘to praise God’s omnipotence’.118 Modern scholars have often kept these 

‘hagiographical’ texts separate from ‘history writing’.119 Einhard’s VK was, for example, very 

different from the TMP.120 Lupus, however, suggests that genre boundaries were sometimes 

seen as more fluid. He insisted that in writing the Vita Sancti Wigberti, despite the time which 

had elapsed since the events it described, ‘I am writing a historia, which refuses to be obscured 

                                                 
113 Hinmcar, Epistolae, 188, ‘unde quoniam ipsa gesta, quibus haec conscripta sunt, iam in plurimorum manus 
devenerunt;, ed. E. Perels, MGH Epp. 6, suppl. 1 (Berlin, 1939), p. 196. For Hincmar’s other uses of contemporary 
history, see his reference to the Annales domni Ludovici imperatoris in Hincmar, De Praedestinatione Dei et 
Libero Arbitrio, ed. PL 125, cols 65B-474B, at col. 391. 
114 Hincmar, Epistolae, 188, ‘ipsum autem annale, quod dico, rex habet, et ipse est ille liber, quem coram vobis in 
ecclesia, ubi vos nobis commendavit, coram vobis ab illo mihi praestitum ei reddidi’, p. 196. 
115 Annales Bertiniani s.a. 859, ‘Nicolaus pontifex Romanus de gratia Dei et libero arbitrio, de veritate geminae 
praedistinationis et sanguine Christi, ut pro credentibus omnibus fusus sit, fideliter confirmat et catholice 
decernit’, ed. F. Grat, J. Vielliard and S. Clémencet, Société de l’histoire de France. Série antérieure à 1789, 470 
(Paris, 1964), p. 82. Some have been sceptical of Prudentius’ claim, e.g. P.R. McKeon, ‘Carolingian Councils of 
Savonnières (859) and Tusey (860) and their background: a study in the ecclesiastical and political history of the 
ninth century’, RB 84 (1974), pp. 75-110, at p. 105. Others have been more sympathetic, e.g. M. Cappuyns, Jean 
Scot Erigène (Louvain-Paris, 1933), p. 124, n. 3; D.E. Nineham, ‘Gottschalk of Orbais: reactionary or precursor 
of the Reformation?’, JEccH 40 (1989), pp. 2-18, at p. 11. 
116 Hinmcar, Epistolae, 188, ‘necesse est, ut taliter de hoc domno apostolico suggeratis, ne scandalum inde in 
ecclesia veniat’, p. 196.  
117 Lupus, Epistolae, 13, ‘si eius actus…proponam nescientibus imitandos’, ed. L. Levillain, Loup de Ferrières 
Correspondance, 2 vols (Paris, 1927-35), vol. 1, p. 90. See Airlie, ‘Anxiety of Sanctity’, p. 373, for discussion of 
this letter.  
118 Einhard, Translatio sanctorum Marcellini et Petri, preface., ‘nisi ut ad emendandos pravos mores et 
conlaudandam Dei omnipotentiam per eiusmodi exempla quorumcumque animos incitarent’, ed. Waitz, MGH SS 
15, pp. 238-64, at p. 239.  
119 Lifshitz, ‘Genre’. 
120 For discussion of some of the differences, see J.M.H. Smith, ‘Einhard: the sinner and the saints’, TRHS 6th 
Series 13 (2003), pp. 55-78. 
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by slanting niceties’.121 Not only had Jerome and Ambrose both written saints’ lives about long 

dead saints, but everyone knew ‘that Sallust Crispus and Titus Livy recounted not a few things, 

which preceded them by a long time’.122 Lupus saw the pagan historians Livy and Sallust as 

similar, in literary terms, to Jerome, Ambrose, and himself, because they narrated the past 

accurately. The moral and devotional significance ascribed to ‘hagiography’, was not 

necessarily absent from the work of historians who shared Lupus’ cultural interest in the past.  

 

The Carolingians were also familiar with comments about history in late antique educational 

handbooks.123 Cassiodorus’ Institutiones had plenty of advice for historians relating directly to 

God’s agency.124 For Cassiodorus, historians must strive ‘to ascribe nothing to fortuitous 

causes, nothing to the gods’ infirm power, as the gentiles did’.125 Instead, they should ‘ascribe 

everything truly to the Creator’s will’.126 Distinguishing historical causation in this way, 

Cassiodorus continued, would, ‘instruct the readers’ minds in heavenly matters’.127 Since most 

Carolingian histories ascribed recent events to the Creator’s will, it is possible to see their 

readers seeking heavenly enlightenment as much as political information. Furthermore, 

Cassidorus did not simply connect history writing with Christianity, but specifically with God’s 

will. Only with correct theology would such texts have any moral or devotional use. Einhard, 

similarly, wrote in the TMP that it would be a success if ‘it raises a reader’s soul to praise its 

Creator’.128 Einhard was not content with providing moral exemplars, but wanted to provoke 

praise of God for His deeds.  

 

Many scholars, however, have elided these distinct components of Christian language. Reimitz, 

at several points, equates the use of the Bible or of Christian identity with a ‘providential vision’ 

of history, despite the relevant authors making no such connection.129 It must also be admitted 

that modern translations of Carolingian histories have sometimes been too general in 

                                                 
121 Lupus, Epistolae, 6, ‘meminerit non carmen me scribere…sed historiam, quae se obscurari colorum 
obliquitatibus rennuit’, 1, pp. 55-6. 
122 Lupus, Epistolae, 6, ‘non ignoret Salustium Crispum Titumque Livium non pauca, quae illorum aetatem longe 
praecesserant…comperta narrasse’, 1, p. 54.  
123 McKitterick, Carolingians and the written word, p. 204. 
124 McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written Word, p. 194. Clearly written ninth-century examples can be found 
in St. Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek, Ms. 199, and Wolfenbüttel, HAB, cod. guelf. 79 Weiss. 
125 Cassiodorus, Institutkiones, 1.17.1, ‘quando nihil ad fortuitos casus, nihil ad deorum potestates infirmas, ut 
gentiles fecerunt…applicate…contendunt’, ed. R. Mynors, Cassiodorus senatories Institutiones (Oxford, 1937), 
p. 55. 
126 Cassiodorus, Institutiones, 1.17.1, ‘sed arbitrio Creatoris applicare veraciter universa contendunt’, p. 55. 
127 Cassiodorus, Institutiones, 1.17.1, ‘ut sensus legentium rebus caelestibus semper erudiant’, p. 55.  
128 Einhard, TMP, preface, ‘si efficere potuero, ut in laudem sui Conditoris animus illa legentis adsurgat’, p. 239. 
129 E.g. Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 372 (Bible), 402 (Christian identity). 
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translating statements of God’s agency. Timothy Reuter’s excellent translation of the AF, for 

example, rendered Deo nutu as ‘by God’s judgement’, introducing an element of judgement 

for a statement about ‘will’.130 While the AF’s author may have understood God’s judgement 

in this case, they did not choose this phrasing. These choices deserve further examination, 

rather than seeing them as background noise produced by these texts’ Christian assumptions. 

Cassiodorus and Einhard did not elide God with general Christian or moral sentiments and nor 

should we.  

 

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO GOD’S AGENCY AND EARLY 

MEDIEVAL HISTORY WRITING   
 

Salvation-history, providentialism, and emplotment 

 

When God’s relevance to early medieval histories has been considered in its own right, it has 

primarily been done by situating the narrative with broader sacred narratives. German 

scholarship has highlighted the importance of Heilsgeschichte or ‘salvation-history’ for early 

medieval historians.131 Hans-Werner Goetz wrote that, for these writers, ‘history was precisely 

the salvation-history according to God’s plan’.132 This plan encompassed Biblical and post-

Biblical history within a single, sacred, framework. Chronicles, in particular, allowed their 

readers to find themselves in the ‘chronological coordinates of salvation-history’.133 Regino’s 

Chronicon, for example, began with the Incarnation and ended with recent Lotharingian 

politics. The early medieval present was directly continuous with the past where God’s salvific 

deeds had taken place, whether for Israel or through Christ. Consequently, the meaning of 

contemporary politics was affected by its place in this wider scheme.134  

 

                                                 
130 AF [M] s.a. 885, ‘fraudulenta consilia Deo nutu dissipata sunt’, ed. Kurze, Annales fuldenses, pp. 62-107, at 
p. 103, translated Reuter, Fulda, p. 99. For the discussion of nutu, see Chapter 5, pp. 204-5. 
131 See helpful introduction by Ward, ‘Universal past and Carolingian present’, p. 54. For its foundation in Biblical 
studies, see O. Cullmann, Salvation in history (London, 1965). 
132 H.-W. Goetz, ‘Die Gegenwart der Vergangenheit im früh- und hochmittelalterlichen Geschichtsbewusstsein’, 
Historische Zeitschrift 255 (1992), pp. 61–97, at p. 66: ‘Geschichte war eben gezielt auf ihr Ende zulaufende 
Heilsgeschichte nach Gottes Plan’. 
133 H. Beumann, ‘Topos und Gedankengefüge bei Einhard’, Archiv für Kulturgeschichte 33 (1951), pp. 339-50, 
repr. in Beumann, Ideengeschichliche, pp. 1-14, p. 9: ‘chronologische Koordinatenszstem der Heilsgeschichte’. 
134 McCormick, Les Annales, p. 13. 
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Francophone scholars speak of both l’histoire du salut and providentialisme.135 François-Louis 

Ganshof, for example, saw the Carolingians’ self-perception as ‘destined by providence to be 

the Church’s protector’.136  While sometimes a shorthand for God’s agency, other scholars use  

‘providence’ to imply conformity to a broader divine plan, (similar to Goetz’s Heilsplan).137 

Philippe Buc writes that through religious rituals ‘kings claimed a place in providential 

history’,138 and that God’s agency gave ‘providential meaningfulness’ to ‘ambient political 

disorder’.139 Garrison writes of ‘Providence as a clue to God’s intentions’, thereby 

distinguishing God’s actions from some wider implicit plan.140 In both Heilsgeschichte and 

providentialisme, a specific episode acquired religious significance by its place in a wider story.  

 

Anglophone scholarship has, in a similar way, emphasised how historians used Christian time. 

Late eighth-century Carolingian annalists seem to have pioneered using Incarnational dating to 

structure their narratives,141 thereby fitting the historical content of these annals ‘into the linear 

progression of Christian time’.142 This has been seen as ‘emplotment’, whereby disparate 

events are transformed into a sequence by an overarching plot structure,143 in this case, 

Incarnational time. Consequently, scholars have emphasised the religious significance of the 

‘form’ of much Carolingian history writing.144 Hayden White argued that if there is a single 

subject in the annals, ‘it is the “Lord” whose “years” are treated as manifestations of His 

power’.145 Foot suggests that ‘the counted years convey an intrinsic story’, while the events 

described ‘are only a gloss’.146 These annals were thus ‘fundamentally Christological texts’.147 

                                                 
135 H.-I. Marrou, ‘Saint Augustin, Orose et l’Augustinisme historique’, Settimane 17 (Spoleto, 1970), pp. 59-87 
and p. 80. 
136 F.L. Ganshof, The Carolingians and the Frankish monarchy: studies in Carolingian history (London, 1971), 
p. 33. 
137 E. Breisach, Historiography: ancient, medieval, and modern, 2nd edn (Chicago, 1994), p. 91.  
138 P. Buc, ‘Political rituals and political imagination in the medieval west from the fourth century to the eleventh’, 
in J.L. Nelson and P. Linehan (eds), The Medieval World (London, 2001), pp. 189-213, at p. 193. 
139 P. Buc, ‘Ritual and interpretation: the early medieval case’, EME 9 (2000), pp. 183-210 at p. 187.  
140 Garrison, ‘Divine Election for Nations’, p. 285 [my emphasis]. 
141 McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 31. 
142 S. Foot, ‘Finding the meaning of form: narrative in annals and chronicles’, in N. Partner (ed.), Writing Medieval 
History (London, 2005), pp. 88-108 at p. 101. See also comments in R.W. Burgess and M. Kulikowski, Mosaics 
of Times: The Latin Chronicle Traditions form the first century BC to the Sixth Century AD, vol. 1: A Historical 
introduction to the chronicle genres form its origins to the High Middle Ages (Turnout, 2013), p. 255.  
143 H. White, ‘Emplotment’, in RENT, p. 137. 
144 H. White, ‘The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality’, Critical Inquiry 7 (1980) pp. 5-27. See 
also H. White, The Content of the Form: Narrative discourse and historical representation (Baltimore, 1987). For 
impact of White’s work more broadly, see F. Ankersmitm, History and Tropology: The Rise and Fall of Metaphor 
(Berkeley, 1994), p. 67. 
145 White, ‘Value of narrativity’, p. 19. 
146 Foot, ‘Finding the meaning’, p. 96.  
147 Foot, ‘Annals and Chronicles’, p. 356. 
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This highlights the religious significance of this specific sub-genre of history writing and shows 

how seemingly random assemblages of facts had greater ideological significance.  

 

These approaches, however, all risk marginalising the religious or theological significance of 

individual narrative episodes. Goetz’s discussion of the AF’s account of the battle of 

Andernach, for example, shows this blurring of broad and narrow narrative scopes. For Goetz, 

Louis the Younger’s speech to Charles the Bald in the narrative gives his kingdom a ‘salvation-

historical foundation’.148 All Louis said theologically, however, was that ‘strength comes from 

heaven’,149 with nothing about his kingdom’s place in God’s plan or other historical schemes. 

Louis was instead comparing the respective divine and human agencies in his immediate 

context. Similarly, Goetz took the annalist’s mention of east Frankish Christian identity and 

Sennacherib, the Assyrian king, to be part of the ‘salvation-historical foundation’ of Louis’ 

claims.150 These elements, however, were distributed widely throughout the annalist’s entry 

and were often used separately elsewhere in his narrative. God’s agency, Christian identity or 

time, and Biblical parallels were all distinct components within Carolingian historians’ broader 

religious rhetoric. Modern political studies of Carolingian histories often depend on subtle 

linguistic distinctions, such as the different ways a historian might use regnum or imperium.151 

We should likewise ask what historians meant specifically by depicting God as an agent in 

their narratives as opposed to using the Bible or other Christian themes.  

 

The emphasis on annals’ form, further risks underplaying their actual content. The late eighth-

century Murbach scribe structured the so-called Annales Nazariani, ‘from the Incarnation of 

the Lord’.152 Although a supposedly ‘Christological text’, the narrative did not mention God. 

The divine subject of the manuscript’s left-hand column (the dates) did not necessarily affect 

the ‘narrative’ in the right-hand column. Codicology further complicates matters. The Annales 

Nazariani only appeared on the manuscript’s fifty-third folio, after the scribe had copied the 

Liber Historiae Francorum.153 This was not structured according to Christ’s Incarnation, but 

by chapter and the reigns of each king.  

                                                 
148 Goetz, ‘Die Gegenwart’, p. 85.  
149 Annales Fuldenses s.a. 876, ‘sed de caelo fortitudo est’, p. 89. 
150 Goetz, ‘Die Gegenwart’, p. 84.  
151 De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early medieval polity’, p. 113. 
152 Rome, BAV, pal. lat. 966, ‘anni ab incarnatione Domini’, fol. 53r. C.f. Annales Nazariani, ed. G. Pertz, MGH 
SS 1 (Hanover, 1826), pp. 23-31, at p. 23. For this manuscript, see McKitterick, Perceptions of the Past, pp. 77-
88; M. Innes, ‘Kings, monks and patrons: Political identities and the abbey of Lorsch’, in R. Le Jan (ed.), La 
royauté et les élites dans l'europe carolingienne (Villeneuve-d’Ascq, 1998), pp. 301-324, at pp. 313-15.  
153 Liber Historiae Francorum, ed. B. Krusch, MGH SRM 2 (Hanover, 1888), pp. 241-328.  
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This pattern also appears in BnF. lat. 10911, the ARF’s earliest extant manuscript,  where the 

LHF precedes the ARF.154 Unlike the Annales Nazariani, however, the Lord, whose Incarnation 

provided the structure for the ARF, also acted within its narrative. Later historians, especially 

Regino and the Poeta Saxo (who both used the ARF) would make these connections even 

clearer.155 Such connections were not a necessary result of the ‘annalistic’ form, but a claim 

that needed to be asserted. Indeed, the ARF’s language of God’s agency shared far more with 

non-annalistic histories than with the so-called ‘minor annals’ exemplified by the Annales 

Nazariani. While Incarnational dating suggests that Christianity was important to Carolingian 

historians, it did not provide the whole picture and risks obscuring more important statements 

about God in the narratives themselves.  

 

New Israels and chosen peoples  

 

The wider stories of Heilsgeschichte and providentialisme have been seen as having significant 

implications for these histories’ construction of identity. Goetz writes that Heilsgeschichte 

allowed historians to ‘cast their own people as God’s people, as a second people of Israel’, 

thereby becoming part of God’s plan’.156 For McKitterick, the ARF celebrated the 

Carolingians’ achievement as ‘a new element in God’s plan’,157 ‘for the Franks, His new 

chosen people’.158 More broadly, the Bible has been seen as providing ‘repertoires of 

identification’ for early medieval societies.159 As Pohl argues, Biblical paradigms such as being 

the ‘true Israel’ allowed coherent identities to be forged from diverse groups.160 

 

The ARF’s entry for 786 was not, however, obviously describing an unfolding divine plan or 

casting the Franks as a chosen people. Many earlier scholars, furthermore, risked implying that 

                                                 
154 For which see McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 13-4. 
155 Poeta Saxo, 1.1-3, ‘Salvator mundi postquam de virgine nasci / dignatus nostri se corporis induit artus / evolvit 
septingentos rota temporis annos’, p. 7. 
156 Goetz, ‘Die Gegenwart’, p. 83: ‘eine heilsgeschichtliche, die das eigene Volk zum Gottesvolk, zum zweiten 
Volk Israel, erhob und damit unmittelbar in Gottes historischen Heilsplan einordnete’. 
157 R. McKitterick, ‘L’idéologie politique dans l’historiographie carolingienne’, in Le Jan (ed.) La royauté et les 
élites, pp. 59-70, at p. 64, with an English version, ‘Political ideology in Carolingian historiography’, in Hen and 
Innes (eds), Uses of the Past, pp. 162-74. 
158 McKitterick, ‘L’idéologie politique ’, p. 70. 
159 W. Pohl, ‘Introduction: strategies of identification: a methodological profile’, in W. Pohl, and G. Heydemann 
(eds), Strategies of Identification: Ethnicity and Religion in Early Medieval Europe (Turnhout, 2013), pp. 1-64, 
at pp. 32-8. 
160 Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’, p. 26.  
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claims to be a ‘New Israel’ involved a straightforward substitution of ‘Franks’ for 

‘Israelites’.161 Garrison has argued, however, that Carolingian writers were considerably 

subtler in using Biblical identities than was previously realised.162 Using the Bible was riddled 

with tensions and complexities,163 and was not always connected to either God’s agency or 

plans. 

 

Bede, for example, wrote of the pagan Anglo-Saxons that ‘divine pity did not desert His people, 

whom He foreknew’.164 This depicted God’s agency in the long term, since it referred ahead to 

Augustine’s mission. While Bede had a divine plan in mind, the ARF’s entry for 786 or the 

AF’s account of Andernach depicted God’s agency within a much narrower scope. Their 

respective use of the Bible was also complex. The ARF’s 786 entry did not refer to Scripture, 

and the AF’s 876 entry comparison of Charles the Bald to Sennecharib did not mention God. 

Even Bede’s approach did not straightforwardly identify the Anglo-Saxons with Israel, since 

he compared the Anglo-Saxons, supposedly God’s people, to the Chaldeans who sacked 

Jerusalem.165 Chapter 6 will consider the implications of God’s agency for these questions in 

detail. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
161 Erdmann, Origins, pp. 17-20; J.M. Wallace-Hadrill,  Early Germanic Kingship in England and on the 
Continent (Oxford, 1971), pp. 98-100; W. Mohr, ‘Christlich-Alttestamentliches Gedankengut in der Entwicklung 
des karolingischen Kaisertums’, in P. Wilpert and W. P. Eckert (eds), Judentum im Mittelalter: Beiträge zum 
Christlich-Jüdischen Gespräche (Berlin, 1966), pp. 382-409, at pp. 393-4; Fichtenau, Carolingian Empire, pp. 3, 
24, 63; J.L. Nelson, ‘The Lord’s Anointed and the People’s Choice: Carolingian Royal Ritual’, in D. Cannadine 
and S. Price (eds), Rituals of Royalty: Power and Ceremonial in Traditional Societies (Cambridge, 1987), pp. 
137-80, repr. in J.L. Nelson, The Frankish World 750-900 (London, 1996), pp. 99-131, at p. 109; Foot, ‘Finding 
the meaning’, p. 98; Foot, ‘Annals and Chronicles’, p. 357; Innes, ‘Memory, orality, and literacy’, p. 11.  
162 M. Garrison, ‘The Franks as the New Israel? Education for an identity from Pippin to Charlemagne’, in Hen 
and Innes (eds), Uses of the Past, pp. 114-162, Garrison, ‘Divine Election’, pp. 275-314; see reception of these 
arguments in De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early medieval polity’, p. 120; De Jong, ‘Carolingian political discourse’, 
p. 91. 
163 Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’, p. 22. 
164 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, 1.22, ‘Sed non tamen diuina pietas plebem suam, quam 
praesciuit, deseruit, quin multo digniores genti memoratae praecones ueritatis, per quos crederet, destinauit’, ed. 
B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors, Bede's Ecclesiastical history of the English people (Oxford, 1969), p. 68. C.f. 
G. Molyneaux, ‘The Old English Bede: English Ideology or Christian instruction?’, EHR 124 (2009), pp. 1289-
1323; G. Molyneaux, ‘Did the English really think they were God’s Elect in the Anglo-Saxon Period?’, JEccH 65 
(2014), pp. 721-737. 
165 Bede, HE 1.15, ‘qui quondam a Chaldaeis succensus, Hierosolymorum moenia’, p. 52. 
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Prophetic counsel and secular history? 

 

Alongside these general discussions, Karl-Ferdinand Werner made a more specific case for 

early medieval historians writing with theological purpose.166 Their statements of God’s 

agency, he argued, provided meaning for rulers and their advisers at times of crisis, especially 

judgement on sin.167 Nithard, for example, wrote to show Charles the Bald God’s hand in the 

confusion prior to the battle of Fontenoy.168  Frechulf, similarly, dedicated the second part of 

his histories to the Empress Judith, to educate the young Charles about history from Creation 

to the rise of the Franks.169 History was simultaneously political, since it involved advising 

kings, and prophetic, seeking to recognise God’s intentions and judgement, just as the Old 

Testament prophets had.170  

 

This specifically ‘prophetic’ approach has recently been disputed by Innes, McKitterick, 

Nikolaus Staubach, and De Jong.171 To write history of Franks as a “regenerate people”, with 

the Carolingians as ‘God’s right arm in this world was…clumsy’.172 It limited opportunities to 

offer constructive criticism or explain defeats,173 and entailed a ‘teleological perspective’ 

which sat uneasily with interpreting unfolding events.174 Furthermore, Nithard was 

exceptional, since few Carolingian histories can be shown to have been written on commission 

for rulers.175 Biblical commentaries, by contrast, were commissioned to provide precisely the 

prophetic counsel envisaged by Werner, because they were based on Scriptural truth.176 As 

Augustine had argued, God’s intentions could be clearly identified in Scripture’s sacred 

                                                 
166 K.-F. Werner, ‘Gott, Herrscher und Historiograph. Der Geschichtsschreiber als Interpret des Wirken Gottes in 
der Welt und Ratgeber der Könige (4. bis 12. Jahrhundert)’, in E.-H. Diehl, H. Seibert, and F. Staab (eds), Deus 
qui mutat tempora. Menschen und Institutionen im Wandel des Mittelalters (Sigmaringen, 1987), pp. 1-31; K.-F. 
Werner, ‘L’historia et les rois’, in D. Iognia-Prat and J.-C. Picard (eds), Religion et culture autour de l’An Mil 
(Paris, 1990), pp. 135-42; H.-W. Goetz, Das Geschichtsbild Ottos von Freising (Cologne and Vienna, 1984), pp. 
78–86; H.-W. Goetz, ‘Die ‘‘Geschichte’’ im Wissenschaftssystem des Mittelalters’, in Schmale (ed.), Funktion 
und Formen, pp. 165-213; Goetz, ‘Die Gegenwart’, pp. 85-6. 
167 Werner, ‘L’historia’, p. 137. 
168 Werner, ‘L’historia’, p. 138. 
169 Ward, ‘Universal past and Carolingian present’, pp. 8, 38. 
170 Werner, ‘L’historia’, p. 137; Marrou, ‘L’Augustinisme historique’, pp. 76, 80. 
171 See especially, N. Staubach, ‘Christiana tempora. Augustin und das Ende der alten Geschichte in der 
Weltchronik Frechulfs von Lisieux’, FmSt 29 (1996), pp. 167-206. 
172 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 215. See also the insightful comments of Sally Lamb on the 
late ninth-century evidence: S. Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia in the early Viking age, c.700-900’, Unpublished 
Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2010), pp. 158-61.  
173 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 216. 
174 M. de Jong, ‘The empire as ecclesia: Hrabanus Maurus and biblical historia for rulers’, in Hen and Innes (eds), 
Uses of the Past, pp. 191-226, at p. 198. 
175 De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, p. 199.  
176 De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, pp. 197-198. 
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narratives, because they were complete and inspired.177 Contemporary histories, conversely, 

told an ongoing story, in which the Civitas terrena and Civitas Dei could not be so readily 

discerned.178  

 

Several scholars have, consequently, emphasised Carolingian historians’ ‘secularity’.179 Both 

Einhard and the so-called ‘Reviser’ of the ARF, for example, barely mentioned God in their 

narratives, because they recognised the tension ‘between a profoundly and explicitly Christian 

and teleological sense of the past’ and the need to record the recent past with ‘a temporary 

suspension of judgement’.180 The Revised ARF combined a Christian chronological structure 

with a secular and classicising narrative approach. This shows that God’s agency did not feature 

inevitably in Carolingian histories but was a deliberate and significant choice.  

 

As already observed, however, many Carolingian historians did identify God’s will in recent 

events. Although widely copied, Einhard and the Reviser were exceptions, rather than 

representative of Carolingian history writing more generally. The Reviser seems to have 

deliberately rejected the theological language of the original ARF with which we began. This 

suggests that Carolingian history writing was not a matter of straightforwardly synthesising 

Christian time and secular narrative, but involved debate and discussion about how to articulate 

God’s agency in recent events. How and why remains to be seen.  

 

Sin and judgement  

 

By contrast, the emphasis Werner placed on the primacy of God’s judgement seems widely 

accepted.181 The early medieval God has been characterised as ‘the God of the Pentateuch, the 

stern and unrelenting judge’,182 and His religion as defined by fears of  judgement for sin.183 

                                                 
177 De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, p. 198; R. Markus, Saeculum: history and society in the theology of S. Augustine 
(Cambridge, 1970); Staubach, ‘Christiana tempora’, pp. 182-90. On the influence of De Civitate see J.N. 
Hillgarth, ‘L’Influence de la Cité de Dieu de saint Augustin au Haut Moyen Age’, Sacris Erudiri 28 (1985), pp. 
5-34. For Charlemagne’s alleged love of De Civitate see Einhard, Vita Karoli, 24, p. 29. 
178 Staubach, ‘Christiana tempora’, pp. 188-9.  
179 For full discussion of this terminology, see chapter 3, pp. 141-5.  
180 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 216. 
181 Examples are numerous. See for example, Forte, Oram, Pedersen, Viking Empire, p. 60; Breisach, History, p. 
93; Southern, ‘History Writing (1), p. 180; M. McCormick, ‘The liturgy of war in the early Middle Ages: Crisis, 
litanies, and the Carolingian monarchy’, Viator 15 (1984), pp. 1-25, at p. 7. For Carolingian views of justice more 
broadly, see R. McKitterick, ‘Perceptions of Justice in Western Europe in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries’, La 
Giustizia nell'Alto Medioevo (secoli IX-XI), Settimane 44 (Spoleto, 1996), pp. 1075-1101. 
182 De Jong, ‘Religion’, p. 139.  
183 Smith, ‘Religion and lay society’, p. 669.  



26 
 

This approach was well established by Old Testament historians and Orosius, who have been 

regarded as providing the primary models for early medieval historians’ religious language. 

Second Maccabees, for example, described the persecuting King Antiochus’ torments ‘because 

God’s just judgement had overcome him’.184 Orosius had similarly recounted how the heretical 

Emperor Valens lay unburied ‘by God’s just judgement’.185 Such statements can be found 

throughout early medieval history writing, from the fifth to the twelfth centuries.  

 

Furthermore, early medieval historians have been seen as deriving a quid pro quo relationship 

between human characters and God from these earlier models.186 God not only punished 

sinners like Valens, but rewarded the pious with worldly, as much as heavenly, success.187 To 

borrow Donald Akenson’s phrase, this entailed a ‘moral empiricism’, in which all earthly 

success was inexorably linked to divine favour.188 As Ernst Breisach notes, ‘human beings 

could sway the mind of God’.189 This seems to have infused much Carolingian thought, with 

Pohl summarising the Carolingian Renaissance as an attempt to make the empire  ‘pleasing to 

God and therefore successful on earth’.190 As a result, many histories have been seen as 

presenting moral exemplars, which showed their readers how to win favour and avoid 

judgement. 

 

This has become bound up with the early medieval view of the world as pregnant with symbolic 

meaning. In addition to Orosius, Ps.-Cyprian’s De duodecim abusivis saeculi, a seventh or 

early eighth-century Irish text, has been seen as especially important in influencing 

interpretations of contemporary experience.191 Ps.-Cyprian connected royal morality with his 

kingdom’s wider cosmological experience. The unjust king’s land, ‘doubtlessly endures many 

                                                 
184 2 Macc. 9.18, ‘sed non cessantibus doloribus supervenerat enim in eum iustum Dei iudicium’. 
185 Orosius, Libri Historiarum VII adversum paganos, 7.33.16, ‘iusto iudicio Dei’, ed. K. Zangemeister, Orosius: 
historiarum adversum paganos libri VII accredit eiusdem liber apologeticus, CSEL 5 (Vienna, 1882), p. 519 
186 For this idea in early medieval historiography more broadly, see J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, Early medieval history 
(Oxford, 1975), pp. 72-3, 107; P.C. Hilliard, ‘Sacred and secular history in the writings of Bede (†735)’, 
Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2008), pp. 214-8. 
187 J. Campbell, Essays in Anglo-Saxon History (London, 1986), p. 14. 
188 D.H. Akenson, God’s peoples: covenant and land in South Africa, Israel, and Ulster (Ithaca, 1992), p. 20 
189 Breisach, History, p. 93.  
190 W. Pohl, ‘Creating cultural resources for Carolingian rule: historians of the Christian empire’, in Gantner et al 
(eds), Resources of the Past, pp. 15-33, at p. 16 [my emphasis]. 
191 Ps.-Cyprian, De xii abusiuis saeculi, ed. S. Hellmann, Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der 
altchristlichen Literatur 34 (Leipzig, 1909); H.H. Anton, ‘Pseudo-Cyprian: De duodecim abusivis saeculi und sein 
Einfluss auf den Kontinent, insbesondere auf die karolingischen Fürstenspiegel’, in H. Löwe (ed.), Die Iren und 
Europa im früheren Mittelalter (Stuttgart, 1982), pp. 568–617; A. Breen, ‘Pseudo-Cyprian De Duodecim Abusivis 
and the Bible’, in P. Ní Chatháin and M. Richter (eds), Irland und die Christenheit: Bibelstudien und Mission 
(Stuttgart, 1987), pp. 230-45; R. Meens, ‘Politics, Mirrors of Princes and the Bible: Sins, Kings and the Well-
being of the Realm’, EME 7 (1998), pp. 345-57.  
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adversities to its power’,192 including bad crops and foreign invasion,193 as had happened to 

Solomon’s sons.194 For modern scholars, early medieval historians likewise saw disasters as 

indicating divine displeasure, because ‘the doings of earth and heaven formed a single seamless 

garment’.195 This has been related to Carolingian penitential literature,196 and to complex 

questions about magic and manipulation of the spiritual world.197 This has often gone hand-in-

hand with a very mechanistic view of Carolingian religion, more concerned with securing 

God’s presence than considering His character.198 Purity was paramount, if the pious were to 

placate God’s providence.  

 

While many Carolingian texts show a fear of divine judgement, it remains to be seen how far 

this characterised Carolingian history writing. God’s agency in the ARF’s 786 entry, for 

example, was not portrayed as responding to any virtue or sin by characters within the narrative. 

Although Orosius and Ps.-Cyprian’s influence can be observed in some Carolingian history 

writing,199 it was not universal. Similarly, while narratives of disaster can be read as warnings 

against sin, not every such episode mentioned God. We risk returning to Southern’s view of all 

history being ‘theological’, regardless of the relationship between God and historical causation. 

God’s appearance in some, but not all, narrative episodes suggests that symbolic meaning was 

not necessarily applied explicitly to everything, but reflected choices which require further 

examination.  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
192 Ps.-Cyprian, De xii abusivis saeculi, 9, ‘multas nimirum adverstitates imperii tolerat’, p. 52.  
193 Ps.-Cyprian, De xii abusiuis saeculi, 9, terrarum quoque fructus dminuuntur….hostium incursus provincias 
undique vastant’, p. 52.  
194 Ps.-Cyprian, De xii abusiuis saeculi, 9, p. 53. 
195 Lifshitz, ‘Genre’, p. 104. See similar comments by Foot, ‘Annals and Chronicles’, p. 364. 
196 R. Meens, Penance in medieval Europe: 600-1200 (Cambridge, 2014) 
197 V. Flint, The Rise of Magic in Early Medieval Europe (Oxford, 1991); A. Murray, ‘Missionaries and Magic in 
Dark-Age Europe’, P&P 136 (1992), pp. 186-205; R. Meens, ‘Magic and the early medieval world view’, in J. 
Hill and M. Swann (eds), The Community, the Family, and the Saint: Patterns of Power in Early Medieval Europe 
(Turnhout, 1998), pp. 285-296; M. Costambeys, M. Innes, and S. MacLean, The Carolingian World (Cambridge, 
2011), pp. 83-92. 
198 A. Angenendt, Das Frühmittelalter: Die abendländische Christenheit von 400 bis 900 (Stuttgart, 1990), pp. 
155-6; Costambeys, Innes, MacLean, Carolingian World, p. 85. 
199 I. Haselbach, Augstieg und Herrschaft der Karolinger in der Darstellung der sogennanten Annales Mettenses 
Priores. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der politischen Ideen im Reiche Karls des Grossen, Historische Studien 412 
(Lubeck and Hmaburg, 1970), p. 172. 



28 
 

THESIS PLAN 
 

This dissertation is divided into three parts. The first concerns the intellectual context of 

Carolingian historians and their audiences, which might have affected how God’s agency was 

written and read. Chapter 1 focuses on contemporary religious language and the relevance of 

wider religious renewal to historians’ theological language. Chapter 2 focuses on how earlier 

histories could have provided models for depicting God’s agency in history, but will also 

demonstrate the sui generis nature of Carolingian historians in this respect. The second part 

analyses each Carolingian history in turn, presenting the distinct verbal register of theological 

language in each text and showing its place in each text’s broader agenda. These two chapters 

cover the periods c.750-830 and c.830-900 (with some overlap) respectively. The third and 

final part presents the general trends across these histories. Chapter 5 shows the theological 

assumptions shared by these historians, and suggests why they were presented in the way they 

were. Chapter 6 argues that this theological language was fundamental to how these histories 

intended their audiences to understand themselves and their communities, alongside other 

strategies of identity construction.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 1. 

CONTEXTUALISING CAROLINGIAN HISTORIANS’ 

LANGUAGE OF GOD’S AGENCY 
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Chapter 1 
‘GRACE PRESENT IN ALL THINGS’: 

GOD’S AGENCY IN CAROLINGIAN THOUGHT AND CULTURE  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter aims to situate Carolingian historians’ theological language in its political, 

cultural, and religious context. As discussed, Carolingian historians’ language of God’s agency 

is often explained as politically motivated.1 God’s agency granted the Carolingians and the 

Franks’ legitimacy and glory, whilst overlapping with the religious rhetoric of the surrounding 

political culture.2 The importance of God’s power and rule in the self-fashioning of Carolingian 

government and authority has been widely noted.3 There was also a close relationship between 

history writing and the political elites. Historians’ use of this language can, therefore, be seen 

as an innovation, which responded to the new political realities of the late eighth century. 

 

It is helpful to distinguish the narrow sense of ‘political’ as providing legitimacy from its broad 

sense as pertaining to the ruling elites. Carolingian history writing was political in the broad 

sense because it was written by, for, and about the men and women who did politics in the 

Carolingian Empire. Their horizons, however, went well beyond Carolingian legitimacy or the 

functions of government. These political communities were also engaged in cultural and 

religious renewal on an unprecedented scale. Seemingly political texts also had religious 

functions and were informed by broader religious culture.4 As a result, historians and their 

audiences would have been hearing and reading about God almost everywhere.  

                                                 
1 Nelson, ‘Kingship and Empire’, p. 42; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 113.  
2 Nelson, ‘Kingship and Empire’, p. 55; I. Garipzanov, The Symbolic Language of Authority in the Carolingian 
World (c.751-877) (Leiden, 2008), pp. 275, 283. 
3 A helpful survey of recent scholarship on Carolingian power and authority is provided by Garipzanov, Symbolic 
language, pp. 1-42. Significant studies include P.E. Schramm, Der König von Frankreich: Das Wesen der 
Monarchie vom 9. zum 16. Jahrhundert, vol. 1, 2nd edn (Darmstadt, 1960); P.E. Schramm, Herrschaftszeichen 
und Staatssymbolik, 3 vols (Stuttgart,1954-6); E.H. Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae: A Study in Liturgical 
Acclamations and Medieval Ruler Worship (Berkeley, C.A., 1946); G. Koziol, Begging Pardon and Favor: Ritual 
and Political Order in Early Medieval France (Cornell, 1992); M. Innes, State and society in the early middle 
ages: the middle Rhine valley 400-1000 (Cambridge, 2000); C. West, Reframing the feudal revolution: political 
and social transformation between Marne and Moselle, c. 800-c. 1100 (Cambridge, 2016), pp. 17-105. The 
following essay collections contain many important case studies and discussions: S. Airlie, Power and its 
Problems in Carolingian Europe (Aldershot, 2012); Nelson, Politics and Ritual; J.L. Nelson, Rulers and Ruling 
Families in Early Medieval Europe: Alfred, Charles the Bald and others (Aldershot, 1999); J.L. Nelson, Courts, 
elites, and gendered power in the Early Middle Ages: Charlemagne and Others (Aldershot, 2007).  
4 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 310-15.  
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It seems unlikely, therefore, that politics in its narrow sense provides a sufficient explanation 

for historians’ language of God’s agency in the recent past. Carolingian historians’ language 

can be explained by their religious context as well as by their political motivations. 

Consequently, this chapter shall survey how Carolingian culture in its broader sense thought 

about God’s agency and how this might have influenced Carolingian historians. Exploring this 

context will also provide something against which the historians’ language can be compared to 

at a later point. What beliefs and expressions of God’s agency were shared between historians, 

legislators, exegetes, preachers, and others? 

 

This chapter will begin with texts that have traditionally been considered political in the narrow 

sense, and then broaden out to other expressions of religious belief, before concluding with the 

doctrinal boundaries to God’s agency, within which statements about it could have been 

understood.   

 

GOD’S AGENCY AND CAROLINGIAN POLITICAL CULTURE 
 

Coins and charters: stating God’s power 

 

From the mid-eighth century onwards, God’s agency seems to have become increasingly 

prolific in Carolingian strategies of legitimation. While Christian rhetoric was already 

important for Merovingian kings, its use intensified under Pippin III and Charlemagne.5 

Pippin’s famous charter to Prüm (13 August, 762) asserted that ‘divine providence anointed us 

to the kingdom’s throne’.6 The scribe thus framed Pippin’s controversial elevation to kingship 

in terms of God’s agency. The Lex Salica’s revised prologue, issued in 763 or 764, was also 

fiercely Christian, which A. Demyttenaere has seen as providing coherence for Frankish 

identity at risk of fragmentation.7 From 768, Charlemagne’s charters added gratia Dei to his 

                                                 
5 Y. Hen, ‘The Christianisation of kingship’, in M. Becher and J. Jarnut (eds), Der Dynastiewechsel von 751: 
Vorgeschichte, Legitimationsstrategien und Erinnerung (Münster, 2004) pp. 163-78, who offers an important 
reminder of the Christian emphases in Merovingian political culture. 
6 Diplomata Karolinorum 1, no. 16, ‘et quia divina nobis providentia in solium regni unxisse manifestum est’, ed. 
E. Mühlbacher, Die Urkunden Pippins, Karlmanns und Karls des Grosses, MGH DKar. I (Berlin, 1906), p. 22. 
C.f.  Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, p. 131, Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 271. For how the histories themselves 
provide the clearest evidence for the controversy which Pippin’s elevation to kingship seems to have aroused, see 
McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Power’, pp. 1-20. 
7 A. Demyttenaere, ‘De Franken, bodem en bloed’, in M. Gijswijt-Hofstra and M. Mostert (eds), Saamhorigheid 
en Uitsluiting Lezingen en commentaren (Amsterdam, 1994), pp. 25-39; cited and summarised by Garrison, ‘New 
Israel?’, p. 131.  
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royal title,8 a phrase previously confined to Papal and Merovingian episcopal chanceries.9 This 

latter shift has often been seen as legitimating Charlemagne’s rule, especially in competition 

with his brother.10  From the late 780s onwards, the language of Charlemagne’s kingship seems 

to have become increasingly Christian,11 especially in its calls for reform. As Carolingian 

historians turned their attention to the recent past, whether in the 760s or the late 780s, they 

would have been writing in a context increasingly infused with the idea that Carolingian power 

depended on God. 

 

For Ildar Garipzanov, the phrase gratia Dei represented the Christian dimension to the 

Carolingian language of authority, alongside Roman and Frankish dimensions.12 These brief 

statements of God’s power remained a consistent theme throughout Carolingian efforts to 

articulate their rule. Until the 830s, Louis the Pious was styled ‘Emperor, with divine 

providence ordaining it’.13 Charles the Bald’s charters resurrected the phrase Gratia rex Dei 

from 840 and his coins from 864.14 Such statements were brief, clear, and simple, and their 

political importance has long been recognised. As Garipzanov notes, the Christian rhetoric of 

kingship was enormously varied but its common base was that the Carolingians were not only 

Christian kings, but kings by God’s grace.15 Nelson observes that the central theme of 

Carolingian politics was that ‘power came from God’.16 Throughout the late eighth and ninth 

centuries, Carolingian historians undoubtedly shared this belief.  

 

Unlike the ARF and other histories, these simple statements in charters and on coins rarely told 

stories. The phrase gratia Dei rex described a general state of being. Pippin’s charter to Prüm, 

for example, stated that ‘kings reign from God’.17  To say that Pippin or Charlemagne were 

kings by God’s grace was like saying that ‘water freezes at zero degrees’: it was a general fact. 

                                                 
8 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 268; see similar comments by Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’, p. 
13. On gratia Dei’s introduction and origins, see K. Schmitz, Ursprung und Geschichte der Devotionsformeln: 
bis zu ihrer Aufnahme in die fräkische Königsurkunde (Stuttgart, 1913), pp. 141-53, 172-80. 
9 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 125. 
10 H. Wolfram, Intitulatio, teil 1: Lateinische Königs- und Fürstentitel bis zum Ende des 8. Jahrhunderts (Vienna, 
1967), pp. 213-7; P.E. Schramm, Kaiser, Könige und Päpste: gesammelte Aufsätze zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 
(Stuttgart, 1968), vol. 1, pp. 173-4; Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 125. 
11 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 272. 
12 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 39. 
13 ‘Divina ordinante providentia imperator augustus’, cited in P. Depreux, ‘Nithard et la Res Publica: un regard 
critique sur le regne de Louis le Pieux’, Medievales 22-3 (1992), pp. 149-61, at p. 159.  
14 P. Grierson, ‘The Gratia dei rex coinage of Charles the Bald’, in Gibson and Nelson (eds), Court and Kingdom, 
pp. 52-64; Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 41. 
15 Garipzanov, Symoblic language, pp. 316-7. 
16 Nelson, ‘Kingship and Empire’, p. 218.  
17 D Kar. 1, no. 16, ‘quia reges ex deo regnant’ p. 22. 
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Historians, by contrast, described God’s involvement in specific events, which was more like 

saying that ‘last night the pond froze’.18 Charters and historians could share the same belief 

about God’s power but deploy that belief differently.  

 

Some charters, however, described specific cases of God’s agency in the manner of narrative. 

For example, Pippin’s charter to Prüm also recounted that ‘[God] in his mercy has entrusted to 

us nations and kingdoms’.19 The scribe moved from a static proposition, that kings reign from 

God, to a specific event, in which God had acted. Similarly, a charter of Charlemagne to 

Manfred of Reggio (17 July, 808) began by describing Charlemagne as ‘king, through God’s 

mercy’,20 but moved from this static generalisation to recounting how ‘with God favouring 

us…we acquired the Lombards’ kingdom’.21 This charter thus narrated God’s agency in the 

recent past just as contemporary histories did.22 God’s agency in specific events was important 

to both historians and chancery scribes. This overlap reflected a shared mode of remembering 

recent events. Although the subject of such memories was political, the mode of remembering 

was also theological.   

 

Carolingian legislation (1): celebrating God’s favour 

 

Pippin III and Charlemagne’s courts were not simply becoming more Christian in their rhetoric. 

Their whole approach to their past sought to locate God’s agency in general states of being and 

in specific events. The revised prologue to the Lex Salica, for example, not only used Christian 

concepts far more explicitly than previous versions,23 but also emphasised God’s agency.24 

                                                 
18 I owe this analogy to D. Herman, ‘Events and event-types’, in RENT, pp. 151-2. For this contrast between 
events and event-types, see G. Prince, A Grammar of Stories (The Hague, 1973). 
19 D Kar. 1, no. 16, ‘nobisque gentes et regna pro sua misericordia ad gubernandum commisit’, p. 22. 
20 D Kar. 1, no. 208, ‘qui et per misericordiam dei rex’, p. 279. 
21 D Kar. 1, no. 208 ‘qualiter nos deo favente et…apostolorum merita intere[eden]te regnum Langobardorum 
adquesivimus’, p. 279. 
22 For charters as narratives, see H. Wolfram, ‘Political theory and narrative in charters’, Viator 26 (1995), pp. 39-
51. 
23 Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, pp. 129-34; Garipzanov, Symbolic language, pp. 267-8. For the background and dating 
of this prologue, see K.A. Eckhardt, Lex Salica: 100 Titel-Text (Weimar, 1953), pp. 82-91; R. Schmidt-Wiegand, 
‘‘‘Gens Francorum inclita’’: Zu Gestalt und Inhalt des längeren Prologes der Lex Salica’, in U. Scheil (ed.), 
Festschrift Adolf Hofmeister zum 70. Geburtstage am 9. August 1953 dargebracht von seinen Schülern, Freunden 
und Fachgenossen (Halle, 1955), pp. 233-50; E. Ewig, ‘Zum christlichen Königsgedanken im Frühmittelalter’, in 
T. Meyer (ed.), Das Königtum: Seine geistigen und rechtlichen Grundlagen (Lindau, 1956), pp. 7-73, at pp. 55-
6; McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written Word, pp. 40-55; D.A. Bullough, The Age of Charlemagne (London, 
1965), p. 39; I. Wood, ‘Defining the Franks: Frankish origins in early medieval historiography’, in S. Forde, L. 
Johnson, and A. Murray (eds), Concepts of National Identity in the Middle Ages (Leeds, 1995), pp. 47-57. 
24 J. Moorhead, ‘The West and the Roman past from Theoderic to Charlemagne’, in Croke and Emmett (eds), 
History and historians in late antiquity, pp. 155-69, at p. 158. 
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Clovis had been a king ‘with God favouring him’.25 The Franks were described as a gens, 

‘founded by God the Creator’.26 In addition to these states of being, the author also asserted 

that the Franks had sought Christianity, ‘with God inspiring them’.27 The prologue’s author 

thus ascribed the specific event of the Franks’ conversion to God’s agency. Unlike the charter 

to Manfred, this concerned a past which no one reading the prologue would have remembered. 

God’s agency in this distant past, however, was seen as relevant to who the Franks were in the 

present. This relevance was reflected in the assumption of God’s continuing agency. The 

prologue contained a prayer to ‘the King of Kings’, who ‘loves the Franks’,28 asking that He 

‘preserve their kingdom’ and ‘fill their leaders with the light of His grace’.29 God’s agency 

moved from the past, through the present, and into the future. God’s agency was, therefore, 

believed to pervade all of reality. 

 

This emphasis on God’s agency was further intensified by texts which set out Charlemagne’s 

reforming agenda in the 780s.30 These were political texts, since reform was a royal activity, 

but were also religiously motivated.31 The Admonitio Generalis, promulgated in 789, shows 

how integral God’s agency was to the rhetoric of reform.32 Alongside the famous parallel 

between Charlemagne and Josiah,33 the preface framed reform as a response to God’s agency 

in the recent past. The preface, in Charlemagne’s voice spoke of ‘the abundant clemency of 

Christ the King toward us and our people’.34 God was later referred to as ‘He Who has 

conferred such great honours on our realm’ and who can ‘preserve us and our kingdom by His 

protection’.35  

 

                                                 
25 Lex Salica (D), 1.3, ‘Deo favendi’, ed. K.A. Eckhardt, MGH Leges Germ. 4.2 (Lex Salica D, E) (Berlin, 1969), 
p. 6. 
26 Lex Salica (D), 1.1, line 2, ‘auctorem Deo condita’, p. 1. 
27 Lex Salica (D), 1.1, line 12, ‘inspirante Deo’, p. 1. 
28 Lex Salica (D), 1.4, ‘Uiuat qui Francus diligit… dominancium dominus Iesus Christus’, p. 6. 
29 Lex Salica (D), 1.4, ‘Christus eorum regnum costodiat, rectores eorundem lumen suae graciae repleat, exercitum 
protegat, fidem munimenta tribuat’, p. 6. 
30 For these texts, see R. McKitterick, The Frankish Church and the Carolingian Reforms, 789-895 (London, 
1977), pp. 1-44; Davis, ‘Conceptions of kingship’, pp. 85-94. 
31 McKitterick, ‘Royal patronage of culture’. 
32 Admonitio Generalis, ed. Boretius, MGH Capit. 1, pp. 53-61; McKitterick, Frankish Church, pp. 1-19, who 
rejects the arguments for Alcuin’s authorship by F.C. Scheibe, ‘Alcuin und die Admonitio Generalis’, DA 14 
(1958), pp, 221-9. See also Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic kingship, pp. 107-8. I have not had the opportunity 
to consult H. Mordek, K. Zechiel-Eckes, and M. Glatthaar (eds), Die Admonitio generalis Karls des Großen, 
MGH Fontes 16 (Hanover, 2012). 
33 For which, see Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, pp. 146-7. 
34 Admonitio Generalis, preface, ‘abundantem in nos nostrumque populum Christi regis clementiam’, p. 53.  
35 Admonitio Generalis, preface, ‘quatenus qui nostro regno tantos contulit honores, sua protectione nos 
nostrumque regnum in aeternum conservare dignetur’, p. 53. 
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As in the charter to Manfred, Charlemagne was moving between God’s general power, and His 

specific merciful acts towards those under Carolingian rule. More importantly, this pleonastic 

rhetoric emphasised the relationship between God and the Franks. God did not simply ordain 

events in general. He had specifically acted for Charlemagne’s subjects, having mercy upon 

them and continuing to protect them. All these actions were made personally relevant to the 

Admonitio’s audience by Charlemagne by the first-person plural. God’s agency was thus 

understood relationally, in that God did not simply ‘act’, but acted for ‘us’, the text’s audience.  

 

The Admonitio’s prologue then explored the consequences of God’s agency for this audience. 

Josiah, after all, had returned his kingdom, ‘given to him by God’, to ‘the worship of the true 

God’.36 Firstly, Charlemagne reminded his listeners ‘how necessary it is to give unceasing 

thanks to His pity with our whole heart and voice’.37 God’s agency thus merited thanks and 

praise. Secondly, Charlemagne and his people needed to ‘persevere in His praise, by the 

continual exercise of good works’,38 which the body of the text outlined in detail, so that ‘your 

wisdom and your subjects’ obedience might be rewarded with eternal happiness by Almighty 

God’.39 Carolingian reform portrayed itself as responding to God’s mercies in the recent past, 

while simultaneously seeking continued protection.  

 

If the ARF’s first redaction was written at or around the court in 788 (as many have suggested), 

both the annals and Charlemagne’s early reform legislation could be envisaged as being drafted 

almost in the same scriptorium and for the same readers. Consequently, it is highly significant 

that both texts concerned God’s agency in recent history, and the ARF could even be read as a 

narrative dossier of the Admonitio’s claims of God’s mercy. At the very least, the ARF engaged 

in the praise of God’s recent mercies, which was the very foundation of Carolingian reform. 

There were, therefore, many connections between Carolingian historians’ interest in God’s 

agency and the religious rhetoric of contemporary culture, which went well beyond the need to 

legitimate or reinforce the political order. 

 

                                                 
36 Admonitio Generalis, preface, ‘sibi a Deo datum circumeundo, corrigendo, ammonendo ad cultum veri Dei 
studuit revocare’, p. 54. 
37 Admonitio Generalis, preface, ‘et quam necessarium est non solum toto corde et ore eius pietati agere gratias 
incessanter’, p. 53 
38 Admonitio Generalis, preface, ‘sed etiam continua bonorum operum exercitatione eius insistere laudibus’, p. 
53. 
39 Admonitio Generalis, preface, ‘quatenus ut et vestra sollertia et subiectorum oboedientia aeterna felicitate ab 
omnipotente Deo remuneretur’, p. 54. 
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Carolingian legislation (2): fearing God’s judgement? 

 

While the Admonitio emphasised God’s mercy, it acknowledged that such favour might be 

withdrawn. Many capitularies, conciliar texts, and letters either shared this concern or explicitly 

interpreted recent events as God’s judgement. In 805, for example, Charlemagne wrote to 

Gherbald, bishop of Liège, in response to recent disasters.40 These, Charlemagne wrote, were 

‘very notable, if we wish to consider the kind of troubles which, for our merits, we suffer each 

day’.41 Charlemagne continued, ‘from these externals, we can learn that that we, who must 

tolerate such evils outwardly, are completely displeasing inwardly to the Lord’.42 Modern 

scholars have often emphasised this judgemental view of God’s agency.43 Consequently, the 

extent to which this view was shared by historians and other writers has been noted far more 

frequently than other aspects of God’s agency.44  

 

Such fears can certainly be found in capitularies and conciliar texts throughout the ninth-

century. In Louis the Pious’ proclamations prior to the Council of Paris (829), he asserted that 

recent disasters were ‘driven by God’s just judgement, so that, because we fall short in all 

things, we might be scourged both within and without’.45 Charles the Bald’s capitulary of Pîtres 

(862) warned that ‘by our wicked deeds we have grieved and driven away the Holy Spirit… 

for this reason the inhabitants of the land have been killed and driven away’.46 The Council of 

Ver in 884, meeting on the orders of Carloman II, realised that ‘our prayers are not accepted 

by God, because of the shouts and wailing and the deep sighing of the poor’.47 As a result, ‘we 

                                                 
40 Meens, ‘Sins, kings and the well-being of the realm’, pp. 345-57; R. Collins, ‘Charlemagne and his Critics 814-
829’, in Le Jan (ed.), La royauté et les élites, pp. 193-211, at pp. 198-99, including discussion of a similar letter 
from Riculf, archbishop of Mainz, to Egino, bishop of Constance, dated c.810, ed. Boreitus, MGH Capit. 1, p. 
249. 
41 Charlemagne, Ad Ghaerbaldum Episcopum Epistula, ‘notissima, si recordare volumus, qualia incommode, 
singulis diebus propter merita nostra, sentiamus’, ed. Boretius, MGH Cap. 1, pp. 244-6, at p. 245. 
42 Charlemagne, Ad Ghaerbaldum Episcopum Epistula, ‘ab his exterioribus colligere possumus, nos per omnia 
Domino non placere interius, qui tanta mala compellimur tollerare exterius’, pp. 245-6. 
43 See above, Introduction, pp. 25-7. See also helpful comments especially S. Patzold, ‘Redéfinir l’office 
épiscopal: les évêques francs face à la crise des années 820/30’, in F. Bougard, L. Feller, and R. Le Jan (eds), Les 
Élites au Haut Moyen Age: Crises et Renouvellements (Turnhout, 2006), p. 337-359, at pp. 340-44. 
44 See especially, S. Coupland ‘The rod of God’s wrath or the people of God’s wrath? The Carolingian theology 
of the Viking invasions’, JEccH 42 (1991), pp. 535-554.  
45 Louis the Pious and Lothar I, Epistola Generalis, ‘Agitur siquidem iusto iudicio Dei, ut, quia in cunctis 
delinquimus, interius simul et exterius flagellemur’, ed. A. Werminghoff, MGH Conc. 2.2 (Hanover and Leipzig, 
1908), pp. 599-601 at p. 600.  
46 Capitula Pistensia, 1, ‘Sed et ideo terram nostram in conspectu nostro alieni devorant, quoniam alienos a Deo 
diabolos effugata gratia sancti Spiritus in animas nostras recepimus’, ed. A. Boretius and V. Krause, MGH Capit. 
2 (Hanover, 1897), pp. 302-309, at p. 304, unpublished trans. S. Coupland. 
47 Capitulare Vernense, preface, ‘preces nostrae a Deo non recipiuntur, quia clamores et ploratus altaque suspiria 
pauperum et orphanorum, pupillorum atque viduarum praeoccupant et praeveniunt preces nostras, quae crudis 



37 
 

can neither resist our enemies nor possess the kingdom of God’.48 These texts suggest that fear 

of God’s judgement was widespread in Carolingian society, which may explain historians’ 

language about God’s agency concerning disaster. The letter to Gherbald has, for example, 

been compared to the AMP as evidence of the religious anxiety late in Charlemagne’s reign.49 

 

In each case, however, the texts in question either underplayed God’s agency as judge or 

balanced this with a parallel emphasis on His mercy. The Council of Ver did not, for example, 

explicitly ascribe recent defeats to God, even if this was implicit. For the bishops, agency lay 

primarily with human impiety and immorality, which affected God’s willingness to help. The 

capitulary of Pîtres, similarly, made the Holy Spirit the object of human impiety, rather than 

the agent of judgement. God’s agency was underplayed in both texts’ arguments. The 

capitulary of Pîtres, meanwhile, ended by saying that ‘we should return to God and believe’.50 

It continued to envisage God’s agency as favourable, even if such favour was currently absent.  

 

Charlemagne, similarly, ordered Gherbald to organise fasts so that help might be ‘sought from 

Him in Whom we live, move, and have our being’.51 Charlemagne explained to Gherbald that 

fasts ‘can be suitably completed, with the Lord granting it, in this way’, before detailing the 

process of litany and fasting.52 Similarly, the Franks ought to pray, ‘that Almighty God, Who 

knows not only everything which happens but also everything before it happens, may convict 

our hearts’.53 The means by which God’s favour might be restored was itself grounded in the 

language of God’s agency. Louis’ admonitions in 828, similarly, reported that recent councils 

had met to ‘seek God with all devotion so that He might be propitious to us’.54 These councils 

had met, Louis continued, ‘with God being merciful’.55 God’s agency continued to be viewed 

positively and relationally, even in times of crisis.  

                                                 

carnibus fratrum nostrorum gravatae raucitudinem acceperunt nullam sonoritatem virtutum habentes’, ed. 
Boretius and Krause, MGH Capit. 2, pp. 371-4, at p. 372. 
48 Capitulare Vernense, preface, ‘neque inimicis nostris poterimus resistere neque regnum Dei possidere’, p. 372. 
49 Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, pp. 182-3. 
50 Capitula Pistensia, 1, ‘ad illum redeamus et credamus’, p. 305, c.f. Coupland, ‘Rod of God’s wrath’, p. 539. 
51 Charlemagne, Ad Ghaerbaldum Episcopum Epistula, ‘atque ab eo, in quo vivimus, movemur et sumus, auxilium 
esse quaerendum’, p. 245, c.f. Acts 17.28, ‘in ipso enim vivimus et movemur et sumus’. 
52 Charlemagne, Ad Ghaerbaldum Episcopum Epistula, ‘ipsa autem ieiunia…Domino largiente congruenter 
impleta, scilicet…’, p. 245. 
53 Charlemagne, Ad Ghaerbaldum Episcopum Epistula, ‘et haec debet esse praemissae orationis intentio, 
omnipotens Deus, qui non solum facta verum etiam antequam fiant omnia novit corda nostra compungat’, p. 246. 
54 Louis the Pious and Lothar I, Epistola Generalis, ‘Recordari vos credimus, qualiter hoc anno consilio 
sacerdotum et aliorum fidelium nostrorum generale ieiunium per totum regnum nostrum celebrare iussimus 
Deumque tota devotione deposcere, ut nobis propitiari’, p. 599. 
55 Louis the Pious and Lothar I, Epistola Generalis, ‘et ita Deo miserante fieret’, p. 599.  
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These texts also demonstrated that God’s agency was both a shared assumption and a lively 

issue for contemporary discussion. Carolingian elites, both lay and ecclesiastical, seem to have 

regularly discussed how people should respond appropriately to God’s agency. The parameters 

of such discussions were broad. They could encompass the great mercies celebrated by the 

Admonitio Generalis and the stern judgement mourned by Louis the Pious. These parameters 

were defined, however, by the common assumption that God acted, and acted relationally, in 

recent history. When historians came to write about God’s agency, they were undertaking a 

similar act of theological reflection, whatever its undoubted political implications.  

 
GOD’S AGENCY AND CAROLINGIAN RELIGIOUS CULTURE  

 

Liturgy and prayer: expecting God’s agency 

 

Both the Admonitio and Charlemagne’s letter to Gherbald mentioned seeking God’s help in 

prayer. The Hadrianum sacramentary showed this in action, praying for the Carolingian rulers 

and their people ‘to overcome their every adversity, with you aiding them’, using language 

similar to that of the ARF.56 As Ernst Kantoworicz, Michael McCormick, and others have 

shown, prayers for the king and his armies were important for creating solidarity between rulers 

and their people.57 The argument caused by Vincenzo’s abbot refusing to pray for Charlemagne 

showed these prayers’ political importance.58 More broadly, these prayers communicated a 

vision of God’s agency similar to that found in the texts already considered, not only in warfare 

but for all aspects of life.59 This was also communicated through the Biblical readings 

appointed by the lectionary, which included many passages of God acting in Israel’s history.60 

The sacramentaries’ prayers did not, by contrast, narrate God’s agency in past events but 

asserted how God was understood to act when such events happened. Their potential influence 

on history writing would, therefore, have been significant.  

                                                 
56 Hadrianum, no. 52, r.2044, ‘deus qui…impugnatores in te sperantium potentia tuae defensionis expugnas, 
auxiliare quaesumus famulo tuo regi nostro, coniugi, et proli populoque…et cuncta sibi aduersantia te adiuuante 
superare ualeant’, ed. J. Deshusses, Le Sacramentaire Grégorien, ses principales formes d’après les plus anciens 
manuscrits (Fribourg, 1979), vol. 2, p. 75. 
57 Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae; McCormick, ‘Liturgy of war’; D. Bachrach, Religion and the conduct of war, 
c.300-1215 (Woodbridge, 2003), pp. 41-42.   
58 McComrick, ‘Liturgy of War’, pp. 3-4.  
59 Y. Hen, The royal patronage of liturgy in Frankish Gaul to the death of Charles the Bald (877) (London, 2001); 
McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 340-5, 348. 
60 See chapter 2, below, pp. 56-7.  
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The Hadrianum was compiled by Benedict of Aniane in the 790s, from a supposedly Gregorian 

exemplar at Charlemagne’s request.61 By early in Louis the Pious’ reign, it had been widely 

disseminated. 62  Whereas earlier scholars believed that Carolingian liturgy was increasingly 

aligned with the Hadrianum, however, recent scholarship emphasises its continued diversity, 

and the tenacity of the so-called ‘Gelasian’ sacramentaries.63 The Liber Sacramentorum 

Engolismensis, a Gelasian sacramentary from late eight-century Aquitaine, offers a helpful 

point of comparison to the Hadrianum.64  

 

The Hadrianum’s mass for ‘the sterility of the earth’, no doubt an urgent undertaking, 

characterised God as ‘you, who by your everlasting counsel do not neglect to rule what you 

have created’.65 The mass ‘for rain’ called on God, ‘in whose gift every element rests’.66 One 

of the Lib. Sacr. Eng.’s prayers similarly reminded its worshippers that ‘by [God’s] wisdom 

we have been created and by His providence we are governed’,67 and that ‘it is not in God’s 

disposition for His providence to fail’.68 These prayers envisaged God as exercising continued 

and eternal government of His creation. Defending the doctrine of double-predestination in the 

850s, Prudentius, himself a historian, asked John Scotus Eriugena why the Church prayed the 

latter prayer,69 if God did not ‘care, ordain, dispose, give dispensation, destine, and even 

predestine, that which He makes or will make’.70 Prudentius’ use of the prayer was doctrinal, 

                                                 
61 Hadrianum, vol. 2; Hen, Royal Patronage of Liturgy, p. 73-77; C. Vogel, Medieval Liturgy: An introduction to 
the sources (Washington D.C., 1986); McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 342 
62 Hen, Royal Patronage of Liturgy, p.105. 
63 See especially Walahfrid Strabo, Libellus de exordiis, 26, ed. and trans. A.L. Harting-Correâ, Walahfrid Strabo's 
Libellus de exordiis et incrementis quarundam in observationibus ecclesiasticis rerum (Leiden, 1996), p. 165-
166, For the traditional view, see Vogel, Medieval Liturgy, p. 61. For more recent views, see Brown, ‘Carolingian 
renaissance’, pp. 11-28; McKtterick, Frankish Church, p. 129; Hen, Liturgy, pp. 81-9.  
64 Liber Sacramentorum Engolismensis: manuscript B.N. Lat. 816, le Sacramentaire Gélasien d'Angoulême, ed. 
P. Saint-Roch, CCSL 159C (Turnhout, 1987), pp. xi-xii. 
65 Hadrianum, n. 171, r.2619, ‘Deus, qui sempiterno consilio non desinis regere quod creasti’, vol. 2, p. 172. 
66 Hadrianum, no. 173, r.2628, ‘omnipotens sempiterne deus cuius munere elementa omnia recreantur, 
reminiscere miserationum tuarum, et salutiferos ymbres humano generi concede propitius, quatenus fecunditatis 
tuae alimoniis omnis terra laetetur’, vol. 2, p. 173.  
67 Liber Sacr. Eng. (orationes cotidianis), no. 8, rubric 1881, ‘cuius sapientia creati sumus et prouidentia 
gubernamur’, p. 282 (VIII. Orationes ad Matutinas), c.f. the identical prayer in the Liber Sacramentorum 
Gellonensis, no. 161, rubric 1053, ed. A. Dumas, CCSL 159B (Turnhout, 1984), p. 140 
68 Liber Sacr. Eng., n. 206, r.1125, ‘deus cuius prouidentia in sui dispositione non fallitur, te supplices exoramus’, 
p. 167. 
69 Prudentius, De Praedestinatione, 1.1, ‘et cui in precibus orantes dicimus: Deus, cujus providentia in sui 
dispositione non fallitur. Et qui in Evangelio loquitur: Nonne duo passeres asse veneunt, et unus ex illis non cadit 
super terram sine Patre vestro?’, ed. PL 115, cols 1009-1365, at col. 1021C, responding to John Scotus, De 
Praedestinatione, 1.2.2.  
70 Prudentius, De Praedestinatione, 1.1, ‘quo conficitur Deum omnia sicut creasse, ita curasse, ordinasse, 
disposuisse, dispensasse, destinasse, seu praedestinasse, quae vel fecit, vel facturus est’, 1021C. 
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highly polemical, and showed both the wide circulation of this prayer and how liturgy could 

form the basis for understanding God’s agency.  

 

These sacramentaries not only asserted doctrinal truths about God’s agency but depicted it 

relationally. A prayer in the Hadrianum, for example, sought God, ‘who conquers the assailants 

of those trusting in you, with the power of your defence’.71 One prayer in the Libr. Sacr. Eng., 

similarly, asked God to ‘conserve [us]…by your continual protection [and] guard us by your 

perpetual defences, so that, bound from all disorder always, [we might] be directed by your 

continual providence’.72 Another Gelasian prayer stated that ‘we seek God’s providence, which 

protects and governs us among the storms of the world and guides us into the port of everlasting 

salvation’.73 The vocabulary did not simply express God’s rule, but His ‘protection’ and 

‘guidance’ of the sacramentary’s users, who were objects of His agency. Humanity’s response 

within these liturgies was to pray, as the Hadrianum’s prayer about the sterile land put it, 

‘trusting not in ourselves, but in your providence’.74  This relational aspect was very similar to 

the language in the Admonitio Generalis discussed above. God’s agency was seen as acting for 

and on behalf of His worshippers. Whatever its tradition, liturgy depended on a shared belief 

in God’s agency.  These texts both reflected and also informed what Carolingian historians and 

their audiences would have believed about God’s agency. 

 

Moral handbooks: applying God’s agency 

 

Alongside liturgy, God’s agency was also integral to the various moral handbooks, which 

proved increasingly popular throughout the ninth-century.75 Like prayers for the king’s armies, 

many of these handbooks carried a political function, since they were written by and for the 

ruling elites, including kings.76 They show, nonetheless, how the assumptions about God’s 

agency found in capitularies and liturgy were shared by specific members of these political 

                                                 
71 Hadrianum, no. 52, r.2044, ‘deus qui…impugnatores in te sperantium potentia tuae defensionis expugnas’, vol. 
2, p. 75. 
72 Liber Sacr. Eng., no. 4, 1739, ‘familiam tuam Domine peruigili protectione conserua, et perpetuis defende 
presidiis, ut omni semper inordinatione seclusa, tua iugiter prouidentia dirigatur’, p. 254 (III. Item alia missa, ad 
populum).  
73 Liber Sacr. Eng. Rubric 344, ‘reparet nos quaesumus Domine semper et innouet tuae prouidentia pietatis, quae 
fragilitatem nostram et inter mundi tempestates protegat et gubernet et in portum perpetuae salutis inducat’, p. 47 
(LVIIII. Feria VII. Ebdomada prima). 
74 Hadrianum, no. 171, r. 2619, ‘non in nostra sed tua prouidentia’, vol. 2, p. 172. 
75 Stone, Morality and Masculinity. 
76 H.H. Anton, Fürstenspiegel und Herrscherethos in der Karolingerzeit (Bonn, 1968). 
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communities. God’s agency was adapted and applied to personal morality, even if such texts 

also had a corporate function. This provides further evidence for the assumptions about God’s 

agency and its implications in the context of Carolingian history writing.  

 

Dhuoda, Liber Manualis 

 

Alongside advice about moral behaviour, these handbooks taught their readers the correct 

attitude towards God’s agency. Dhuoda’s Liber Manualis written for her son, William of 

Septimania, in the 840s,77 is especially useful in showing how God’s agency was understood 

among lay elites. Dhuoda advised William to ‘believe that [God] is above, below, within, and 

without; for He is himself higher, deeper, inside, and outside. He is above in that He oversees 

and rules us’.78 William’s beliefs about God’s agency were seen as integral to his moral virtue.  

Furthermore, it was necessary to understand that God’s agency was unlimited. Dhuoda 

continued, ‘all things are placed in [God’s] will and power: there is none who can resist His 

will’.79 It is significant that this noble laywoman expressed God’s character in terms of His 

limitless and absolute agency.   

 

Having emphasised God’s transcendence, on which William’s very existence depended, 

Dhuoda turned to prayer. In giving political counsel, he should ‘ask of God, who gives to all 

abundantly’.80 William also ought to pray regularly ‘not only in church but wherever events 

take you’.81 As he lay in bed, Dhuoda told him, ‘say three times, O God, come to my assistance. 

O Lord, make haste to help me’.82 He was to repeat this, ‘when, with God helping, you rise in 

                                                 
77 Dhuoda, Liber Manualis, ed. P. Riché, Manuel pour mon fils (Paris, 1975), English trans. C. Neel (Washington, 
D.C., 1991), with introduction pp. ix-xxviii; S.A. Stofferahn, ‘The many faces in Dhuoda’s mirror: The Liber 
manualis and a century of scholarship’, Magistra 4 (1998), pp. 89-134; J.L. Nelson, ‘Dhuoda’, in Wormald and 
Nelson (eds), Lay intellectuals, pp. 106-20; M.A. Claussen, ‘Fathers of Power and Mothers of Authority: Dhuoda 
and the Liber manualis’, French Historical Studies 19 (Spring, 1996), pp. 785-809; R. Le Jan, ‘The multiple 
identities of Dhuoda’, in R. Corradini, M. Gillis, R. McKitterick, and I. van Renswoude (eds), Ego trouble: 
Authors and their identities in the Early Middle Ages (Vienna, 2008), pp. 211-229. For Dhuoda’s wide use of 
Patristic and contemporary theologians, see Riché, pp. 375-8. For her use of the Bible, see Nelson, ‘Lay readers’, 
p. 52.  
78 Dhuoda, 1.6, ‘crede eum supa, subtus, infra et extra; ipse est enim superior, subterior, interior et exterior. 
Superior, quia omnes nos praesidet et regit’, p. 112.  
79 Dhuoda, 1.5, ‘in voluntate etenim et potestate eius cuncta sunt posita: non est qui eius possit resistere voluntati’, 
p. 110, c.f. Esther 13.9, ‘non est qui possit tuae resistere voluntati’. 
80 Dhuoda, 3.5, ‘postulet a Deo, qui dat omnibus afluentur’, p. 154, c.f Jam. 1.5, ‘postulet a Deo qui dat omnibus 
affluenter’.  
81 Dhuoda, 2.3, ‘dic non solum in ecclesia, sed ubicunque tibi provenerit eventus’, p. 126. 
82 Dhuoda, 2.3, ‘cui quieveris in lecto, dicter “Deus in adiutorium meum intende. Domine, ad adiuvandum me 
festina…custodi me, Domine, per diem, custodi me et in hac nocte, si iube”, p. 128, c.f. Ps. 69.2. 
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the morning, or at whatever hour His Pity permits’.83 Dhuoda concluded her narrative of 

William’s prayer life with him to do ‘whatever your lord and father Bernard orders, or your 

superior, Charles, commands you to do, as God permits’.84 Dhuoda returned to God’s exalted 

power and how it defined William’s daily life.  

 

Dhuoda’s advice suggests that God’s agency was deeply relevant to those lay aristocrats, whose 

military and political activities Carolingian historians also described. God’s agency was as both 

highly transcendent but also relational, expressed in terms of practical help and support. Above 

all, Dhuoda reinforces the argument made in the Introduction that the laity could read and 

understand what Carolingians historians had to say about God, with a degree of sophistication.   

 

Sedulius Scotus, De Rectoribus  

 

When it came to God’s agency in the many battles described by Carolingian historians, 

Sedulius Scotus’ De Rectoribus Christianis provides an especially helpful point of comparison. 

Probably writing for Charles the Bald in the 850s, Sedulius was, like Dhuoda, concerned with 

his readers having a correct attitude to God’s agency.85 Sedulius was very explicit about the 

limits of human power. He warned the Christian rector to consider, ‘what is more uncertain 

and more unstable than events in warfare?’86 There was ‘no certain escape…no certain 

victory’,87  and ‘better men are often overcome by their lessers’.88 Those who expect victory 

‘at the last have nothing but calamitous misery’,89 because ‘the same turns for the worse happen 

to both sides’.90 The battlefield, Sedulius argued, showed the limits of human power.91 The 

language of fortuna captured the sense of randomness, which lay beyond human control.  

                                                 
83 Dhuoda, 2.3, ‘cum, auxiliante Deo, surrexis mane, vel qua hora tibi permiserit Pius, dic iterum tertio “Deus”’, 
p. 130. 
84 Dhuoda, 2.3, ‘vel quod domnus et genitor tuus Bernardus iusserit, aut senior Karolus praecepeirt faciendum, ita 
tamen si Deus permiserit’, p. 132. 
85 R. Dyson, Sedulius Scottus: De Rectoribus (‘On Christian Rulers’) (Woodbridge, 2010), pp. 15-42; H. Pirenne, 
Sedulius de Liège (Brussels, 1882); S. Hellmann, Sedulius Scottus (Munich, 1906); L.M. Davies, ‘Sedulius Scottus 
(fl. 840x51–860x74)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004) (available 
online : http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/50134, accessed 27/09/2017); Anton, Fürstenspiegel, pp. 261-
80, with discussion of God’s agency at pp. p. 267-8; N. Staubach, Rex christianus: Hofkultur und 
Herrschaftspropaganda im Reich Karls des Kahlen (Cologne, 1993), pp. 105-96, with Sedulius’ 
herrschafttheologie at pp. 136-68; Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 91-3.  
86 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘quid enim incertius est magisque instabile bellicis eventibus?’, p. 64. 
87 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘nnullus est certus… exitus, ullus certa victoria’, p. 64. 
88 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘seape ab inferioribus sublimiores superantur’, p. 64.  
89 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘in fine non habent nisi calamitosam miseriam?’, p. 64. 
90 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘nonnunquam vero in alterutros vergentia mala eveniunt coaequalia’, p. 64. 
91 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, p. 82.  



43 
 

 

Sedulius’ conclusions were not necessarily abstract. Early medieval battles do seem to have 

been unpredictable,92 and there was a high casualty rate among the commanders of Frankish 

armies, especially those facing the Vikings.93 Sedulius’ urgency on this point led to him 

furnishing numerous examples of apparently powerful men being brought low. Various strong 

animals (elephants and lions) and ancient kings (such as Xerxes) were presented to warn his 

readers that they did not have as much agency as they might believe.94 Although Carolingian 

culture could sometimes adopt a very confident tone, this rhetoric also articulated realistic 

limits to human agency. 

 

Sedulius’ solution was to hope correctly in divine, rather than human, agency. He wrote that 

the king’s hope should ‘be fixed not on the strength of arms and men, nor the lies of transitory 

peace’.95 Sedulius repeated this theme, arguing that leaders ‘ought to establish their whole 

confidence not in themselves nor the strength of their men’.96 The agency of everything in 

which Carolingian leaders might be tempted to trust was severely curtailed. Instead, hope 

should rest on ‘the Almighty’s clemency, which knows how to establish the kingdom that He 

has given, whether in adversity or prosperity’.97 Confidence should repose ‘in the power and 

grace of the Most High’.98 In each case, Sedulius repeated a series of negatives before 

contrasting this with trust in God. God, Sedulius concluded, ‘is the only and powerful protector 

of all faithfully hoping in Him’.99 After all, he asked ‘who has hoped in the Lord and been put 

to shame?’100 The proper response to God’s agency was consistently defined as avoiding pride 

and vanity and acting in hope, trust, and confidence, the vocabulary of which was repeated. 

                                                 
92 K. Leyser, Communications and Power in Medieval Europe: The Carolingian and Ottonian Centuries, ed. T. 
Reuter (London, 1994), pp. 39, 44; and Halsall, Warfare and Society, p. 188, both connect this with the language 
of God’s agency. Com; Bachrach, Early Carolingian Warfare, p. 243; McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 281. 
93 I explored this in my Masters dissertation, R.A.H. Evans, ‘Frankish leadership and the Viking raids’, 
Unpublished M.Phil. dissertation, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2012), pp. 20-30.  
94 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 14, pp. 138-40, using Isidore, Etymologiae, 12.2.12, ed. W.M. Linsay, Etymologiarum 
siue Originum libri XX (W.M. Lindsay, 1911), vol. 2; and Orosius, Historiae, 2.9.3-9, p. 103-5. 
95 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘non in armorum hominumque fortitudine, neque in pacis transitoriae fallacia… 
figatur’, p. 64.  
96 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 14, ‘non in se nec in suorum fortitudine… totam confidentiam stabilire debent’, p. 
137. 
97 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘sed in Omnipotentis clementia figatur, qui regnum quod donavit sive in adversis 
sive in prosperis stabilire novi?’ p. 64.  
98 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 14, ‘sed in Altimissi virtute et gratia totam confidentiam stabilire debent’, p. 137.  
99 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 14, ‘quia ipse est solus et potens protector omnium in ipso fiducialiter sperantium’, p. 
137.  
100 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 14, ‘Quis enim speravit in Domino et confusus est?’, p. 140. 
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Sedulius shared with liturgy and other Carolingian political texts a relational emphasis on 

God’s agency, which demanded the correct attitude and belief. 

 

Poetry and Letters: remembering God’s agency 

 

Liturgy and moral handbooks shared the belief that God’s agency was powerful and exercised 

in favour of those who trusted in Him. They reflected a set of assumptions rather than 

identifying God’s agency in specific contemporary cases. These assumptions, however, 

provided the lens through which their readers were encouraged to interpret recent events. 

Similar language was used when Carolingian thinkers came to reflect on specific events in 

letters and poetry. Sedulius, for example, asserted God’s agency in a poem about a recent 

Viking raid. He wrote that ‘the powerful Father’s strong arm…suddenly crushed with slaughter 

the rebellious army of Northmen.101 Sedulius called on his readers to ‘shout out, singing 

hosannas to the Father’.102 God’s agency in the recent and potentially traumatic experience of 

Sedulius and his community prompted a response. Similar to the charters discussed above, 

Sedulius integrated God’s agency into modes of remembering and narrating human experience. 

Furthermore, he showed the implications of God’s agency for his community.   

 

Similarly, letters often involved short narratives of recent events which sought to discern God’s 

agency for the benefit of the recipients.103 Consequently, they were closely analogous to 

historical narratives. The letters of Boniface and Alcuin, collected by Carolingian editors,104 

were especially rich in this.105 Although their evidence may reflect Anglo-Saxon rather than 

                                                 
101 Sedulius, Carmina, 45.21-3, ‘brachium Patris validum potentis / ecce protrivit subita rebellem / strage 
Normannum pietatis hostem’, ed. L. Traube, MGH Poet. 3 (Berlin, 1896), pp. 151-237, at p. 208. For Sedulius’ 
poetry more generally, see Staubach, Rex Christianus, 197-221. 
102 Sedulius, Carmina, 45.69-70, ‘modulans osanna / personet patrem’, p 209.  
103 For brief comments about early medieval letters, see R. McKitterick, ‘Sources and Interpretation’, in NCMH 
II, pp. 1-17, at pp. 13-14. 
104 Boniface’s letters survived in Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, clm 8112 (c.800), with a later edition, 
Vienna, ÖNB, cod. 751, which added further letters, compiled at Fulda/Mainz s.ix2/3. Edited M. Tangl, Die Briefe 
des heiligen Bonifatius (Leipzig, 1919), trans. E. Emerton with notes by T.F.X. Noble, The Letters of Saint 
Boniface (New York, 2000). 
105 For Boniface, see W. Levison, England and the Continent in the eighth century (Oxford, 1946), pp. 70-93; 
R.E. Sullivan, ‘The Carolingian Missionary and the Pagan’, Speculum 28 (1953), pp. 705-740; R. McKitterick, 
‘Anglo-Saxon missionaries in Germany: personal connections and local influences’, Vaughan Paper 36 
(Leicester, 1991), pp. 1-40, repr. in R. McKitterick, Frankish Kings and Culture in the Early Middle Ages 
(Aldershot, 1995), no. 1; J. Story, Carolingian Connections: Anglo-Saxon England and Carolingian Francia, 
c.750-870 (Ashgate, 2003), pp. 41-48. For Alcuin, see L. Wallach, Alcuin and Charlemagne: studies in 
Carolingian history and literature (Ithaca, 1959); D.A. Bullough, Alcuin: Achievement and Reputation, being 
part of the Ford lectures delivered in Oxford in Hilary Term 1980 (Leiden, 2004); P. Depreux and B. Judic (eds), 
Alcuin de York à Tours: écriture, pouvoir et reseaux dans l’Europe du haut Moyen Age (Rennes, 2004). 
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Frankish habits, the collections of Einhard and Lupus contained much the same approach.  

Einhard, for example, wrote in the late 830s to his monks at Seligenstadt: ‘be it known to your 

brotherhood that with the Lord helping we are safe and sound, desiring to read and know the 

same about you’.106 He enjoined them to pray in very similar terms, ‘that the Lord may allow 

us to find you safe through [the saints’] intercession’.107 God was important in maintaining the 

precious relationship between an abbot and his monks, but this was also located in the practical 

issues of travel. Einhard’s implicit expectation of risk was similar to Sedulius’ comments about 

battle. These fears may not have been purely rhetorical, since travel, like battle, was often 

dangerous.108 The use of God’s agency was responding not only to issues of great political 

important but also to the practical demands of human existence.  

 

We find a breadth of issues seen through the same lens in Lupus’ letters.109  Lupus wrote to 

Charles the Bald, after his defeat at Ballon (845), that ‘with human help failing, [God] saved 

you powerfully and with pity’.110 The defeat was not evidence of judgement, rather Charles’ 

survival was evidence of God’s mercy. Lupus then explored the pastoral implications of this, 

inviting Charles to ‘render, with us, the greatest thanks to Almighty God, who showed you how 

much you should love him’.111 Lupus also told Marcward of Prüm about his own escape from 

the battle of Angoulême (844). Lupus was saved ‘from danger by God’s enormous grace, in 

whom I put the greatest trust’.112 Lupus ascribed his survival to God’s grace but also showed 

that the only human part in this was to trust such grace.  

 

Lupus elsewhere wrote to reassure his friend Altuin that he had recovered from a recent illness, 

‘with divine grace, which is always and in everything, abounding around me’.113 A groinal 

abscess had almost killed him, but produced ‘much benefit’,114 and because ‘it brought about 

                                                 
106 Einhard, Epistolae, 53, ‘notum sit fraternitati a vestrae nos Domino auxiliante sanos et incolomes esse, id idem 
de vobis [leg]ere et scire cupientes’, ed. K. Hampe, MGH Epp. 3 (Berlin, 1899), pp. 105-45, at p. 136. 
107 Einhard, Epistolae, 53, ‘ut nobis plus Dominus per intercessionem eorum sanos vos repperire [concedat]’, p. 
136.  
108 For a flavour of these risks, see S. Ottewill-Soulsby, ‘Carolingian Diplomacy with the Islamic World, 751-
888’, Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2017), pp. 233-4. 
109 Anton, Fürstenspiegel, pp. 248-54; T.F.X. Noble, ‘Lupus of Ferrières in his Carolingian context’, in A. Murray 
(ed.), After Rome’s Fall: Narrators and Sources of Early Medieval History. Essays presented to Walter Goffart 
(Toronto, 1998), pp. 232-250.  
110 Lupus, Epistolae, 46, ‘humano cessante auxilio, ipse vos potenter et pie servavit’, vol. 1, p. 194 C.f. AB s.a. 
845, p. 51; Chronicon Fontanellense s.a. 846, p. 302. 
111 Lupus, Epistolae, 46, ‘ut omnipotenti Deo nobiscum maximas gratias habeatis et referatis, qui vobis, quantum 
se amare debeatis, ostendit’, vol. 1, p. 194. 
112 Lupus, Epistolae, 35, ‘solutus utroque periculo, ingenti Dei gratia, cui maxime praefidebam’, vol. 1, p. 154. 
113 Lupus, Epistolae, 8, ‘exuberante circa me, ut semper et in omnibus, divina gratia’, vol. 1, p. 62 
114 Lupus, Epistolae, 8, ‘emolumenti plurimum’, vol. 1, p. 62. 
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such a force of prayers…I dare to suggest that this was procured by divine blessing’.115 Lupus 

asserted the relevance of God’s agency for explaining his recent (and deeply personal) 

experience. Articulating his memories to Altuin provided an opportunity for interpreting God’s 

purposes. Even Lupus, however, expressed this with varying degrees of certainty. He was 

certain that he had been saved by God’s grace, which he knew to be omnipresent. Lupus’ 

interpretation of this, however, was more hesitant, since he wrote that ‘I dare to offer the 

opinion’ about God’s purposes. Knowing that God had acted did not necessarily mean that His 

purposes were clear, but ignorance on this point did not mean He should not be praised.  

 

Conclusion 

 

These examples demonstrate that belief in God’s agency permeated not simply political culture 

but almost every aspect of Carolingian life that has left a written record. Although many of 

these examples concerned members of the political elites, God’s agency was not confined to 

purely political questions of legitimacy. When Carolingian historians considered God’s agency 

in the recent past, they were participating in a mode of reasoning shared with almost every 

other Carolingian thinker. This did not make it unconscious or formulaic. The evidence instead 

suggests that such reasoning was often seen as urgent and fundamental to making sense of the 

world.  

 

THE DOCTRINAL FOUNDATIONS OF GOD’S AGENCY 
 

God’s agency: eternal, boundless, and all-powerful 

 

Many of the examples we have considered depicted God’s agency not only as deeply relevant 

but also exalted and transcendent. Sedulius described God as ‘He whose power over the world 

disposes everything, with His will controlling it’.116 This exalted language partly showed God’s 

importance to the entire worldview of these communities. More significantly, this language 

reflected the doctrinal foundations on which such beliefs were built, and from which practical 

applications were made. It is necessary, therefore, to consider the doctrinal boundaries and 

foundation of Christian belief about God’s agency. 

                                                 
115 Lupus, Epistolae, 8, ‘tantam autem orationum peperit copiam…ut opinari audeam eum divino mihi beneficio 
procuratum’, vol. 1, p. 62.  
116 Sedulius, Carmina, 45.7-8, ‘cuncta dispensat dominante nutu / sceptriger orbis’, p. 208. 



47 
 

 

An especially striking example returns us to Charlemagne’s reign, to Arn of Salzburg’s preface 

to the Council on the Danube (796).117 Although largely an episcopal gathering, this concerned 

Charlemagne’s ongoing Avar campaigns. The expeditions included these bishops, meaning 

that these conciliar acts were not so different from the Admonitio Generalis or other 

Carolingian capitularies. Arn began his interpretation of recent Avar submissions thus:  

 

In the foreknowledge of Almighty God, who makes all things that are to come, 

which before all time were made predestined bit-by-bit, which were deposited 

without doubt in each time by the just judgement of the governing God.118 

 

Arn conceived of God as supremely powerful and eternal. Although the language of 

predestination became controversial later in the period, one of Charlemagne’s foremost 

theologians used it here to articulate divine agency. Arn regarded this ongoing campaign as 

eternally known and willed by God’s government, which went well beyond defending 

Carolingian legitimacy or simply asserting God’s help. While Carolingian historians were 

rarely so explicit about the doctrinal technicalities of God’s agency, their audiences could still 

have brought such understandings to histories’ theological language.  

 

The Carolingians derived their doctrine from the Church Fathers. Augustine had discussed 

God’s agency towards creation on numerous occasions.119 In his Enchiridion, he wrote that 

Christians should believe that ‘the cause of all created things, whether heavenly or earthly, 

whether visible or invisible, is nothing except the goodness of the Creator, who is the one true 

God’.120 Furthermore, they should believe ‘that there is nothing, which is not either Himself, 

                                                 
117 M.E. Moore, A Sacred Kingdom: Bishops and the Rise of Frankish Kingship, 300-850, Studies in Medieval 
and Early Modern Canon Law 8 (Washington, D.C., 2011), p. 240. For Arn, D.A. Bullough, ‘Three “Men of God” 
in Charlemagne’s service: Alcuin, Hildebald, Arno’, in J. Story (ed.), Charlemagne: Empire and Society 
(Manchester, 2005), pp. 136-150; and now M. Diesenberger, Predigt und Politik im frühmittelalterlichen Bayern: 
Arn von Salzburg, Karl der Große und die Salzburger Sermones-Sammlung (Berlin, 2015). The lost original of 
the reconstructed Annales Iuavenses maiores, ed. H. Bresslau, MGH SS 30/2 (1923), pp. 727-44, has been 
associated with Arn’s retinue, by Bresslau, p. 729; McCormick, Les Annales, p. 15.  
118 Conventus Episcoporum ad ripas Danubii, preface, ‘in Dei omnipotentis praescientia, qui fecit ea, quae futura 
sunt, cuncta ante omnia saecula praedestinatim facta existunt, quae nimirum per singula tempora iusto Dei 
moderatius iudicio disponuntur’, ed. A. Werminghoff, MGH Conc. 2.1 (Hanover and Leipzig, 1906), pp. 172-6, 
at p. 172. 
119 For which see W. Otten, ‘The Texture of tradition: the role of the Church Fathers in Carolingian Theology’, I. 
Backus (ed.), The reception of the church fathers in the West: from the Carolingians to the Maurists, vol. 1 
(Leiden, 1997), pp. 3-50 
120 Augustine, Enchiridion, 3.9, ‘satis est christiano rerum creatarum causam, siue caelestium siue terrestrium, 
siue uisibilium siue inuisibilium, non nisi bonitatem credere creatoris qui est deus unus et uerus’, ed. E. Evans, 
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or is derived from Him’.121 In an exegetical work, Augustine wrote that ‘from the heights to 

the depths, created things are ruled by divine providence, beginning from the throne of God 

down to whether a hair is black or white’.122 Both of these statements were taken up verbatim 

by Carolingian authors. The latter was used by Hrabanus Maurus in his commentary on 

Matthew written in the 820s.123 The former was used by Pascasius Radbertus in his De spe, 

fide, et caritate, written in the 830s.124 In each case, God’s agency was understood as exclusive 

and unlimited. Nothing, however exalted or detailed, could be conceived of as outside God’s 

agency.   

 

God’s agency and doctrinal controversy 

 

Radbertus, Hrabanus, their students and associates all expressed similarly exalted views of 

God’s agency in their polemical writings. Radbertus used God’s agency in debating the 

Eucharist with Ratramnus of Corbie, between 831 and 833, which shows how God’s agency 

was applied to a specific intellectual problem. 125 Radbertus argued that God’s power, will, and 

wisdom should not be separated, ‘since everything that God wills to be, and whatever He wills, 

each of these exist’.126 God’s will, Radbertus explained, ‘is not accomplished without power, 

nor power without wisdom’.127 Since, Radbertus continued, ‘God’s will is power and wisdom, 

whatever He wills, happens thus as He wills’.128 Finally, Radbertus noted that God ‘always 

                                                 

CCSL 46 (Turnhout, 1969), p. 49-114, at p. 53. For Carolingian manuscripts of the Enchiridion, see Munich, 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, clm 6321 and 14487 (CLA 9.1301); Paris, BnF., lat. 2034 (CLA 5.540); Valenciennes 
Bibliothèque municipale Ms. 167; St. Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek, Ms. 29. 
121 Augustine, Enchiridion, 3.9, ‘nullam que esse naturam quae non aut ipse sit aut ab ipso’, p. 53. 
122 Augustine, De sermone Domini in monte, 1.17.52, ‘quando a summis usque ad infima diuina prouidentia creata 
regerentur, incipiens a throno dei usque ad capillum album aut nigrum’, ed. A. Mutzenbecher, CCSL 35 
(Turnhourt, 1967), p. 60. 
123 Hrabanus, Expositio in Mattheum, 5.36, ‘quando a summis usque ad infima Diuina prouidentia creata 
regerentur, incipiens a throno Dei usque ad capillum album aut nigrum’, ed. B. Löfstedt, Hrabani Mauri expositio 
in Matthaeum, CCCM 174 (Turnhout, 2000), p. 158. For Hrabanus’ Biblical commentaries, see De Jong, ‘Empire 
as ecclesia’.  
124 Radbertus, De fide, spe et caritate, 1, l.1837, ‘Satis enim est christiano rerum creaturarum causas siue celestium 
siue terrestrium siue uisibilium siue inuisibilium intelligere non nisi bonitate creatoris Dei existere… nullam que 
esse naturam quae non aut ipse sit aut ab ipso’, ed. B. Paulus, Pascasii Radberti De fide, spe et caritate, CCCM 
97 (Turnhout, 1990), p. 59. 
125 H. Matis, ‘Ratramnus of Corbie, Heinrich Bullinger, and the English Reformation’, Viator 43 (2012), pp. 375-
392, at p. 377. For this debate, see W. Otten, ‘“Between Augustinian Sign and Carolingian Reality: the Presence 
of Ambrose and Augustine in the Eucharistic Debate between Paschasius Radbertus and Ratramnus of Corbie,” 
Nederlands Archief voor Kerkgeschiedenis 80 (2000), pp. 131-156. 
126 Radbertus, De Corpore et sanguine Domini liber, 1.2, ‘dum omnium esse Dei voluntas est, et quidquid voluerit 
Deus, hoc singula sunt’, ed. PL 120 cols 1255-1350 at 1269C. See also edition by B. Paulus CCCM 16 (Turnhout, 
1969). 
127 Radbertus, De Corp., 1.4, ‘neque igitur voluntas sine virtute, neque virtus sine sapientia quippiam efficit’, col. 
1271A.  
128 Radbertus, De Corp., 1.4, ‘voluntas Dei virtus et sapientia est, deo quidquid vult, ita fit ut vult’, col. 1271A.  
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dispenses sufficient grace, lest who He has ordained from is changed’.129 For Radbertus, God’s 

agency was absolute and fundamental to His character.  

 

The relevance to the Eucharist was that God’s agency could contradict human reason. 

Radbertus urged that ‘the power of divinity against nature effectively works beyond our 

rational capacity’.130 Radbertus acknowledged that his words ‘might seem unbelievable’,131 in 

which case they should observe the miracles in Scripture, ‘against the natural order’.132 Moving 

from the premise of God’s absolute agency, demonstrable by reason and from Scripture, 

Radbertus then demonstrated the seemingly irrational truth that the Eucharist could indeed be 

Christ’s body and blood.  

 

The predestination controversy (in which several historians were also involved) debated how 

God’s agency was to be understood specifically within soteriology.133 Gottschalk confessed 

before the Council of Mainz (848) that ‘God the immutable, before the foundation of the world, 

imcommutably predestined through his gratuitous grace, all His elect to eternal life’.134 This 

position was consistent with the absolute view of God’s agency already discussed and was not 

necessarily controversial. For Gottschalk, predestination was, in language similar to Arn’s, 

‘without any interval, that is, simultaneously and at once, before the ages, [for] each and every 

one of your works’.135 Florus of Lyons, writing against Gottschalk in 851 or 852, agreed that 

God ‘entirely foreknew, in His eternal and imcommutable knowledge all things before they 

came to be’.136 The problem was that Gottschalk also asserted that this immutable God had 

also ‘through His just judgement, incommutably predestined the reprobate…to the deserved 

everlasting death’.137 This was not an unreasonable implication of God’s agency being eternally 

                                                 
129 Radbertus, De Corp., 3.3, ‘semper proficua dispenset gratia, ne quod disposuit immutetur’, col. 1276C.  
130 Radbertus, De Corp., 4.3, ‘quia potentia Divinitatis contra naturam ultra nostrae rationis capacitatem efficaciter 
operatur’, col. 1279C. 
131 Radbertus, De Corp., 1.2, ‘quod si minus alicui quam dicimus credibile videtur’, col. 1269B. 
132 Radbertus, De Corp., 1.2, ‘contra naturae ordinem’, col. 1269B.  
133 Nineham, ‘Gottschalk of Orbais’, pp. 2-18; Ganz, ‘The debate on predestination’, pp. 283-302; M. Gillis, 
Heresy and Dissent in the Carolingian Empire: the Case of Gottschalk of Orbais (Oxford, 2017). I have not had 
the opportunity to consult Warren Pezé’s thesis although I have benefited from several conversations with him.  
134 Gottschalk, Confession at Mainz, ‘sicut deus incommutabilis, ante mundi constitutionem, omnes electos suos 
imcommutabiliter per gratuitam gratiam suam praedestinavit ad vitam aeternam’, ed. C. Lambot, Oeuvres 
Théologiques et Grammaticales de Godescalc d'Orbais. Textes en majeure partie inédits (Louvain, 1945), p. 38. 
135 Gottschalk, Confessio Prolixior, 3, ‘absque ullo scilicet intervallo utpote simul et semel ante saecula, tam 
cuncta quam singular opera tua’, ed. Lambot, Oeuvres, p. 56. 
136 Florus, Sermo de Predestinatione, ‘omnino in sua aeterna et incommutabili scientia praescivit omnia antequam 
fierent’ ed. PL 119, cols 95-102, at col. 95D.  
137 Gottschalk, Confession at Mainz, ‘similiter omnino omnes reprobos qui in die iudicii damnabuntur propter 
ipsorum mala merita idem ipse incommutabilis deus per iustum iudicium suum incommutabiliter praedestinavit 
ad mortem merito sempiternam’, p. 38. 
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immutable, and was supported by several Biblical and Patristic authorities.138 For Hrabanus 

and others, however, Gottschalk implied that all human efforts were futile.139 Gottschalk was, 

therefore, probing the tensions in language about God’s agency. Nonetheless, all these 

theologians proceeded from shared assumptions about God’s unlimited agency. The problem 

was how this should be related specifically to human agency in salvation.  

 

God’s agency was not, therefore, a crude concept to be thrown into political rhetoric where 

needed. It could be highly complex and controversial, while remaining sufficiently coherent 

and versatile to be applied to different doctrinal problems. Arn’s comments also showed that 

its doctrinal complexity could be relevant to interpreting immediate human experiences. As a 

result, hints at this complexity occurred in other sources, such as Dhuoda’s manual. 

Straightforward statements of God’s agency could be seen as reflecting deeper formulations of 

belief. Although the ARF did not describe Charlemagne’s conquest of the Avars as eternally 

willed, its author did not necessarily disagree with Arn. Instead, he had made a literary decision 

to depict God’s agency in a particular way. 

 

The problem of evil  

 

This high doctrine of God’s agency raised certain questions, in addition to those of Gottschalk. 

How, for example, could God’s power be reconciled with human responsibility and the 

existence of evil?140 This was especially relevant for historians, who often recounted enormous 

suffering. Once again, the Carolingians turned to the Church Fathers, especially to Gregory the 

Great’s Moralia on Job, which was widely copied in Carolingian scriptoria.141 Gregory 

explained that in some suffering, ‘a sinner is struck, so that he is punished without opportunity 

for repentance’.142 Suffering could, however, happen ‘so that the sinner might be corrected’ for 

                                                 
138 In Confessio Prolixior, 3, alone: Ps. 101.27, Ps. 134.6, Is. 45.11; Mal. 3.6, 1 Tim. 6.16, Jam. 1.17, Augustine, 
De Civ., 22.1.1, Gregory, Moralia, 28.5.14, c.f. Lambot, Oeuvres, p. 56.  
139 Hrabanus, Epistola ad Eberhardum, ‘si quis velit salvus fieri…frustrate et incassum laboret, si non est 
predestinatus ad vitam, quasi deus predestinatione sua cogat hominem interire’, ed. Lambot, Oeuvres, pp. 5-6.  
140 The so-called ‘problem of evil’, c.f. R. Swinbourne, Providence and the problem of evil (Oxford, 1998); J.P. 
McBrayer and D. Howard-Snyder (eds), The Blackwell companion to the problem of evil (Malden, M.A., 2013). 
141 Gregory, Moralia, preface, 5.12, ‘Percussionum quippe diversa sunt genera’, ed. M. Adriaen, Sancti Gregorii 
Magni Opera: Morali in Job Libri I-X, CCSL 143 (Turnhout, 1979), p. 16. Typical Carolingian manuscripts of 
the Moralia include Munich Bayerische, Staatsbibliothek, clm and 6283, 6300, and 14480; St. Gallen, 
Stiftsbibliothek, Ms. 209. 
142 Gregory, Moralia, preface, 5.12, ‘alia namque est percussio, qua peccator percutitur, ut sine retractatione 
puniatur’, p. 16. 
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present sins,143  or ‘not to commit future sins’.144 In both cases, God used evil to limit evil and 

beget virtue. Finally, Gregory wrote, God allowed suffering ‘so that unexpected salvation 

follows the blow, that the Saviour’s strength might be known and loved more deeply’.145 

Suffering prompted reflection on God’s purposes, which went well beyond simply rewarding 

virtue and punishing wickedness. 

 

Gregory also integrated Satan into this approach, by subordinating him utterly to God’s agency. 

He wrote, ‘Satan’s will is always evil, but His power is never unjust, for his will is his own, 

but his power comes from God’.146 As a result, Gregory cautioned, ‘we must fear only that 

power, which allows the enemy to rage, and for the use of whose just judgement that unjust 

will serves’.147 Agobard repeated these ideas, writing that while ‘the will to hurt belongs to evil 

angels, the power of doing what that will wishes is the Lord’s alone’.148 God’s agency remained 

paramount over all other agencies. 

 

Many more Carolingian thinkers than Agobard confronted the same problems. Alcuin’s letters 

about the sack of Lindisfarne in the early 790s provided extensive reflections on God’s 

purposes amidst disaster.149 Contemporaneously, Theodulf of Orléans’ dedicated an entire 

poem to the question of ‘God’s dispensation’.150 The problem, for Theodulf, was that humanity 

was ‘variously ruled’ but remained ignorant about how,151 since ‘evil often follows good 

people, and good often the reprobate’.152 Theodulf nonetheless affirmed that ‘everything is 

managed by supernal judgements’,153 and that God ‘disposes each by His strong and gentle 

                                                 
143 Gregory, Moralia, preface, 5.12, ‘alia, qua peccator percutitur, ut corrigatur’, p. 17. 
144 Gregory, Moralia, preface, 5.12 ‘alia, qua nonnunquam quisque percutitur, non ut praeterita corrigat, sed ne 
ventura committat’, p. 17. 
145 Gregory, Moralia, preface, 5.12 ‘alia qua plerumque percutitur…sed ut, dum inopinata salus percussionem 
sequitur, salvantis virtus cognita ardentius ametur; p. 17. 
146 Gregory, Moralia, 2.10.17, ‘sciendum vero est quia Satanae voluntas semper iniqua est, sed nunquam potestas 
injusta: quia a semetipso voluntatem habet, sed a Domino potestatem’, p. 70. 
147 Gregory, Moralia, 2.10.17, ‘sola ergo vis illa timenda est, quae cum hostem saevire permiserit, ei ad usum justi 
judicii, et injusta illius voluntas servit’, p. 70.  
148 Agobard, De grandine et tonitruis, 5, ‘sicut enim eorum propria est voluntas nocendi, sic solius Domini potestas 
ut possint quae volunt’, p. 6.  
149 M. Garrison, ‘The bible and Alcuin’s interpretation of current events’, Peritia 16 (2002), pp. 68-84. 
150 Theodulf, Carmina, 13, ed. E. Dümmler, MGH Poet. 1 (Berlin, 1881), pp. 437-568, at pp. 466-7. For Latin 
poetry at Charlemagne’s court, see M. Garrison, ‘The emergence of Carolingian Latin literature and the court of 
Charlemagne (780-814), in Carolingian Culture, pp. 111-140.  
151 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.3-4, ‘multa regi varie qui humana in gente videmus / Ignarique sumus’, p. 466. 
152 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.5, ‘nam mala saepe bonos, reprobos bona saepe sequuntur’, p. 466. 
153 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.9, ‘omnia iudiciis sunt haec moderata supernis’, p. 467. 
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will’.154 Such judgements, Theodulf admitted, ‘are often hidden’ but, on account of God’s 

character, ‘never unfair’.155 Following Augustine, Theodulf resolved the problem 

eschatologically, since ‘if [God] delivered judgement in this time / surely what dark fury does, 

exists unpunished?’156 Conversely, ‘if worthy vengeance came to sinners soon’,157 then ‘the 

last day’s laws would stand useless’ and ‘all judgements would be unemployed’.158 Carolingian 

thinkers not only accepted a high view of God’s agency but grappled with its implications and 

demonstrated its coherence.  

 

Although Gregory and Theodulf doubtlessly had their own experiences of suffering, their 

discussions of evil were abstract. Throughout the ninth-century, however, Carolingian thinkers 

applied these premises to specific evils. Jonas, bishop of Orléans and Frothar, bishop of Toul, 

offer a helpful comparison, since both were bishops during the 820s and 830s and applied 

similar ideas about God’s agency to cases of suffering. Jonas’ problem, in his De Institutione 

Regis, written for Pippin of Aquitaine in 831,159 was that of good and bad kings. Jonas affirmed 

that all human rule was ‘conferred by the hidden judgement of divine dispensation’.160 God’s 

judgement seemed hidden because rule was sometimes conferred on bad kings. Jonas 

concluded, therefore, that just and pious rulers ‘doubtlessly rule through God’,161 while unjust 

kings ruled ‘not by His gift, but by His permission’, as a punishment for those ruled.162 Jonas 

thereby maintained the high doctrine of God’s agency while allowing differentiation within it 

as Gregory had done.  

 

Frothar’s problem, preserved in his letters, was that of recent wolf attacks in his diocese.163 

Frothar maintained, however, the same commitment to the necessity of God’s permission as 

                                                 
154 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.11, ‘quae suavi ac forti disponit singula nutu, p. 467, c.f. Wisd. 8.1, ‘adtingit enim a 
fine usque ad finem fortiter et disponit omnia suaviter’.  
155 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.10, ‘sunt saepe occulta haec, nunquam inhonesta tamen’, p. 467. 
156 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.15-6, ‘tempore iudicium si nullum agitaret in isto / nonne impune foret quod furor ater 
agit?’, p. 467. 
157 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.19-21, ‘at si peccantes mox ultio digna feriret’, p. 467.  
158 Theodulf, Carmina, 13.20-21, ‘ictaque iudicii cuncta secura forent / Irrita supremi remanerent iura diei’, p. 
467. The relevant passage is Augustine, De Civ., 1.8, ‘Nam si nunc omne peccatum manifesta plecteret poena, 
nihil ultimo iudicio seruari putaretur; rursus si nullum nunc peccatum puniret aperta diuinitas, nulla esse diuina 
prouidentia crederetur’, p. 7. 
159 Anton, Fürstenspiegel, pp. 198-244.  
160 Jonas, De Institutione, 7, ‘immo occulto iudicio dispensationis divinae regnum confertur terrenum’, ed. A. 
Dubreucq, Le métier de roi (Paris, 1995), p. 218 
161 Jonas, De Institutione, 7, ‘qui pie et iuste et misericorditer regnant, sine dubio per Deum regnant’, p. 218. 
162 Jonas, De Institutione, 7, ‘qui vero secus, non eius munere, sed permissu tantum regnant’, p. 218, c.f. Hos. 
13.11, Job. 24.30, Is. Sent. 3.48.11. 
163 Frothar of Toul, Epistolae, ed. and trans. translation, M. Parisse, La correspondence d’un évêque carolingien. 
Frothaire de Toul (ca 813-847) (Paris, 1998). See Patzold, Episcopus, pp. 175-9. For this incident, see Airlie, 
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Jonas. These wolf attacks had happened ‘demonically’ and by ‘diabolic treachery’.164 Frothar 

affirmed, nonetheless, that they attacked ‘with divine judgement permitting it in its entirety’, 

‘with God permitting [these afflictions]’ and ‘with celestial censure disposing it’.165 Frothar 

also suggested that this was ‘called forth by our sins’,166 and that ‘these things might be 

happening to us less, if we attended to Him, as He is worth, with our whole mind every day’.167 

Frothar delineated causes and responsibilities very carefully. Frothar, like Gregory, was also 

concerned with how Christians should respond to these truths, not fearing Satan but rather 

trusting God through repentance. Frothar shows how doctrinal premises could be shared across 

different kinds of texts, and how precise doctrinal statements led to pastoral application.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

When the ARF described Charlemagne’s victories as won with God’s help, its language would 

have resonated with many different aspects of Carolingian culture. There was undoubtedly a 

political dimension to this language, but prioritising this risks obscuring how this language was 

part of a broader religious culture. Every kind of writer in the Carolingian Empire, from 

exegetes and preachers to legislators and chancery scribes, asserted God’s agency in 

contemporary experience. This was how recent events and general states of being were to be 

interpreted and correct responses made.  

 

Many texts used similar phrasing to Carolingian historians. The ablative absolute ‘with God 

helping’ was especially popular. It was so widespread that it is highly unlikely that Carolingian 

historians were inspired by a single specific source. Instead, this phrasing was part of their 

everyday discourse, in which they had been brought up. Hints of this ‘conversational theology’ 

can be found in how letters were written, or Dhuoda’s advice about prayer.  

 

                                                 

‘Aristocracy in the service of the state in the Carolingian period’, in Airlie and Pohl (eds), Staat im frühen 
Mittelalter, pp. 93-112, at p. 108. For wolf attacks in early medieval sources, see R.A.H. Evans, ‘Crying wolf in 
the early middle ages?’ Doing History in Public, 20/09/2016 (https://doinghistoryinpublic.org/2016/09/20/crying-
wolf-in-the-early-middle-ages/). 
164 Frothar, Epistolae, 27, ‘per fraudem diabolicam…demonice’, p. 138. 
165 Frothar, Epistolae, 27, ‘divino iudicio permittente in omnibus factam esse non ambigo… multa adversa 
permittente Deo patimur…plagas caelesti censura disponente ingruentes’, p. 138. 
166 Frothar, Epistolae, 27, ‘Siquidem peccatis nostris exigentibus’, p. 138. 
167 Frothar, Epistolae, 27, ‘que minime nobis acciderent, si ei, ut dignum fuerat, tota mente quotidie famularemur’, 
p. 138.  

https://doinghistoryinpublic.org/2016/09/20/crying-wolf-in-the-early-middle-ages/
https://doinghistoryinpublic.org/2016/09/20/crying-wolf-in-the-early-middle-ages/
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This did not mean that such language was used unconsciously. God’s agency was pervasive, 

but also taken very seriously. Responding to God was a matter of urgency and understanding 

how God acted a matter of great doctrinal complexity. It seems probable that Carolingian 

historians’ use of such language was equally important. How far the application of God’s 

agency to the demands of history writing perpetuated these beliefs remains to be seen.  
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Chapter 2 

‘INSTRUCTING THE MINDS OF READERS IN HEAVENLY 
MATTERS’:  GOD’S AGENCY IN THE CAROLINGIAN 

HISTORICAL INHERITANCE  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The previous chapter has shown the importance of God’s agency for Carolingian society. In 

addition to contemporary modes of thought, Carolingian historians also had access to a rich 

and varied inheritance of earlier history writing. These ranged from the Old Testament to near 

contemporary Italian and Anglo-Saxon histories. Their increasing availability reflected 

Carolingian culture’s general fascination with the past.1 These classical, patristic, and other 

early medieval histories were increasingly available to Carolingian writers.2 Not only were 

these texts being copied, but many were also being quoted and used in new compositions.3   

 

Whereas some scholars have explained Carolingian historians’ language of God’s agency as a 

response to changing political circumstances, others have emphasised the continuity of this 

language from late antiquity to the central middle ages. This was the scope of summative 

studies by Southern, Ray, Werner, and Goetz.4 Carolingian historians’ language of God’s 

agency can, therefore, be explained by its being derived from earlier models.   

 

It remains to be seen, however, how far these earlier histories determined the theological 

language of Carolingian historians or whether discontinuity and divergence points to greater 

innovation than has previously been argued. Carolingian historians might have been provoked 

to experiment by their reading of earlier models, as much as being inspired to imitate them. It 

is necessary, therefore, to consider how these earlier texts, and especially their language of 

                                                 
1 McKitterick, History and memory, passim.  
2 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of History’, pp. 194-5; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 44-5; Ganter et 
al (eds), Resources of the Past, passim; Staubach, ‘Christiana tempora’, p. 196; Reimitz, History, identity, 
ethnicity, pp. 363-4.  
3 For the evidence of library catalogues, see McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written Word, pp. 165-210; 
McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 39-49. 
4 Ray, ‘Medieval historiography’ (covering 300-1200) Southern ‘History Writing (1)’ (covering Einhard to 
Geoffrey of Monmouth); Werner, ‘Gott, Herrscher und Historiograph’ (covering Orosius to Ralph Glaber); Goetz, 
‘Die Gegenwart’. Goetz’s choice to produce monographs on Orosius and Otto of Freising reflects this tendency.  
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God’s agency, might have been read and used by those seeking to write new histories in the 

late eighth and ninth centuries.  

 

Unfortunately, no explicit evidence survives of Carolingian historians reflecting on their own 

reading of earlier histories. Consequently, these earlier historians’ own language of God’s 

agency will be discussed to provide a point of comparison for the Carolingian evidence in the 

following chapter. This will establish how far these earlier texts may have influenced 

Carolingian historians’ own language of God’s agency. 

 

HISTORY AND THE DIVINE IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 
 

Old Testament history writing 

 

Among the historical texts surviving in Carolingian libraries from the ancient world, the most 

obvious, significant, and accessible were the historical narratives in Scripture.5 The 

Carolingians made considerable use, in Latin translation, of ancient Israel’s histories and 

prophetic narratives.6 These reflected on and communicated Yahweh’s character and agency 

and the proper human response.7 Carolingian histories were often very different in literary 

terms from the Old Testament, and Old Testament histories did not themselves provide a 

monolithic model. God’s agency was, nonetheless, relevant to how ancient Israelite and 

Carolingian historians constructed their military and political narratives.  

 

In times of war, one early medieval lectionary from Würzburg ordained a reading from Isaiah, 

in which Hezekiah sought and received God’s help against Sennecharib.8 Such episodes could 

be found throughout the Old Testament. The Chronicler, for example, described how in one 

                                                 
5 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 31. For early medieval lectionaries, see H. Leclercq, F. Cabrol, and H.I. 

Marrou (eds), Dictionnaire d'archéologie Chrétienne et de Liturgie, 11 vols (Paris, 1907-53), vol. 8.2 (Paris, 

1929), cols 2270-2300.  
6 G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology vol. 1: The theology of Israel’s historical traditions, trans. D. Stalker 

(Edinburgh, 1962); M. Noth, The Deuteronomistic History, 2nd edn (Sheffield, 1981). See also Assman, Cultural 
Memory, pp. 175-205. 
7 D.I. Block, ‘God’, and Y. Amit, ‘Narrative Art of Israel’s Historians’, in W. Arnold and H. Williamson (eds), 
Dictionary of the Old Testament Historical Books (Leicester, 2005), pp. 337-355 and pp. 708-15, (for the latter, 

see especially pp. 710-11). For the history of Old Testament Israel, see I. Provan, V. Philips Long, and T. 

Longman, A biblical history of Israel, 2nd edn, (Louisville, Kentucky, 2015). 
8 Is. 37.1-17; Leclerq, Cabrol, Marrou, Dictionnaire, 8.2, col 2286. For Sennecharib, see AF s.a. 876, p. 89. 
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battle ‘the sons of Israel fled before Judah and God gave them into their hand’.9 Judah defeated 

Jeroboam, ‘because they had hoped in the Lord’.10 First Maccabees had Judas Maccabeus 

assure his men ‘the Lord himself will overthrow [the Syrians] before our face: but as for you, 

fear them not’,11 because ‘strength comes from heaven’.12 The Bible would have supplied 

Carolingian historians with the permission and the means to articulate God’s agency and its 

implications in historical narrative. 

 

Roman history writing  

 

The Carolingians also showed considerable interest in Roman history writing.13 Scholars have 

noted fortuna’s place in Roman history writing and its influence on early medieval historians.14 

It should be noted, however, that alongside fortuna, Roman historians also occasionally 

depicted the gods’ agency within their narratives.15 Sallust, for example, depicted Adherbal 

calling the Roman senate ‘great, by the gods’ power and will.16 Carolingian historians also used 

this vocabulary to depict divine agency, but the divine in question would have been understood 

very differently.  Later, a soothsayer advised Gaius Marius ‘do what is in your mind, relying 

on the gods; test this fortuna very often’, which shows how the gods and fortuna could be 

combined.17 Whereas Carolingian readers would have identified the God active in, say, First 

Maccabees as their own Lord, it remains very unclear how they might have read the divine in 

Sallust’s narrative. 

 

                                                 
9 2 Chr. 13.14-6, ‘fugeruntque filii Israhel Iudam et tradidit eos Deus in manu eorum’. For 1-2 Chronicles, see K. 

Duke, ‘Chronicles, Books of’, in Arnold and Williamson (eds), Historical Books, pp. 161-81. 
10 2 Chr. 13.18, ‘quod sperassent in Domino’. 
11 1 Macc. 3.22, ‘et ipse Dominus conteret eos ante faciem nostram vos autem ne timueritis eos’. For 1 Maccabees, 

see J.R. Bartlett, 1 Maccabees (Sheffield, 1998); J.A. Goldstein, 1 Maccabees: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary (New York, 1976). 
12 1 Macc. 3.19, ‘quid…de caelo fortitudo est’. For the importance of this verse, see Chapter 5, pp. 219-21.  
13 See especially, M. Innes, ‘The Classical Tradition in the Carolingian Renaissance: Ninth-Century Encounters 

with Suetonius’, International Journal of the Classical Tradition 3 (1997), pp. 265-282. For Roman history 

writing, see J. Marincola (ed.), A Companion to Greek and Roman Historiography (London, 2007), especially 

D.S. Levene, ‘Roman historiography in the Late Republic’, pp. 275-89. 
14 M. Kempshall, ‘Some Ciceronian models for Einhard’s life of Charlemagne’, Viator 26 (1995), pp. 11-37, at p. 

23; Löwe, ‘Geschichtsscreibung’, p. 16.  
15 Smalley, Historians, p. 27. For Roman historians’ theories of causation, see especially G.F. Chesnut, The first 
Christian histories: Eusebius, Socrates, Sozomen, Theodoret and Evagrius (Paris, 1977), pp. 39-46 
16 Sallust, Bellum Jugurthinum, 14.19, ‘virtute ac dis volentibus magni estis et opulenti’, ed. J.C. Rolfe, Sallust: 
The war with Catilinie; The War with Jugurtha (Cambridge, M.A., 1921), pp. 132-380, at p. 163. For Sallust, see 

Levene, ‘Roman historiography’, pp. 277-83. 
17 Sallust, Bellum Jugurthinum, 63.1, ‘proinde, quae animo agitabat fretus dis ageret, fortunam quam saepissume 
experiretur, cuncta prospere eventura’, p. 270. 
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If the concept of fortuna could be Christianised, a Carolingian reader might possibly have 

‘translated’ Sallust’s language of divine agency into their own context. Where Sallust intended 

the reader to understand Jupiter, a Carolingian might just have understood the Christian God, 

but it seems improbable. This adaptation occurred with other terms. While the Romans had 

used ‘thunderer’ as an epithet for Jupiter,18 both Ermold and the AX used it for God,19 probably 

following the fifth-century poet Prudentius’ Christianisation of the term.20 Similar examples 

were limited.  Even such a maximalist Carolingian reading of Sallust’s theological language 

would have been minimal relative to that of the Old Testament.  

 

Flavius Josephus, De Bello Judaico 

 

The Carolingians also seem to have known Josephus’ De Bello Judaico,21 which combined 

both Israelite and Greco-Roman historical tradition.22 When Cassiodorus explained that 

Christian historians should ‘ascribe everything truly to the Creator’s will’, he added ‘as 

Josephus did’.23 This presented Josephus as a key model for Christian historians’ efforts to 

depict God’s agency. Although Cassiodorus recommended Eusebius and others, Josephus was 

(despite his Judaism) the fountainhead of godly history writing.24 

                                                 
18 E.g. Suetonius, Vita Augusti, 29, ‘tonanti Ioui aedem consecrauit liberatus periculo’, ed. J.C. Rolfe, Suetonius 
(London, 1914), pp. 122-286, at p. 192; Lucan, De Bello Civili, 1.35, ‘Regna deis, coelumque suo servire tonanti’, 
ed. J.D. Duff, Lucan: The Civil War, books I-X (Cambridge, M.A., 1951), p. 4.  
19 E.g. Ermold, 2.394, ‘atque per imperium, dante tonante, meum’, p. 35; AX s.a. 868, ‘mittente eis summo tonanti 

signa et prodigia fieri in medio plebis’, p. 25. See also Hibernicus Exul, Carmina, 1.10, ‘unus in aetherea altitonans 
qui praesidet aula’, ed. Dümmler, MGH Poet. 1, p. 395. 
20 Aurelius Prudentius, Apotheosis, line 171, ‘sed Filius ille Tonantis / iam solus vultum patris aspicit’, ed. M.P. 
Cunningham, Aurelii Prudentii Clementis Carmina, CCSL 126 (Turnhout, 1966), pp. 73-115, at p. 82. 

ed. H.J. Thomson, Prudentius (Cambridge, M.A., 1949), p. 133. Pace Fichtenau, Carolingian empire, p. 47, who 

ascribed it to Germanic paganism.  
21 F. Blatt, The Latin Josephus I: Introduction and Text, The Antiquities Books I-V (Aarhus, 1958), was never 

continued. The most modern Latin edition not to be collated with the Greek was Johannes Frobenius (ed.), Flavii 
Iosephi Opera (Basel, 1524), with De Bello Iudaico, pp. 596-852; R.M. Pollard and W. Glaeser’s invaluable site 
<sites.google.com/site/latinjosephus> has not yet transcribed much of De Bello. For knowledge of Josephus in 

the early middle ages, see De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, pp. 218-20; R.M. Pollard, ‘Reading Josephus at 
Vivarium? Annotations and Exegesis in Early Copies of the Antiquities’, Florilegium 30 (2013), pp. 103-42; R.M. 

Pollard, ‘The De Excidio of “Hegesippus” and the Reception of Josephus in the Early Middle Ages’, Viator 46 

(2015), pp. 65-100. Ninth-century digitised manuscripts include Cologny, Bodmer Ms. 98 and 99 (includes Ant. 

I-VI & BJ); St. Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek, Ms. 627; Wolfenbüttel, HAB, cod. guelf. 22 Weiss., which includes Ant. 
1-12 and BJ.  
22 For Josephus, see J. Edmonson, S. Mason, J. Rives (eds), Flavius Josephus and Flavian Rome (Oxford, 2005); 

J. Sievers and G. Lembi (eds), Josephus and Jewish History in Flavian Rome and Beyond (Leiden, 2005), esp, 

A.J. Forte, ‘Translating Book 1 of Josephus’ Bellum Judaicum: some critical observations’, pp. 383-404; H.H. 

Chapman and Z. Rogers (eds), A companion to Josephus in his world (Chichester, West Sussex/ Malden, M.A., 

2016).  
23 Cassiodorus, Institutiones, 1.17.1, ‘sed arbitrio Creatoris applicare veraciter universa contendunt – ut est 

Ioseppus’, p. 55.  
24 For his use in exegesis, see De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, p. 217.  
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Josephus ascribed various events in his narrative to God.25 When a Roman detachment defeated 

a Galilean force, for example, ‘God gave the Galileans’ slaughter to the Romans’.26 He also 

depicted his characters making similar statements. Titus cried during one siege ‘why do we 

delay, comrades, with God giving us the Jews?’27 It is significant that Josephus thus ascribed 

God’s aid to the Romans and the Flavian dynasty, especially since the Carolingian rulers 

portrayed themselves as the continuation of the Caesars.28 Although divine judgement on the 

Jews was important for Josephus (for which he was recommended by Eusebius and Rufinus),29 

he was also interested specifically in God’s military help. Herod Agrippa, for example, 

attempting to dissuade the Jews from rebellion, reminded them that ‘what remains is to flee to 

divine help’.30 A consistent theme in the narrative, as Agrippa continued, was that ‘truly, this 

[help] is with the Romans; for it is impossible for such an empire to be established without 

God’.31 Many Carolingians’ own interest in locating God’s help in recent events would have 

found rich inspiration in Josephus’ history. 

 

It should be noted God’s agency in all these histories was often expressed by the speeches of 

character within the narrative. Speeches were often deployed by classical historians, because 

history was seen as part of rhetoric, and their example proved popular with medieval historians 

for the same reason.32 As chapter 4 will show, this became a specific and important feature of 

how Carolingian historians expressed God’s agency.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25 P. Bilde, ‘The Causes of the Jewish War according to Josephus’, Journal for the Study of Judaism 10 (1979), 

pp. 179-202 offers the strongest theological reading of Josephus’ narrative. 
26 Josephus, De Bello, 3.7.31, ‘profecto autem Deus Galilaeorum clades Romanis donabat’, pp. 721-2.  
27 Josephus, De Bello, 3.10.4, ‘quod moramur conmilites, Deo nobis dedente Judaeos?’, p. 732. 
28 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 39. 
29 Rufinus, 3.5.7, ed. E. Schwartz and T. Mommsen, Eusebius Werke, Bd 2, Kirchengeschichte, 2 vols (Leipzig, 

1903-1909), vol. 1, p. 199. 
30 Josephus, De Bello, 2.16.4, ‘Super est igitur ad diuinum confugiatur auxilium’, p. 686. This was the same Herod 

Agrippa condemned in Acts 12.1-23.  
31 Josephus, De Bello, 2.16.4, ‘Verum et hoc apud Romanos est. Sine deo quippe impossibile esset imperium tale 

consistere’, p. 686.  
32 For history as rhetoric, see Kempshall, Rhetoric, pp. 265-349. For Sallust’s speeches as an inspiration, see 
Smalley, Historians, p. 19; B. Smalley, ‘Sallust in the Middle Ages’, in R.R. Bolgar (ed.), Classical Influences 
on European Culture A.D. 500-1500 (Cambridge, 1970), pp. 165-177, at p. 168. For speeches in early medieval 

narrative, see Pizarro, Rhetoric of Scene, pp. 62-108.  
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CHRISTIAN HISTORY WRITING IN LATE ANTIQUITY 
 

Introduction 

 

If the Carolingians were interested in the early Imperial Rome known to Josephus, they were 

fascinated by the Roman Empire of late antiquity.33 The histories which it produced were 

highly valued and recommended by Cassiodorus alongside Josephus.34 The ‘Christianisation’ 

of the Roman Empire had prompted its own explosion of historical writing.35 Although many 

of these histories had originally been written in Greek, much of the Christian historical tradition 

was transmitted to the early medieval west through the Latin histories of Rufinus, Orosius, and 

Cassiodorus. In the early fifth century, Rufinus of Aquileia had translated and edited Eusebius’ 

Historia Ecclesiastica and expanded it to his own day.36 Around the same time, Orosius wrote 

his Historiae Adversum Paganos, a history of empires from Ninus the Assyrian to his own 

day.37 In Ostrogothic Italy, Cassiodorus and Epiphanius translated and synthesised three earlier 

Greek church histories, by Sozomen, Socrates, and Theodoret, into the Historia Tripartita.38 

                                                 
33 McKitterick, Perceptions of the Past, pp. 35-61. 
34 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 48. 
35 For debates surrounding the ‘Christianisation’ of the Roman Empire, see R. Lim, ‘Christian Triumph and 
Controversy’, in G. Bowersock, P. Brown and O. Grabars (eds) Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World 
(Cambridge, M.A., 1999), pp. 196-218; N. McLynn, ‘Pagans in a Christian Empire’, in P. Rousseau (ed.), A 
Companion to late antiquity (Chichester, 2009), pp. 572-87. For the growth in historical writing Chesnut, First 
Christian historians;  

Momigliano, A., ‘Pagan and Christian historiography in the fourth century A.D.’, in A. Momigliano (ed.), The 
conflict between paganism and Christianity in the fourth century (London, 1962), pp. 79-99; G. Clarke, B. Croke, 

A. Emmett Nobbs, and R. Mortley (eds), Reading the Past in Late Antiquity (Rushcutters Bay, N.S.W., 1990); B. 

Croke and A. Emmett (eds), History and Historians in Late Antiquity (Hong Kong, 1983); H. Inglebert, Les 
Romains chrétiens face à l’histoire de Rome: histoire, christianisme et romanités en occident dans l’antiquité 
tardive (IIIe-Ve siècles) (Paris, 1996); C. Kelly, ‘Past imperfect: the formation of Christian identity in late 
antiquity’, in T. Minamikawa (ed.), Material Culture, Mentality and Historical identity in the ancient world: 
understanding the Celts, Greeks, Romans, and the Modern Europeans (Kyoto, 2004), pp. 55-64. 
36 For Eusebius, see T. Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius (Cambridge, M.A., 1981); A. Johnson and J. Schott 

(eds), Eusebius of Caesarea: tradition and innovations (Cambridge, M.A., 2013). For Rufinus’ translation, see T. 

Christensen, Rufinus of Aquileia and the Historia ecclesiastica, Lib. VIII-IX, of Eusebius (Copenhagen, 1989); M. 

Humphries, ‘Rufinus’s Eusebius: Translation, Continuation, and Edition in the Latin Ecclesiastical History', 
Journal of Early Christian Studies 16 (2008), pp. 143-64. 
37 Orosius, Libri Historiarum VII adversum paganos, ed. K. Zangemeister, Orosius: historiarum adversum 
paganos libri VII accredit eiusdem liber apologeticus, CSEL 5 (Vienna, 1882); translated and annotated A.T. 

Fear, Orosius: Seven Books of History against the Pagans (Liverpool, 2010). The most recent discussion is Van 

Nuffelen, Orosius. 
38 Cassiodorus, Historia Tripartita, ed. W. Jacob and R. Hanslik, Cassiodori-Epiphanii, Historia ecclesiastica 
tripartita, CSEL 121 (Vienna, 1952). For Socrates, Sozomen, and Theodoret see Chestnut, First Chirstian 
Historians, pp. 167-222; G. Downey, ‘The Perspective of the Early Church historians’, Greek, Roman, and 
Byzantine Studies 6 (1965), pp. 57-70. For Cassiodorus’ Historia Tripartita, see D. Scholten, ‘The history of a 
Historia: manuscript transmission of the Historia Ecclesiastica Tripartita by Epiphanius-Cassiodorus’, 
Unpublished M.A. thesis, University of Utrecht (2010) (available online: https://dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/ 

1874/179575, accessed 25/09/2017); D. Scholten, ‘Cassiodorus’ Historia tripartita before the earliest extant 

manuscripts’, in Ganter et al (eds), Resources of the Past, pp. 34-50. 

https://dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/%201874/179575
https://dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/%201874/179575
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Latin chronicles also found an enthusiastic reception among the western kingdoms. Various 

modern scholars have noted the importance of God’s agency in these histories, especially the 

monotheistic challenge it presented to traditional pagan understandings of history.39 Given 

Cassiodorus’ own recommendations in the Institutiones, it seems probable that they influenced 

Carolingian historians. 

 

These histories enjoyed a relatively wide circulation both in the western kingdoms prior to the 

Carolingians and in the Carolingian Empire itself.40 Scholars have long ascribed Orosius 

particular significance for early medieval history,41 but Rufinus seems to have been just as 

popular, for both histories survived in numerous pre-Carolingian manuscripts.42 Although 

fewer pre-800 manuscripts of the HT have survived, its popularity seems to have grown in the 

ninth-century.43 Besides their manuscripts being copied, re-edited, and registered in library 

catalogues,44 all three histories were cited and used in various Carolingian texts. These texts 

thus provided Carolingian thinkers with access to the history writing of late antiquity.45 

 

Carolingian readings of these historians did not, however, necessarily focus on their theological 

language. Walahfrid’s De Exordiis, for example, discussed what these histories said about 

liturgical practice, but did not mention God’s agency.46 The bishops who met at Paris in 825 

during the images controversy, similarly, used examples from these histories of ‘the love and 

honour, rather than adoration, with which images were held in the ancient church’.47 The most 

frequently cited passage was Rufinus’ account of Constantine addressing his bishops, which 

                                                 
39 G.F. Chesnut, ‘Fate, Fortune, Free Will and Nature in Eusebius of Caesarea’, Church History 42 (1973) pp. 

165-182; G.W. Trompf, ‘The logic of retribution in Eusebius of Caesarea’, in Croke and Emmett (eds), History 
and Historians, pp. 132-146; Van Nuffelen, Orosius, pp. 156-7 (who uses the phrase ‘divine agency’).  
40 Goffart, Narrators, pp. 7-9; Pohl, ‘Historians of the Christian Empire’, pp. 15-33.  
41 Werner, ‘L’historia’, p. 137; Marrou, ‘L’Augustinisme historique’, pp. 59-87 ; Pohl, ‘Historians of the Christian 
empire’, pp. 190-20. 
42 For Orosius, L. Boje Mortensen, ‘The diffusion of Roman histories in the middle ages. A List of Orosius, 
Eutropius, Paulus Diaconus, and Landolfus Sagaz manuscripts’, Fililogia mediolatina 6/7 (1999/2000), pp. 101-

200; McKitterick and Evans, ‘A Carolingian epitome of Orosius’, pp. 3-5. For Rufinus see R. McKitterick, 

‘Reflections on the manuscript transmission of the Historia ecclesiastica of Eusebius-Rufinus in the early middle 

ages’ in K. Yacub and T. Barnwell (eds), Essays in honour of Ian Wood (Leeds, forthcoming 2018). 
43 Pohl, ‘Historians of the Christian empire’, p. 19; Scholten, ‘Historia tripartita’, pp. 34-50. 
44 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 48. For the specific case of Lorsch, see H. Reimitz, ‘Transformations of 
Late Antiquity: the writing and re-writing of Church history at the monastery of Lorsch, c.800’, in Ganter et al 
(eds), Resources of the Past, pp. 262-82. 
45 Pohl, ‘Historians of the Christian empire’, p. 16. 
46 Harting-Correâ, De Exordiis, p. 40 for list of citations.  
47 Epitome libelli synodalis Parisiensis, 1, ‘hinc colligendam est, quod amoris honorisque, non adorationis causa 
habendarum imaginum antiquae ecclesiae usus extiterit’, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc. 2.2, pp. 535-550, at p. 

536, c.f. Moore, Sacred Kingdom, pp. 309-13. 
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appeared in the bishops’ address to Louis in 829,48 and councils at Paris and Aachen in 829 

and 836 respectively. The passage itself included God as an agent, but only in very general 

terms. Constantine, Rufinus wrote, told his bishops that: 

 

You [priests] have been given to us by God as gods, and it is not fitting that a man 

judge the gods, but only He, about whom it is written: God has stood in the 

assembly of the gods, in the midst he has judged between gods.49  

 

This did not concern God’s agency at a specific point in history, but used Constantine’s general 

comments about it to support broader argument about episcopal authority. The politics 

surrounding these exchanges and their use of late antique precedents have been widely 

discussed.50 These examples show the wide utility of these histories alongside other theological 

texts, even if God’s agency within the narrative was not their primary concern.  

 

At other points, however, Carolingian thinkers paid close attention to God’s agency in these 

narratives as evidence of how God had acted in the past. The 825 council, for example, quoted 

Cassiodorus’ account of Julian destroying a statue of Christ to replace it with one of himself, 

only for ‘a violent fire, falling from heaven’, to destroy it.51 This miracle was ‘a sign of Christ’s 

power, and indication of God’s wrath against the Emperor’.52 In the epitome of the council’s 

findings, the bishops’ closing citation was from Rufinus’ account of how Constantine ‘lifted 

his eyes to the sky and sought from there divine help’.53 He saw in a dream the sign of the cross 

and awoke ‘happy and confident concerning victory’.54 This showed, the bishops concluded, 

‘how greatly and with what power of the holy cross this was preached by the great doctors of 

                                                 
48 Relatio Episcoporum, 22, ed. Boretius and Krause, MGH Capit. 2, pp. 26-50, at pp. 35-36, citing Rufinus, 10.2.  
49 Concilium Parisiense, 19, ‘vos etenim nobis a Deo dati estis dii; et conveniens non est, ut homo iudicet deos, 

sed ille solus, de quo scriptum est: Deus stetit in synagoga deorum; in medio autem deos discernit’, ed. 
Werminghoff, MGH Conc. 2.2 pp. 605-679, at p. 625. C.f. Ps. 81.1. See also Concilium Aquisgranense, 5, p. 717 

in the same volume.  
50 Patzold, Episcopus, pp. 149-68. 
51 Concilium Parisiense, 76, ‘violento igne de caelo cadente circa eius pectus divisa est et caput cum cervice una 
parte deiectum atque in terra fixum’, p. 517  
52 Concilium Parisiense, 76, ‘Fuit enim signum quidem virtutis Christi et indicium contra principem iracundiae 

Dei’, p. 517.  
53 Epitome libelli synodalis Parisiensis, 13, ‘ad caelum saepius oculos elevaret et inde sibi divinum precaretur 
auxilium’, p. 550.  
54 Epitome libelli synodalis Parisiensis, 13, ‘tunc vero laetus redditus et de victoria iam securus’, p. 550.  
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the Church’.55 Past narratives of divine agency in battle, guaranteed by the sign of the cross, 

could be important even in the technicalities of theological debate 

 

These histories were also taken up by Carolingian moralists, such as Sedulius Scotus.56  

Sedulius used numerous exempla from Biblical and classical history to illustrate proper 

Christian leadership. Orosius and Cassiodorus provided most of Sedulius’ non-Biblical 

historical exempla, some of which were entirely practical. Sedulius, for example, used Orosius’ 

explanation of the fall of Numantia, that ‘with concord, she was unconquerable; with discord, 

she was ruined’, to show the value of peace.57 Sedulius also used late antique anecdotes to 

illustrate more specific moral lessons, such as Jovian and Valentinian’s obedience to the 

clergy.58 One of these passages, the account of Theodosius’ penance before Ambrose from the 

HT, was quoted in full.59 That Sedulius did not necessarily summarise many of these accounts 

shows the importance of the narratives themselves in the broader Carolingian cultural 

landscape.  

 

Many of Sedulius’ points and illustrations further showed the relevance of God’s agency to his 

readers’ leadership. Sedulius wrote, in his opening chapter, about how the victorious 

Constantine, ‘not attributing [success] to himself’ instead ‘returned thanks to Almighty God’.60 

Constantine ‘overcame powerfully and faithfully in every hostile war which was waged under 

him’,61 from Britain to the east, ‘because he submitted himself to the Almighty’.62 This brought 

together various aspects of Cassiodorus’ account, such as Constantine ruling from Britain and 

the East, ‘God having accounted him as a fitting servant’,63 and that he was victorious 

‘strengthened by divine assistance’.64 This showed that Sedulius was interested in Cassiodorus’ 

depiction of God’s agency and that he could adapt and apply it to his current context. As well 

as hinting at how Carolingians histories might have themselves been read, Sedulius suggests 

                                                 
55 Epitome libelli synodalis Parisiensis, 13, ‘Ecce quanta et qualia de virtute sanctae crucis a magnis ecclesiae 
doctoribus et probatissimis viris praedicantur’, p. 550.  
56 Pohl, ‘Historians of the Christian empire’, p. 19.  
57 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 17, ‘Concordia, invicta; discordia, exitio fuit’, p. 166, c.f. Orosius, 5.8.1, p. 296. 
58 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 11, p. 115. 
59 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 12, pp. 120-6.  
60 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 1, ‘non sibimet arrogans, gratias Omnipotenti Deo referebat’, p. 53. 
61 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 1, ‘a Britannico mari usque ad loca Orientis regnum delatavit pacificum et…cuncta 
hostilia bella quae sub eodem sunt gesta potentialiter atque fideliter superavit’, p. 54. 
62 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 1 ‘quoniam Ominipotentei semetipsum subdiderat’, p. 54. 
63 Cassiodorus, HT, 1.9.1, ‘quia ministrum opportunum eum habere dignatus fuerit Deus sui consilii, et a 
Britannico mari usque ad loca Orientis adduxerit eum’, p. 24. 
64 Cassiodorus, HT, 1.9.9, ‘Tantoque divino suffragio adjutus est Constantinus’, p. 26. 
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that ninth-century readers were sensitive to the language of God’s agency in these earlier 

histories. It was neither ignored nor simply replicated as we might expect, if this was purely 

formulaic motif. Instead, it was understood and applied.  

 

God’s agency in late antique historical narrative 

 

As these examples already show, there was plenty in these late antique histories to inspire those 

Carolingian readers interested in God’s agency. It is necessary to consider what patterns of 

theological language appeared in these histories and how these were similar or different from 

those of Carolingian historians.  

 

The basic similarity was a shared belief in God’s agency. Cassiodorus, for example, described 

how the Antiochene Christians almost rioted during Constantius II’s reign. Cassiodorus wrote 

that ‘they nearly resorted to the swords, except God and fear of the Emperor contained them’.65 

Cassiodorus, following Socrates, showed God’s agency, which both limited the mob’s agency 

and worked alongside their fear of Constantius. Rufinus, similarly, described how the early 

second-century martyr Germanicus ‘through the grace of divine power shut out the fear of 

bodily fragility’.66 Rufinus, following Eusebius, used God’s strength to qualify Germanicus’ 

action and reveal its true cause. Whether as the main subject of the verb or in subordinate 

clauses, God’s agency was woven into these narratives, just as it would be in Carolingian 

histories.  

 

The Carolingians shared with these late antique histories a specific fascination with God’s help 

to Christians in warfare. The late antique historians all ascribed military success to God. 

Rufinus, for example, wrote that Constantine’s victory at the Milvian bridge was won ‘with the 

help of divine power’,67 because ‘divine providence prevailed’.68 Cassiodorus recounted how, 

when Theodosius II army had been deceived by the Persians, ‘by God’s providence, another 

Roman army appeared’.69 Orosius, similarly, recounted how ‘Theodosius won a bloodless 

                                                 
65 Cassiodorus, HT, 2.25.2, ‘ut paene usque ad gladius pervenirent, nisi deus et timor principis cohiberet’, pp. 126-

7.  
66 Rufinus, 4.15.5, ‘per gratiam divinae virtutis metum corporeae fragilitatis exclusit’, vol. 1, p. 337; c.f. Trompf, 

‘Logic of retribution’, p. 137 for God’s aid to persecuted Christians.  
67 Rufinus, 9.9.1, ‘ubi divinae virtutis auxilio’, vol. 2, p. 928. 
68 Rufninus, 9.9.4, ‘praestitit divina providentia’, vol. 2, p. 929. 
69 Cassiodorus, HT, 11.15.21, ‘dei providentia, ex quodam colle, exercitus alter apparuit Romanorum’, p. 650. 
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victory, with God supplying it’, against Magnus Maximus.70 These accounts could have 

provided considerable inspiration for Frankish historians seeking to relate Carolingian 

successes. 

 

These historians’ focus on divine judgement has often been noted.71 Orosius, for example, 

describing the third-century persecutions, reported how ‘heavenly vengeance pursued Severus’ 

profane presumptions against the Christians’.72 As we saw in chapter 1, God’s judgement was 

an important yet complex theme in early medieval thought.73 In these histories, God’s 

judgement often fell, as in Severus’ case, on the Church’s enemies. Rufinus even recommended 

reading Josephus to discover the divine punishment which befell the Jews.74 History was itself 

presented as evidence of God’s justice. This was occasionally applied to the Church itself. 

Rufinus wrote about how the Church itself, emphasised by repetition of first-person pronouns, 

fell into vice and conflict, and so ‘divine providence brought discipline on His people’.75 

Depending on where judgement fell, God’s agency could be seen either as an encouragement 

or as a warning. While this assumption was shared by some Carolingian historians, it remains 

to be seen whether they always presented God’s punishment so starkly.  

 

Judgement was one area where late antique and Carolingian historians could differ, but there 

were more significant points of contrast. Rufinus, Orosius, and Cassiodorus all mentioned 

providence, which few Carolingian historians of the recent past ever did.76 Although possibly 

a simple literary difference, this suggests that late antique historians did not provide exact 

models for the Carolingians. Among other differences, the most important was the respective 

importance of God and human piety. Late antique and Carolingian historians agreed on 

prayer’s importance. Van Nuffelen, however, argues that Orosius’ seventh book ascribed 

agency not only to God but to Christian faith and piety.77 Orosius wrote, for example, that 

Mascezil knew ‘how much a man’s prayers, through faith in Christ, might obtain from God’s 

                                                 
70 Orosius, 7.35.5, ‘Theodosius incruentam uictoriam Deo procurante suscepit’, p. 526.  
71 Marrou, ‘L’Augustinisme historique’, pp. 79-80; Trompf, ‘Logic of retribution’, p. 134, 139; G.W. Trompf, 
Early Christian historiography: narratives of retributive justice (New York, 2000).  
72 Orosius, 7.17.5, ‘hanc profanam in Christianos…praesumptionem Seueri caelestis ultio e uestigio acta 

subsequitur’, p. 474.  
73 See above, Chapter 1, pp. 36-8.  
74 Rufinus, 3.5.7, ‘quae dirae famis exitio pertulerunt supradicti historiografi sermonibus proferam’, vol. 1, p. 199 
75 Rufinus, 8.1.7, ‘divina providentia iacturam disciplinae populo suo’, vol. 2, p. 739. 
76 See discussion in chapter 5, p. 225.  
77 Van Nuffelen, Orosius, p. 189. 
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clemency’.78 By praying and fasting with some holy men, Orosius continued, Mascezil 

‘merited a victory without battle’.79 Orosius made Mascezil’s faith and prayers as much a cause 

of his victory as God.  

 

This emphasis on Christian piety as an agent in its own right occurred in both Rufinus and 

Cassiodorus. Theodosius II’s troops defeated the usurper John, Cassiodorus wrote, because 

‘the Emperor’s prayer prevailed’.80 Although such prayers inferred God’s agency, these 

narratives were driven primarily by the piety of Christian leaders. This was clearest in all three 

historians’ three accounts of battle of the River Frigidus (394). Orosius described how 

Theodosius, ‘passed a sleepless night in continuous praying and left as witnesses almost lakes 

of tears, through which he paid for heaven’s protection’.81 Rufinus portrayed Theodosius 

praying before his army, and his officers ‘certain that the pious Emperor’s prayer had been 

accepted by God’, charged into battle.82 Cassiodorus also described Theodosius praying and 

added how ‘his petition was not in vain’,83 since miraculous winds turned the enemy’s arrows 

back on themselves.84 Cassiodorus concluded that this happened, ‘so powerful was the 

Emperor’s prayer’.85 Each historian focused on how Theodosius’ own devotion altered the 

battle’s outcome. Although most Carolingian historians shared this interest in prayer, they 

subordinated Christian piety to divine agency far more clearly than their late antique 

predecessors had done.  

 

Alongside the importance of military piety, holy men were far more important to these 

historians than to their Carolingian successors. This reflected asceticism’s growing 

significance in late antiquity.86 Concerning Antony, the archetypal late antique holy man, 

Cassiodorus wrote that ‘God confirmed Antony’s testimony, and showed by His works that the 

                                                 
78 Orosius, 7.36.5, ‘sciens, quantum…oratio hominis per fidem Christi a clementia Dei impetraret’, p. 534. 
79 Orosius, 7.36.5, ‘cum his orationibus…sine bello uictoriam meruit’, p. 534. 
80 Cassiodorus, HT, 11.18.7, ‘qui tunc imperatoris oratio praevaluit’, p. 655. 
81 Orosius, 7.35.15, ‘dehinc postquam insomnem noctem precum continuatione transegit, et testes propemodum 
quas in pretium praesidii caelestis adpenderat lacrimarum lacunas reliquit’, p. 285.  
82 Rufinus, 11.33, ‘quam supplicationem pii principis certi a deo esse susceptam hi qui aderant duces’, vol. 2, p. 
1038. 
83 Cassiodorus, HT, 9.45.12, ‘petitione frustratus non est’, p. 575. 
84 Cassiodorus, HT, 9.45.13, p. 575. 
85 Cassiodorus, HT, 9.45.15, ‘tantum valuit imperatoris oratio’, p. 575.  
86 P. Brown, ‘The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity’, Journal of Roman Studies 61 (1971), 

pp. 80-101; J. Howard-Johnston and P. Hayward (eds), The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle 
Ages (Oxford, 1999); C. Rapp, ‘The origins of hagiography and the literature of early monasticism: purpose and 
genre between tradition and innovation’, in C. Kelly, R. Flower and M.S. Williams (eds), Unclassical traditions 
1: Alternatives to the Classical Past in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, 2010), pp. 119-30. 
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man was most glorious’.87 These ascetics’ prayers and visions played a significant role in these 

narratives. Rufinus related how Theodosius, before fighting Eugenius, had ‘first consulted 

God’s will through John’, a holy man.88 When Ambrose clashed with the Empress Justina, 

Rufinus wrote, ‘positioned with fasts and continuous vigils before the altar, he recruited God 

through prayers’.89 When Shapur II besieged Nisibus, Cassiodorus reported, Bishop James 

cursed the Persian army with gnats and mosquitos, ‘that through these tiny animals, they could 

discover the supernal power’.90 In each case, God’s agency within the narrative was mediated 

through special human characters or only gradually revealed through visions and insights. This 

sense of mediation can also be found in the frequent mention of angels.91 Cassiodorus, for 

example, reported how in Bithynia, ‘God’s angels showed themselves’,92 revealing themselves 

as ‘directed by God as mediators in war’, for the Constantinopolitans.93  In the same way, God’s 

agency was often expressed very concretely and visibly, rather than asserted abstractly. Nisibis 

was saved by gnats and Theodosius by a gust of wind. All this culminated in a very ‘cluttered’ 

sense of the supernatural in these histories. God’s agency was rarely described as directly and 

exclusively as in Carolingian histories.  

 

Although late antique and Carolingian historians shared military interests, Cassiodorus’ history 

was unusual in featuring God’s role in so many battles. Rufinus and Orosius’ histories, by 

contrast, confined God’s agency to very important battles at crucial points in their narratives. 

Rufinus’ first eight books concerned the persecution of the Church rather than warfare, which 

meant that Constantine and Theodosius were exceptional characters, who only appeared at the 

culmination of the Church’s history. Christian Emperors, similarly, only appeared in the second 

half of Orosius’ final book, and even Constantine’s victory at the Milvian bridge was 

underplayed.94 As we shall see, Gregory and Bede were similar to Rufinus and Orosius in this 

respect. These histories’ structure differed strongly from most Carolingian histories, which 

                                                 
87 Cassiodorus, HT, 1.11.26, ‘confirmabat autem deus Antonii testimonium et operibus ostendebat’, pp. 39-40. 
88 Rufinus, 11.32, ‘dei primo voluntatem per Iohannem monachum…sciscitatus. Tum ille, qui primam de Maximo 
ei victoriam praedixerat incruentam, eitam hanc licet non absque plurima utriusque sanguinis inundation 

promittit’, p. 1036. 
89 Rufinus, 11.16, ‘iuiuniis continuatisque vigiliis sub altari positus per obsecrationes…deum parabat’, p. 1022.  
90 Cassiodorus, HT 5.45.10, ‘ut per parva animalia supernam virtutem potuissent agnoscere’, p. 296; on this 
miracle, see L.G. Duggan, Armsbearing and the clergy in the history and canon law of western Christianity 
(Woodbridge, 2013), pp. 59-60.  
91 For angels in the early medieval world, see R. Sowerby, Angels in Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford, 2015).  
92 Cassiodorus, HT 11.15.10, ‘angeli dei...se demonstraveunt’, p. 647.   
93 Cassiodorus, HT 11.15.10, ‘dicentes se mediatores belli directos a deo’, p 648. 
94 Van Nuffelen, Orosius, p. 161.  



68 

 

altered the distribution God’s agency in military and political affairs, and thus how theological 

language functioned within the narrative. 

 

Alongside variations in expression, late antique historians differed from Carolingian historians 

in the purpose of their theological language. Unlike the Franks, late antique Christians 

perceived pagans as a significant cultural threat.95 As a result, history writing was part of a 

wider apologetic culture. Writing in Ostrogothic Italy, Cassiodorus perhaps had least cause for 

this, but still used Constantine’s victories to show that ‘the teaching of Christians was 

established by God’s providence’.96 Rufinus, more clearly, described the Nile’s flooding 

miraculously following the Serapeum’s destruction, ‘so that God might show that He, not 

Serapis…who ordered the river waters to rise in season’.97 Within these narratives, whether 

Christianity was true depended on whether God could be perceived as acting. 

 

This apologetic rhetoric was clearest in Orosius, who seems to have been writing for those, 

pagan or otherwise, indoctrinated by pagan education.98 After Rome was saved from Hannibal 

by miraculous hailstorm, Orosius demanded ‘let the critics of the true God reply to me here: 

whether Roman fortitude or divine mercy prevented Hannibal capturing and sacking Rome?’99 

This was typical of Orosius’ aside to his supposed pagan readers. For these historians, history 

proved Christianity’s superiority to paganism. Whether or not the Christian God acted in 

history was fundamental to such arguments, but such apologetic concerns were almost entirely 

absent from Carolingian history writing.  

 

This shift can also be seen in how one Carolingian scribe set about epitomising Orosius at 

Tours in the ninth century.100 The scribe seems to have deemed Orosius’ apologetic passages 

superfluous, while retaining most of his reports of God’s agency.101 Theodosius and Mascezil 

                                                 
95 G. Fowden, ‘Polytheist religion and philosophy’, in A. Cameron, P. Garnsey (eds), Cambridge Ancient History 
Vol. XII, AD 337-425 (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 538-560; McLynn, ‘Pagans in a Christian Empire’, pp. 572-87. This 

is not to deny that the Carolingians’ perceived paganism as a threat militarily, rather that this was not a cultural 
threat. 
96 Cassiodorus, HT, 1.8.4, ‘ex plurimis ergo rebus visum mihi est dogma Christianorum divina providentia 

constitisse’, p. 23.  
97 Rufinus, 11.30, ‘ut obsenderet deus non Serapin…sed se esse, qui aquas fluminis temporibus suis iuberet 
excrescere, tanta ex eo et deinceps fuit iunundatio, qunatam fuisse prius aeta nulla meminerat’, p. 1035. 
98 Marrou, ‘L’Augustinisme historique’, p. 76; Van Nuffelen, Orosius, p. 17. 
99 Orosius, 4.17.8, ‘Respondeant nunc mihi obtrectatores ueri Dei hoc loco: Hannibalem a capessenda 
subruendaque Roma utrum Romana abstinuit fortitudo an diuina miseratio’, p. 252-3.  
100 Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek, Voss. lat. Q. 20.  
101 McKitterick and Evans, ‘Carolingian epitome of Orosius’.  
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were still aided by God, but Orosius’ asides to his imagined pagan audience were all omitted. 

Without a literary pagan culture to threaten their own faith, Carolingians had little use for 

apologetics, but God’s agency in history still carried a moral lesson. This epitome neatly shows 

how God’s role in history writing had changed between the fifth and ninth centuries.  

 

The Chronicle tradition 

 

Alongside these historical narratives, the Carolingians were copying and continuing the 

chronicle traditions begun by Eusebius.102 Jerome’s Latin translation was continued by 

numerous other authors before reaching the ninth-century.103 A copy of Jerome’s Chronicon 

seems to have been made c.800 for Charlemagne himself.104 The Carolingians used these works 

extensively and the annals probably derived their Incarnational structure from them.105 As 

discussed in the Introduction, this Incarnational structure carried theological implications,106 

but they were unlikely to have provided straightforward models for the writing of full historical 

narrative. Furthermore, chronicles rarely mentioned God’s agency explicitly. Jerome, for 

example, describing the Exodus, simply wrote that ‘the journey of the Hebrew nation from 

Egypt is brought about’.107 Jerome’s use of the passive here might have been understood as a 

‘divine passive’ (a passive which implies God by omitting any other agent),108 but his phrasing 

was otherwise typical of narrating history with only limited reference to God.  

 

                                                 
102 C. Kelly, ‘The shape of the past: Eusebius of Caesarea and Old testament history’, in Kelly, Flower, and 
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writing of the post-Roman West’, in S. McGill, C. Sogno, and E. Watts (eds), From the Tetrarchs to the 
Theodosians: Later Roman History and Culture (Cambridge, 2010), pp. 265-89; B. Croke, ‘The origins of the 
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Hebraeorum gentis efficitur’, ed. R. Helm, Eusebius Werke 7: Die Griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der 
ersten Jahrhundert 70, 2nd edn (Berlin, 1956) p. 43a.  
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Tradition’, The Expository Times 87 (1976), pp. 200-204, provides a helpful introduction.  
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There were three clear exceptions but these were swallowed by the Chronicon’s length. They 

concerned Alcimus, ‘struck down by God’s anger’ during the Maccabean war,109 the Jews’ 

exile from Jerusalem ‘first by God’s will, as the prophets had foretold, then by Roman 

prohibitions’,110 and finally the report that Julian’s persecution at Antioch ‘was quieted by 

God’s will’.111 Even Julian’s death, which Jerome implied was what ended this persecution, 

was described as ‘by chance’.112 There was no obvious reason for these specific statements of 

God’s agency, given that similar events were passed over without theological comment. The 

absence of God was most probably due to the Chronicon’s brevity and purpose. It was an aid 

to exegesis, not a sermon in its own right.  

 

Those who continued and copied Jerome’s Chronicon, however, occasionally added references 

to God’s agency, although as with Jerome’s own comments, there was little discernible pattern. 

Bede, for example, in his De Temporum Ratione Liber, wrote that Gallienus was ‘terrified by 

such a clear judgement of God, returned peace to us’,113 which he copied from Orosius,114  but 

did not repeat Orosius’ other statements of divine vengeance.115 The use of these texts in early 

medieval scriptoria, nonetheless, allowed other theological comments to slip in. Lupus seems 

to have added a marginal note to a copy of Jerome’s chronicle now in Berlin.116 Lupus wrote 

concerning the Pharaoh Acherres: ‘That is, the Pharaoh Chencres, who spoke against God 

through Moses and was drowned in the Red Sea’.117 Lupus identified Moses as God’s agent in 

history. This statement appeared in other manuscripts but usually on the previous folio (when 

Chencres actually appeared). This suggested that it was not Lupus’ own composition, but that 

he copied it in the wrong place. Its significance may have related to Lupus’ role in the 

predestination debate.118 Pharaoh’s opposition to God was a significant part of the exegetical 

                                                 
109 Jerome, Chronicon, A.Abr. 1870, ‘Dei ira percussus interiit’, p. 145. 
110 Jerome, Chronicon, A.Abr. 2150, ‘primum Dei nutu, sicut prophetae vaticinati sunt, deinde Romanis 
interdictionibus’, p. 201.  
111 Jerome, Chronicon, A.Abr. 2370, ‘Dei voluntate sopita est’, p. 243. 
112 Jerome, Chronicon, A.Abr. 2370, ‘forte’, p. 243. 
113 Bede, De Temporum Ratione Liber, 66 ( = Chronicon Maiora), 387,  A. Abr. 4222, ‘unde Gallienus, tam claro 
Dei iudicio territus pacem nostris reddidit’, ed. C.W. Jones, Bedae opera didascalica, 3 vols CCSL 123A-C (1975-

1980), vol. 2, pp. 241-544, at p. 505.  
114 Orosius, 7.22.5, p. 482. 
115 E.g. Bede, DTR, 66, 408, A. Abr. 4259, p. 508; c.f. Orosius, 7.17.5, p. 474. 
116 Berlin, Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, Phillipps 1892, fol. 32r.; E.K. Rand, Studies in the Script of Tours, vol. I 
(Cambridge M.A., 1929), no. 72, p. 132; B. Bischoff, Katalog der festländischen Handschriften des neunten 
Jahrhunderts Teil I (Wiesbaden, 1998), no. 439, p. 92. 
117 Berlin Philipps 1872, fol. 32r, ‘iste est Pharao Chencres, qui contradixit per Mosen Deo, atque mari Rubro 

obrutus est. Post quem regnavit Aegyptiis Acherres Pharao nam Pharao cognomen est dignitatis’. 
118 See Lupus, Epistolae, 79, vol. 2, p.38. 
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basis for the doctrine of reprobation.119 This marginal note may reveal how history played a 

wider role in theological controversies. Lupus’ need to make the note, however, showed the 

theological limits of Jerome’s chronicle. This suggests that it could have exerted only limited 

influence over the explicit theological language of Carolingian history writing.  

 

Augustine, De Civitate Dei 

 

Alongside explicit historiographical works, the Carolingians would have found late antique 

history in the Fathers, especially Augustine, whose De Civitate Dei contra Paganos included 

brief narratives of events also found in late antique histories.120 Robert Markus argued that 

Augustine’s approach to history was ‘secular’ and underplayed the triumphal emphasis on 

God’s agency proposed by contemporary Christian historians.121 Van Nuffelen has challenged 

this, on the basis that Orosius’ own account of recent events drew heavily on De Civ. 5.122 A 

Carolingian reader of De Civ. would have found various approaches to recounting God’s 

agency in history. Some passages in De Civ., for example, clearly asserted God’s agency. When 

Radagaisus approached Rome, for example, ‘he was overwhelmed by the will of the Highest 

Majesty’.123 As with Orosius, Augustine’s purpose was apologetic, since Radagaisus’ defeat 

also showed how ‘with the demons’ worshippers defeated, that those sacrifices were not 

necessary for the safety of present affairs’.124 History was an apologetic enterprise, while 

expressing a broader belief in God’s agency. 

 

Apologetics were not, however, as clear for Augustine as they were for Orosius. Van Nuffelen 

has shown the tensions in these passages, as Augustine sought to show the benefits of 

Christianity without identifying Christianity with Rome.125 Augustine emphasised that the 

Christian Emperors’ piety had not necessarily merited current success but eternal happiness.126 

Augustine used Jovian dying sooner than Julian to warn his readers ‘lest any Emperor be 

Christian to merit Constantine’s happiness,  when they should be Christian because of eternal 

                                                 
119 E.g. Rom. 9.17; Gottschalk, Confession Prolixior, 14, p. 71.    
120 Marrou, ‘L’Augustinisme historique’, pp. 66-7.  
121 Markus, Saeculum, pp. 1-21; G. O’Daly, Augustine’s City of God: A Reader’s Guide (Oxford, 1999), p. 29. 
122 Van Nuffelen, Orosius, pp. 198, 201; Marrou, ‘L’Augustinisme historique’, pp. 78-9. 
123 Augustine, De Civ., 5.23, ‘nutu summae maiestatis oppressus est’, p. 159. 
124 Augustine, De Civ., 5.23, ‘uictis supplicatoribus daemonum nec saluti rerum praesentium necessaria esse 
sacrificia illa monstrauit’, p. 160. 
125 Van Nuffelen, Orosius, pp. 198-200. 
126 Augustine, De Civ., 5.24, pp. 160-1.  
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life’.127 The same God gave power to Augustus and Nero, to Constantine and Julian.128 He 

wrote, ‘God clearly rules and governs this things as He pleases; and if His reasons are hidden, 

are they then unjust?’129 It was impossible for Augustine or indeed anyone ‘to determine the 

merits of various kingdoms’.130 Augustine, as Markus argued, refused to draw a direct 

connection between piety and worldly success.  

 

In the same passages, however, Augustine also accepted that Theodosius had, for example, 

defeated Eugenius ‘more by praying than by fencing’.131  God’s agency and human piety could 

both be depicted as causes. Similarly, Augustine admitted that although the pious Gratian had 

been killed, his death ‘was less drawn out than that Pompey…who worshipped the supposed 

gods’.132 Van Nuffelen squares the circle thus: ‘Christian virtue is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for felicity and success on earth’.133 While in the De Civitate’s broader context, these 

hints at triumphalism were lost, Jocelyn Hillgarth showed that early medieval readers could be 

very selective in reading this extensive work.134 These passages from Book V found their way 

into Jonas and Hincmar’s works on kingship, where they were applied to contemporary 

problems.135 The sections from books 15-20, on which Markus’ interpretation relied, tended to 

be used either in exegesis or doctrinal polemics, especially by Gottschalk and his supporters.136 

Augustine’s praise of Theodosius could have worked with readings of Orosius and Rufinus in 

teaching Carolingian readers how God acted in recent history. Other readings in De Civ., 

nonetheless, might have prompted different conclusions: its legacy thus remained 

ambiguous.137 

 

 

 

                                                 
127 Augustine, De Civ., 5.25, ‘ne imperator quisquam ideo Christianus esset, ut felicitatem Constantini mereretur, 
cum propter uitam aeternam quisque debeat esse Christianus’, p. 160; c.f. Van Nuffelen, Orosius, p. 163.  
128 Augustine, De Civ., 5.21, p. 157. 
129 Augustine, De Civ., 5.21, ‘haec plane Deus…regit et gubernat, ut placet; et si occultis causis, numquid 
iniustis?’, p. 158. 
130 Augustine, De Civ., 5.21, ‘occulta discutere et liquido examine merita diiudicare regnorum’, p. 157. 
131 Augustine, De Civ., 5.26, ‘magis orando quam feriendo’, p. 161. 
132 Augustine, De Civ., 5.25, ‘longe quidem mitius quam magnum Pompeium in colentem uelut Romanos deos’, 
p. 161. 
133 Van Nuffelen, Orosius, p. 200.  
134 Hillgarth, ‘L’Influence de la Cité de Dieu’, pp. 5-24.  
135 Jonas, De institutione 3, p. 185; Hincmar, De regis persona et regio ministerio, 5, ed. PL 125, cols 833A-856D, 

at col. 839C; Hillgarth, ‘L’Influence de la Cité de Dieu’, p. 26.  
136 Hillgarth, ‘L’Influence de la Cité de Dieu’, pp. 29-33.  
137 Staubach, ‘Christiana tempora’, p. 182-99; Ward, ‘Universal past and Carolingian present’, pp. 37-69. 
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Conclusion 

 

Although late antique history writing was often very diverse, several common themes appeared 

in these texts, which would be either adapted or rejected by their Carolingian successors. Plenty 

of phrases and ideas could have resonated with Carolingian historians, but none of these texts 

provided them with an exact model. There was already an apparent discontinuity in the 

development of Latin history writing between late antiquity and the early middle ages. Between 

these historians and the Carolingians lay other historians who would also read, adapt, and 

transmit this late antique inheritance.  

 

CHRISTIAN HISTORY IN FRANKISH GAUL 
 

Introduction 

 

If the Carolingians were fascinated by the late Roman past, they were also intrigued by their 

own past. The Roman Empire’s aftermath in Gaul had produced a rich tradition of history 

writing, represented most significantly by Gregory of Tours’ Decem Libri Historiarum.138 As 

Reimitz has shown, the DLH were circulating and being adapted well before the Carolingians’ 

rise to power and continued to be influential into the central middle ages.139 The Chron. Fred. 

and the LHF, both of which engaged heavily with Gregory,140 were also widely available and 

formed the basis for the first Carolingian history, the Cont. Fred.141 The emergence of 

Carolingian history writing in the late eighth-century can, therefore, be seen as both responding 

to and continuing a well-established Gallic historical tradition. The extent to which this 

involved continuity or change in religious language remains to be considered.  

 

Sulpicius Severus, Vita Martini 

 

Early medieval Gaul produced a rich hagiographical tradition. One of the earliest and most 

influential examples was Sulpicius Severus’ Vita Martini,142 which continued to be widely 

                                                 
138 Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum X, ed. B. Krusch, MGH SRM 1.1, (Hannover, 1951). H. Reimitz, History, 
identity, ethnicity, pp. 27-125. 
139 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 127-65. 
140 R.A. Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians and the Liber Historiae Francorum (Oxford, 1987), p. 13. 
141 R. Collins, Die Fredegar-Chroniken (Hanover, 2007), pp. 86-89.  
142 Sulpicius Severus, Vita Martini, ed. K. Halm, Sulpici Severi Opera, CSEL 1 (Vienna, 1866). For his influence, 

see Kempshall, Rhetoric, pp. 156-7. 
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copied in the Carolingian Empire.143 It heavily inspired Gregory and continued to influence 

Carolingian history writing.144 Although not strictly a history, its narrative was filled with 

God’s agency.145 Miracles played a significant role in the narrative, both to confirm Martin’s 

sanctity to demonstrate Christianity’s superiority to paganism. In both senses, Sulpicius was 

similar to Orosius and other fifth-century contemporaries. Some pagans, for example, 

demanded that Martin prove his faith by standing beneath a sacred tree as it was felled.146 

Martin did so ‘having put his trust in the Lord’.147 When Martin was unharmed, ‘with the 

gentiles amazed by the miracle, [his] monks wept for joy’.148 This showed the relevance of 

God’s agency to human characters in a way which overlapped with history writing. The Vita 

also referred to the Emperor Maximus’ downfall, which Sulpicius alleged fulfilled a prophecy 

by Martin.149 As we shall see, hagiography and history could share elements of divine agency, 

without necessarily being identical narrative forms. 

 

Gregory of Tours, Decem Libri Historiarum  

 

Gregory’s history has been discussed extensively,150 and its strongly Christian outlook long 

recognised.151 Goffart even characterised it as an ‘entertaining edition of Salvian’, that is, 

moralistic and homiletic.152 Gregory knew Orosius and Rufinus histories and Jerome’s 

Chronicon.153 Reimitz argues that Gregory deliberately refashioned Eusebius’ scheme for a 

                                                 
143 Monod, Études Critiques, p. 10. 
144 Beumann, ‘Historiographie’, pp. 457-66; Innes, ‘Politics of humour’, p. 137.  
145 C. Stancliffe, St. Martin and his Hagiographer: History and Miracle in Sulpicius Severus (Oxford, 1983). See 

also G.K. van Andel, The Christian Concept of History in the Chronicle of Sulpicius Severus (Amsterdam, 1976); 

M.S. Williams, ‘Time and authority in the Chronicle of Sulpicius Severus’, in A. Lianeri (ed.), The Western time 
of Ancient history: Historiographical Encounters with the Greek and Roman Pasts (Cambridge, 2011), pp. 280-

297. For Merovingian hagiography, see now J. Kreiner, The Social Life of Hagiography in the Merovingian 
Kingdom (Cambridge, 2014). 
146 Sulpicius, Vita Martini, 13.3, p. 122. 
147 Sulpicius, Vita Martini, 13.8, ‘at ille confisus in Domino’, p. 123. 
148 Sulpicius, Vita Martini, 13.9, ‘gentiles stupere miraculo, monachi flere prae gaudio’, p. 123. 
149 Sulpicius, Vita Martini, 20.8, p. 130. 
150 The literature is vast. Important studies include S. Hellmann, ‘Studien zur mittelalterliche Geschichtschreibung, 
I. Gregor von tours’, Historische Zeitschrift 107 (1911), pp. 1-43; G. de Nie, Views from a Many-Windowed 
Tower. Studies of Imagination in the Works of Gregory of Tours (Amsterdam, 1987); M. Heinzelmann, Gregory 
von Tours (518-594): “Zehn Bucher der Geschichte”, Historiographie und Geselleschaftskonzept im 6. Jht. 
(Darmstadt, 1994), trans. C. Carroll, Gregory of Tours: History and Society in the Sixth Century (Cambridge, 

2001); K. Mitchell and I. Wood (eds), The world of Gregory of Tours (Leiden, 2002); Reimitz, History, identity, 
ethnicity, pp. 27-125. 
151 Reimitz, ‘Providential past’, p. 113; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, especially pp. 65-70 
152 Goffart, Narrators, p. 435. See also J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, ‘The Work of Gregory of Tours in the Light of 
Modern Research’, TRHS 5th series 1 (1951), pp. 25-45, at p. 56. 
153 Gregory, DLH, 1, preface, ‘chronicae Eusebii Caesariensis episcopi ac Hieronimi presbiteri prolocuntur…et 
Horosius diligentissime haec inquaerens’, p. 5. For Gregory’s knowledge of Rufinus, see Reimitz, History, 
identity, ethnicity, p. 45. 
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Gallic context.154 Although parts of Gregory’s first book were clearly borrowed from 

Orosius,155 the extent to which Orosius inspired Gregory has not been studied in detail. Gregory 

claimed that his history ‘mingled together the saints’ deeds with the nations’ slaughters’.156 As 

with Orosius and Rufinus, the distinctions between what earlier scholars categorised as 

‘hagiography’, ‘ecclesiastical history’, and ‘national history’ were blurred.157 This seems to 

have allowed and even encouraged the application of religious ideas to all kinds of history, 

since Reimitz has shown that Carolingian readers would have encountered the DLH as both a 

Historia Francorum (which Gregory never intended) but also as a Historia Ecclesiastica.158 

Gregory’s wide circulation suggests that he was important to how Carolingian historians and 

their readers conceived of history. As a result, the model for depicting God’s agency in the 

recent past should be considered closely.  

 

Gregory shared with both his late antique models and his Carolingian successors an interest in 

God’s help on the battlefield (alongside that of the saints). This was most obvious with Clovis’ 

victories at Tolbiac and Vouillé.159 At Vouillé, Gregory wrote, ‘Clovis obtained victory, with 

God aiding him’.160 This phrasing was identical to that used in the ARF for a battle in 783.161 

Clovis was also portrayed recognising and seeking God’s help. At Tolbiac, Gregory had Clovis 

acknowledge that God ‘gives help to those struggling and grants victory to those hoping in 

you’.162 The account of the Vouillé campaign began with Clovis addressing his men: ‘let us go 

with God’s help and you will overcome!’163 Gregory continued the pattern established by late 

antique historians of associating great victories with God’s help.  

 

                                                 
154 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 44. 
155 Compare, for example, Gregory, DLH, 1.43, ‘in loco ergo Gratiani Theodosius ille, qui totam spem in Deum 
posuerat, totum suscepit imperium. Qui deinceps divinis affatibus fretus, Maximum spoliatum imperio interfecit’, 
p. 28, with Orosius, 7.35.3-5, ‘Cumque inclusi populi suo pontefice, quid agerent, adclamarent ille confisus in 
Deo, monet omnes in oratione prosterni et cum lacrimis praesentem semper in necessitatibus Domini auxilium 

inplorare’, pp. 525-6. 
156 Gregory, DLH, 2, preface, ‘mixte confusequae tam virtutes sanctorum et strages gentium’, p. 36. 
157 Compare, for example, R.W. Hanning, The vision of history in early Britain: from Gildas to Geoffrey of 
Monmouth (New York, 1966), p. 69, with the more recent comments of Goffart, Narrators, p. 10 and p. 116.  
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of Tours’, in Noble and Contreni (eds), Religion, Culture, and Society, pp. 55-76; Reimitz, History, identity, 
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159 W.M. Daly, ‘Clovis: How Barbaric, How Pagan?’, Speculum 69 (1994), pp. 619-664; M. Spencer, ‘Dating the 
baptism of Clovis, 1886-1993’, EME 3 (1994), pp. 97-117; I. Wood, The Merovingian kingdoms 450-751 

(London, 1993), pp. 36-50. 
160 Gregory, DLH, 2.37, ‘ipse rex Chlodovechus victuriam, Domino adiuvante, obtinuit’, p. 87. 
161 ARF s.a. 783, ‘Domino adiuvante’, p. 66. 
162 Gregory, DLH, 2.30, ‘qui dare auxilium laborantibus victuriamque in te sperantibus tribuere’, p. 75. 
163 Gregory, DLH, 2.37, ‘Eamus cum Dei adiutorium, et superatis’, p. 85. 
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There were, however, significant differences between Gregory’s military narratives and those 

of Carolingian historians. Much like his late antique predecessors, Gregory also ascribed 

agency to the faith and piety of his characters.164 After Tolbiac, for example, Clovis told 

Clothild how ‘through invocation of Christ’s name, he deserved to obtain victory’.165 The use 

of merere made Clovis’ faith a cause of victory. The saints and the miraculous also played a 

much larger role in Gregory’s military narratives.166 Marching to Vouillé, for example, ‘a fiery 

ball, shooting out of St Hilary’s church, seemed to pass over [Clovis]’.167 Gregory explained 

that this fireball was one of several signs of impending victory. It showed that Clovis would 

‘freely defeat the heretical armies’.168 As well as showing God’s agency very concretely, this 

fireball helped to define Vouillé as a clash of different religious identities, Catholic and Arian. 

Clovis’ speech at Tolbiac similarly repudiated paganism. He trusted Christ because the gods 

‘are endowed with no power, who do not help those obeying them’.169 Although this was 

different from Orosius and Rufinus’ apologetic concerns, Gregory shared their association 

between religious identity and how God’s agency functioned within the narrative.  

 

Furthermore, Gregory’s language of God’s agency on the battlefield was almost entirely 

confined to Tolbiac and Vouillé. While Orosius and Rufinus primarily used God’s agency at 

the culmination of their narratives, Gregory reversed this. He used God’s agency to begin his 

narrative of the Merovingian dynasty and highlight Clovis’ conversion. Tolbiac and Vouillé 

might even have functioned as a before-and-after diptych for Clovis becoming Christian. 

Clovis’ ascription of agency to God at Tolbiac was a symptom of this unique conversion 

process rather than a normal feature of Christian kingship. There was no one quite like Clovis 

in the DLH. Later battles were depicted in a largely ‘secular’ way. Chlodomer’s two battles 

against Godomar, to take a random example, were described by Gregory without God,170 as 

were several battles from Gregory’s own recent memory in Book IX171  

 

                                                 
164 Duggan, Armsbearing, p. 20.  E.g. Van Nuffelen, Orosius, p. 189 
165 Gregory, DLH, 2.30, ‘qualiter per invocationem nominis Christi victuriam meruit obtenire’, p. 76. 
166 K. Mitchell, ‘Saints and Public Christianity in the Historiae of Gregory of Tours’, in Noble and Contreni (eds), 
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The features distinctive to Tolbiac and Vouillé were, nonetheless, replicated in one subsequent 

battle, when Childebert and Theudebert attacked Clothar I.  Gregory described how ‘a storm 

arose’ over Childebert and Theudebert’s camp,172 similar to the miracles associated with 

Vouillé. He then explained that ‘none can doubt that this was Saint Martin’s deed’,173 since the 

kings’ mother had ‘kept watch the whole night, praying [to Martin], lest civil war rise up 

between her sons’.174 Clothild’s piety and Martin’s intercession drove the narrative forward. 

Gregory’s depiction of Clothar’s own attitude, however, also drew attention to God’s agency. 

As his brothers approached, Clothar realised ‘that he would not hold back their armies’,175 and 

so ‘built a great barricade in the woods, putting his trust in God’s pity’.176 Clothar trusted in 

God’s agency because he had realised the limits of his own. This would become an important 

theme for several Carolingian historians but was relatively undeveloped in Gregory’s narrative.   

 

The other military events which involved God’s agency were sieges, most of which occurred 

in Book I. In each case, however, Gregory depicted God’s mercy to the defenders as mediated 

through holy men, especially bishops.177 This furthered Gregory’s agenda of promoting the 

Gallic episcopacy, identified by Martin Heinzelmann.178 When Attila besieged Orléans, for 

example, Bishop Anianus advised the people ‘to in prostrate prayer, and with tears, to implore 

the Lord’s ever-present help in their necessities’.179 Anianus explained that the cloud on the 

horizon was ‘the Lord’s aid,180 as Aetius’ men arrived at the critical moment. While this 

associated God’s help and military victory, Gregory concluded that ‘the city’s freedom was 

obtained by the blessed bishop’.181 Gregory focused here and in similar cases on the mediatory 

role of bishops, as much as on God’s agency. As Gregory wrote elsewhere, ‘our God always 

deigns to glorify His bishops [sacerdotes]’.182 While itself an expression of God’s agency, it 

                                                 
172 Gregory, DLH, 3.28, ‘orta tempestas tentoria dissicit, res diripit et cuncta subvertit’, p. 124.  
173 Gregory, DLH, 3.28, ‘Quod nullus ambigat, hanc…beati Martini fuisse virtutem’, p. 125. 
174 Gregory, DLH, 3.28, ‘et tota nocte vigilat, orans, ne inter filios suos bellum civile consurgeret’, p. 124. 
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176 Gregory, DLH, 3.28, ‘concides magnas in silvas illas fecit, totamque spem suam in Dei pietate transfundens’, 
p. 124. For marginal comments on this passage’s vocabulary in one Carolingian manuscript, see Reimitz, History, 
identity, ethnicity, p. 396.  
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also shows how God was used to further a specific agenda within the DLH which was not 

necessarily replicated by his Carolingian successors.  

 

The majority of statements of God’s agency in the DLH concerned judgement and 

vengeance.183 In some cases, judgement fell on whole communities. The Lombards, for 

example, invaded Gaul (in Gregory’s own lifetime) because its ‘wickedness has grown great 

in the Lord’s sight’. 184 Gregory listed the (stereotypical) sins which had provoked God’s 

anger.185 This report, however, came as a prophecy to the holy man, Hospicius, who was able 

to protect his community and performed various miracles against the Lombards.186 God’s 

judgement in this case involved unnamed communities committing generic sins, so that 

Gregory could continue to demonstrate the power of holy men.  

 

In most cases, God’s judgement fell very concretely on specific individuals within the 

Gregory’s narrative. Many of these occasions concerned Gregory and his family’s own place 

in Gallic politics. When his own brother was assassinated, for example, Gregory recounted the 

assassin’s downfall, ‘with [his brothers’] innocent blood crying out against him to the divine 

power’.187 Gregory even presented himself as protected by God’s justice.188 The wicked 

Leudast, for example, ‘wished by wicked and nefarious calumnies to supplant me’, but ‘divine 

vengeance fell upon him’,189 since his boat sank as he came to capture Gregory. As with earlier 

historians, Gregory celebrated God’s punishment of the enemies of his communities. Whereas 

Rufinus and Orosius had also rejoiced in the deaths of persecuting Emperors, however, 

judgement in Gregory was far more intimate.  

 

God’s judgement fell more generally on those who opposed the authority of bishops. For 

example, when King Charibert married Marcovefa (sister of his previous wife), he was 

excommunicated by Germanus, bishop of Paris. Charibert’s refusal to repent meant that 

                                                 
183 Goffart, Narrators, p. 433. On Gregory’s language of judgement more broadly c.f. W. Monroe, ‘Via Iustitiae: 

The Biblical Sources of Justice in Gregory of Tours’, Mitchell and Wood (eds), World of Gregory, pp. 99-112. 
184 Gregory, DLH, 6.6, ‘quod increverit malitia eorum in conspectu Domini’ p. 272. 
185 Gregory, DLH, 6.6, ‘est enim omnes populus infidelis, periuriis deditus, furtis obnoxius, in homicidiis 
prumptus, ad quibus nullus iustitiae fructus ullatenus gliscit’, p. 272. 
186 Gregory, DLH, 6.6, pp. 272-3. 
187 Gregory, DLH, 5.5, ‘contra eum sanguine insonte ad divinam potentiam proclamante’, p. 202.  
188 For Gregory’s self-fashioning, see Reimitz, History, Ethnicity, Identity, pp. 31-43.  
189 Gregory, DLH, 5.49, ‘me voluit iniquis ac nefariis calumniis supplantare, vel qualiter in eum ultio divina 
descendit’, pp. 259.  
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Mecovefa ‘died, struck by God’s judgment’,190 and Charibert himself died ‘not long after’.191 

Similarly, when Bishop Priscus and his wife Susanna persecuted friends of deceased Sacerdos, 

bishop of Lyons, Gregory described how ‘the divine majesty took vengeance on Bishop 

Priscus’s family for these crimes’.192 Each of these examples aligned God’s agency very 

closely with episcopal authority. These judgements were also very visceral, which was similar 

to how God’s agency in battle was depicted very concretely through miracles. When two priests 

rebelled against Sidonius Apollinarius, for example, Gregory recounted that ‘divine clemency 

did not wish to bear his injured unavenged for a long time’,193 and so one of them died (like 

Arius) and ‘emptied his guts through his lower parts’.194 This reflected the very anecdotal 

nature of Gregory’s narrative, identified by Joachim Pizarro.195 God’s agency was not a 

comforting concept in the DLH, although it often entailed the merciful vindication of those 

wronged. This visceral emphasis on God’s judgement went well beyond the language of God’s 

judgement in Carolingian histories.  

 

Aside from these occasional (if memorable) examples of God’s judgement, divine agency 

played a minor role in Gregory’s vision of Gallic politics. Just as most battles fought after 

Clovis’ death were described in a secular way, so too were most of the DLH’s meetings and 

conflicts. This pattern of distribution was certainly distinctive, ranging from vivid accounts of 

God’s fury to long passages of apparent secularity. As a result, the cool reception of these 

patterns by Carolingian historians remains relatively easy to observe. How and why they 

substituted Gregory’s approach for their own remains to be seen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
190 Gregory, DLH, 4.26, ‘percussa iuditio Dei obiit’, pp. 158-9.  
191 Gregory, DLH, 4.26, ‘ne multo post et ipse rex post eam decessit’, p. 159.  
192 Gregory, DLH, 4.36, ‘pro his commota tandem divina maiestas ulta est in familia Prisci episcopi’, p. 168. 
193 Gregory, DLH, 2.23, ‘non longi temporis spatio inultam eius iniuriam divina voluit sustinere clementia’, p. 68. 
194 Gregory, DLH, 2.23, ‘interna deposita per partis inferioris egestum’, p. 68. 
195 Pizarro, Rhetoric of Scene, pp. 31-6.  
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The Chronicon Fredegarii 

 

As Reimitz has shown, Gregory’s legacy was reworked energetically in the seventh century.196 

The DLH were revised and also incorporated into new historical projects, which were available 

to the Carolingians.197 The first of these was the anonymous Chron. Fred.,198 probably 

completed in the early 660s, for ‘members or descendants of the former governing class of the 

Austrasian-Burgundian kingdom’.199 Whereas Gregory’s authorial persona was very apparent 

in the DLH, the Chron. Fred. seems to have set the trend for anonymised histories which would 

last until the mid-ninth century. Alongside its use of Gregory, this chronicle was compiled from 

various late antique histories (including Jerome, Hydatius, Isidore and the Liber Generationis) 

and several regnal and papal lists and which shared a history of seventh-century Gaul.200 It was 

reasonably well known to Carolingian historians, especially the author of the so-called Cont. 

Fred. and the AMP.201  

 

God’s agency only occasionally appeared throughout the Chron. Fred. and was largely 

confined to ecclesiastical affairs. When God’s agency was depicted, it was usually through 

miracles.  At Saint Victor’s grave, for example, ‘with God willing them, miracles were 

constantly performed at that blessed grave’.202 The account of Columbanus’ clash with 

Theuderic and Brunhild used God’s agency a great deal, alongside Biblical parallels.203 This 

account seems to have been drawn from the Vita Columbani and stands out for its theological 

language within the overall chronicle.204 The author (or authors) of the chronicle occasionally 

                                                 
196 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 127-165 
197 For extant manuscripts prior to 800, see CLA 1.108, 5.608, 10.108, 10.1480, S1.1812 (fragm.).  
198 Chronicon Fredegarii, ed. and trans. J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, The fourth book of the chronicle of Fredegar, with 
its continuations (London, 1960), pp. 4-79.  
199 Quote from Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 189. For debates over authorship, see B. Krusch, 

Chronicarum quae dicuntur Fredegarii Scholastici libri IV. cum Continuationibus, MGH SRM 2 (Hanover, 

1888), pp. 1-10; F. Lot, ‘Encore la Chronique du Pseudo-Frédégaire’, Revue Historique 115 (1914), pp. 305-337; 

M. Baudot, ‘La question du Pseudo-Frédégaire’, Le Moyen Âge 29 (1928), pp. 129-70, pp. 129-70; Wattenbach-

Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 1, Die Vorzeit von den Anfängen bis zur Herrschaft der Karolinger (Weimar, 

1952), pp. 109-132, vol. 2, Die Karolinger vom Anfang des 8. Jahrhunderts bis zum Tode Karls des Großen 

(Weimar, 1953), pp. 161-3; J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, The fourth book of the chronicle of Fredegar, with its 
continuations (London, 1960), pp. xiv-xxviii; Collins, Fredegar, pp. 8-25; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, 

pp. 166-7, 189-90.  
200 Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, pp. x-xi.  
201 Although see comments Collins, Fredegar, p. 76. 
202 Chron. Fred., 22, ‘Ad sepulcrum illud sanctum mirae virtutes ex ipsa die, qua repertum est, praestante Domino, 

integra assiduitate ostenduntur’, p. 15 
203 Chron. Fred., 36, pp. 23-9. 
204 Jonas, Vita Columbani, 18-20, ed. B. Krusch, MGH SRG 37 (Hanover and Leipzig, 1905), p. 186-95. C.f. I. 
Wood, ‘Fredegar’s Fables’, in Scharer and Scheibelreiter (eds), Historiographie, pp. 358-366, at p. 360; Reimitz, 

History, identity, ethnicity, p. 180. 
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associated God’s agency with military events, as Gregory had done. Whereas Gregory confined 

God’s agency to high points within the DLH, there seems to have been little remarkable about 

which military events the chronicler ascribed to God.  

 

Theuderic, for example, won two victories, one ‘with God helping’ and the other ‘with the 

Lord going before him’.205 Clothar II also hoped to make peace with the Franks ‘with the Lord 

going before him’.206 This might have reflected Clothar II’s positive role in the narrative or this 

statement may simply have been made by a different author from the two other examples.207 

The major parallel with later Carolingian historians was the use of the ablative absolute and 

the relative absence of God’s judgement. The chronicle was similar to earlier histories, 

however, in how it distributed God’s agency unevenly throughout the narrative, and often 

marginalised it. God was absent from long narrative sections of Frankish political history, just 

as He had been in much of the DLH. 

 

The final chapter was unusual, as Reimitz notes, for showing explicit sympathy for a specific 

side, in this case, for Willebad, unjustly killed by Flaochad.208 Reimitz does not note, however, 

the exceptional language of God’s agency in this passage. The chronicler wrote that Berthar 

saved his father’s life ‘with the Lord going before him’,209 that Flaochad was ‘struck by God’s 

judgement’,210 and that ‘God’s judgements freed the land from [Flaochard’s party’s] great 

oppression and made them die for their treacheries and lies’.211 The emphasis on judgement 

may have been inspired by Gregory. While this justice was presented positively, the final 

chapter was hardly a happy ending, given Willebad’s fate. As the reader finished the chronicle, 

they would have been presented with an emphatic assertion of God’s justice and involvement 

in near contemporary politics. Without much theological language in the preceding narrative, 

however, its relevance and implications were undeveloped.212 The chronicle, therefore, 

represented both a ‘secular’ approach but also used theological language to highlight what was 

exceptional. As we shall see, its Carolingian continuator would adapt these elements to produce 

a very different result.  

                                                 
205 Chron. Fred., 21, ‘Deo auxiliante’, p. 14; Chron. Fred. 38, ‘Domino praecedente’, p. 31.  
206 Chron. Fred., 40, ‘praecedente Domino’, p. 33.  
207 Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, p. xxii.  
208 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 187. 
209 Chron. Fred. 90, ‘sic Bertharium suum genetorum, ut fedelis filius prestante Domino liberabit a morte’, p. 78. 
210 Chron. Fred. 90, ‘Flaochadus iudicio Dei percussus’, p. 79. 
211 Chron. Fred. 90, ‘quod iudiciius Dei de eorum oppressione plurema multetudine liberassit et eorum perfidia 

et mendacia eos uterque interire fecissit’, p. 79, 
212 Noted by Davis, ‘Conceptions of kingship’, pp. 202-3.  
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The Liber Historiae Francorum  

 

The second new history to have responded the DLH, and which also influenced the Cont. Fred., 

was the LHF.213 The LHF’s enduring popularity can be shown from its place alongside later 

histories in Carolingian manuscripts.214 As discussed above, the manuscript containing the 

Annales Nazariani and the earliest extant manuscript of the ARF both began with the LHF.215 

The LHF seems to have been written in Neustria c.727, probably at Soissons.216 Although its 

author respected the rising power of Charles Martel, the Merovingians continued to be 

important for the narrative. The LHF has been characterised as ‘not only not hagiographical 

but remarkable for its very lack of religious content’,217 and possessing a ‘strikingly secular 

tone’.218 This is not entirely fair, since the LHF showed great interest in the Franks’ conversion 

and the establishment of the Church. The author even adapted some of Gregory’s statements 

about God’s help. Aetius and Thorismud, for example, defeated Attila ‘with the Lord helping, 

and the holy Anianus’ praying’.219 A Carolingian author would, therefore, have encountered 

some statements of God’s agency. 

 

For the most part, however, God’s agency was lacking from the author’s own narrative even 

more than it had been from the Chron. Fred. One exception was how Ghislemar, the author 

wrote, ‘was struck by God’,220 because of ‘his injuries on his father and his other cruel sins’.221 

This fulfilled a prophecy by the holy man Audoin, continuing the importance of holy men seen 

in Gregory and Fredegar. It was, however, an isolated statement within the narrative as a whole. 

The only positive theological statement was that Charles Martel escaped Plectrude’s custody 

‘with the Lord helping’.222 This reflected the author’s support for Charles but was otherwise 

isolated. The author ascribed as much agency to Satan. When Clovis II desecrated St Denis’ 

relics and the Neustrians descended into civil war in 714, both did so ‘with the Devil instigating 

                                                 
213 Liber Historiae Francorum, ed. B. Krusch, MGH SRM 2 (Hanover, 1888), pp. 241-328. 
214 McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 14-22. See also R.A. Gerberding, ‘Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale latin 

7906: an unnoticed very early fragment of the “Liber historiae francorum”, Traditio 43 (1987), pp. 381-6, at p. 

382. 
215 See above, Introduction, pp. 21-2. 
216 Gerberding, Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 40-1; P. Fouracre and R.A. Gerberding, Late Merovingian France: 
History and Hagiography 640-720 (Manchester, 1996), pp. 79-87; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 9-13. 

See also Nelson, ‘Gender and genre’, pp. 161-2 for the possibility of female authorship.  
217 Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, p. 79.  
218 Gerberding, Rise of the Carolingians, p. 146. 
219 LHF, 5, ‘auxiliante Domino, Chuni ab ipsa civitate, orante sancto Aniano’, p. 246, c.f. above, pp. 77-8. 
220 LHF, 47, ‘a Deo percussus, iniquissimum spiritum exalavit’, p. 321. 
221 LHF, 47, ‘qui ob iniurias patris vel alia peccata crudelia’, p. 321. 
222 LHF, 51, ‘auxiliante Domino’, p. 325, c.f. Gerberding, Rise of the Carolingians, p. 161.  
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it’.223 The rarity of these statements suggested that the LHF, like the Chron. Fred, avoided 

bringing God directly into political history. The author’s limited theological language 

concerned the negative issues of bad kingship and factionalism, which were abhorrent to an 

author concerned with Neustrian unity under competent kingship.224 The triumphant 

theological language of the Cont. Fred. was largely absent.  

 

Conclusion 

 

As Carolingian historians read the histories of their Frankish predecessors, they would have 

found only a limited affirmation of God’s agency. In Gregory, it was confined either to the 

saintly interventions of bishops, the high points of Clovis and Clothar I, or how God’s 

judgement could not be escaped. God seemed absent from large sections of the kind of political 

history which Carolingian historians would prioritise. This ‘secularity’ was even more 

pronounced in Chron. Fred. and the LHF, although these histories did not explicitly reject 

God’s agency and showed religion’s broader significance to Frankish history.  While these two 

texts cannot be taken to represent all history writing between Gregory and the Carolingians 

which has not survived, it is possible to suggest that early Carolingian historians were rejecting 

the ‘secularity’ of their Merovingian predecessors.225 The chose to depict God’s agency as 

more pervasive and as favourable to the Franks.   

 

While these were the texts to which Carolingian historians were most clearly responding, 

another group requires consideration before the Carolingian historians themselves. Although 

contemporary histories from outside the Frankish kingdoms were less accessible and less 

obviously relevant to Carolingian historians, relative to their Gallic predecessors, they were 

beginning to circulate and so their impact must be considered.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
223 LHF, 44, 55, ‘, instigante diabulo’, pp. 316, 325, c.f. Gerberding, Rise of the Carolingians, p. 171. 
224 Gerberding, Rise of the Carolingians, p. 18. 
225 For the idea of ‘secularity’, see below, chapter 3, pp. 141-5.  
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CHRISTIAN HISTORY IN THE EIGHTH-CENTURY WEST 

 

Introduction 

 

Although the Carolingians’ historical interests were not confined to the later Roman Empire or 

the Merovingian past, their interest in the other post-Roman polities which emerged from the 

fifth-century onwards was more muted.226 As Innes and McKitterick show, the Carolingians 

were primarily interested in histories of the Franks, the Romans, the Trojans, and the Jews.227 

The Christian historical tradition produced in Visigothic, and later Umayyad, Spain appears to 

have had very little impact on Carolingian history writing.228 Figures such as Theodulf or 

Prudentius may have carried a specifically ‘Iberian’ sense of history writing with them north 

of the Pyrenees, but such suggestions would be largely speculative. Late eighth-century 

Carolingian historians, nonetheless, probably knew Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica gentis 

Anglorum, the Liber Pontificalis, and Paul the Deacon’s Historia Langobardorum. Although 

these were not circulating as widely as Gregory of Tours and his successors in the late eighth 

century, these later histories could, nonetheless, have significantly influenced the development 

of theological language in Carolingian history writing. Given the Carolingians’ strong links 

between Papal Rome and Anglo-Saxon scholars’ presence on the continent, the Franks had 

every reason to acquaint themselves with their histories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
226 For the debates surrounding the transformation of the Roman world, see W. Goffart, Barbarians and Romans 
A.D. 418-584: the techniques of accommodation (Princeton, 1980); B. Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the 
End of Civilization (Oxford, 2005); G. Halsall, Barbarian migrations and the Roman West, 376-568 (Cambridge, 

2007); P. Heather, Empires and barbarians: the fall of Rome and the birth of Europe (London, 2009); and the 

Transformatio of the Roman World project, for which see I. Wood, ‘Report: The European Science Foundation’s 
Programme on the Transformation of the Roman World and Emergence of Early Medieval Europe’, EME 6 

(1997), pp. 217-227, and the eighteen volumes published by Brill.  
227 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 215.  
228 K. Baxter Wolf, Conquerors and chroniclers of early medieval Spain, 2nd edn (Liverpool, 1999); J. Wood, The 
politics of identity in Visigoth Spain: religion and power in the histories of Isidor of Seville (Boston, 2012). For 

the manuscript transmission of the Christian historiography of Islamic Spain, see C. Cardelle de Hartmann, ‘The 
textual transmission of the Mozarabic Chronicle of 754’, EME 8 (1999) pp. 13-29. 
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Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum 

 

Bede held a privileged place in Carolingian culture.229 His popularity was part of the Anglo-

Saxons’ wider impact on Frankish culture throughout the eighth century.230 Bede’s death was 

recorded (often inaccurately) in many so-called Carolingian ‘minor annals’.231 Carolingian 

councils, at least one of which cited the HE alongside Cassiodorus’ HT,232 regarded Bede as 

authoritative.233 Bede’s numerous exegetical works were widely copied.234 His chronographic 

masterpiece, the DTR, was widely copied and influenced the technical composition of Frankish 

history.235 So popular was Bede among the Franks that Cuthbert, abbot of Wearmouth-Jarrow, 

complained to Archbishop Lull at Mainz about the difficulty of providing copies of Bede’s 

works.236 

 

Bede’s HE, like Gregory’s DLH, was a masterpiece of early medieval history writing which 

has long fascinated scholars.237 Bede’s religious writings and historical work have long been 

                                                 
229 D. Whitelock, After Bede (Jarrow, 1960), repr. in M. Lapidge (ed.), Bede and his world: the Jarrow Lectures, 

2 vols (London, 1994), vol. 1, pp. 35-50; Colgrave and Mynors, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, pp. lxi-lxvii; J.A. 

Westgard, ‘Bede and the continent in the Carolingian age and beyond’, in S. DeGregorio (ed.), The Cambridge 
Companion to Bede (Cambridge, 2010), pp. 201-21. For a detailed overview of the manuscript evidence for the 

presence of Bede’s works among the Carolingians, see R. McKitterick, ‘Kulturische Verbindungen zwischen 
England und das Fränkischen Reiche im Frühmittelalter: Zusammenhängen und Verwickelungen’, in J. Ehlers 
(ed.), Deutschland und der westen Europas im Mittelalter. I Spätantike und Frühmittelalter, Vorträge und 

Forschungen 56 (Stuttgart, 2002), pp. 121-148. 
230 W.  Levison, England and the Continent in the eighth century (Oxford, 1946), pp. 70-93; McKitterick, ‘Anglo-

Saxon missionaries’, pp. 1-40; Story, Carolingian Connections, pp. 41-48; J.T. Palmer, Anglo-Saxons in a 
Frankish world, 690-900 (Turnhout, 2009). For the specifically codicological side of Insular-Frankish relations, 

see R. McKitterick, ‘The diffusion of insular culture in Neustria between 650 and 850: the implications of the 
manuscript evidence’, in H. Atsma (ed.), La Neustrie. Les pays au nord de la Loire de 650 à 850. Colloque 
historique international, 2 vols (Sigmaringen, 1989), vol. 2, pp. 395-432; R. McKitterick, ‘The Anglo-Saxon 

missionaries in Germany: reflections on the manuscript evidence’, Transactions of the Cambridge Bibliographical 
Society 9 (1989), pp. 291-329; R. McKitterick, ‘Exchanges between the British Isles and the Continent, c.450-

900’, in R. Gameson (ed.), The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain (Cambridge, 2011), pp. 313-337.  
231 E.g. Annales Nazariani s.a. 731, ‘et Beda presbyter Anglorum obiit’, p. 24. 
232 Concilium Parisiense, 44, p. 517.  
233 J. Hill, ‘Carolingian perspectives on the Authority of Bede’, in S. DeGregorio (ed.), Innovation and Tradition 
in the Writings of the Venerable Bede (Morgantown, 2006), pp. 227-49, at 236-9. 
234 Westgard, ‘Bede and the Continent’, p. 207.  
235 A. Rabin, ‘Historical re-collections: rewriting the world chronicle in Bede’s De Temporum Ratione’, Viator 
36 (2005), pp. 23-40; Burgress and Kulikowski, Mosaics of Time, pp. 204-8. See brief discussion of the DTR 
above, p. 70.   
236 Westgard, ‘Bede and the Continent’, p. 204; c.f. M.B. Parkes, The Scriptorium of Wearmouth-Jarrow (Jarrow, 

1982), repr. in Lapidge, Jarrow lectures, vol. 2, pp. 555-86.   
237 The literature on Bede’s HE alone is vast. Important studies include, Levison, ‘Bede as Historian’, pp. 111-51; 

G. Bonner (ed.), Famulus Christi: Essay in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth of the 
Venerable Bede (London, 1976); Goffart, Narrators, pp. 297-325; G. Hardin Brown, Bede the Venerable (Boston, 

1987); Hilliard, ‘Sacred and secular’. 
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studied together.238 For earlier scholars, this largely concerned how successully Gregory and 

Bede integrated the categories of ‘chronicle’ and ‘hagiography’,239 with Bede’s HE called a 

‘national hagiography’.240 As scholars have deconstructed these strict categories of genre, it 

has been necessary to revisit Bede’s religious intentions for his history. Goffart saw Bede’s 

theological assumptions informing the HE’s political agenda.241 While many have noted the 

HE’s moral purpose,242 its language of God’s agency has only been recently studied by 

Higham.243 Higham shows that God’s agency was central to Bede’s narrative strategy,244 which 

must be explored more fully to see whether it provided a clear model for Carolingian historians’ 

own theological language.  

 

Alongside the DTR and Bede’s exegetical works, the HE seems to have been popular on the 

continent.245 A copy was made at Lorsch in the late eighth-century.246 The widely discussed 

‘Moore Bede’, probably the earliest extant copy, from which most continental copies of the HE 

were derived,247 seems to have found its way to Charlemagne’s court library.248  Bede’s impact 

on Carolingians history writing, however, cannot be traced as easily as his comparative impact 

                                                 
238 R. Ray, ‘Bede, The Exegete, as Historian’, in Bonner (ed.), Famulus Christi, pp. 125-40; H. Mayr-Harting, 

‘Bede’s Patristic thinking as an historian’, in Scharer and Scheibelreiter (ed.), Historiographie, pp. 367-374; W.D. 

McCready, Miracles and the Venerable Bede (Toronto, 1994); Hilliard, ‘Sacred and Secular’, pp. 164-225. 
239 Hanning, Vision of History, pp. 69-70; R. Markus, Bede and the tradition of Ecclesiastical Historiography 

(Jarrow, 1975), repr. in Lapidge, Jarrow lectures, vol. 1, pp. 385-403, at p. 389. For Bede’s knowledge of earlier 
histories, see R. Love, ‘The Library of the Venerable Bede’, in Gameson (ed.), History of the Book, pp. 606-632, 

at pp. 606-7, 627-8. 
240 Markus, Ecclesiastical Historiography, p. 391. 
241 Goffart, Narrators, pp. 297-325; W. Goffart, ‘Bede’s vera lex historiae explained’, Anglo-Saxon England 34 

(2005), pp. 111-116. For discussion of a specific case of God’s agency in the HE, see W. Goffart, ‘Bede’s history 
in a harsher climate’, in DeGregorio (ed.), Innovation and Tradition, pp. 203-226, at p. 223. 
242 E.g.  P. Wormald, ‘Bede, Beowulf and the Conversion of the Anglo-Saxon Aristocracy’, in P. Wormald and S. 

Baxter (eds), The Times of Bede: Studies in Early English Christian Society and its Historian (Oxford, 2006), pp. 

30-105, at p. 64; A. Thacker, ‘Bede and history’, in DeGregorio (ed.),  Companion to Bede, pp. 170-190, at pp. 

170-1. See also helpful comments by Hardin Brown, Bede, p. 95.  
243 Higham, Reading Bede, pp. 148-67.  
244 Higham, Reading Bede, p. 148-9.  
245 R. McKitterick, ‘Carolingian historiography’, in M. Becher and Y. Hen (eds), Wilhelm Levison (1876-1947) – 
Ein jüdisches Forscherleben zwischen wissenschaftlicher Anerkennung und politischem Exil (Bonn, 2010), pp. 

93-112.  
246 Wolfenbüttel, HAB, cod. guelf. 34 Weiss. (CLA 9.1385) 
247 See B. Bischoff, ‘Die Hofbibliothek Karls des Grossen‘, Mittelalterliche Studien 3 (Stuttgart, 1981), pp. 149-

69,  at pp. 160-1; trans. M. Gorman and B. Bischoff, Manuscripts and Libraries in the Age of Charlemagne 
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on exegesis. Alcuin’s De pontificibus et sanctis Ecclesiae Eboracensis undoubtedly used Bede, 

but this was not necessarily written at Charlemagne’s court or even known to Frankish 

readers.249 As Peter Godman admits, Alcuin’s poem had almost no impact on Carolingian 

history writing. 

 

Bede’s HE was entirely consistent with its late antique predecessors in articulating God’s 

agency in political and military history. In one case, he was also very similar to the ARF. Under 

Ambrosius Aurelius, Bede recounted, the British emerged from hiding ‘with unanimous 

consent, praying for heavenly help, lest they be utterly destroyed’.250 Then ‘provoking [the 

Anglo-Saxons] to battle, with God favouring them, they took the victory themselves’.251 Bede 

used an ablative absolute of divine agency, in his own authorial voice, to ascribe the British 

victory to God, just as the Cont. Fred. and ARF would do for Carolingian victories. Bede also 

showed the British seeking God’s help, as many later Carolingian historians would do. It was, 

however, unusually summative for Bede, especially when compared to the fuller accounts of 

Northumbrian royal victories later in the narrative. This anomaly can be explained by Bede’s 

use here of Gildas, who had also described the British praying for victory and defeating the 

Saxons, ‘with the Lord overseeing it’.252 This summative approach was far closer to that of the 

Carolingian annals but was unusual for Bede.  

 

God was most present in the HE’s narrative when helping the saintly seventh-century 

Northumbrian kings. Oswiu, for example, ‘looked for the help of divine pity [pietatis], which 

could snatch him from barbarian impiety [impietate]’.253 Although Oswiu here pointed to 

God’s agency, Bede far more frequently emphasised the Northumbrians’ faith and piety. Bede 

described how Oswald’s men won the battle of Deniseburn ‘reinforced by faith in Christ’.254 

                                                 
249 See P. Godman, The textual tradition of Alcuin's poem on York (Stuttgart, 1980); P. Godman (ed.), Alcuin: The 
Bishops, Kings and Saints of York (Oxford, 1983), who argues for tentatively for composition on the continent, 

and R. McKitterick, ‘Godman, Peter (ed.): “Alcuin. The Bishops, Kings and Saints of York” (Book Review)’, 
JEccH 35 (1984), pp. 621-2, who argues for an earlier, English, composition.  
250 Bede, HE, 1.16, ‘et unanimo consensu auxilium caeleste precantes, ne usque ad internicionem usquequaque 

delerentur’, p. 52. 
251 Bede, HE, 1.16, ‘et uictores prouocantes ad proelium, uictoriam ipsi Deo fauente suscipiunt’, p.  54. 
252 Gildas, De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae, 25, ‘simul deprecantes eum tot corde et…uictores prouocantes ad 
proelium: quis uictoria domino annuente cessit’, ed. T. Mommsen, MGH AA 13 (Berlin, 1898), pp. 1-85, at p. 40. 

For the relationship between Gildas and Bede, see Molyneaux, ‘God’s elect’, p. 274. 
253 Bede, HE, 3.24, ‘respexit ille ad diuinae auxilium pietatis, quo ab impietate barbarica posset eripi’, p. 290. 
254 Bede, HE, 3.1, ‘sed fide Christi munito’, p. 214. For the site of the battle, see Colgrave and Mynors, Bede’s 
Ecclesiastical History, p. 214, n. 1. 
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At Heavenfield, the Northumbrians ‘obtained the victory, as their faith deserved’.255 This found 

concrete expression when Oswald, ‘erected the sign of the holy cross, and on bended knee 

prayed to God, that He would succour his worshippers with heavenly help’.256 Later, ‘the king 

himself, fervent in faith, took hold of it’.257 Oswiu’ prayer for divine pity was also expressed 

by his making a vow concerning his daughter.258 Bede emphasised the agency of human piety 

within the narrative as much as God’s agency, thereby following his late antique 

predecessors.259  

 

This emphasis on faith formed part of Bede’s wider scholarly framework. Exemplary 

characters, such as Oswald, were just as important as God’s character.260 As Paul Hilliard has 

argued, Bede’s works were all interested in the spiritual warfare between Christ and Satan.261  

Bede made especially intriguing comments about faith when explaining Abram’s victory over 

Kedorlaomer in his exegesis of Genesis.262 He wrote that Abram’s victory ‘teaches what is the 

power of the faith with which he was strengthened’.263 Bede continued that ‘only through the 

same faith would the saints who were to be born afterwards…obtain these promises’.264 

Military battles, such as Oswald’s, could similarly illustrate the greater spiritual battle of 

individual faith. One of Pope Gregory’s letters, cited in the HE, even emphasised the 

superiority of faith to miracles.265  

 

                                                 
255 Bede, HE, 3.2, ‘iuxta meritum suae fidei uictoria potiti sunt’, p. 214. On the miraculous in these battles, c.f.. 
McCready, Miracles and the Venerable Bede, pp. 21-23; K. Lutterkort, ‘Bede Historiographicus: Meaning and 
Function of Miracle Stories in the Vita Cuthberti and Historia Ecclesiastica’, in L. Houwen and A. Macdonald 

(eds), Beda Venerabilis: Historian, Monk, and Northumbrian (Groningen, 1996), pp. 81-106, at pp. 90-1. 
256 Bede, HE, 3.2, ‘Osuald signum sanctae crucis erexit, ac flexis genibus Deum deprecatus est, ut in tanta rerum 
necessitate suis cultoribus caelesti succurreret auxilio’, p. 214. C.f. C. Stancliffe, ‘Oswald, “Most Holy and Most 
Victorious King of the Northumbrians”’, in C. Stancliffe and E. Cambridge (eds), Oswald: Northumbrian King 
to European Saint (Stamford, 1995), pp. 33-83. 
257 Bede, HE, 3.2, ‘ipse fide feruens hanc arripuerit, ac foueae inposuerit, atque utraque manu erectam tenuerit’, 
p. 214. 
258 Bede, HE, 3.24, p. 290. 
259 See Hilliard, ‘Sacred and secular’, p. 212 on prayer in the HE. 
260 For the importance of examples in the HE, Campbell, Anglo-Saxon history, pp. 17-20; Higham, Reading Bede, 

pp. 208-9.  
261 Hilliard, ‘Sacred and secular’, p. 219. Compare the brevity of HE 1.16, pp. 52-54 with the length of Germanus’ 
‘battles’ with the Pelagians 1.17, pp. 54-58.  
262 Gen. 14.1-16. 
263 Bede, On Genesis, 14.1-2, ‘docet…quae sit virtus fidei, qua erat ipse munitus’, ed. PL 91, cols 9A-190C at col. 

146B.  
264 Bede, On Genesis, 14.1-2, ‘quia modo per eamdem fidem sancti postmodum nascituri…adepturi essent 
promissiones’, col. 146B. 
265 Bede, HE, 1.31, pp. 108-111; McCready, Miracles and the Venerable Bede, p. 131.  
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Bede also emphasised the justice of those causes which God helped. At Winwaed, Bede 

showed that Penda was the aggressor, since he was making ‘fierce and intolerable irruptions’, 

and had, incidentally, killed Oswiu’s brother.266 Oswiu has attempted to ake peace but had been 

refused, because Penda had threatened to ‘exterminate’ his gens.267 Oswald’s prayer before 

Heavenfield similarly contrasted a ‘proud and ferocious’ enemy with his own men, who ‘have 

undertaken a just war for our gens’ safety’.268 Bede’s narrative made justice central to why God 

acted in a way which was largely absent from many Carolingian histories (with the important 

exception of Nithard).  

 

Bede continued his predecessors’ pattern of confining explicit language of God’s agency on 

the battlefield to high points within his narrative. Bede described many other military conflicts 

without referring to God’s agency. When the (probably) pagan Caedwalla of the Gewisse 

battled two west Saxon ealdormen, Bede did not mention God.269 Similarly, Bede did not 

attempt to discern God’s role in the fatal defeats of Edwin at Hatfield Chase,270 or Oswald at 

Maserfeld.271 Oswald and Oswiu were especially important for Bede, as Clovis had been for 

Gregory, since they represented the height of Northumbrian success. Furthermore, Oswald’s 

victory confirmed his saintly status and thus the establishment of his cult. God’s help to Oswiu 

meanwhile confirmed his repentance.272 God’s agency in these battles was exceptional. 

 

God’s agency was also expressed very concretely. Bede’s interest in the miraculous 

characterised many of his works, including the HE.  He introduced Heavenfield as where 

‘heavenly miracles have been to this day’,273 which elided Oswald’s military victory with its 

subsequent miracles. Miracles and saints occurred elsewhere in the HE. When Penda attacked 

the royal Northumbrian city of Bebba, Bede described Aidan’s prayers in its defence, and ‘the 

wind, immediately averted from the city, drove the burning flames back onto those who had 

kindled them’.274 The Mercians retreated, realising the city was ‘divinely supported’.275 

                                                 
266 Bede, HE, 3.24, ‘cum acerbas atque intolerabiles pateretur inruptiones saepe dicti regis Merciorum, qui fratrem 
eius occiderat’, p. 290. 
267 Bede, HE, 3.24, ‘qui totam eius gentem a paruo usque ad magnum delere atque exterminare decreuerat’, p. 
290. 
268 Bede, HE, 3.2, ‘superbo ac feroce…quia iusta pro salute gentis nostrae bella suscepimus’, p. 214. 
269 Bede, HE, 4.15, p. 380. 
270 Bede, HE, 2.20, pp. 202-204.  
271 Bede, HE, 3.9, pp. 240-2. 
272 Higham, Reading Bede, p. 157.  
273 Bede, HE, 3.2, ‘caelestia usque hodie forent miracula’, p. 216.  
274 Bede, HE, 3.16, ‘statim mutati ab urbe uenti in eos, qui accenderant, flammarum incendia retorserunt’, p. 262. 
275 Bede, HE, 3.16, ‘urbem…quam diuinitus iuuari cognouerant’, p. 262. 
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William McCready and Karl Lutterkort have argued that Bede here balanced divine and saintly 

agency, while mixing political and hagiographical narrative.276 This approach was largely 

absent from Carolingian histories.  

 

Away from the battlefield, Bede was similar to Gregory in prioritising God’s punishment of 

the sinful.277 Inspired by Gildas, Bede described how the Anglo-Saxons drove out the British 

‘by the Lord’s will, that evil might come against the wicked’.278 For the Kentish king Eadbald, 

who refused to convert and committed adultery, ‘there was not lacking castigation and 

correction by the scourge of supernal severity’, since he was driven mad.279 Bede thus used 

God’s agency to emphasise the rhythm of conversion and apostasy. Christian kings also needed 

God’s correction. Cenwalh, the exiled west Saxon king, realised that without a bishop, his 

province was ‘rightly destitute of divine defence’.280 Furthermore, he remembered how he had 

once before become king ‘when he acknowledged the faith of Christ’,281 and so again submitted 

to the Church. The HE’s narrative emphasised that having bishops was as important as 

becoming Christian, and involved God’s continuing correction. Bede’s statements about 

correction were not as fierce as Gregory’s and were more varied. In each case, Bede showed 

that, just as faith could merit military success, so apostasy and disobedience could warrant 

defeat and failure. The moral lessons were clear and emphasised the human role in these divine 

actions.  

 

Although Carolingian historians would probably have read Bede’s HE, chapter 3 will show 

that they largely pursued their own approach to God’s agency. The agency of faith, the 

emphasis on the miraculous, and the judgement of God, all of which Bede’s shared with 

Gregory and their late antique predecessors, seem to have been rejected by Carolingian 

historians in favour of a more streamlined and positive approach to God’s agency. As with 

Gregory’s DLH, it remains to be seen how and why this literary shift took place.  

 

                                                 
276 McCready, Miracles and the Venerable Bede, pp. 21-23; Lutterkort, ‘Bede Historiographicus’, pp. 90-1. 
277 For Gregory’s possible impact on Bede, see A.S. Cook, ‘Bede and Gregory of Tours’, Philological Quarterly 
6 (1927), pp. 315-6; Levison, ‘Bede as Historian’, p. 132. 
278 Bede, HE, 1.14, ‘Domini nutu…ut ueniret contra improbos malum, sicut euidentius rerum exitus probauit’, p. 
48, c.f. Gildas, De Excidio, 22-24, pp. 37-9. 
279 Bede, HE, 2.5, ‘nec supernae flagella districtionis perfido regi castigando et corrigendo defuere; nam crebra 

mentis uesania, et spiritus inmundi inuasione premebatur’, p. 150. 
280 Bede, 3.7, ‘recte…diuino fuerit destituta praesidio’, p. 236. 
281 Bede, 3.7, ‘fides agnita Christi in regnum reuocauerit; intellexitque, quod etiam tunc destituta pontifice 

prouincia recte pariter diuino fuerit destituta praesidio’, p. 236. 
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The Liber Pontificalis  

 

While Bede was writing his history of the Anglo-Saxons, a series of authors in Rome were 

writing a history of the Popes.282 Like Bede’s HE, the LP circulated widely in the Carolingian 

Empire and may have influenced Carolingian historians’ language of God’s agency. The LP 

was a complex set of texts purporting to provide a comprehensive series of Papal 

biographies.283 Although the process by which these lives were written attracts continued 

debate,284 the LP seems to have been available to the Franks by the late eighth-century. A late 

eighth-century manuscript, probably from Rheims, provided the ‘Lombard’ version 

(Duchesne’s ‘B’ text) of Vita 94 (Stephen II).285 This version circulated further in the early 

ninth-century,286 so that even if the text was not known to the ARF’s author, it might have 

influenced later Carolingian historians. There many other strong links between Papal Rome 

(and Italy more generally) and the Carolingian milieu which produced so much history writing. 

For example, if Paul the Deacon wrote his history at Charlemagne’s court, he may have 

communicated his knowledge of the LP to his fellow courtiers.287  

                                                 
282 Liber Ponitificalis, ed. L. Duchesne, Le Liber pontificalis: texte, introduction et commetaire,  2 vols (Paris, 

1886 and 1892). 
283 O. Bertolini, ‘Il Liber Pontificalis’, Settimane 17 (Spoleto, 1970), pp. 387-455; T.F.X. Noble, ‘A new look at 
the Liber Pontificalis’, Archivum Historiae Pontificiae 23 (1985), pp. 347-58, R. Davis, The book of the pontiffs 

(Liber pontificalis to 715) (Liverpool, 1989), pp. ii-vii, idem, The lives of the eighth-century popes (Liber 

pontificalis) (Liverpool, 1992), pp. xv-xviii; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 32-3, 51-2, 194-6. For the 

genre more broadly, see M. Sot, Gesta episcoporum, Gesta abbatum (Turnhout, 1981). 
284 For debates about dating and composition in the mid-sixth century, see H. Geertman, ‘La genesi del Liber 
Pontificalis romano. Un processo di organizzazione della memoria’, in F. Bougard and M. Sot (eds), Liber, Gesta, 
histoire. Écrire l’histoire des évêques et des papes, de l’antiquité au XXIe siècle (Turnhout, 2009), pp. 37-107; H. 

Geertman, ‘Documenti, redattori e la formazione del testo del Liber Pontificalis’, in H. Geertman (ed.), Il Liber 
ponitificalis e la storia materiale, Mededelingen van het Nederlands Instituut te Rome 60-1 (Assen, 2003), pp. 

267-84; K. Blair-Dixon, ‘Memory and authority in sixth-century Rome: the Liber Pontificalis and the Collectio 
Avellana’, in K. Cooper & J. Hillner (eds), Religion, Dynasty, and Patronage in Early Christian Rome, 300-900 
(Cambridge, 2007), pp. 59-76; R. Pollard, ‘The decline of the cursus in the papal chancery and its implications’, 
Studi Medievali 50 (2009), pp. 1-40. Further comments about composition, R. McKitterick, ‘Roman texts and 
Roman history in the early Middle Ages’, in C. Bolgia, R. McKitterick, and J. Osborne (eds), Rome across time 
and space: Cultural transmission and the exchange of ideas c.500-1400 (Cambridge, 2011), pp. 19-34; R. 

McKitterick, ‘Being Roman after Rome’, EME 22 (2014), pp. 387 McKitterick, ‘Transformations of the Roman 
past’, pp. 225-44; R. McKitterick, ‘Narrative strategies in the Liber pontificalis: St Paul, and San Paolo fuori le 
mura’, Rivista di storia del cristianesimo 10 (2013) pp. 115-130; R. McKitterick, ‘The papacy and Byzantium in 

the seventh- and early eighth-century sections of the “Liber pontificalis”, Papers of the British School at Rome 84 

(2016), pp. 241-273. 
285 Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek, Voss. Lat. Q . 60; CLA 10 / 1583; McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon’, p. 332. 
286 See for example the three copies produced at Laon, J.J. Contreni, The cathedral school of Laon from 850 to 
930: its manuscripts and masters (Munich, 1978), pp. 50-1; P. Lehmann, ‘Erzbischof Hildebold und die 
Dombibliothek von Köln’, Zentralblatt für Bibliothekswesen 25 (1908), pp. 153-8; B. Bischoff, ‘Die Kölner 
Nonnenhandschriften und das Skriptorium von Chelles’ in F. Gerke, G. von Opel and H. Schnitzler (eds), 
Karolingische und Ottonische Kunst: Werden, Wesen, Wirkung (Wiesbaden, 1957), pp. 395-411, repr. in B. 

Bischoff, Mittelalter Studien (Suttgart, 1966), vol. 1, pp. 16-34, at pp. 18-19.  
287 For this possibility, see McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon’, p. 332.  
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Although it was written in many stages, the Franks would probably have encountered the LP 

as a complete history of the Roman Church. Read in this way, the LP communicated a clear 

sense of God’s agency. For example, Vita 93 (Pope Zacharias), described how ‘God worked 

marvellously and freed the people of Ravenna and the Pentapolis from oppression and 

calamity’.288 As with the histories discussed above, however, God’s agency was not distributed 

evenly throughout the whole LP. The very first life described Simon Magus as ‘destroyed by 

divine will’,289 but God’s agency was otherwise largely ignored prior to the lives of the sixth-

century Popes.290 The original author brought God’s agency into the narrative only the final 

decades of his work, which probably ended with Vita 58 (John II) in 535.291 This shift probably 

reflected both the fuller narratives in each life and the relevance of these more recent events to 

contemporary politics. As the LP was continued, however, God’s agency became a much more 

consistent feature in its narrative than in either Bede or Gregory. This would probably have 

been apparent to its Carolingian readers and may have provided patterns for imitation.  

 

Carolingian readers would have encountered in the LP a strong theme of divine judgement, 

similar to that in earlier histories. Theoderic, the heretical Ostrogothic king, died ‘by the will 

of Almighty God’.292 John Rizocopus, an opponent of Pope Constantine, died ‘by God’s 

judgement on his nefarious deeds’.293 Popes themselves were not immune, as Anastasius found 

out when ‘he was struck by divine will’.294 Such emphases on God’s judgement were, however, 

heavily muted following Vita 90 (Constantine), except when Gregory II warned the Lombards 

that they risked ‘advancing God’s anger on themselves’.295 This reflected the Lombards’ 

exceptional role in the LP’s narrative. Even as the LP was continued from the mid-sixth century 

onwards, its authors explored a greater variety of ways in which God acted in history than 

simply God’s judgement. During a famine, for example, Pope Justin II sent corn to Italy, ‘and 

thus God showed mercy on the land of Italy’.296 The theological controversies seem to have 

                                                 
288 LP 93.16, ‘operatus est autem Deus mirabiliter et Ravennantium atque Pentapolensium populus ab oppressione 

et calamitate…liberavit’, p. 431; c.f. Is. 24.12, an allusion suggested by Davis, Book of the Pontiffs, n. 59, p. 42. 
289 LP 1.4, ‘Simon diuino nutu interemptus est’, p. 118 
290 A rare reception is LP 23.2, ‘Hic in exilio fuit; postea nutu Dei incolumis ad ecclesiam reuersus est’, p. 153. 
291 McKitterick, ‘Roman texts’, pp. 19-20.  
292 LP 55.6, ‘nutu Dei omnipotentis’, p. 276. 
293 LP 90.4, ‘pergens Ravennam pruque suis nefandissimis factis iudicio Dei illic turpissimae morte occubuit’, p. 
390.  
294 LP 52.2, ‘Qui nutu diuino percussus est’, p. 258.  
295 LP 91.7, ‘in ira se divina incedere pro dolo quo fecerunt suis scriptis protestabatur’, p. 400.  
296 LP 64.1, ‘et sic miseratus est Deus terrae Italiae’, p. 308. 
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prompted particular interest in God’s agency. Through the controversies of Sergius’ 

pontificate, the Church was, ‘with Christ favouring it, saved’.297  In each case, the voice of the 

narrator ascribed Rome’s successes to God’s agency.  

 

Alongside the author’s own statements, the Popes and Roman people were shown as 

responding to God’s agency. Following the Third Council of Constantinople, a mass was 

celebrated ‘to the people’s joy, because of ‘what, by the divine grace of the Almighty, had been 

granted to the envoys of the apostolic see’.298 Similarly, when ‘God gave [Narses] victory’,299 

Justinian and the Senate ‘became joyful that God had given rest to the Romans’.300 This was 

different from ascribing agency to their faith, as Bede and the late antique historians had done. 

Instead, these statements of gratitude expressed God’s agency in retrospect, through the voice 

of the characters rather than that of the author. This would become an important technique for 

Carolingian historians. 

 

The eighth-century Vitae increasingly depicted the Popes and Romans relying on God’s 

agency. McCormick noted this increase, linking it both to Roman liturgical evidence and 

contemporary letters from the Codex Carolinus.301 When the Lombards delayed in returning 

captured cities, for example, Zacharias ‘placing his hope in God…faithfully and bravely’, set 

out to negotiate with them.302 In some ways, the  author of Zacharias’ Vita authors shared 

earlier historians’ interest in human piety driving forward the narrative. Zacharias, for example, 

together with the Roman people, ‘gave himself to prayers, begging that there be mercy and 

consolation from Almighty God’ against King Liutprand.303 The Vita then reported that ‘divine 

clemency, not spurning his prayers, but took this king from the light before the appointed 

time’.304 This was an exceptional statement of the power of prayer. Unlike much of Orosius 

and Rufinus’ language, the author emphasised the relationship between Zacharias and God, 

                                                 
297 LP 86.9, ‘Christo favente, servata est’, p. 374.  
298 LP 81.15, ‘tanta gratia divina Omnipotentis concessa est missis sedis apostolicae ut ad letitiam populi’, p. 354.  
299 LP 61.8, ‘donavit ei Deus victoriam’, p. 299.  
300 LP 61.8, ‘laetus effectus est imperator et omnis sunclitos eius eo quod requiem donasset Deus Romanis’, p. 
299.  
301 McCormick, ‘Liturgy of war’, pp. 17-19. For the Codex Carolinus, see D. Van Espelo, ‘A testimony of 
Carolingian rule? The Codex epistolaris carolinus, its historical context, and the meaning of imperium’, EME 21 

(2013), pp. 254-282. 
302 LP 93.6, ‘spem ponens in Deum, egressus ex hac Romana civitate cum sacerdotibus et clero, perrexit 
fiducialiter et audacter ad ambulandum in loco Teramnensium urbis’, p. 427.  
303 LP 93.17, ‘et sese in orationibus dedit, petens ab omnipotenti Deo misericordiam et consolationem fieri’, p. 
431.  
304 LP 93.17, ‘cuius preces non discipiciens divina clementia eundem regem ante constitutum de hac subtraxit 
luce’, p. 431; Davis, Book of the Pontiffs, n. 62, p. 42. 



94 

 

which preserved the primacy of divine agency. In most cases, the LP showed Zacharias 

responding to the divine agency which was causing the narrative to unfold. 

 

As we shall see, such an emphasis on the relationship between human characters and God’s 

agency would become a major feature of Carolingian history writing in the ninth-century. 

While this specific emphasis was absent from the ARF, there was an intriguing parallel in the 

Cont. Fred. The Franks, the author wrote, ‘thought that neither their reinforcements nor their 

strength would free them’ from the Lombards.305 As a result, ‘they invoked God and asked for 

aid from the blessed apostle Peter’,306 and were victorious ‘with God aiding’.307 This was the 

Cont. Fred.’s only depiction of the Franks’ own attitudes to God’s agency. That this concerned 

the Lombards, the LP’s villains, is highly suggestive. The ARF’s first references to God’s 

agency, similarly, also concerned the Lombards.308 Finally, the Chronicon Moissiacense’s 

most vivid depiction of both God’s agency and prayer, taken from the AMP, concerned Pope 

Stephen’s embassy to ask Pippin III’s help against the Lombards.309 This convergence of God’s 

agency on Italian affairs suggests that the LP may have exerted a significant influence on 

Carolingian historians.  

 

This is further suggested by the distribution of God’s agency in the LP. Although Zacharias’ 

Vita narrated a relatively short space of time (from 741 to 752), its author ascribed most major 

events to God’s agency. The pacing of God’s agency was very similar to that of the Cont. Fred. 

and the ARF. Unlike many historians, who confined God’s agency in political matters to their 

narratives’ triumphal high points, the LP’s eighth-century authors used God’s agency to depict 

most Papal political activity, just as Cont. Fred. and the ARF would for Carolingian political 

activity. In each text, God’s agency became a way to emphasise what mattered most, whether 

diplomacy with the Lombards or in the LP or the Saxon wars in the ARF.  

 

This possibility of the LP’s influence is strengthened by the seventh and eighth-century lives’ 

use of the ablative absolute to depict God’s agency. Earlier in the LP, the lives often used 

‘divine will’ in the ablative to similar effect, but in the seventh-century lives the participle came 

                                                 
305 Cont. Fred., 37, ‘Franci non suius auxiliis nec suis uiribus liberare se putabant’, ed. Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, 

pp. 80-121, at p. 106. 
306 Cont. Fred., 37, ‘sed Deum inuocant et beati Petri apostolic adiutorm rogant’, p. 106. 
307 Cont. Fred., 37, ‘Deo adiuvante’, p. 107. 
308 ARF s.a. 755, p. 12. 
309 See below, chapter 3, pp. 125-6.  
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to play a more dominant role. The Church was, for example, ‘with Christ favouring it, 

preserved’.310 This construction was even used in military case, such as when ‘with God 

helping, the unspeakable Mezezius was destroyed’ by east Roman troops.311 Although this 

combination of syntax and vocabulary was found in other narratives, such as Gregory’s account 

of Vouillé, it was unusual to find the author’s own voice using this construction to describe 

specific events so frequently. It seems probably that the authors of the ARF were inspired by 

the LP to incorporate God’s agency into their narrative in the same way. 

 

Finally, as McCormick noted, the LP’s emphasis on dependence on God’s help was shared by 

the Papal letters preserved in the Codex Carolinus, which were known at the Carolingian court. 

Pope Zacharias had, for example, written to Pippin III, rejoicing that the Franks were praying 

‘to call upon divine power, that heavenly victory be granted’.312 Taken together, the LP and the 

Papal letters would have taught the Carolingian court to think in terms of God’s help against 

the Lombards, which the authors of the Cont. Fred. and the ARF may then have applied to 

other contexts. It should be noted, however, that neither Carolingian historian adopted the 

Popes’ vigorous Old Testament imagery.313 Carolingian historians proved discerning readers 

in what they borrowed. 

 

Paul the Deacon, Historia Langobardorum 

 

Paul’s HL occupied an unusual position among early medieval histories, since he was a 

Lombard scholar, writing about Lombards, while apparently in Carolingian employment.314 

The HL’s manuscript distribution, almost entirely within the Carolingian Empire,315 suggests 

                                                 
310 LP 86.9, ‘sicque ecclesia Dei inperturbata cum suo praesula, Christo favente, servata est’, p. 374.  
311 LP 79.2, ‘et Deo auxiliante interemptus est nec dicendus Mezezius’, p. 346. 
312 Codex Carolinus, 3, ‘insistentes precibus ad implorandam divinam potentiam et caelitus victoriam 

tribuendam’, ed. W. Gundlach, MGH Epp. 1, pp. 469-657, at pp. 479-80. 
313 For which see Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, p. 123-9.  
314 Paul the Deacon, Historia Langobardorum, ed. G. Waitz, MGH SRG 48 (Hanover, 1878);  D.A. Bullough, 

‘Ethnic History and the Carolingians: an Alternative Reading of Paul the Deacon’s Historia Langobardorum’, in 
C. Holdsworth and T. Wiseman (eds), The Inheritance of Historiography 350-900 (Exeter, 1986), pp. 85-106; 

Goffart, Narrators, pp. 343-7; W. Pohl, ‘Paulus Diaconus und die “Historia Langobardorum”: Text und 
Tradition’, in Scharer and Scheibelreiter (eds), Historiographie im frühen Mittelalter,  p. 375-405; R. McKitterick, 

‘Paul the Deacon and the Franks’, EME 8 (1999), pp. 319-39. For Paul’s theological interests, see M. Herren, 
‘Theological aspects of the writings of Paul the Deacon’, in W. Pohl and P. Chiesa (eds), Paolo Diacono. Uno 
scrittore fra tradizione longobarda e rinnovamento carolingio (Udine, 2000), pp. 223-326; Z. Guiliano, ‘The 
composition, dissemination, and use of the Homiliary of Paul the Deacon in Carolingian Europe from the late 

eighth to mid-ninth century’, Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2016). 
315 McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon’, pp. 335-7.  
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that it was written either for Pippin of Italy’s court or for Charlemagne himself.316 Paul seems 

to have known Gregory’s DLH and the Chron. Fred., and may even have known its 

continuation.317 If Paul indeed knew the Cont. Fred., and its theological language, then the HL 

can be considered part of the developing Carolingian historiographical tradition. Alternatively, 

if the Cont. Fred. is dated to the 780s, Paul would have been writing the HL 

contemporaneously.318 Paul can, therefore, be seen as influencing the development of 

Carolingian history writing, alongside Bede’s HE and the LP, as a contemporary but also not-

quite-Frankish model for imitation.  

 

Paul referred to God’s agency in battle and politics far more than either Gregory or Bede had 

done. Sometimes Paul’s own voice made this clear, such as when the Slavs, ‘being terrified by 

God, thought more of flight than battle’.319 Later, Cuncipert, ‘with the Lord aiding him, took 

victory’.320 This extended to Paul’s praise of the Carolingians, since it was ‘ordained from 

heaven, that rule of the Franks should be passed to [the Mayors]’.321 As the LP had done, Paul 

used characters’ own speeches and attitudes to express God’s agency in a voice other than his 

own. Romuald, for example, promised that ‘with God’s favour I will fight [the Greeks]’ and 

was victorious.322 The Emperor Tiberius’ enemies could not injure him, because he had ‘placed 

his hope in God’.323 The citizens of Constantinople, similarly, fought off the Saracens, ‘calling 

on God’,324 which Paul derived from Bede’s DTR.325 Unlike many of his predecessors, Paul 

distributed these instances of God’s political intervention throughout his narrative, although 

without the consistency shown by the Cont. Fred. or the ARF. God acted in the Lombards’ 

history from prior to their conversion until the HL’s conclusion. This distribution of God’s 

agency was also geographically broad, across different Christian societies. This broad scope 

was only occasionally shared by the Carolingians.326  

 

                                                 
316 McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon’, p. 334, reiterated in McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 70-2. 
317 Goffart, Narrators, pp. 370-3, 396 and 402. 
318 McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon’, p. 334. 
319 Paul, HL, 5.23, ‘Deoque eos exterrente, plus de fuga quam de proelio cogitant’, p. 195.  
320 Paul, HL, 5.41, ‘Cunincpert, adiuvante [se] Domino, victoriam cepit’, p. 207. Se is lacking from C, D, F, L.  
321 Paul, HL, 6.16, ‘quippe cum caelitus essetdispositum, ad horum progeniem Francorum transvehi regnum’, p. 
218.   
322 Paul, HL, 5.10, ‘ego Deo favente cum eo pugnabo’, p. 190.  
323 Paul, HL, 3.12, ‘qui in Deo spem suam posuerat’, p. 121.  
324 Paul, HL, 6.47, ‘civibus…ad Deum clamantibus’, p. 234.  
325 DTR, 66, 592, A. Abr. 4580, ‘civibus…ad Deum clamantibus’, vol. 2, p. 534. 
326 See below, for example, Chapter 4, pp. 165-6. 
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Paul shared Gregory’s enthusiasm for divine judgement, both on and off the battlefield. When 

the Heruls fled before the Lombards, one Herul reported that they were ‘beaten by the anger of 

heaven’s Lord’,327  and Paul then added in his own voice that they routed, ‘so great was the 

heavenly anger over them’.328 Alboin’s murderers, ‘perished in one moment by the judgement 

of God Almighty’.329 Smaragdus the Patrician was ‘not unjustly possessed of a devil’.330 Also 

following earlier historians, Paul’s narrative included lots of intermediary figures, such as 

saints and angels, alongside dreams and prophecies. Monte Cassino was sacked according to 

Benedict’s prophecy,331 and later restored ‘with divine mercy cooperating, and with the blessed 

father Benedict’s merits supporting’.332 Even the battlefield instances of God’s agency 

involved appearances by the archangel Michael,333 the saints,334 or broken vows.335  

 

Paul also juxtaposed pagan and Christian understandings of the world. He referred to the 

Pantheon as a place of ‘worship not of all the gods but all the demons’.336 When the Lombards 

sought the gods’ help, Paul called it ‘worthy of laughter’, because ‘victory is not by the power 

attributed to men, but is rather administered from heaven’.337 In his mockery, Paul was similar 

to Orosius, but his contrast of divine and human agency was widely shared by Carolingian 

historians. Paul thus seems to have influenced by earlier historians in a way which his 

Carolingian contemporaries were not. In literary terms, if not in his context, Paul should be 

considered the last of the pre-Carolingian historians rather one of the first of the new tradition 

that emerged in association with the Carolingian family in the last decades of the eighth-

century.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
327 Paul, HL, 1.20, ‘quae caelestis Domini plecteris ira’, p. 67.  
328 Paul, HL, 1.20, ‘tanta super eos caelitus ira respexit’, p. 67.  
329 Paul, HL, 2.29, ‘sicque Dei omnipotentis iudicio…uno momento perierunt’, p. 107.  
330 Paul, HL, 3.26, ‘Smaragdus patricius a deamonio non iniuste correptus’, p. 131.  
331 Paul, HL, 4.17, p. 152.  
332 Paul, HL, 6.40, ‘cooperante divina Misericordia et suffragantibus meritis beati Benedicti patris’, p. 230.  
333 Paul, HL, 5.41, p. 206.  
334 Paul, HL, 4.16, pp. 151-2.  
335 Paul, HL, 2.27, pp. 103-4.  
336 Paul, HL, 4.36, ‘ubi quondam omnium non deorum, sed demoniorum cultus agebatur’, pp. 160-1.  
337 Paul, HL, 1.8, ‘Haec risu digna sunt et pro nihilo habenda. Victoria enim non potestati est adtributa hominum, 

sed de caelo potius ministratur’, p. 58, c.f. below, chapter 5, pp. 219-221. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

It should be clear that no single history provided an exact model for Carolingian historians’ 

theological language. Various texts used similar phrases, especially ‘with God helping’ or 

similar ablative absolutes, but there was no ‘smoking gun’ to show which of these specific 

cases inspired Carolingian historians. Such statements were a deliberate choice, specific to each 

historian, rather than an inevitable part of writing history.  Taken together, the earlier histories 

provided an extremely broad set of parameters within which God’s agency could be expressed. 

The enormous literary variety in late antique and early medieval history writing deserves far 

closer study than can be given to it here.  

 

Carolingian histories rarely pointed their readers to the intertextual relationships, which may 

have existed beneath the surface.338 Even the past examples of Constantine and Theodosius 

were underplayed by Carolingian historians. The very faint parallel between the ARF’s 783 

entry and Gregory’s statement about Vouillé, for example, could even have been embarrassing 

for historian attempting to reinforce Carolingian legitimacy and obliterate the memory of the 

Merovingians. Whatever similarities in language, Carolingian historians seem to have been 

attempting something new, which can now be explored in the knowledge that, while they may 

have been inspired by previous historians, they were not enslaved to their approach.  

 

                                                 
338 For one example, see below, chapter 4, pp. 179. 
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Chapter 3 
‘WITH THE LORD HELPING’:  

GOD’S AGENCY AND THE EMERGENCE OF CAROLINGIAN 
HISTORY WRITING  

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

As discussed in the Introduction, the Carolingian Empire witnessed a ‘revolution’ in history 

writing in the later eighth century.1 In addition to copying and reading the earlier histories 

explored in chapter 2, Carolingian writers set to work to produce histories of their own recent 

past.2 Thanks to the evidence of manuscript transmission and shared rhetorical strategies, many 

of these texts can be shown to have known one another. Each of these historians was either 

proposing or disputing a ‘dominant narrative’ for the rise of the Carolingian Empire, as they 

negotiated a specific Spielraum within which the recent past was to be written.3  

 

This chapter will explore how God’s agency became central to this historiographical Spielraum 

between the 760s and the early 800s. Since Kurze and Monod, scholars have recognised God’s 

role in these narratives.4 Whilst scholars have noted the political function of this language,5 its 

development from a literary or narratological perspective has attracted little discussion. Kurze 

simply saw the use of God’s agency in two separate texts as evidence that one had used the 

other.6 Monod and Eugen Ewig both noted God’s agency in separate texts, but not how these 

examples might have related to one another.7 This chapter will track the pervasive language of 

God’s agency from its emergence in the Cont. Fred. to its reception in the early ninth century. 

                                                 
1 For the use of the word ‘revolution’ see Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 193 and Stone, Morality 
and Masculinity, p. 45. Burgess and Kulikowski, Mosaics of Time, p. 243 see this ‘revolution’ as being simply 
the ‘redeployment’ of earlier approaches, but this underestimates the innovation demonstrated by Innes and 
McKitterick.  
2 For politics and culture under Charlemagne more generally the literature is vast. See McKitterick, Frankish 
Kingdoms, pp. 41-105; Riché, Les Carolingiens, pp. 93-148; R. Collins, Charlemagne (London, 1998) pp. 102-
141; M. Becher, Karl der Grosse (Munich, 1999); McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 292-380; Garipzanov, Symoblic 
Communication, pp. 101-140; Costambeys, Innes, MacLean, Carolingian World, pp. 31-79. 
3 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 296-439; see also R. Collins, ‘Frankish past and Carolingian present in 
the Age of Charlemagne’, in Godman, Jarnut, and Johanek (eds), Kaiser Krönung, pp. 301-322, at p. 312.  
4 Kurze, ‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen’, p. 39; Monod, Études Critiques, p. 113; Ewig, ‘Christliche 
Königsgedanken’, p. 42-4; M. de Jong, ‘Charlemagne’s Church’, in Story (ed.), Empire and Society, p. 103-135, 
at p. 113. Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 195; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 320-6.  
5 E.g. McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 113; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 402.  
6 Kurze, ‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen‘, p. 39. 
7 ARF by Monod, Études Critiques, p. 113 and Cont. Fred. by Ewig, ‘Christliche Königsgedanken’, p. 42-4. 
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The following chapter will continue this exploration until the early tenth-century. In each case, 

I shall consider both how God’s agency was expressed from a literary perspective and how this 

supported each text’s overall agenda. This will show how this language developed across the 

period, whilst also bringing out the versatility with which it was applied to changing 

circumstances.  

 

WRITING GOD INTO FRANKISH HISTORY 
 

The Cont. Fred. and the ARF deserve special attention because they were the earliest surviving 

Carolingian histories and achieved a special status in Carolingian culture. As Reimitz has 

shown, the ARF became a ‘textual cornerstone’ for later compilations.8 As discussed above, 

both the Cont. Fred. and the ARF were copied into the compendium which was given to Charles 

the Bald in 869.9 In addition, the ARF was used as the basis for several ninth- and tenth-century 

histories, such as the AMP and Regino’s Chronicon. What can be said about the ARF’s 

approach to God’s agency applies, therefore, to manuscripts and their readers throughout the 

period. The ARF, as Kurze noted, was itself inspired by the Cont. Fred., where I shall begin.  

 

The Continuationes Chroniconii Fredegarii 

 

The rise of theological language in Frankish history writing began with the Cont. Fred., also 

referred to as the Historia vel Gesta Francorum.10 Using the Chron. Fred. and the LHF, its 

pro-Carolingian author(s) created a narrative up until the year 768.11 God’s prominent role in 

his narrative suggests that this Continuator was dissatisfied with God’s relative absence from 

his Merovingian models. Its authorship has been much debated, but a note in one (admittedly 

late) manuscript connects the Historia to Childebrand (Pippin III’s uncle) and Childebrand’s 

son, Nibelung, who died in 786.12 The extant text seems, therefore, to have been completed 

                                                 
8 H. Reimitz, ‘Omnes Franci: identifications and identities of the Early Medieval Franks’, in I. Garipzanov, P. 
Geary, P. Urbańczyk (eds), Franks, Northmen, and Slavs: Identities and State formation in Early Medieval Europe 
(Turnhout, 2008), pp. 51-70, at p. 60; Reimitz, ‘Der Weg zum Königtum in historiographischen Kompendien der 
Karolingerzeit’, in Becher and Jarnut (ed.), Dynastieweschel, pp. 280-9. 
9 See Introduction, p. 11.  
10 For which see Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 68-76; Collins, Fredegar, pp. 82-139; Reimitz, History, identity, 
ethnicity, pp. 296-334.  
11 Collins, Fredegar, pp. 82-89. 
12 Rome, BAV, reg. lat. 213, Cont. Fred., 34, pp. 102-3. For this manuscript, see Collins, Fredegar, p. 132. For 
Childebrand and Nibelung, see L. Levillain, ‘Les Nibelungen historiques et leurs alliance de famille’, Annales du 
Midi 59 (1937), pp. 337-407; McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Power’, p. 5.  
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between 768 and 786, although earlier redactions may have been made in Pippin III’s reign.13 

The narrative strongly favoured the Carolingians,14 emphasising Charles Martel and Pippin’s 

successful military and political leadership of the Franks.15 The text marginalised both the 

Merovingians and rival Carolingians, as well as other threats to Carolingian legitimacy.16  

 

The Cont. Fred.’s religious language has long attracted attention, especially its description of 

Charles Martel’s capture of Avignon in 737 as being ‘like at Jericho’.17 Ewig and Reimitz have 

shown this account’s parallels with the mention of Jericho in the near-contemporary Missa Pro 

Principe.18 The Missa prayed that ‘just as Joshua once…had the victory over the city, thus 

omnipotent Lord God, praying we ask that any foes…may whither quickly’.19 Unlike the 

Missa, however, the Cont. Fred.’s parallel with the Book of Joshua did not mention God. 

Furthermore, it was the only explicit parallel which the Cont. Fred. drew between Biblical and 

eighth-century history. Compared to the Continuator’s use of Biblical history, God’s agency 

was fundamental to construction of his narrative. From chapter 10 onwards, the Continuator 

frequently attributed agency directly to God, especially as the helper and leader of Charles 

Martel and Pippin. The ablative absolute was especially common, combining Deus (more 

rarely Dominus) with the verbs auxilians, adiuvans, and opitulans, to celebrate Carolingian 

successes within a theological framework.20 For example, Pippin returned from defeating 

Waiofar ‘his army, with God helping, unhurt and with much loot’.21 Christ was especially 

important. Charles and Pippin both triumphed ‘with Christ as leader’.22 Pippin defeated the 

                                                 
13 McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Royal Power’, pp. 5-6; Collins, Fredegar, p. 87; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, 
p. 313-4. 
14 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 296-319. 
15 Reimitz, ‘Omnes Franci’, p. 54-5; on the memory of Charles Martel, see U. Nonn, ‘Das Bild Karl Martells in 
den lateinischen Quellen vornehmlich des 8. und 9. Jahrhunderts’, FmSt 4 (1970), pp. 70-137. 
16 Collins, ‘Frankish past and Carolingian present’, p. 315. 
17 Cont. Fred., 20, ‘in modum Hiericho cum strepitu hostium et sonitu tubarum, cum machinis et restium funibus 
super muros et aedium moenia irruunt’, p. 94; Mohr, ‘Christlich-Alttestamentliches’, p. 392;  Ewig, ‘Christliche 
Königsgedanken’, p. 42-4; Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, p. 134; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 320-1. 
18 Ewig, ‘Christliche Königsgedanken’, p. 43-5; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 321-324; Missa pro 
principe, ed. E.A. Lowe, The Bobbio Missal: A Gallican mass-book (ms. Paris Lat. 13246) (London, 1920), pp. 
151-3; Y. Hen and R. Meens (eds), The Bobbio Missal: liturgy and religious culture in Merovingian Gaul 
(Cambridge, 2004), pp. 201-3. 
19 Missa pro principe, no. 494, ‘sicut olim iusui…victuriam cepit de urbem, ita domino omnipotens deus orante 
deposcimus ut si quis fortassi contain fuerent princepes nostri contra ire imperies sub pedebus illius tabiscant 
vilociter prostrate’, p. 152 [my emphasis].  
20 Ewig, ‘Christliche Königsgedanken’, p. 42; Davis, ‘Conceptions of kingship’, p. 203; Reimitz, History, identity, 
ethnicity, p. 321. 
21 Cont. Fred. 42, ‘cum praeda uel spolia multa Deo auxiliante inlesum exercitum’, p. 111. 
22 E.g. Cont. Fred., 32, ‘ipse vero duce Christo cum magno triumpho in Frantia ad propriam sedem feliciter 
remeavit’, p. 102. 
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Saxons ‘with Christ as favourable’.23 Two of the ablative absolutes had Christ, rather than Deus 

or Dominus, as their agent.24 The account of the battle of Tours concluded by stating that 

Charles ‘returned with peace, victorious, with Christ helping, who is King of kings and Lord 

of lords, amen’.25 Later, Charles returned from Avignon, ‘with the crowd of his enemies cast 

down, with Christ his guide in all things and the source of the health of victory’.26 Both 

examples had a liturgical rhythm.27 The use of ‘amen’ in the Tours account further accentuated 

this sense of prayerfulness.28 In recording the memory of recent events, the Cont. Fred. 

emphasised prayerful gratitude and dependence on Christ.  

 

While focusing on Carolingian military activity, the Continuator depicted God’s help both on 

and off the battlefield. Charles, for example, ‘with Christ as his commander, with great triumph, 

returned happily to Francia, to his own home’.29 Christ was just as important in the peace won 

by Charles as He was in the heat of battle.30 Similarly, the Continuator used God’s agency to 

contrast Pippin and Waiofar. Pippin was ‘with God helping, increasing more and more and 

always firmer in himself, but Waiofar’s tyranny [was] decreasing every day’.31 God’s 

judgement only appeared twice, against Haistulf and Remistianus, who were killed and 

captured ‘by divine judgement’.32 The Continuator generally prioritised God’s favour to the 

Carolingians over judgement upon them or their enemies. This favour went beyond individual 

battles to embrace the broader world of Frankish life and politics. When Carloman defeated 

the Saxons, the Continuator wrote, ‘with Christ as their leader…they were baptised and 

sacraments were consecrated’.33 Both military victory and the Gospel’s spread came under 

Christ’s leadership. While repeatedly asserted in military practice, Christ’s rule was also 

                                                 
23 Cont. Fred., 35, ‘Christo propitio’, p. 103.  
24 Cont. Fred., 13, ‘Christo auxiliante tentoria eorum subuertit’, p. 91; 15, ‘victor cum pace remeauit opitulante 
Christo rege regum et domino dominorum’, p. 91.  
25 Cont. Fred., 15, ‘Victor cum pace remeavit, opitulante Christo Rege regum, et Domino dominorum. Amen’, p. 
91.  
26 Cont. Fred., 21, ‘deuicto aduersariorum agmine, Christo in omnibus praesule et caput salutis uictoriae’, p. 95. 
27 Monod, Études Critiques, p. 19 calls it ‘poetic’. 
28 ‘Amen’ was omitted by Krusch’s 5a group of manuscripts, Chronicarum quae dicuntur Fredegarii Scholastici 
libri IV. cum Continuationibus, ed. B. Krusch, MGH SRM 2 (Hanover, 1888), pp. 1-193, p. 176. See chapter 5, 
pp. 228-9, for further discussion of this theme.  
29 Cont. Fred., 32, ‘ipse vero duce cum magno triumpho in Frantia ad propria sede feliciter remeauit’, p. 102 
30 For the importance of peace in early medieval thought, see P.J.E. Kershaw, Peaceful Kings: Peace, Power and 
the Early Medieval Political Imagination (Oxford, 2011). 
31 Cont. Fred., 44, ‘rex Deo auxiliante magis ac magis crescens et semper in se ipso robustior, pars autem Waiofarii 
eius tiranitas decrescens cotidie’, p. 113. 
32 Cont. Fred., 51, ‘per divino iudicio’, p. 119; Cont. Fred., 39, ‘divino iudicio de equo…proiectus utiam et regnum 
crudeliter digna mrote ammisit’, pp. 108-9. 
33 Cont. Fred., 27, ‘plurimos eorum Christo duce baptizatis sacramenta consecrati fuerunt’, p. 99. 
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associated with the practice of Christianity and its sacraments.34 The Continuator integrated 

religion, warfare, and politics within an overarching theological framework. The Cont. Fred. 

represented the beginning of a historical culture among those close to the Carolingian dynasty, 

for whom God’s agency was fundamental.35 

 

The Annales Regni Francorum to 788 

 

The integration of religion, warfare, and politics within a theological framework was equally 

compelling for those who wrote the Annales Regni Francorum. The ARF family of manuscripts 

remains an outstanding monument to the burgeoning imagination of Carolingian historians in 

the late eighth century, and has been widely discussed as a result.36 Their significance lies not 

only in their probable association with Charlemagne’s court,37 but also in their wide 

dissemination and impact on broader Carolingian history writing. Reimitz helpfully 

distinguishes between the ‘short’ and ‘long’ histories of the ARF.38 The ‘short’ history, which 

concerns us here, saw the ARF obtain consent as the dominant narrative for Carolingian history 

writing.39 The ‘long’ history, which will be discussed in chapter 4, concerned the success and 

impact of this narrative.  

 

The ARF’s first redaction seems to have been composed in the early 790s and probably 

concluded with the entry for 788.40 The ARF’s authors seem to have used the Cont. Fred.41 If 

                                                 
34 Against Erdmann, Origins, p. 24; Tyerman, God’s War, pp. 28-9. 
35 For the relationship between the ARF and the continuations of Fredegar, see Collins, ‘Frankish past and 
Carolingian present’, pp. 313-5, and McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Power’, pp. 5-6.  
36 Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 109-117; F. Kurze, ‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen von 741-829 und ihre 
Überarbeitung’, NA 28 (1903), pp. 619-69; L. Halphen, Études critiques sur l’histoire de Charlemange (Paris, 
1921), pp. 1-15; M. Becher, Eid und Herrschaft: Untersuchungen zum Herrscherethos Karls des Großen 
(Sigmaringen, 1993), pp. 74-7; R. McKitterick, ‘Constructing the Past in the Early Middle Ages: The Case of the 
Royal Frankish Annals’, TRHS 6th series 7 (1997), pp. 101-129; McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 32-5; Reimitz, 
History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 335-345. 
37 The maximalist view of courtly authorship was proposed by von Ranke, ‘Reichsannalisten’, pp. 415-35 and 
was widely accepted, e.g.  Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, p. 248. For a more nuanced view, see 
McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 31-2; de Jong, Penitential State, pp. 59-61. The scribal hand of the Cologne 
Fragment (Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18), dated s.ix1/3, may reflect a connection with the Imperial court, for 
which see McKitterick, ‘Carolingian Renaissance’, p. 160 and History and Memory, p. 21.  
38 Reimitz, History, identity, and ethnicity, p. 337.  
39 Reimitz, History, identity, and ethnicity, pp. 337-9.  
40 Kurze, Annales Regni Francorum, p. vi; Monod, Études Critiques, p. 24; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, 
pp. 296-334; Becher, Eid und Herrschaft, pp. 74-7; R. Collins, ‘The Reviser revisited: another look at the 
alternative version of the Annales Regni Francorum’, in Murray (ed.), After Rome’s Fall, pp. 191-213, at pp. 193-
4, although see warnings about external evidence in McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 35. For the importance of the 
early 790s as a turning point in Carolingian political culture, see Davis, Practice of Empire, pp. 350-1. 
41 Kurze, ‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen’, p. 39; Halphen, Études Critiques, pp. 7-8; Collins, ‘Frankish 
past and Carolingian present’, p. 313; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 342. 
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the latter was completed in the 780s, this would make the two works representative of a shared 

contemporary interest.42 On the other hand, if the Cont. Fred. was written c.768, the ARF could 

be seen as developing its themes.43 Politically, this entailed constructing a clear ‘Frankish’ 

identity rooted in military success under Carolingian leadership.44 Frankish military success 

depended, according to the ARF, on Carolingian leadership and consensus politics.45 The 

Merovingians were omitted from Frankish history, which began instead with Charles Martel’s 

death.46 This ARF was also one of the first histories to structure its narrative using the 

Dionysian dating system.47 Together with the rhythmic recording of Charlemagne’s 

celebrations of Christmas and Easter, Carolingian history was portrayed within Christian 

time.48  

 

As discussed in the Introduction, however, Christian time was only part of the ARF’s wider 

approach, which was dominated by God’s agency. The first redaction, if it indeed concluded 

in 788, depicted God as acting in sixteen different entries, often several times each year. Only 

one of these entries fell in Pippin’s reign (in contrast to the Cont. Fred.’s account of the same 

period). The ARF described Pippin invading Italy in 755 in almost identical terms to 

Charlemagne’s later invasion of 773: both kings fought ‘with the Franks’ and ‘with the Lord 

helping and the blessed apostle Peter interceding’. 49  The phrase ‘with the Lord helping’ did 

not, however, appear elsewhere in the narrative of Pippin’s reign. This suggests that Pippin’s 

Lombard campaign was exceptional, because it foreshadowed Charlemagne’s, and thus that 

the author was establishing a deliberate point of comparison between the two kings. Whatever 

this implied about Pippin, the emergence of God’s agency once Charlemagne became king 

shows its thematic importance to his reign in the ARF. 

  

                                                 
42 McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Power’, p. 7, n. 2. 
43 Collins, Fredegar, p. 87. 
44 Davis, ‘Conceptions of Kingship’, p. 32; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 114-5; Reimitz, ‘Omnes Franci, 
p. 56. For the political context of this approach, see S. Airlie, ‘Towards a Carolingian aristocracy’, in Becher and 
Jarnut (eds), Dynastiewechsel, pp. 109-128. 
45 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 113. See Nelson, ‘The Lord’s anointed’, for the theme of consensus in 
wider Carolingian thought.  
46 McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Power’, p. 6; Collins, ‘Frankish past and Carolingian present’, pp. 302-4.  
47 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 87, Foot, ‘Finding the meaning’, p. 96. 
48 Davis, ‘Conceptions of Kingship’, pp. 30-1; Foot, ‘Finding the meaning’, pp. 98-9.  
49 Compare ARF s.a. 755, ‘et inierunt bellum, et Domino auxiliante beatoque Petro apostolo intercedente Pippinus 
rex cum Francis victor extitit’, p. 12, and s.a. 773, ‘domnus Carolus rex una cum Francis auxiliante Domino et 
intercedente beato Petro apostolo sine lesione vel aliquo conturbio clusas apertas Italiam introivit ipse et omnes 
fideles sui’, p. 36. 
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Between the ARF’s entries for 769 and 788, God’s agency appeared with increasing frequency, 

often described using an ablative absolute. Non-ablative absolutes, for example cum Dei 

auxilio, were rare and mostly appeared in passages added later to the original redaction. The 

entry for 783 was typical of the original annalist’s approach: 

 

The lord-king Charles and the Franks, manfully, charging in their usual fashion 

against [the Saxons] and the Saxons turning their backs, and, with the Lord aiding, 

the Franks stood as victors.50  

 

Later in the same entry, Charlemagne and the Franks defeated another Saxon army ‘with the 

Lord helping’.51 The repeated use of the ablative absolute acted as a refrain within the text. 

This language brought God into the partnership between Charlemagne and the Franks on the 

battlefield. The theological language was similar to that of the Cont. Fred., but the vocabulary 

varied more widely. The ARF’s God did not simply help, but also willed, guided, led, and 

protected. The historical portrayal of God was beginning to expand.  

 

Although God’s agency first appeared in the entries for 755 and 769, the ARF’s theological 

tone was to a certain extent set by a miracle account recorded for 772. When Charlemagne set 

out to destroy the pagan site at Irminsûl,52 drought struck his army. ‘Suddenly’, the ARF 

reported, ‘with divine grace granting it…there poured forth great floods of water…so that the 

whole army had enough’.53 This was a concrete expression of God’s provision. The author may 

have been alluding to Biblical imagery of miraculous water,54 but this remained unsignalled. 

The Irminsûl miracle could be seen as paradigmatic for the many subsequent statements of 

divine agency. Although these later statements were almost all abstract, this concrete 

illustration of the water miracle would have guided the reader into seeing the phrase ‘with God 

helping’ as an expression of dependence on God’s provision.   

                                                 
50 ARF s.a. 783, ‘qui viriliter domnus Carolus rex et Franci solito more super eos inruentes et Saxones terga 
vertentes, et Domino adiuvante Franci victores extiterunt’, p. 64. 
51 ARF s.a. 783, ‘et auxiliante Domino Franci victores extiterunt’, p. 66. 
52 McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 103; I. Rembold, ‘Politics of Christianization in Carolingian Saxony’, 
Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of History (2014), pp. 68-9. For recent discussion of this cult site, c.f. D. Simms, 
‘The Sun and the Saxon Irminsûl’, in S.J. Harris, M. Moynihan, and S. Harbison (eds), Vox Germanica: Essays 
in Germanic Languages and Literatures in Honor of James E. Cathey (Tempe, A.Z., 2012), pp. 69-83. 
53 ARF s.a. 772, ‘tunc subito divina largiente gratia media die cuncto exercitu quiescente in quodam torrente 
omnibus hominibus ignorantibus aquae effusae sunt largissimae, ita ut cunctus exercitus sufficienter haberet’, p. 
34.  
54 E.g. Is. 35.6, Ex. 17.1-7.  
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Most comments were in the author’s voice. Late in the first redaction, however, human 

characters themselves began to testify to God’s help. In the example with which we began the 

Introduction, Charlemagne ‘recognised’ in 786 that ‘on every side he had peace, with God 

granting it’.55 The peace in question might have referred to those victories over the Bretons in 

the same entry, or to the cumulative successes of the 770s and 780s. Either way, Charlemagne’s 

plans to visit Rome to pray were depicted as responding to what God had done within the 

narrative. In 787, the annalist wrote, Charlemagne and Fastrada met at Worms, ‘rejoicing and 

being happy in each other’s company and together praising God’s mercy’.56 This might have 

referred either to Hadrian’s opposition to Tassilo, to God’s soteriological mercy, or (probably) 

to both. This ambiguity connected God’s agency in recent history with God’s wider mercies. 

In both cases, events ascribed to God by the author’s voice were also recognised and responded 

to by characters within the narrative.  

 

That God appeared from the outset of the narrative of Charlemagne’s reign, and often in 

partnership with the Franks, reinforced the ARF’s efforts to shape ‘Frankishness’ around the 

lord-king.57 As in the Cont. Fred., God was depicted as favourable and associated with military 

victory. The defeats at Roncevalles and Süntel were not interpreted theologically, although the 

entries for 778 and 782 both used the language of divine agency for victories won in the same 

year.58 As in the Cont. Fred., God’s judgement was almost entirely absent, only falling on King 

Haistulf.59 The ARF’s language of God’s agency thus followed the triumphal and military 

interests of the wider narrative. 

 

The partnership between Charlemagne and the Franks, which was central to the ARF’s 

message, was shared with God, while both Charlemagne and the Franks also had their own 

independent partnerships with God. Charlemagne, as we have seen, personally praised God for 

his rule. Elsewhere, Franks were portrayed defeating the Saxons, without Charlemagne, by 

‘standing firm, with the Lord helping’.60 The ARF tended, however, to emphasise the shared 

agency of these three groups. All three were involved, for example, in the victories over both 

the Lombards and the Saxons in 773.61 When Charlemagne invaded Saxony in 776, the ARF 

                                                 
55 ARF s.a. 786, ‘se ex omni parte Deo largiente pacem habere’, p. 72.  
56 ARF s.a. 787, ‘ad invicem gaudentes et laetificantes ac Dei misericordiam conlaudantes’, p. 76 
57 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 113; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 335-45 makes less of this.  
58 ARF s.a. 778, pp. 50-2; ARF s.a. 782, pp. 60-2.  
59 ARF s.a. 756, ‘quodam die venationem fecit et percussus est Dei iudicio, vitam finivit’, p. 14. 
60 ARF s.a. 775, ‘auxiliante Domino et Francis decertantibus’, p. 40. 
61 ARF s.a. 773, pp. 34-8. 
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described him as ‘holding a public assembly, having formed a plan with God’s help’.62 The 

ablative absolute was not used here for God’s agency because one had already been used for 

consilio facto. This campaign could be contrasted with when Pippin also ‘made a plan with the 

Franks’ where God was not mentioned.63 Institutions which represented the partnership 

between Charlemagne and the Franks, such as the consilium, were increasingly framed with 

God’s agency as the narrative developed.  

 

God’s agency in the ARF culminated in the year 788, which supports the argument that this 

entry concluded the first redaction. The entry contained five ablative absolutes of the Lord 

helping and protecting, which described how the Franks defeated the Greek invasion of Italy, 

an Avar and Bavarian army, two further Avar assaults, and finally, how Charlemagne settled 

the Bavarian frontier.64 It was a breathless portrayal of Charlemagne and the Franks fighting 

against the odds. They were victorious only because God was acting to grant victory. As the 

reader finished the ARF, they would have been left with an overwhelming sense of God’s help 

to the Franks. This closing entry intensified the cumulative impact of the language of God’s 

agency distributed throughout the narrative. Whereas the Merovingian Chron. Fred. had 

brought God’s agency seemingly out of nowhere in its concluding chapter, the ARF’s final 

entry was consistent with what had gone before. As a result, its message of God’s agency in 

the recent past was clear and powerful.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In the years before 790, at least two writers connected to the Carolingian dynasty presented 

histories of the recent past which ascribed a high degree of agency to God. While this was not 

unprecedented in Christian history writing, these histories proposed a dramatic new 

configuration for expressing God’s agency, which proved especially powerful. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, the history which seems to have exerted the greatest influence on them 

was the LP.65 Aside from the LP, however, these Carolingian historians differed on several 

counts from their predecessors. Most obviously, these historians reversed God’s relative 

absence from the Chron. Fred. and the LHF. Furthermore, the Cont. Fred. and the ARF 

                                                 
62 ARF s.a. 776, ‘consilio facto cum Dei adiutorio’, p. 46. 
63 ARF s.a. 760, ‘consilium fecit cum Francis’, p. 18.  
64 ARF s.a. 788, ‘auxiliante Domino…opitulante Domino…Domino auxiliante…Domino protegente…Domino 
protegente’, pp. 82-84. 
65 See above, chapter 2, pp. 94-5. 
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depicted God’s agency very consistently, usually as an ablative absolute, and cumulatively in 

a relatively short space. Earlier historians’ language of God’s agency had tended to be more 

varied and more sparsely distributed through their narratives. Finally, whereas earlier historians 

had confined God’s agency to great heroes and major battles, these Carolingian historians saw 

God’s agency even in annual expeditions, thereby making every Frankish general a 

Theodosius, Clovis, or Oswald.  

 

The Carolingian historians’ language of God’s agency was also considerably more streamlined 

than their predecessors’. Saintly involvement was confined to Peter’s intercession for Rome,66 

in contrast to the repeated involvement of holy men in earlier narratives. Miracles were also 

much rarer and, when they appeared, were ascribed to God rather than to saints or holy men. 

Angels and demons were similarly conspicuous by their absence. The supernatural world 

displayed in these narratives was much less cluttered and perhaps easier to understand than that 

of earlier histories. Similarly, there was greater clarity in how God’s agency was itself 

communicated. There were few Biblical comparisons which might have raised difficult 

questions about the Biblical past’s relation to the present. God’s judgement was mentioned 

infrequently and only ever as falling on the Carolingians’ enemies, making it another 

expression of His favour. Finally, even the Latin in which God’s agency was expressed was 

straightforward.67 Through this literary and theological clarity, God’s agency was pressed upon 

the readers of these histories with urgency and enthusiasm. This suggests that this language 

may have had a didactic purpose that went beyond ‘the social ordering of the Carolingian 

state’.68 These historians were teaching their audiences that God’s agency was fundamental to 

understanding the recent past. As the Franks looked back on decades of conquest, whether from 

768 or 790, these histories encouraged them to see the extent of God’s mercy. The Carolingians 

their armies had taken their chances again and again and emerged victorious.  

 

I shall explore this didactic purpose further in chapter 5, and its implications for the 

construction of identity in chapter 6. For the moment, there are implications for our 

understanding of these histories’ authors and audiences. Monod saw the ARF’s theological 

                                                 
66 ARF s.a. 755, p. 12, 773, p. 36.  
67 For the ARF’s Latin, see J.N. Adams, ‘The vocabulary of the Annales regni francorum’, Glotta 55 (1977), pp. 
257-8; J.N. Adams, An Anthology of informal Latin, 200 BC-AD 900: fifty texts with translations and linguistic 
commentary (Cambridge, 2016), pp. 583-96.  
68 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 410.  
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language as evidence of clerical authorship, possibly of a military ‘chaplain’,69 especially since 

the clergy formed an important part of Carolingian armies.70 Monod’s conclusion, however, 

risks obscuring how relevant this language was the lay elites whose actions were being 

described. The Cont. Fred. was commissioned by a lay aristocratic family.71 Childebrand had 

fought in those battles which were ascribed most dramatically to Christ.72 This suggests a 

personal dimension to these assertions about God’s agency, which also reflected broader elite 

concerns about warfare in general. Although the Cont. Fred.’s language about God’s agency 

initially focused on the Islamic Saracens,73 it appeared in many other military contexts, against 

Christians and pagans alike.74 The ARF, similarly, did not confine God to the supposed ‘holy 

war’ against the Saxons,75 but first saw Him working against the Christian Lombards and 

Aquitanians,76 and later against the Bretons and Avars.77 All warfare came under God’s rule.  

 

The urgency of  the ARF’s message may also have reflected the uncertainty of early medieval 

warfare.78 The odds against survival would have heightened Frankish soldiers’ sense of 

dependence on God, already impressed upon them by military liturgy.79 Statements of God’s 

agency could have reflected gratitude as much as triumphalism, particularly when the stakes 

were high. There is a hint of this in the ARF’s account of Charles the Younger’s victory in 784. 

The annalist expanded the normal refrain, that he won ‘with the Lord helping’,80 adding that 

‘with God willing, he returned unharmed to his father in the civitas Worms’.81 The annalist 

                                                 
69 Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 94, 113.  
70 Bachrach, Religion and the conduct of war, pp. 34-61; Prinz, Klerus und Krieg; McCormick, ‘Liturgy of war’, 
p. 15, also uses the word ‘chaplain’.  
71 Levillain, ‘Les Nibelungen historiques’ pp. 337-407; McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Power’, pp. 5-6.  
72 Cont. Fred., 20, ‘virum industrium Childebrando’, p. 94.  
73 For the significant of these campaigns for Charles, see P. Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel (Harlow, 2000), 
pp. 86-9; Innes, MacLean, Costambeys, Carolingian World, pp. 44-51. 
74 E.g. Bavarians, Cont. Fred., 32, pp. 101-2; Lombards, Cont. Fred., 38, pp. 107-8. 
75 On the Saxon ‘holy war’, see the controversial piece by Y. Hen, ‘Charlemagne’s Jihad’, Viator 37 (2006), pp. 
33-51, Collins, Charlemagne, pp. 43-57, 160-5; Becher, Charlemagne, pp. 59-79; R. Flierman, ‘Gens perfida or 
populus Christianus? Saxon (in)fidelity in Frankish historical writing’, in Ganter et al (eds), Resources of the 
Past, pp. 188-205; Rembold, ‘Politics of Christianization’, pp. 35-75; Evans, ‘Christian hermeneutics’; R. 
Flierman, ‘Religious Saxons: paganism, infidelity and biblical punishment in the Capitulatio de partibus 
Saxoniae’, in Meens et al (eds), Religious Franks, pp. 181-201  
76 E.g. ARF s.a. 769, ‘Domnus Carolus gloriosus...cum paucis Francis auxiliante Domino dissipata iniqua consilia 
supradicti Hunaldi’, p. 28.  
77 ARF s.a. 786, p. 72, 788, p. 84,  
78 Leyser, Communications and Power, p. 44. See also discussion above, chapter 1, above pp. 42-44.  
79 Bachrach, Religion and the Conduct of War, pp. 34–61; M. McCormick, Eternal Victory: Triumphal Rulership 
in Late Antiquity, Byzantium and the Early Medieval West (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 354–377; S. MacLean, ‘Charles 
the Fat and the Viking Great Army: the military explanation for the end of the Carolingian Empire (876-88)’, War 
Studies Journal 3 (1998), pp. 74-93, at p. 85. 
80 ARF s.a. 784, ‘auxiliante Domino’, p. 68 
81 ARF s.a. 784, ‘volente Deo inlesus remeavit ad genitorem suum in Wormatiam civitatem’, p. 68 
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seemed relieved that Charlemagne’s firstborn son had survived the unpredictability of combat. 

God could be relied upon amid the risky contingencies of human history.  

 

This is not to deny that this language had political implications, but it is to argue that these 

must be seen alongside its pastoral and doctrinal implications.  If the Cont. Fred. was written 

c.768, its audience would have been facing the instability of a divided kingdom and warfare in 

Aquitaine, not to mention the Saxon and Lombard threats.82 The repeated emphasis on God’s 

recent agency in the past assured this audience of God’s power to protect the Franks and His 

favour towards the Carolingian dynasty. When the ARF was being written, in the late 780s, the 

Frankish elites were coming to terms with a radically changed political order. Not only had 

Charlemagne’s conquests changed his own relationship with the Frankish elites, but their own 

composition was changing.83 The rebellions of Hardrad in 785 and Pippin the Hunchback in 

792 were symptomatic of these continuing tensions.84 The contemporary emergence of reform 

was raising the expectations for the regime’s leadership. Not only did this make the ARF’s 

themes of consensus and unity important,85 but amidst this uncertainty, the ARF urged its 

audience to focus on the unconditional favour granted them by God.  

 

RESPONDING TO GOD’S AGENCY (1): EXPERIMENTATION 
 

The Cont. Fred. and the ARF were proposing a new ‘dominant narrative’ for the Franks, in 

which God’s agency was paramount. The evidence for how this new emphasis on God’s agency 

was received can be found in the growing number of histories written in the latter years of 

Charlemagne’s reign and the early years of Louis the Pious’.86 This section will consider those 

texts which seem to have adapted and experimented with the ARF’s emphasis on God’s agency. 

The next section will consider those texts which seem to have rejected this emphasis. Taken 

together, they demonstrate the troubled emergence of a new theological Spielraum for 

Carolingian history writing.  

 

                                                 
82 Airlie, ‘Towards a Carolingian aristocracy’. 
83 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, pp. 274-5; Innes, State and Society, pp. 260-3; H.J. Hummer, Politics and 
Power in Early Medieval Europe: Alsace and the Frankish realm (Cambridge, 2006), pp. 56-75; J.L. Nelson, 
Opposition to Charlemagne (London, 2009); Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicty, pp. 388-90; Davis, Practice of 
Empire, pp. 90-127. 
84 S. Airlie, ‘The Captains and the Kings: the aristocracy in Charlemagne's reign’, in Story (ed.), Empire and 
Society, pp. 90-102, at pp. 99-100. 
85 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 275; Davis, ‘Conceptions of kingship’, pp. 48-51.  
86 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. pp. 337-9. 
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Expanding the ARF 

 

The earliest responses to the ARF’s first redaction can be found in the ARF itself, since different 

authors altered and continued the ARF in the 790s. Two passages in the ARF’s narrative from 

769 to 788, both concerning miracles, seem to have been interpolated and differed from the 

ARF’s overall approach to God’s agency.87 The entries immediately following the first 

redaction, meanwhile, gradually altered its pattern of God’s agency.  

 

The miracle at Fritzlar 

 

The Fritzlar miracle of 773 did not appear in Canisius’ 1603 edition and moved between the 

entries for 773 to 774 in other manuscripts,88 leading Kurze to conclude that it was a later 

insertion by the original author.89 The Reviser seems to have referred to these miracles, which 

suggests that this passage had entered the transmission early.90 The interpolation described how 

Boniface ‘had foretold, through the spirit of prophecy’ that his church ‘would never be 

consumed by fire’.91 When the Saxons attacked: 

 

There appeared both to certain Christians…and to certain pagans…two young men, 

dressed in white robes, who were protecting the church from fire, and because of 

them the Saxons could not start a fire there.92  

 

As a result, the Saxons were seized by terror, ‘by the will of the divine majesty’, and fled ‘with 

none pursuing them’.93 Afterwards, the Christians found ‘one of the same Saxons, dead beside 

the church itself’, in the process of setting it on fire.94 The passage clearly shared the ARF’s 

                                                 
87 ARF s.a. 773, 776, pp. 36-38, 44-46.  
88 Compare Regino, Chronicon s.a. 774, ed. F. Kurze, Reginonis Abbatis Prumienses Chronicon cum 
continuatione Treverensi, MGH SRG 50 (Hanover, 1890), pp. 1-153, at p. 49 and AF s.a. 774, p. 9, with Annales 
Tiliani s.a. 773, ed. Pertz, MGH SS 1, pp. 219-224, at p. 220. 
89 Kurze, ‘‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen’, p. 307; Kurze, Annales Regni Francorum, p. 36; Halphen, 
Études Critiques, p. 10, n. 3.  
90 See below, pp. 134-5.  
91 ARF s.a. 773, ‘per spiritum prophetiae praedixit quod nunquam incendio cremaretur’, p. 38. 
92 ARF s.a. 773, ‘apparuerunt quibusdam christianis…similiter et quibusdam paganis…duo iuvenes in albis, qui 
ipsam basilicam ab igne protegebant, et propterea ibidem non potuerunt…ignem accendere’, p. 38. 
93 ARF s.a. 773, ‘sed nutu divinae maiestatis pavore perterriti in fugam conversi sunt, nemine persequente’, p. 38.  
94 ARF s.a. 773, ‘unus ex isdem Saxonibus mortuus iuxta ipsam basilicam…habens ignem et ligna in manibus’, 
p. 38. 
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interest in the supernatural and its relevance to the Saxon wars. It differed from the ARF, 

however, in several important ways.  

 

The supernatural actions were very concrete, involving fire and buildings, rather than the ARF’s 

largely abstract interest in God. Furthermore, the Franks’ own agency was absent from this 

narrative, compared to the partnership between divine and Frankish agency portrayed in the 

rest of the ARF.  Although the water miracle at Irminsûl had also been very concrete and had 

also marginalised Frankish agency, the account of the Fritzlar miracle exhibited one additional 

difference. While God was the agent of the Saxon rout, His agency was otherwise only implicit 

in the narrative. The two men in white, probably angels, and Boniface’s prophecy played a 

much more important role. These literary differences reinforce Kurze’s suspicions of 

interpolation on codicological grounds. The interpolation may have been derived from a 

separate oral tradition, but it also picked up and developed the ARF’s overall themes of divine 

involvement in the recent past. It suggests that the pattern established by the first redactor was 

malleable but also inspirational.  

 

The miracle at Syburg 

 

The Syburg miracle of 776 appeared in Regino and Kurze’s ‘C’ family, but appeared in neither 

the Annales Tiliani nor the AF.95 The original author had described the Saxons’ siege of Syburg, 

but the passage describing the miracle seems to have been added. This interpolated passage 

explained how at Syburg the ‘God’s power, insofar as it is just, overcame [the Saxons’] own 

power’.96 As the Saxons attacked the fortress, ‘God’s glory appeared manifestly over the 

church’s dome’.97 Witnesses then saw ‘the likeness of two shields, red in colour, flaming and 

shaking over the church itself’.98 The Saxons fled, ‘utterly terrified’, and began killing each 

other in the rout.99 The author explained that this happened ‘for the Christians’ salvation’.100 

These Christians, ‘having been comforted, praised Almighty God’.101 The interpolator 

concluded with the statement that ‘God deigned to manifest His power over His servants’.102  

                                                 
95 Kurze, Annales Regni Francorum, p. 44; Regino, s.a. 776, pp. 50-1; AT s.a 776, p. 220; AF s.a. 776, p. 9. 
96 ARF s.a. 776, ‘Dei virtus, sicut iustum est, superavit illorum virtutem’, p. 44. 
97 ARF s.a. 776, ‘apparuit manifeste gloria Dei supra domum ecclesiae’, p. 44. 
98 ARF s.a. 776, ‘et dicunt vidisse instar duorum scutorum colore rubeo flammantes et agitantes supra ipsam 
ecclesiam’, p. 46. 
99 ARF s.a. 776, ‘magno timore perterriti’, p. 46. 
100 ARF s.a. 776, ‘propter salutem christianorum’, p.  46. 
101 ARF s.a. 776, christiani confortati, omnipotentem Deum laudaverunt’, p. 46. 
102 ARF s.a. 776, ‘qui dignatus est suam manifestare potentiam super servos suos’, p. 46. 
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This passage was emphatic about God’s agency, just as the ARF had been, but it language was 

more complex and varied. The interpolator described God’s attributes. He was ‘just’, 

‘Almighty’, and ‘worthy’, with ‘power’ and ‘glory’. The interpolator also made God’s 

intentions, to save the Christians, explicit. This deepened the portrayal of God’s agency, by 

rooting it in God’s character. As with the miracles in 772 and 773, God acted concretely, 

through visible signs. Unlike the Fritzlar miracle, however, God was the only cause in view. 

God’s agency affected the Saxons directly, while the Franks had very little agency. This might 

have undermined the sense of God’s partnership with the Franks depicted elsewhere in the 

ARF, but it might also have reinforced the sense of Frankish dependence on God. The author 

of this interpolation was developing concepts found elsewhere in the ARF.  

 

The Annales Regni Francorum 789-791 

 

The entries from 789 to 792 were brief and may have been intended as a bridge, with 793 being 

a new section.103 The entry for 789 may have been part of the original redaction or its first 

continuation.104 It used three ablative absolutes of divine agency in the space of only 118 

words.105 The Franks and Saxons struck the Wilzi ‘with the Lord aiding…the Lord 

granting…the Lord leading’.106 Each stage of the campaign, from setting out to taking hostages, 

was ascribed to God. If the author was different from the 788 account, they had understood and 

accepted the preceding text’s strongly theological approach. The entry may have been written 

by the same author after completing the text to 788, either as a post-script or as a conclusion, 

which returned the narrative to normality after the chaos of the previous year.  

 

The famous account of the Avar campaign in 791 seems to have continued the patterns 

established in the ARF’s first redaction.107 The Franks returned victorious ‘with Christ leading 

them’,108  using an ablative absolute in the same way as the ARF had done. The Franks had 

                                                 
103 Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 194. For the significance of the 793 as the start of a new section, see 
McKitterick, ‘Illusions of Power’, pp. 116-7.  
104 Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 117-26.  
105 ARF s.a. 789, pp. 84-86.  
106 ARF s.a. 789, ‘Domino adiuvante… Domino largiente…Domino perducente’, p. 84.  
107 This passage and campaign has been widely discussed. See especially J. Deér, ‘Karl der Grosse und der 
Untergang des Awarenreiches’, in W. Braunfels (ed.), Karl der Große. Lebenswerk und Nachleben, 4 vols 
(Düsseldorf, 1965-8), in vol. 2, H. Beumann (ed.), Persönlichkeit und Geschichte, (Düsseldorf, 1965), pp. 719-
91, at pp. 726-31; McCormick, ‘Liturgy of war‘, pp. 8-9; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 345 
108 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Christo perducente’, p. 88.  
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invaded Avar territory ‘with God’s help’,109 which imitated the meaning of earlier statements 

without replicating the exact syntax. In other ways, however, the entry’s language of God’s 

agency was very different from the ARF’s first redaction. The annalist stated that ‘terror came 

on [the Avars] from the Lord’.110 As in the two interpolations discussed above, the agency lay 

exclusively with God, without any sense of partnership with the Franks. The author was, 

however, far clearer about the army’s agency in praying and seeking God’s help. The army 

‘sought God’s solace for the army’s salvation, and for the aid of the Lord Jesus Christ’.111 

Charlemagne’s letter to Fastrada recorded these rituals, which seem to have struck the 

annalist.112 After the campaign, the army marched home ‘glorifying God for such a victory’.113 

This piety was not depicted explicitly as causing the victory, as it had been for Bede and the 

late antique historians.114 It pointed to the divine agency which was also being asserted by the 

author. The effect was cumulatively to show how the army’s victory had depended exclusively 

on God. This explored the theme of human dependence more clearly than the ARF, while 

remaining consistent with its overall message. 

 

One final difference was the shift in identity.115 The ‘Franks’ were only mentioned alongside 

the Saxons and Frisians as part of the exercitus.116 The campaign was justified by Avar attacks 

on the ‘Christian people’.117 This points to the search in the 790s for new ‘formulas of 

consensus’ around which identity could be constructed.118 It also explains why Christ was used 

as an agent in addition to God. Unlike the Cont. Fred., Christ had only appeared once before 

in the ARF and not as an agent.119 This may have reflected contemporary Christological 

conversations sparked by the Adoptionist controversy.120 More probably, it reflected a common 

Christian identity shared by an army whose members still maintained their own distinct ethnic 

identities. This slight change in vocabulary accommodated the language of divine agency to 

                                                 
109 ARF s.a. 791, ‘cum Dei adiutorio’, p. 88. 
110 ARF s.a. 791, ‘a Domino eis terror pervenit’, p. 88.  
111 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Dei solatium postulaverunt pro salute exercitus et adiutorio domini nostri Iesu Christi’, p. 88. 
The subject is ambiguous, but seems to refer back to ‘the army’ earlier in the passage.   
112 Charlemagne, Epistola ad Fastradam, ed. Dümmler, MGH Epp. 4, pp. 528-9.  
113 ARF s.a. 791, ‘magnificantes Deum de tanta victoria’, p. 88, c.f. McCormick, Eternal Victory, p. 355.  
114 For further discussion of this point, see Chapter 6, pp. 272-3.  
115 Garipzanov, Symbolic Communication, p. 283; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 412.  
116 ARF s.a. 791, ‘consilio peracto Francorum, Saxonum, Frisonum’, p. 88.  
117 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Avari contra sanctam ecclesiam vel populum christianum’, p. 88.  
118 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 33, 39-42; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 412. 
119 ARF s.a. 754, ‘et domnus Bonefacius archiepiscopus in Frisiae nuntians verbum Domini et praedicando martyr 
Christi effectus est’, p. 12.  
120 Cavadini, Last Christology; McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 310-11;  R. Kramer, ‘Adopt, adapt and improve: 
dealing with the Adoptionist controversy at the court of Charlemagne’, in Meens et al (eds), Religious Franks, 
pp. 32-50. 
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the new realities of the Carolingian political order. This illustrated both divine agency’s 

importance and its adaptability to contemporary demands. 

 

Each of these passages for 773, 776, and 791 shared several important themes which were 

otherwise absent from the ARF’s first redaction. The most obvious was an interest in 

Christianity and paganism as markers of identity, in contrast to the ARF’s exclusive interest on 

ethnic identity. All three passages also concerned divinely inspired terror, the first two as 

perterritus, the third as terror. This also appeared in the AL’s account of the Avar campaign 

and so may have reflected how this specific campaign was being remembered.121 Finally, all 

three underplayed human agency in their narrative. As a result of this thematic coherence, it 

seems probable that the interpolations were made by the same author, who added passages into 

the ARF which he copied and then continued. These discrepancies with other copies led to the 

instability in the manuscript transmission as it now stands.  

 

The Annales Laureshamenses  

 

As work continued to be done on the ARF, other historians were inspired to write new histories 

using the material which it provided. When scholars conceived the ARF as the ‘official court 

history’, these texts were often dismissed as ‘minor annals’.122 Recent scholars, however, have 

seen these other annals as participants in an ongoing conversation with the ARF about the recent 

past.123 

 

One of the most important annals to have been written in response to the ARF were those for 

the years 785 to 803 in the Annales Laureshamenses.124 The AL were a complex set of annals 

                                                 
121 See below, p. 118.  
122  Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 77-100; Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, pp. 180-192; Halphen, 
Études critiques, pp. 16-59; most are edited by Pertz, MGH SS 1, pp. 6-46; Reimitz, ‘Omnes Franci’, p. 56.  
123 Davis, ‘Conceptions of Kingship’, pp. 171-88; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 84-119; Reimitz, 
History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 360-2. 
124 For the AL, see Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 84-5; Bullough, ‘Europae Pater’, p. 65; R. Collins, 
‘Charlemagne’s imperial coronation and the annals of Lorsch’, in Story (ed.), Empire and Society, pp. 52-70; 
McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 104-112; R. McKitterick, ‘Entstehung und Gestaltung fränkischer Annales 
im Spiegel der Lorscher Annalen’, in R. Corradini, M. Diesenberger, M. Niederkorn-Bruck (eds), Zwischen 
Niederschrift und Wiederschrift: Frühmittelalterliche Hagiographie und Historiographie im Spannungsfeld von 
Kompendienüberlieferung und Editionstechenik, Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 18 (Vienna, 2010), 
pp. 104-117; R. Pokorny, ‘Die Annales Laureshamenses in einer neu aufgefundenen Teilüberlieferung’, DA 69 
(2013), pp. 1-44; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 351-59.  
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and survived in their complete form in a single ninth-century manuscript.125 The Vienna 

fragment, covering the years 794 to 803, has been much discussed as evidence that the AL were 

composed near-contemporaneously,126 and possibly year-by-year,127 and possibly by several 

scribes.128 These entries could, however, have been written simultaneously under the direction 

of a single author. From a literary perspective, as we shall see, the narrative seems to build up 

to the events of 801 and 802. The AL’s narrative to 785 focused on Lorsch and several scholars 

argue that this final redaction was made there under Abbot Richbod.129 This Lorsch-centred 

narrative can be found in several other histories, which suggests that the authors of the AL’s 

final redaction possessed a Lorsch history which had left the monastery at that point. This does 

not preclude Lorsch scribes continuing their own history after it had been circulated, but both 

the St-Paul and Vienna manuscripts have been located palaeographically to the Lake Constance 

region.130 A marginal note in the St-Paul manuscript refers to the burial of Gerold 

(Charlemagne’s brother-in-law) at Reichenau, which would fit the palaeographical evidence 

very closely.131  

 

The AL’s narrative from 785 shared the ARF’s emphasis on God’s relevance to understanding 

recent events, although their depiction of God was more varied.  As with the Cont. Fred. and 

the ARF, there was a noticeable increase in God’s presence in the narrative from a specific 

point. The only reference to God’s agency in the ‘Lorsch history’ was to the Franks’ victory 

against the Saxons in 778 ‘through God’s help’.132 By contrast, God’s agency appeared in the 

narrative five times between 791 and 801. The vocabulary, syntax, and context of God’s agency 

varied, unlike the ARF’s use of a repeated phrase. Indeed, no two expressions of God’s agency 

were identical in the AL, which may have reflected the work of different scribes. The ablative 

absolute, for example, only appeared once, when Charlemagne travelled to Frankfurt ‘with 

                                                 
125 St-Paul im Lavanttal, Stiftsarchiv, cod. 8/1, ed. E. Katz, Laureshamensium editio emendate secundum codicem 
St. Paulensem XXV c/32 (St Paul, 1889), cited Collins, ‘Charlemagne’s Coronation’, pp. 55-6.  
126 Vienna ÖNB cod. 515; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 104-12.  
127 F. Unterkircher, Das Wiener Fragment der Lorscher Annalen (Graz, 1967). For a summary of the arguments, 
see Collins, ‘Charlemagne’s Coronation’, p. 63; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 109. 
128 Hoffmann, Untersuchungen, p. 88.  
129 H. Fichtenau, ‘Abt Richbod und die Annales Laureshamenses’, in Beiträge zur Geschichte des Klosters Lorsch, 
2nd edn (Lorsch, 1978), pp. 277-304; Innes, ‘Kings, monks, and patrons’, pp. 316-7; Pokorny, ‘Die Annales 
Laureshamenses’, pp. 1-27; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 352-3, 360.  
130 B. Bischoff, Die Abtei Lorsch im Spiegel ihrer Handschriften, 2nd edn (Lorsch, 1989), pp. 53, 79, 120-1; B. 
Bischoff, Die südostdeutschsen Schreibschulen u. Bibliotheken in der Karolingerzeit (Wiesbaden, 1940), vol. 1, 
pp. 145-6. 
131 Collins, ‘Charlemagne’s Coronation’, pp. 60-3. 
132 Annales Laureshamenses s.a. 778, ‘Franci victories per Dei auxilium extiterunt’, ed. Pertz, MGH SS 1, pp. 22-
39, at p. 31.  
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Christ aiding’, and so had nothing to do with warfare.133 The AL did, however, see God at work 

in one specific military victory. In 791, the AL wrote, ‘the Lord terrified the Avars in His sight, 

so that none dared to resist Him’.134 The language of terror was very similar to the ARF’s 

account for 791, discussed above and may have been directly inspired by it. At the same time, 

the phrasing faintly echoed Barack’s victory over Sisera the Canaanite in Judges, so the author 

may have been adapting this motif to fit the Biblical phrasing.135 

 

God’s agency was primarily focused on the events surrounding the Imperial coronation. Pope 

Leo III was saved from the Roman mob ‘according to God’s dispensation’.136 The mob had 

itself acted ‘with the Devil instigating it’.137 This introduced demonic agency, which had been 

absent from the ARF. The AL was, nonetheless, very clear that the Devil’s agency was 

circumscribed by God’s power, a view shared by Carolingian theologians.138 At the coronation 

itself, Charlemagne was described as crowned ‘with God’s aid and with the whole Christian 

people seeking it’.139 While this phrasing may have reflected the language used at the assembly 

itself,140 it also continued the language of God’s agency already present in the narrative. The 

annalist also demonstrated the harmony of divine and human agency in Charlemagne’s 

coronation. This was similar to the military partnership of God and the Franks in the ARF, but 

applied to a very specific context.  

 

The AL was more interested in how human characters related to God than the ARF. In 795, for 

example, the Saxons were described as rebelling ‘firstly against God and then against the king 

and the Christians’.141 The repetition of contra highlighted the parallel. Primis and deinde were 

not chronological markers but distinguished God and Charlemagne hierarchically. While 

Charlemagne (and the Christians) were the visible objects of rebellion, it was also a rebellion 

                                                 
133 AL s.a. 793, ‘Rex tamen Christo adiuvante, de eodem loco navigio pervenit ad Franconofurt’, p. 35.  
134 AL s.a. 791, ‘Et terruit eos Dominus in conspectu eius, ita ut nullus ei resistere ausus esset’, p. 34; c.f. ARF s.a. 
791, p. 88.  
135 Jdg. 4.15, ‘perterruitque Dominus Sisaram et omnes currus eius universamque multitudinem in ore gladii ad 
conspectum Barac in tantum, ut Sisara de curru desiliens pedibus fugeret’; noted by P.D. King, Charlemagne: 
Translated Sources (Kendal, 1987), p. 139. 
136 AL s.a. 799, ‘sed iuxta Dei dispensationem malum quod inchoaverunt non perficerunt’, p. 37. 
137 AL s.a. 799, ‘instigante dyabulo’, p. 37.  
138 See chapter 1, pp. 51-3, and below chapter 5, p. 223.  
139 AL s.a. 801, ‘cum Dei adiutorio et universe christiano populo petente’, p. 38.  
140 H. Fichtenau, ‘Karl der Große und das Kaisertum’, MIÖG 61 (1953), pp. 287-327; R. Folz, Le couronnement 
impérial de Charlemagne: 25 décembre 800 (Paris, 1964), trans. J.E. Anderson, The coronation of Charlemagne, 
25th December 800 (London, 1974), pp. 139-40, 144. 
141 AL s.a. 792, ‘conati sunt in primis rebellare contra Deum, deine contra regem et christianos’, p. 34.  
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against God.142 This phrasing helped to integrate God into the narrative but not necessarily His 

agency. Human actions also helped infer God’s agency in the narrative. Before distributing the 

Avar gold, Charlemagne, the ‘lord king’, thanked the ‘Almighty King’ for the treasure.143 

Charlemagne’s gratitude showed how God’s agency was the ultimate cause of this treasure. 

Similarly, prior to his coronation, Charlemagne recognised that God had ‘bestowed all these 

seats into his power’.144 This implicitly asserted God’s agency over the events of the previous 

decades. Charlemagne then demonstrated the proper response to God’s agency by submitting 

to God ‘with all humility’.145 Those assembled also sang the Te Deum, itself a hymn of praise, 

and ‘gave praise to God’ that Pope Leo was safe.146 This praise implied God’s agency in Leo’s 

survival, which had already been asserted in the author’s own voice. In different ways, 

therefore, God’s agency was repeated throughout the narrative of the Imperial coronation, 

which itself provided one possible conclusion to the narrative.  

 

The reform council at Aachen (802) provided another culmination to the narrative.147 God’s 

agency was absent from this account, which focused instead on how to order Christian society. 

This fitted neatly with the narrative’s repeated emphasis on human piety. It also implied that 

the reform programme was a response to the divine agency apparent in the Empire’s recent 

past. If the AL’s narrative from 785 to 803 was conceived as a whole, the language of God’s 

agency in the 790s may have functioned as a call on the AL’s audience to undertake the reforms 

proposed in its final entry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
142 For similar ideas, see Flierman, ‘Gens perfidia?’, p. 193. 
143 AL s.a. 795, ‘pro quibus domnus rex omnipotenti regi gratias agens et distribuit ipsum thesaurum’, p. 36. 
144 AL s.a. 801, ‘quia Deus omnipotens has omnes sedes in potestae eius concessit’, p. 38. 
145 AL s.a. 801, ‘cum omni humilitate’, p. 38.  
146 AL s.a. 800, ‘dabant laudem Deo, quia ipsum apostolicum Leonem et sanum in corpore et in anima custoditum 
meruerunt habere’, p. 38. 
147 AL s.a. 800, p. 38, s.a. 802, p. 39. For the AL’s depiction, see Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 355, 360, 
362. C.f. McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 258.  
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The ‘minor’ annals 

 

Many of the histories which responded to the ARF were much smaller in scale than the AL. 

These ‘minor’ annals have primarily been seen as eighth-century works, which provided the 

basis for later histories such as the ARF or AL.148 Louis Halphen, however, followed by 

McKitterick and Davis, argued that they represent local historiographical responses to ‘courtly’ 

narratives, such as the ARF.149 It is significant, therefore, that most ‘minor’ annals lacked any 

reference to God’s agency. The year 788, which prompted five statements of God’s agency in 

the ARF, passed without such comment in all but two ‘minor’ annals.150 This suggests that 

there were some who did not agree with the exalted place which the ARF had given God’s 

agency in its proposed ‘dominant narrative’. The reasons for this were probably literary, rather 

than ideological. These annals were often deliberately concise in word count and manuscript 

size or space,151 and so streamlined their exemplars ruthlessly. Nonetheless, some offered fuller 

and more literary entries, such as the Annales Nazariani’s account of Hardrad’s rebellion.152 

This suggests that omitting the ARF’s language of God’s agency may have been a deliberate 

choice. This may have been guided by God’s absence from parts of the ARF (from 741-768) 

or AL (from 703-790), although this would have involved ignoring these narratives’s climaxes. 

More probably, statements such as ‘with God helping’ could be removed without damaging 

the coherence of the narrative, since they were interpretative rather than purely descriptive. The 

authors of the ARF and the ‘minor annals’ had different expectations of how much 

interpretative guidance their audiences needed. The ARF pressed God’s agency on its audience 

relentlessly, whereas the minor annals left such interpretations to the reader.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
148 Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, pp. 180-192; F. Kurze, ‘Die karolingischen Annalen des 
achten Jahrhunderts’, NA  25 (1900), pp. 294-296; McCormick, Les Annales, pp. 16-18.  
149 Halphen, Études critiques, pp. 16-7; Davis, ‘Conceptions of Kingship’, pp. 171-4; McKitterick, History and 
Memory, p. 102.  
150 For example, Annales Guelferbytani, s.a. 788, Annales Nazariani, s.a. 788; Annales Alamanici, s.a. 788, all in 
Pertz, MGH SS 1, p. 43. The exceptions are the AT and AP, discussed below, pp. 121-2.  
151 E.g. the Annales Guelferbytani’s manuscript, Wolfenbüttel, HAB, cod. guelf. 67.5 August 8°, is only 155 × 
105 mm.  
152 Annales Nazariani, s.a. 785, pp. 42-3.  
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The Chronicon Laurissense Breve 

 

A fuller example of this was the Chronicon Laurissense Breve, which covered the years 687 to 

818.153 It was originally compiled at Lorsch,154 and was copied and reworked at Fulda c.807,155 

and later at Rheims and St-Vaast.156 It shows how earlier histories could be reworked into a 

single coherent narrative, since the authors used material from a variety of sources including 

Bede’s chronicle, Paul’s HL, the Cont. Fred., and the ARF. Despite the language of God’s 

agency in most of these sources, however, the compiler did not mention God’s agency with 

any consistency. God was depicted helping Charles Martel to escape Plectrude ‘with God’s 

help’.157 He was then described defeating the Saracens at Tours ‘relying on God’s help’.158 

Both statements, however, echoed the Cont. Fred.159 The only other reference to God’s agency 

was when Charlemagne ‘crushed the Saxons and hoped in God’s help against his 

adversaries’.160 This may have been intended simply to summarise the many references to 

God’s agency in the ARF. Like the other ‘minor annals’, the Chron. Laur. seems to have limited 

its language of God’s agency on the grounds of literary brevity.  

 

The Annales Tiliani 

 

Two ‘minor’ annals, however, took up the themes of God’s agency from the ARF and AL. The 

more straightforward of the two was the AT, which epitomised the ARF closely.161 Ten entries 

replicated part of the ARF’s statements about God.162 Haistulf, for example, was described as 

                                                 
153 Chronicon laurissene breve, ed. H. Schnorr von Carolsfeld, ‘Das Chronicon Laurissense breve’, NA 36 (1911), 
pp. 13-39; Collins, ‘Frankish historians’, p. 309; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 35-6. 
154 Rome, BAV pal. lat. 243.  
155 Vienna, ÖNB, cod. 430*.  
156 R. Corradini, Die Wiener Handschrift Cvp 430*. Ein Beitrag zur Historiographie in Fulda im frühen 9. 
Jahrhundert (Frankfurt am Main, 2000), pp. 14-30; R. Corradini, ‘The rhetoric of crisis: computus and Liber 
annalis in early ninth-century Fulda’, in R. Corradini, M. Diesenberger, and H. Reimitz (eds), The Construction 
of Communities in the early Middle Ages: texts, resources and artefacts (Leiden, 2003), pp. 269-321.  
157 Chron. Laur. 2.1, ‘hic auxilio Dei de custodia qua detenebatur a Plihctrude matrona, relicta Pippini, liberatur’, 
p. 24 
158 Chron. Laur. 2.12, ‘Karlus auxilio Dei fretus’, p. 25 
159 Cont. Fred., 13, ‘Christo auxiliante’, p. 91. 
160 Chron. Laur. 4.12, ‘Carolus Saxones obprimit et adversantes sibi Dei auxilio sperat’, p. 32.  
161 AT, ed. Pertz, MGH SS 1, pp. 219-224, c.f. Pertz’s discussion, MGH SS 1 p. 4, 8. See also Kurze, ‘Die 
karolingischen Annalen’, p. 312; L. Halphen, ‘Études critiques sur l’histoire de Charlemagne’, Revue historique 
125 (1917), p. 308; N. Schröer, Die Annales s. Amandi und ihre Verwandten. Untersuchungen zu einer Gruppe 
karolingischer Annalen des 8. und frühen 9. Jahrhunderts (Göppingen 1975), pp. 33-70; Davis, ‘Conceptions of 
kingship’, pp. 171-88; Davis, Practice of Empire, p. 184, n. 45. The manuscript is no longer extant.  
162 AT s.a. 756, 769, 772, 774, 776, 783, 786, 788, 789, and 794, pp. 219-22 
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‘struck by God’s judgement’.163 Hunald was defeated ‘with the Lord helping’, and the AT kept 

the theological language while adapting the orthography of ‘Hunald’.164 The AT did not, 

however, repeat every instance of God’s agency from the ARF, such as its entry for 778.165  

Whereas God had acted five times in the ARF’s entry for 788, the AT mentioned only two of 

these cases.166 The author of the AT, therefore, accepted the ARF’s emphasis on God’s agency 

while making some adjustments. This contrast reflected the authors’ choices and the flexibility 

with which the language of God’s agency could be adapted. 

 

The Annales Petaviani 

 

The Annales Petaviani were even more vocal about God’s agency than the AT.167 They survive 

only in one early ninth-century manuscript,168 and deviated strongly from the ARF (if such a 

connection even existed). Werner suggested that the material from Charlemagne’s reign 

derives from an earlier, eyewitness source.169 The annalist described how the Saxons converted 

‘with God’s help’.170 The annalist even described the Saxons’ conversion thus: ‘they adored 

the true God and believed His works’.171 It is unclear whether this referred to Christ’s 

soteriological work or God’s help to Charlemagne, but in either case God’s agency was central 

to conversion. Later, Charlemagne pacified Saxony, ‘with God’s help’.172 He conquered 

Benevento ‘through God’s help’,173 and returned victorious from the Danube ‘with God 

protecting him’.174 This followed the pattern of the ARF and used both ablative absolutes and 

indicative constructions to communicate God’s agency. In 780, 785, and 791, this was the 

closing clause of the entry, giving these statements added emphasis.  

 

                                                 
163 AT s.a. 756, ‘percussus est Dei iudicio’, p. 219, c.f. ARF s.a. 756, ‘percussus est Dei iudicio’, p. 14. 
164 AT s.a. 769, ‘auxiliante Domino dissipata iniqua consilia supradicti Hunoldi’, p. 220, c.f. ARF s.a. 769, 
‘auxiliante Domino dissipata iniqua consilia supradicti Hunaldi’, p. 28. 
165 AT s.a. 778, pp. 220-1. 
166 AT s.a. 788, ‘auxiliante Domino…auxiliante Domino’, p. 221. 
167 Annales Petaviani, ed. Petz, MGH SS 1, pp. 7-11, 13, 16-8. For the AP, see Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 86-
7; F. Kurze, ‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen’, p. 25; Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, p. 152; Wattenbach-Levison, 
Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, pp. 186-7; c.f. K.-F. Werner, ‘Das Geburtsdatum Karls des Großen’, Francia 1 (1973), 
pp. 115-57, at pp. 137-45; Collins, ‘Frankish past and Carolingian present’, p. 312; Davis, ‘Conceptions of 
Kingship’, pp. 171-88; Pokorny, ‘Die Annales Laureshamenses’, pp. 15-7; Flierman, ‘Gens Perfidia?’, p.196; 
Davis, Practice of Empire, pp. 183-96. 
168 Paris, BnF., lat. 4995, dated McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written Word, p. 51.  
169 Werner, ‘Geburtsdatum’, p. 145, n. 112; Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, p. 152. 
170 AP s.a. 780, ‘ipse autem adquisivit una cum Dei auxilio’, p. 16. 
171 AP s.a. 780, ‘Deum verum adoraverunt, et eius crediderunt opera’, p. 16. 
172 AP s.a. 785, ‘cum Dei auxilio’, p. 17. 
173 AP s.a. 786, ‘per Dei auxilium’, p. 17. 
174 AP s.a. 791, ‘Deo protegente’, p. 17. 



123 
 

The AP went beyond the ARF, however, by drawing parallels between Biblical and Frankish 

history. During Charlemagne’s Bavarian campaign: 

 

Almighty God fought for the lord-king Charles, just as he had for Moses and the 

sons of Israel, when Pharaoh was drowned in the Red Sea: thus God fought 

powerfully yet without battle.175 

 

The annalist mentioned God’s agency twice, as favouring Charlemagne against the Bavarians 

as He had favoured Moses against Pharaoh. It was very rare for Carolingians historians to 

identify God’s help to the Franks with that to Israel.176 The AP elsewhere used Biblical parallels 

more broadly than Cont. Fred., the ARF, and the AL had done.177 The AP thus accentuated the 

theological emphases of the ARF, while expressing them with Biblical language, almost 

uniquely among Carolingian historians. 

 

The Annales Mosellani 

 

Both the AP and Annales Nazariani seem to have derived most of their earlier material from 

the ‘Lorsch history’ which had ended in 785, with the AP correcting what its author might have 

perceived as a lack of God’s agency in this narrative. The Annales Mosellani provided another 

continuation of the Lorsch history which added a few faint references to God’s agency.178 The 

778 reference to God’s agency was identical, but the 783 entry added that the Franks defeated 

the Saxons, ‘with Christ’s grace supporting them’, and returned victorious ‘through God’s 

grace’.179 This was probably absent from the AL,180 but with only one manuscript witness, it is 

impossible to be certain.  

 

                                                 
175 AP s.a. 788, ‘idem anno pugnavit omni potens Deus pro domno rege Karolo, sicut fecit pro Moyse et filios 
Israel, quando demersus fuit Farao rubro mari: sic Deus potens praeliator sine bello et absque ulla altercatione 
tradidit regnum Bawarium in manu Karoli magni regis’, p. 17.  
176 See below, chapter 6, pp. 242-3. 
177 E.g. AP s.a. 777, ‘gaudet cum Iohanne baptista’, p. 16; s.a. 792, ‘sicut scriptum est: Zelus adprehendit populum 
eruditum’, p. 18.  
178 Annales Mosellani, ed. I.M. Lappenberg, MGH SS 16 (Hanover, 1869), pp. 491-99, edited from Lat.O.v.IV.1, 
fols 65v–72v; Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, p. 185-6; Collins, ‘Charlemagne’s coronation’, p. 
56-7, 59; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 108; Fichtenau, ‘Abt Richbod’, pp. 277-304; Pokorny ‘Die 
Annales Laureshamenses’, pp. 4-6. 
179 Annales Mosellani, s.a. 783, ‘et opitulante gratia Christi habuerunt victoriam…per gratia Dei’, p. 797.  
180 Pertz’s apparatus is ambiguous, MGH SS 1, p. 32.  
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The Moselle’s continuation, however, added a further case. Describing the famine of 793, the 

annalist wrote that ‘our sins brought it about’.181 Although God was not mentioned, the author 

implicitly portrayed the famine as God’s judgement on the Franks. This mention of judgement 

was very unusual, compared to the Cont. Fred., the ARF, and the AL. In 794, however, there 

was ‘with God granting it, a good abundance’, thus relieving the famine.182 Whereas the author 

had ascribed suffering directly to human sin and only indirectly to God, the author explicitly 

ascribed the relief of this suffering to God. This reflected how various Carolingian texts 

preferred to place the weight of God’s agency on His mercy rather than on His judgement.183 

This comment was also important because it showed God’s agency in the harvest, which was 

largely unrelated to high politics but vital for most of Carolingian society. Apart from this 

example, this politically well-informed narrative passed without theological comment. God’s 

agency was not as important in the Annales Mosellani as in other histories, although it was 

present nonetheless. 

 

The Chronicon Moissiacense 

 

The Chronicon Moissiacense also shared extensive material with the AL, including its 

continuation of the Lorsch history to 803.184 The chronicle remains an intriguing and  

understudied source.185 It was a continuation of Bede’s chronicle and seems to have been 

written in Louis the Pious’ reign in response to the Ordinatio Imperii of 817.186 It was probably 

written in the south of Gaul, possibly at Narbonne, making it the furthest south of the 

Carolingian histories we have considered so far.187 The author repeated all of the final redaction 

of the AL’s statements of God’s agency. This included the cluster of statements around the 

Imperial coronation.188 Charlemagne was also described dismissing an assembly from 

Ingelheim, ‘so that they might give thanks to God for the peace and concord among them’,189 

                                                 
181 Annales Mosellani s.a. 793, ‘peccatis nostris exigentibus’, p. 498.   
182 Annales Mosellani s.a. 794, ‘fuit…largiente Deo et abundantia bona’, p. 498.  
183 See above, Chapter 1, pp. 36-8 and below, Chapter 5, pp. 223-5.  
184 Chronicon Moissiacense Maius, ed. Ir.J.M.J.G. Kats, A Carolingian World Chronicle: From Creation until the 
First Years of Louis the Pious, 2 vols., prepared by D. Claszen (Leiden, 2012), published online and accessed 
19/09/2017 (https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/handle/1887/20005). See P. Geary, ‘Un fragment récemment 
decouvert du Chronicon Moissiacense,’ Bibliotheque de l’Ecole des Chartes 136 (1978), pp. 71-3; T.N. Bisson, 
‘Unheroed Pasts: History and Commemoration in South Frankland before the Albigensian Crusades’, Speculum 
65 (1990), pp. 281-308, at pp. 283-4; Davis, ‘Conceptions of kingship under Charlemagne,’ pp. 209-15.  
185 Although see now, Kats/Claszen, Carolingian World Chronicle, vol. 1. 
186 Buc, ‘Ritual and interpretation’, p. 189-91. 
187 Geary, ‘Un fragment’, pp. 71-73. 
188 E.g. Chronicon Moissiacense, s.a. 799, ‘instigante diabolo…sed iuxta Deo dispensationem’, p. 137.  
189 Chronicon Moissiacense, s.a. 807, ‘ut Deo gracias agerent ad pace et concordias ipsorum’, p. 143.  

https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/handle/1887/20005
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which continued the AL’s interest in human responses to God’s agency. The many battles 

described against the Saracens in Spain, conversely, attracted no theological interpretation.190 

The chronicler seems to have been conservative with the patterns he had received from the AL.  

 

There seems, however, to have been an important exception in the folios missing from the 

eleventh-century BnF. lat. 4886, which covered the years between 716 and 770.191 This gap 

can be filled from the later BnF. lat. 5941, on the assumption that the manuscripts shared a 

common ancestor.192 This section included passages taken almost verbatim from the AMP, 

which described Pippin III’s expeditions to Italy with repeated reference to God’s agency. At 

Pavia, for example, Pippin, trapped Haistulf ‘through God’s aid’.193 This alone was an 

exceptional addition to the chronicle’s narrative, and the author had built up to this point with 

further references to God’s agency. When Pope Stephen II had sought Pippin help against 

Haistulf, he prayed that:  

 

Pippin, through the mercy of Almighty God and the merits of the blessed apostles, 

Peter and Paul, might free [the Pope] and the Roman people from the Lombards’ 

hands.194  

 

This phrasing, especially concerning the apostles, echoed how other historians had recorded 

Pippin’s invasion, which suggests that it reflected the shared memory of the campaign.195 When 

Pippin promised to help, the chronicler added that he ‘could not do those things which he had 

promised…unless he carried them out with his whole affection and with God’s aid’.196 Pippin’s 

campaign was shown to depend on God’s agency, both by Stephen’s prayer and the chronicler’s 

own voice. By attributing Pippin’s final victory to God, the chronicler showed the reader that 

                                                 
190 Ottewill-Soulsby, ‘Carolingian diplomacy’, pp. 107-51. 
191 Paris, BnF., lat. 4886, fols 45-6; Kats/Claszen, Carolingian World Chronicle, vol. 1, pp. 21-33, 118-9. 
192 Kats/Claszen, Carolingian World Chronicle, vol. 1, pp. 33-38, 62-65. 
193 Chronicon Moissiacense (ortus Pippini), ‘per Dei adiutorium’, p. 117, c.f. AMP s.a. 754, ‘in qua Heistulfum 
includens, ita per Dei adiutorium illum constrinxit et coartavit’, p. 45. 
194 Chronicon Moissiacense (ortus Pippini), ‘per misericordiam Dei omnipotentis et merita beatorum apostolorum 
Petri et Pauli Pippinum regem obsecrans, ut se et populum Romanum de manu Langobardorum et superbi regis 
Haistulphi servitio liberaret’, p. 116, c.f. AMP s.a. 753, ‘per misericordiam Dei omnipotentis et merita beatorum 
apostolorum Petri et Pauli Pippinum regem obsecrat, ut se et populum Romanum de manu Langobardorum et 
superbi regis Heistulfi servitio liberaret’, p. 45. 
195 E.g. ARF s.a. 755, ‘et Domino auxiliante beatoque Petro apostolo intercedente Pippinus rex cum Francis victor 
extitit’, p. 12. 
196 Chronicon Moissiacense (ortus Pippini), ‘Pippinus vero rex non poterat ea quae Romano praesuli promiserat, 
nisi toto affectu cum Dei auxilio adimpleret’, p. 117, c.f. AMP s.a. 753, ‘Pippinus vero non poterat ea quae Romano 
presuli promiserat, nisi toto effectu cum Dei auxilio adimplere’, p. 45.  
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this had indeed come about. We have already seen how the Cont. Fred. and the ARF closely 

associated Carolingian interventions in Italy with God’s agency. The chronicler’s decision to 

use this specific passage from the AMP might be explained by Pope Stephen IV’s visit to Louis 

the Pious around the time it was written, as well as the continuing importance of Italy to 

Carolingian succession plans. 

 

The Annales Mettenses Priores 

 

This expression of Pippin’s successful dependence on God was typical of the AMP, the history 

written in Charlemagne’s reign which received the ARF’s theological language most 

enthusiastically.197 Harmut Hoffmann and Irene Haselbach noted the AMP’s distinctively 

Christian language,198 and its debt to the ARF’s language of Christian identity.199 They focused, 

however, on the annals’ specific portrayal of Christian lordship.200 As the passage discussed 

above showed, however, the AMP intensified the ARF’s language of God’s agency and 

projected it onto earlier Carolingian history.201 This provided a powerfully Christian re-telling 

of the LHF and Chron. Fred.’s narratives. 

 

The first redaction, covering 678 to 805, was probably completed c.806.202 Its use by the 

Chronicon Moissiacense indicated its popularity. A second redaction was made c.830, 

replicating the ARF until 829 and adding an account of 830.203 Metz, St-Denis, and Chelles 

have all been suggested as locations of writing, with Gisela’s patronage at Chelles seeming 

most probable.204 Yitzhak Hen argues that the AMP were written to defend the succession 

envisaged by the Divisio regnorum and to legitimate continued Carolingian rule.205 The AMP 

                                                 
197 The most comprehensive studies to date are Hoffmann, Untersuchungen; Haselbach, Augstieg und Herrschaft; 
Hen, ‘The Annals of Metz’, pp. 175-90. See also Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, pp. 260-4; 
Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 369-78; Collins, ‘Frankish past and Carolingian present’, pp. 305-7. 
198 Hoffmann, Untersuchungen, p. 63; Haselbach, Aufstieg und Herrschaft, p. 158.  
199 Hoffman, Untersuchungen, p. 64.  
200 Haselbach, Aufstieg und Herrschaft, pp. 151-178.  
201 Hinted at by Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 371-2, who nonetheless focuses more on Biblical 
allusions.  
202 For manuscripts, see K. Hampe, ‘Reise nach England vom Juli 1895 bis Februar 1896, III’, NA 22 (1897), pp. 
609-99; von Simson, Annales Mettenses Priores, pp. v-vi. 
203 Hoffman, Untersuchungen, pp. 42-53; Haselbach, Aufstieg, pp. 22-3. 
204 For St-Denis, see F. Kurze, ‘Die verlorene Chronik von St Denis (-805), ihre Überarbeitung und die daraus 
abgeleiteten Quellen’, NA 28 (1903), pp. 11-35; J.M. Wallace-Hadrill’s review of Hoffmann, Untersuchungen, 
EHR 75 (1960), pp. 325-6; Wood, Merovingian Kingdoms, p. 160; for Chelles or Metz, see Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, 
p. 177; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 125;. Nelson, ‘Gender and genre’, p. 157. 
205 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 125; Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, p. 183-4; Hoffmann, Untersuchungen; 
Haselbach, Aufstieg. For the Divisio, see McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 96-103. 
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might have also been written for Charles the Younger as a narrative Fürstenspiegel.206 The 

text’s strong military interest suggests that the AMP were intended to influence and educate 

those with political and military power.207 In 806, Charles the Younger was the man to 

influence and educate.  

 

The AMP portrayed God helping Pippin II and Charles Martel as both soldiers and rulers. The 

narrative opened ‘after many triumphs [were] conceded to [Pippin II] by God’.208 The annalist 

described Charles Martel’s triumph at Vinchy as a ‘victory won by divine help’.209 The author 

often used the ablative absolute in the same way as the ARF. Pippin, for example, conquered 

the nations ‘with the Lord cooperating…and with divine power accompanying him’.210 Later 

in the narrative, Pippin returned to the east ‘with great successes, these being granted by 

Christ’.211 When Chilperic and Reginfrid fled Vinchy, it was, the annalist wrote, ‘with divine 

mercy succouring Charles’.212 God’s agency was extended beyond the battlefield into broader 

political life and government. The AMP described Pippin ruling alone ‘with the Lord 

helping’.213 These examples show how the AMP took up the language of God’s agency, 

especially the ablative absolutes used by the Cont. Fred. and the ARF, and so presented a 

history of the seventh-century in the language of the late eighth.  

 

The AMP also intensified this language of God’s agency. More aspects of political life were 

portrayed under God’s rule than had been by the Cont. Fred. and the ARF. Before Vinchy, for 

example, Charles’ men ‘were not late in committing, with God’s help’, thereby emphasising 

God’s agency in vertical bonds of loyalty.214 Pippin’s first triumph was avenging his father’s 

death ‘with the aid of divine power’, thus bringing God into questions of vengeance.215 In many 

cases, several phrases of God’s agency were used to describe the same successes. While the 

ARF’s statements of God’s agency had accumulated over several entries, the AMP’s 

accumulated over a few lines.  Statements about God’s agency also went beyond simple help 

                                                 
206 Nelson, ‘Gender and genre’, p. 159; c.f. comparable characterisation of Notker’s Gesta in chapter 4, below, 
pp. 187-8. 
207 B. Bachrach, Early Carolingian warfare: Prelude to Empire (Philadelphia, 2001), pp. 144-6; McKitterick, 
Charlemagne, p. 64.  
208 AMP s.a. 678, ‘magnosque triumphos a Deo sibi concessos’, p. 1. 
209 AMP s.a. 717, ‘divino auxilio victoria patrata’, p. 25.  
210 AMP s.a. 688, ‘[Pippinus] Domino cooperante…divina comitante virtute’, p. 5. 
211 AMP s.a. 691, ‘prosperis Christo largiente successibus’, p. 13. 
212 AMP s.a. 717, ‘succurente Carolo divina misericordia’, p. 25. 
213 AMP s.a. 692, ‘auxiliante Domino, gubernabat’, p. 15.  
214 AMP s.a. 717, ‘cum Dei auxilio committere non tardabant’, p. 24. 
215 AMP s.a. 678, ‘auxilio divine virtutis…ultus est’, p. 1 
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or aid. For example, Ebroin was slain by Ermenfrid ‘when Almighty God had decreed an end 

to his monstrous power’, invoking the concept of God’s decree, in a rare occurrence of the verb 

decrenere.216 Similarly, the annalist wrote that Pippin brought peace because ‘[Christ] from 

that time brought no conflict on the unconquered leader’.217 The annalist used the indicative to 

emphasise that Christ was not simply helping Pippin, but Himself brought peace through 

Pippin.  

 

The AMP focused more biographically on Pippin II and Charles Martel than the ARF had on 

Charlemagne. Consequently, God was seen as acting in Pippin’s education.218 Begga educated 

him ‘with the Lord providing’.219 Gertrude also taught Pippin ‘heavenly discipline’, while 

‘filled with God’s grace’.220 Pippin, ‘gifted with divine grace, went beyond all his relatives’ 

salutary admonitions’.221 God’s aid of women in educating this Christian ruler offered a far 

broader vision of God’s role in political life than simply helping Frankish armies on the 

battlefield. This phrasing was also significant if the AMP were indeed written by nuns in order 

to educate a Carolingian prince, since it suggests that they saw their own work as governed by 

God.  

 

This personal focus may explain why the AMP used speeches to communicate much of God’s 

agency within the narrative. While the ARF had used Charlemagne’s own gratitude to point to 

God’s agency, the AMP’s author took this much further. Throughout the AMP, different 

characters’ direct speech and the author’s voice combined to express God’s agency. Begga, for 

example, instructed Pippin that ‘in his coming rule, he should keep himself, with the Lord 

helping, among his teenage lessons’.222 The Pope’s prayers for Pippin III, discussed above, did 

something similar. This approach was deployed most extensively in the annalist’s account of 

the Tertry campaign, which began with Pippin expounding God’s role in warfare to his men. 

Bernard Bachrach notes from this speech how important religious motivation was to early 

                                                 
216 AMP s.a. 688, ‘cum Deus omnipotens huic mostruosae potestati finem facere decrevisset’, p. 6. 
217 AMP s.a. 691, ‘ex hoc ergo tempore iam non…invicto principi certamen instabat’, p. 12. Compare ARF s.a. 
786, ‘se ex omni parte Deo largiente pacem habere’, p. 72. 
218 For the role of women in Carolingian education, see J.L. Nelson, ‘Les femmes et l’évangélisation au IXe 
siècle’, Revue du Nord 68 (1986), pp. 471-86. 
219 AMP s.a. 688, ‘prestante Domino’, p. 2.  
220 AMP s.a. 688, ‘gratia Dei repleta caelesti disciplinae’, p. 4.  
221 AMP s.a. 688, ‘ut sese regno future inter adolescentiae erudimenta sine iniquitatis contagion Domino adiuvante 
servaret. Ipse vero gratia divine preditus cunctas salubres suae genitricis ammonitiones strenuis preveniebat 
moribus’, p. 3. 
222 AMP s.a. 678, ‘ut sese regno futuro inter adolescentiae erudimenta…Domino adiuvante servaret’, p. 3. 
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medieval leadership,223 but it also framed the whole narrative with God’s agency and the 

correct human attitude towards it.  

 

The annalist began with Pippin addressing his men. The Neustrian exiles had sought their help, 

Pippin said, because ‘they realise that we can obtain divine help’.224 Pippin anticipated fighting 

‘with the Lord helping’.225 The Austrasians then invaded Theuderic’s territory ‘having 

unanimously invoked God’s help’.226 Throughout the passage, the annalist showed the shared 

hope of Pippin and his men in God’s agency. Before joining battle, Pippin  called on his men 

to fight ‘with Christ’s help’,227 but also to ‘to commend themselves with prayers and 

offerings…to the omnipotence of God, who gives honour and victory to all fearing Him and 

guarding His precepts’.228 Pippin himself declared that he fought ‘for love of Him who has the 

power to save those hoping  in Him’.229 As the language from the Psalms indicates, God’s 

character was the basis for human hope in the present. Finally, this hope was validated, as the 

army returned to camp, ‘giving thanks to God’.230 Throughout, the author used the words and 

attitudes of Pippin and his men both to demonstrate God’s agency and to show the proper 

human response. Pippin’s piety was not itself an agent within the narrative, making this account 

different from earlier histories’ depictions of Christian rulers.  Instead, the author used Pippin’s 

words to show her audience how to interpret recent events within a theological framework.  

The AMP’s battles were not won by Frankish faith but by God’s goodness, to which Pippin 

simply bore witness.  

 

After 741, and with the exception of Pippin’s Italian campaigns discussed above, the AMP 

followed the ARF’s language of God’s agency fairly closely, although often using different 

phrasing to describe the same instances of agency. For example, whereas the ARF reported that 

Charlemagne defeated Hunald ‘with God helping’,231 the AMP recounted it as ‘through God’s 

                                                 
223 Bachrach, Early Carolingian Warfare, pp. 144-6.  
224 AMP s.a. 690, ‘divinum semper nos arbitrantur adipisci posse suffragium’, p. 8.  
225 AMP s.a. 690, ‘in suum potius auxiliante Domino convertamus exitium’, p. 8.  
226 AMP s.a. 690, ‘tunc unanimiter invocato Dei auxilio’, p. 9.  
227 AMP s.a. 690, ‘cum Christi auxilio’, p. 10.  
228 AMP s.a. 690, ‘sese votis et orationibus Dei omnipotentiae…commendarent, qui dat honorem et victoriam 
omnibus timentibus eum et custodientibus precepta eius’, p. 10, c.f. Ps. 118.63, ‘particeps ego sum omnium 
timentium te et custodientium mandata tua’. 
229 AMP s.a. 690, AMP s.a. 690, ‘quod pro eius amore gerebat, qui potestatem habet salvos facere sperantes in 
se’, pp. 10-11, c.f. Ps. 16.7, ‘mirifica misericordias tuas qui salvos facis sperantes in te’. For these Biblical 
allusions, see below, Chapter 6, pp. 250-2. 
230 AMP s.a. 690, ‘Deo gratias referens’, p. 12. 
231 ARF s.a. 769, ‘auxiliante Domino’, p. 28.  
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help’.232 Allowing for manuscript variants, this suggests that the AMP’s author knew how to 

imitate the ARF’s meaning without necessarily imitating the exact words. The AMP also 

condensed the Syburg miracle to say that ‘in that struggle God deigned to manifest a great 

miracle’,233 and later ‘two shields the colour of flaming fire [appeared] suspended in the air’.234 

This suggests that the Syburg account had entered the ARF’s transmission by c.805.235 The 

AMP emphasised the account’s military aspect, such as the Frankish counter-attack and the 

spoils taken, more than the miraculous. This shift may have encouraged its audience to fight, 

albeit dependent on God’s agency, rather than waiting for God to produce miracles. The AMP 

followed the 790s’ increasing reticence about God down to the probable break in the ARF in 

801.236 God’s agency also appeared in 804, when Charlemagne dispersed the Saxons ‘with 

God’s help’.237 Since the first redaction probably concluded in 805, this meant that God could 

be seen to have acted throughout the narrative, from the Carolingians’ rise to their most recent 

triumph. The reader would have found God helping Charlemagne in the same way as He had 

his ancestors. 

 

Hoffman and Haselbach primarily saw all this language as justifying Carolingian military 

aggression, since both Pippin II and Charles Martel’s victories were depicted as ‘God’s 

judgement’.238 Although this may have legitimated Pippin II’s modern successors, it seems 

unlikely that Carolingian victories won over a century previously would still be 

controversial.239 These mentions of justice should instead be placed in the text’s wider 

discourse of divine aid, through which the annalist showed God’s continued faithfulness over 

a hundred year period. Hoffman and Haselbach also saw the AMP as synthesising pagan 

Germanic and Christian ideals, whether through the Geblütsheiligkeit of the Carolingian 

family,240 or by putting a Christian veneer over pagan Herrschaft.241 In many respects, 

however, the AMP surpassed even the ARF in terms of theological intensity, such as in its 

borrowing language from the Psalms. Hoffman and Haselbach themselves demonstrated 

                                                 
232 AMP s.a. 769, ‘per Dei auxilium’, p. 57. 
233 AMP s.a. 776, ‘In quo certamine magnum miraculum Deus manifestare dignatus est’, p. 65.  
234 AMP s.a. 776, ‘duo scuta ingentia ignei a coloris suspensa in aere, ipsam ęcclesiam defendentes’, p. 65.  
235 See above, pp. 113-4. 
236 See below, p. 133-6. 
237 AMP s.a. 804, ‘cum Dei auxilio’, p. 91.  
238 Hoffman, Untersuchungen, p. 63; Haselbach, Aufstieg, p. 161. C.f. AMP s.a. 690, ‘iudicium Domini subituri’, 
p. 8; AMP s.a. 717, ‘divinae iusticiae iudicium’, p. 24. 
239 On the probable general absence of continued Merovingian support in the late eighth-century, see Collins, 
‘Frankish past and Carolingian present’, p. 302.  
240 Hoffman, Untersuchungen, p. 65, c.f. Beuman, ‘Historiographie’, p. 474 
241 Haselbach, Aufstieg, p. 163, 179.  
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Alcuin’s possible influence on the AMP. Alcuin had exchanged letters with Gisela and the AMP 

attributed virtues and vices from Alcuin’s moral works to the narrative’s heroes and villains.242 

Far from being thinly Christianised, the AMP shows how history writing in Charlemagne’s 

reign was affected by contemporary religious reform, not only in Alcuin’s influence, but in its 

emphasis on God.  

 

The AMP showed God’s agency in the (relatively) recent past more clearly than even the Cont. 

Fred. or the ARF had. The annalist experimented with the patterns those texts had established, 

and applied them to every aspect of Frankish political life, from the classroom to the battlefield.  

The Carolingians’ rule depended on God’s continuous granting of military victory and the 

Franks themselves relied continuously on God,243 who was depicted as entirely consistent in 

His mercies. The AMP’s audience would, therefore, have learned the importance of recognising 

and trusting God’s agency in maintaining their Empire.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Although some were more muted in their enthusiasm than others, these histories demonstrated 

the positive reception of God’s agency by historians of Charlemagne’s reign. There was already 

considerable variety. Some historians, such as the Chron. Laur., remained cautious in following 

the patterns established by the ARF or the AL, while the AMP took these themes and intensified 

them significantly. Historians were already experimenting with God’s agency, whether using 

Biblical language, projecting God’s agency onto different periods, or communicating through 

characters as much as the authors’ own voice. This experimentation would, after some 

hesitation, define ninth-century Carolingian history writing. Before that, however, there would 

be less positive contemporary responses to the ARF’s approach.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
242 Hoffman, Untersuchungen, pp. 65-6; Haselbach, Aufstieg, pp. 153-158. For the correspondence between 
Alcuin and Gisela, see Alcuin, Epistolae, pp. 322-5; Contreni, Carolingian learning, pp. 90-1. For Alcuin’s moral 
works, see Alcuin, De Virtutibus et Vitiis, ed. PL 101, cols 613-32; Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 1, 5, 14, 
65-7, 311 and bibliographical comments, p. 339.  
243 Reimitz, History, Identity, Ethnicity, p. 370.   
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RESPONDING TO GOD’S AGENCY (2): SECULARITY 
 

Introduction 

 

The idea of a ‘secular’ strand in Frankish history writing has long been noted.244 It seems to 

have been especially strong among the early ninth-century readers of the ARF who developed 

‘a secular historiographical tradition’.245 The Reviser, the continuations of the ARF, Einhard’s 

VK, and the first section of the AF, all seem to have rejected the writing of God’s agency into 

the recent past discussed so far. The various scholarly meanings of ‘secular’ must, however, be 

clarified before proceeding. Some scholars speak of ‘secular’ as opposed to ‘ecclesiastical’ 

histories, in that the former recounted warfare and diplomacy and the latter heresies and holy 

men,246 but such strict distinctions have been shown to be unhelpful for discussing early 

medieval evidence.247 For Beumann and Hoffmann, ‘secular’ meant lay culture as opposed to 

clerical, and its impact on how texts were written.248 Other scholars have written similarly of 

‘secular’ Germanic culture.249 One expression of this opposition, for Beumann, was that 

Einhard and others ‘broke away from the rigorously theological approach to history’.250 This 

use of ‘secular’, in the sense of consciously omitting God’s agency from history, has also been 

used by modern Anglophone scholars, such as Innes and McKitterick,251 and shall be used here. 

 

Continuing and revising the Annales Regni Francorum 

 

The later Annales Regni Francorum  

 

The authors who continued the ARF from the early 790s until c.829 seem to have deliberately 

rejected the theological language of the earlier section.252 God acted only three times in the 

ARF’s narrative between 791 and 829.  The annalist wrote that, during the Saxon rebellion of 

                                                 
244 Beumann, Ideensgeschichtliche, p. 3; Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, pp. 215-6. 
245 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 216. 
246 There are elements of this approach in Collins, ‘Reviser revisited’, p. 212; Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of 
history’, p. 216; Airlie, ‘Anxiety of Sanctity’, pp. 373-82; Fear, Orosius, pp. 8-9; Gerberding, Rise of the 
Carolingians, p. 159.  See helpful comments by McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 14.  
247 See above, chapter 2, p. 75.  
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249 Wormald, ‘Bede, Beowulf and conversion’, pp. 30-105. 
250 Beumann, ‘Historiographie’, p. 472.  
251 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, pp. 215-6. 
252 Hinted at by Monod, Études Critiques, p. 124.  
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794, ‘God dissolved their plans’.253 While a positive statement, the Saxons then feigned their 

conversion, thereby subverting the victories from the 770s and 780s recounted earlier in the 

narrative.254 The Saracens were defeated on Majorca ‘with God’s help’, but this report was 

brief and of limited consequence.255 The final explicit example of God’s agency came under in 

824, when Lothar brought peace to Rome, ‘with God giving it’.256 This replicated the ablative 

absolute of the earlier annals but remained an isolated case. Indirect statements were similarly 

rare. The annalist noted that, in 796, Charlemagne ‘gave thanks to God, giver of all good 

things’, for the Avar loot.257 Monod believed the author to have been quoting Aurelius 

Prudentius here,258 although this phrasing was common.259 Charlemagne’s gratitude for the 

Avar loot was reported by the AL,260 but this case was isolated in the later ARF. Later in the 

narrative, Charlemagne was acclaimed as Emperor ‘crowned by God’,261 but the coronation 

account was otherwise theologically limited, especially compared to the AL’s account.262  

 

The lack of divine agency can be contrasted with other agencies within the text. When Louis 

the Pious almost died in 817, for example, he ‘recovered very quickly…through the doctors’ 

urgency’.263 This was very different from the Astronomer’s later account, in which Louis ‘was 

protected from the present crisis by God’.264 Peter McKeon suggests that the ARF sought to 

avoid seeing the accident as an expression of God’s judgement,265 but its silence about God 

was typical of the ARF as a whole from the 790s onwards. The annals’ subject matter had 

shifted in these years, including a decline in military reports.266 The subsequent decline of the 

language of God’s agency may have followed from its close association with military activity, 

                                                 
253 ARF s.a. 794, ‘dissipavit Deus consilia’, p. 96.  
254 Flierman, ‘Gens Perfidia?’, pp. 200-1 
255 ARF s.a. 799, ‘cum Dei auxilio’, p. 108.  
256 ARF s.a. 824, ‘Deo donante’, p. 166.  
257 ARF s.a. 796, ‘Deo largitori omnium bonorum gratiarum actione’, p. 98. 
258 Monod, Études Critiques, p. 124. C.f. Aurelius Prudentius, Liber Cathemerinon, hymn, 4, lines 73-5, ‘Sic nos 
muneribus tuis refecti / largitor deus omnium bonorum / grates reddimus et sacramus hymnos’,  ed. Cunningham, 
Aurelii Prudentii Clementis Carmina, pp. 3-72, at p. 21,  
259 E.g.  many of Augustine’s works, and also in at least one Gallican sacramentary, the Missale Gothicum, ordo 
61, oratio 417, line 1, ‘largitor bonorum omnium, deus’, ed. E. Rose, Missale Gothicum: e codice Vaticano 
Reginensi Latino 317, CCSL 159D (Turnhout, 2005), p. 508. 
260 AL s.a. 795, ‘pro quibus domnus rex omnipotenti regi gratias agens et distribuit ipsum thesaurum’, p. 36. 
261 ARF s.a. 801, ‘a Deo coronato’, pp. 112-6.  
262 C.f. AL s.a. 801, p. 38; for the Imperial title generally, see McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 114-8.  
263 ARF s.a. 817, ‘summa celeritate convaluit…instantia medicorum’, p. 146. For this accident c.f. P.R. McKeon, 
‘817: Une année désastreuse et presque fatale pour les Carolingiens’, LMA 84 (1978), pp. 5-12. 
264 Astronomer, 28, ‘a Deo…a praesenti est discrimine protectus’, p. 300. 
265 McKeon, ‘Une année désastreuse’, p. 6.  
266 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 40-41. For the actual state of campaigning, compare T. Reuter, ‘The end of 
Carolingian military expansion’, in P. Godman and R. Collins (eds), Charlemagne’s Heir: New Perspectives on 
the Reign of Louis the Pious (814-840) (Oxford, 1990) pp. 391-404 and McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 135-6. 
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but warfare did not disappear entirely. The later ARF reported several campaigns against the 

Saxon rebels and Slavs, but these passed without reference to God.267 Furthermore, the annals’ 

characteristic reports about Christmas and Easter declined, with no reports for 808, 811, 813, 

816, 818-22, 824-5 and 828.268 The absence of God from 799 to 824 was consistent enough in 

itself, and with broader patterns within the text, to be seen as intentional.  

 

The ‘Reviser’ 

 

After 801, the so-called ‘Reviser’ edited the ARF’s narrative from 741 to 801, removing God’s 

agency from the narrative almost entirely. This has not been much commented upon by 

previous scholars.269 God’s significance to the ARF suggests that this was a major literary 

decision. The date of this revision remains disputed, although it was probably before 

Charlemagne’s death and written with some relationship to the ARF after 801.270 The Revised 

version may have introduced the post-801 continuation of the ARF, especially since all 

manuscripts of the Revision include the continuation.271 Collins argues this from the 

consistency of style and classical usage across both texts,272 but the argument can also be made 

from the common absence of theological language. Whereas the original ARF described the 

Franks defeating the Saxons in 774 ‘with the Lord helping, with great loot’,273 the Reviser 

simply described the army returning ‘with enormous loot’.274 This displacement occurred 

throughout the revision. The entry for 788, which in the original had five references to divine 

agency, was substantially shortened and the references to God omitted.275 The victory over the 

Saracens on Majorca was reported simply as the killing of pirates.276  

 

The only references to divine agency came in 772 and 774. The Irminsûl miracle was 

replicated, in that waters appeared,277 but the original phrase ‘with divine grace granting it’ was 

                                                 
267 E.g. Campaigns against Saxons in 795, p. 96, 796, p. 100, 797, p. 102, and 799, p. 106, against the Nordluingi 
in 798, pp. 102-4, and in Italy in 800, pp. 110-2. 
268 McKitterick Charlemagne, p. 40. 
269  It is, for example, omitted in discussion of Reviser in Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 410-420. It was 
noted by Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 209, n. 69; D. Ganz, ‘Einhard’s Charlemagne: the characterisation of 
greatness’, in Story (ed.), Empire and Society, pp. 38-51, at p. 42.  
270 See McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 27-31 for a summary of the debates.  
271 Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 202; McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 34.  
272 Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 206. 
273 ARF s.a. 774, ‘auxiliante Domino… cum praeda magna’, p. 40.  
274 ARF [R] s.a. 774, ‘cum ingenti praeda’, p. 41.  
275 ARF [R] s.a. 788, pp. 81-85. 
276 ARF [R] s.a. 799, p. 109.  
277 ARF [R] s.a. 772, ‘vis aquae in cocavo cuiusdam torrentis eruperit’, p. 35.  
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revised to ‘believed to have been a divine action’.278 The ARF’s unambiguous report of a 

miracle was now communicated indirectly. The addition of creditur further distanced the 

author from the account. It may even have referred to the original ARF, which may have 

become the primary avenue of communicating such memories to the Reviser’s generation. The 

use of creditur, however, suggested that some in this new generation were less comfortable 

with these memories. The miracle remained strangely isolated at the Saxon wars’ outset. The 

Fritzlar miracle was also shortened and revised. The Reviser wrote that ‘a sudden terror, 

divinely sent, entered into them’, causing them to flee.279 This was the Reviser’s most explicit 

statement of divine agency and kept the theme of divine terror from the interpolated original. 

The Reviser, nonetheless, still omitted the actual miracle. In both cases the Reviser used 

divinitus, a circumlocution of the ARF’s usual Dominus or Deus. This added to the tone of 

ambiguity. God’s agency was no longer clearly associated with recent Frankish history.  

 

The Annales Fuldenses to 829  

 

The AF, while narrating contemporary ninth-century events, also presented a narrative from 

714 to 829,280 which offered an ambiguous depiction of God’s agency. These annals were 

compiled from a wide range of sources, including the ARF and the Chron. Laur., the latter 

being partly written at Fulda.281 Judging from the manuscripts, this compilation was probably 

written in the 830s.282 Whoever made this compilation effectively epitomised the ARF in a 

manner similar to the ‘minor annals’, although the entries became much fuller from the 790s 

onwards. This epitomiser removed all of the ARF’s references to God’s agency. This may have 

been to harmonise the narrative, taken from the original ARF, with the secular continuation 

from 801. The statement of God’s agency in 799, for example, was removed, despite the 

account of the Balearics campaign otherwise being far closer to the original ARF than the 

Revised version.283  

                                                 
278 ARF s.a. 772, ‘divina largiente gratia’, p. 34; ARF [R] s.a. 772, ‘divinitius factum creditur’, p. 35. 
279 ARF [R] s.a. 774, ‘inmisso sibi divinitus pavore subitaneo’, p. 39, trans. King, p. 111.  
280 AF s.a. 714-829, pp. 1-26; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 35.  
281 For a full list of the possibilities, see Kurze, Annales fuldenses, p. vi; Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, 
vol. 6, Die Karolinger vom Vertrag von Verdun bis zum Herrschaftsantritt der Herrscher aus dem sächsischen 
Hause. Das ostfränkische Reich (Weimar, 1990), pp. 677-8; Reuter, Fulda, p. 4. For the Chron. Laur.’s connection 
with Fulda, see Corradini, Die Wiener Handschrift, p. 14; R. Corradini, ‘Die Annales Fuldenses – 
Identitätskonstruktionen im ostfränkischen Raum am Ende der Karolingerzeit’, in R. Corradini, R. Meens, C. 
Pössel, P. Shaw (eds), Texts and Identities in the Early Middle Ages (Vienna, 2005), pp. 121-36 at p. 124. 
282 Corradini, ‘Die Annales Fuldenses’, p. 124.  
283 Compare AF s.a. 799, p. 14, with ARF s.a. 799, p. 108, and ARF [R] s.a. 799, p. 109.  
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Despite this, the author retained two of the Chron. Laur.’s three statements of God’s agency. 

Charles Martel escaped Plectrude, ‘by divine help’,284 and defeated the Saracens, ‘relying on 

God’s help’.285 The compiler also mentioned that at Irminsûl, when the army was thirsty, ‘there 

were very great waters flowing divinely out in torrents’.286 The overall phrasing was closer to 

the original ARF than to the Revised version, yet the author used the Reviser’s circumlocution, 

divinitus, rather than the original’s ablative absolute.287 The miracle at Fritzlar, by contrast, was 

repeated almost verbatim from the ARF, but the Saxons ‘were terrified by divine fear’,288 which 

could have been from either the original or the Reviser.289 The Fritzlar miracle had obvious 

relevance to the community at Fulda, since it concerned a prophecy by their founder, Boniface. 

The inclusion of both the Irminsûl and Fritzlar miracles suggests, nonetheless, that the Fulda 

compiler was following the Reviser’s lead in where God’s agency could be expressed. 

 

The AF’s audience would, therefore, have encountered only a smattering of God’s agency in 

the narrative prior to the 840s, when it increased. It is possible that its later authors deliberately 

echoed these few statements, or were otherwise inspired by the text of the original ARF.290 The 

author, however, seems to have  shared, and was possibly inspired by, the Reviser’s 

secularising tendencies. This suggests that the Reviser’s critique of the ARF found some 

support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
284 AF s.a. 716, ‘divino auxilio’ p. 1; c.f. Chr. Laur. 2.1, ‘auxilio Dei’, p. 24. 
285 AF s.a. 726, ‘auxilio Dei fretus’, p. 2; Chron. Laur. 2.12, ‘Karlus auxilio Dei fretus’, p. 25. 
286 AF s.a. 772, ‘subito in quodam torrente media die divinitus aquae effusae sunt largissimae’, p. 8. 
287 ARF [R] s.a. 772, ‘divinitius factum creditur’, p. 35, as opposed to ARF s.a. 772, ‘divina largiente gratia’, p. 
34 
288 AF s.a. 774, ‘divino pavore perterriti fugae paesidium sumunt’, p. 9.  
289 Compare ARF s.a. 773, ‘sed nutu divinae maiestatis pavore perterriti in fugam conversi sunt’, p. 38, with  
 ARF [R] s.a. 774, ‘in misso sibi Divinitus pavore subitaneo’, p. 39. 
290 See below, Chapter 4, pp. 182-7.  
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Einhard’s Vita Karoli 

 

Einhard’s Vita Karoli has long been noted for its secularity,291 both because it dealt only 

sparsely with religion,292 and because it rarely mentioned God.293 Its context has also been 

fiercely debated.294 Charlemagne’s death is only secure terminus ad quem,295 but most scholars 

place it among the crises of 829 and 830.296 This would, however, see the VK as contemporary 

to Einhard’s Translatio et Miracula Sanctorum Marcellini et Petri, which was very explicit 

about God’s agency.297 It is difficult to explain Einhard’s different approaches, except by 

assuming that he observed a strict distinction between hagiography and historiography which 

may be unwarranted.298 Innes and McKitterick argued, however, that the VK was responding 

to the immediate context of Louis’ succession, diplomacy with Rome, and the Divisio Imperii 

of 817.299 As we shall see, this dating may make greater sense of Einhard’s theological 

language.  

 

Einhard apparently used the revised ARF,300 and followed the Reviser’s omission of God’s 

agency in military victories. Charlemagne defeated Hunald, for example, ‘very 

strenuously…by his effort’.301 The only ‘help’ was that requested from and refused by 

Carloman.302 Hadrian’s prayers during the Lombard campaign appeared only as 

                                                 
291 The literature for Einhard is vast but the classic treatments are Beumann, Ideensgeschichtliche, pp. 1-14; 
Ganshof, Carolingians and the Frankish monarchy, pp. 1-14. The most recent comprehensive study is M. 
Tischler, Einharts Vita Karoli: Studien zur Entstehung, Überlieferung und Rezeption (Hanover, 2001), reviewed 
J.L. Nelson, ‘Tackling Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History 57 (2006), pp. 301-6; 
but see also McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 7-21; Ganz, ‘Einhard’s Charlemagne’, pp. 38-51. On Einhard’s 
character and thought, see Ganz, ‘Einhardus Peccator’; Smith, ‘Sinner and the saints’; P.E. Dutton, Charlemagne’s 
Courtier: The Complete Einhard (Toronto, 2008), pp. xi-xxvi. 
292 Airlie, ‘Anxiety of Sanctity’, pp. 381-2.  
293 Beumann, Ideensgeschichtliche, p. 3; J.W. Thompson and B.J. Holm, A History of Historical Writing Vol. 1 
(New York, 1942), p. 168; Innes and McKitterick, ‘The writing of history’, p. 204; Kempshall, ‘Ciceronian 
models’, pp. 11, 23. 
294 A survey of the debate can be found in McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 28-30; McKitterick, 
Charlemange, pp. 11-14. 
295 Ganshof, Carolingians and the Frankish monarchy, p. 10; Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, p. 
274.  
296 H. Löwe, ‘Die Entsehungszeit der Vita Karoli Einhards’, DA 39 (1963), pp 85-103; Tischler, Einharts, pp. 78-
239 and especially pp. 163-4 for response to Innes and McKitterick’s dating. K.H. Krüger, ‘Neue Beobachtungen 
zur Datierung von Einhards Karlsvita’, FmSt 32 (1998), pp. 124-45, argues for dating the VK to 823, followed by 
De Jong, Penitential State, p. 69.  
297 Translatio Marcellini et Petri, pp. 238-64. 
298 McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 14. 
299 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, pp. 203-208; M. Innes, ‘Charlemagne’s Will: Piety, Politics and 
the Imperial’, EHR 112 (1997), pp. 833-855; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 29-30.  
300 Ganz, ‘Einhard’s Charlemagne’, p. 42, although see Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 208 for Einhard’s 
occasional contradiction of the Reviser.  
301 Einhard, VK, 5, ‘strenuissime…semel suscepto labori’, p. 7. 
302 Einhard, VK, 5, ‘et licet eum frater promsiso frustrasset auxilio’, p. 7. 
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Charlemagne’s motivation to invade, while Saint Peter was entirely absent.303 Einhard seemed 

more concerned about the Saxons’ raiding than their paganism and omitted Irminsûl’s 

destruction.304 In these three cases, Einhard referenced motifs which, in the ARF, had possessed 

a theological meaning (help in battle, Papal prayers, and pagan opposition), only to present 

them as devoid of any religious significance. This would seem to have subverted the ARF very 

dramatically. Matthew Kempshall also notes Einhard’s occasional use of fortuna.305 

Charlemagne was depicted as not misled ‘by the false blandishments of prosperous fortune’.306 

Elsewhere, ‘he experienced the evil of adverse fortune, although in other things he was 

happy’.307 This may have implied a classical understanding of historical causation, devoid of 

the agency of a personal and intervening God.308 Einhard’s use of fortuna was, however, 

limited to these two instances, which focused on Charlemagne’s moral character rather than 

historical causation in general.309 More often, Einhard simply focused on visible causality. 

While the ARF had muted the defeat at Roncevalles, Einhard explained that ‘the lightness of 

the Gascons’ armour and the position of the place in which it unfolded helped them’.310 This 

showed how Einhard sought to place causality exclusively in the visible world rather than in 

the supernatural. Einhard thus shared a distinctive ‘secularising’ response to other Carolingian 

histories written in the same decades. 

 

The VK was, nonetheless, a Christian text and Charlemagne was portrayed as worshipping the 

Christian God.311 For example, Einhard wrote that Aachen’s basilica was built ‘out of the love 

for God and for our Lord Jesus Christ and to honour His mother’.312 When Einhard was not 

narrating events already described by the ARF, God’s agency appeared on three occasions.313 

Each case related to dynastic succession. Einhard noted that Pippin was survived by Charles 

and Carloman, ‘to whom the succession of the kingdom arrived by divine will’.314 Einhard later 

described Charlemagne crowning Louis, ‘with the consent of all’,315 which ‘seemed divinely 

                                                 
303 Einhard, VK, 6, ‘rogatu et precibus Hadriani’, p. 8. 
304 E.g. Einhard, VK, 9, p. 9.  
305 Kempshall, ‘Ciceronian models’, p. 23.  
306 Einhard, VK, 8, ‘in prosperis falso blandienti fortunae’, p. 11. 
307 Einhard, VK, 19, ‘licet alias felix, adversae fortunae malignitatem expertus est’, p. 25. 
308 Although see above, Chapter 2, pp. 57-58 for Sallust’s use of the gods alongside fortuna.  
309 Innes, ‘Classical tradition’, p. 281; c.f. Cassiodorus, Institutiones, 1.17.  
310 Einhard, VK, 9, ‘adiuvabat in hoc facto Wascones et levitas armorum et loci, in quo res gerebatur, situs’, p. 12.  
311 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 74. 
312 Einhard, VK, 31, ‘propter amorem Dei et domini nostri Iesu Christi et ob honore…genetricis eius’, p. 35. 
313 Kempshall, ‘Ciceronian models’, p. 24.  
314 Einhard, VK, 3, ‘ad quos successio regni divino nutu pervenerat’, p. 5. 
315 Einhard, VK, 30, ‘hoc eius consilium ab omnibus’, p. 34.  
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inspired for the benefit of the kingdom’.316 Finally, Louis discharged Charlemagne’s will, as 

he ‘who succeeded to him by divine command’.317 This was the VK’s final sentence, which 

Einhard may have added later in the transmission, since it is absent from one manuscript.318 In 

each case, Einhard used ‘the divine’, rather than God, in the same way as the Reviser, and may 

also have intended it as a circumlocution. Nonetheless, Einhard seemed comfortable with 

divine agency in the specific circumstances of succession. This suggests that his ‘secularity’ 

was flexible. 

 

These few statements, therefore, highlighted dynastic succession within the VK. Einhard either 

felt that God’s agency was clearer in this instance or that it required greater emphasis. 

Charlemagne’s will, preserved by Einhard, mentioned God’s agency in its being written.319 The 

Divisio Regnorum had also framed its succession plan in terms of God’s agency.320 There may, 

as a result, have been greater clarity about God’s will in Louis’ succession than about other 

political issues. Louis had been crowned as Charlemagne’s heir according to the plan, 

seemingly as the fulfilment of God’s will. Alternatively, God’s agency may have been used to 

affirm Louis’ succession which had, after all, been controversial.321 Thegan, the Astronomer, 

and Nithard would all use God agency in their polemical strategies for the succession crises of 

830, 833, and 840.322 If Einhard wrote c.830, his identification of God’s agency in 

Charlemagne’s succession would have placed him polemically alongside Thegan and the 

Astronomer in supporting Louis. By the late 820s, however, Einhard seems to have been 

ambivalent towards Louis and was possibly siding with Wala.323 The theological language thus 

seems to be more consistent with the dynastic ambiguities of the later 810s.  

 

Einhard also preceded Charlemagne’s death in the VK with a series of carefully described 

omens, which raise questions about how he envisaged the relationship between God’s agency 

                                                 
316 Einhard, VK, 30, ‘nam divinitus ei propter regni utilitatem videbatur inspiratum’, p. 34. 
317 Einhard, VK, 33, ‘qui ei divina iussione successit’, p. 41. 
318 BnF lat. 10758; Kempshall, ‘Ciceronian models’, pp. 24-25. 
319 Einhard, VK, 33, ‘Domino annuente’, p. 38. For the integrity and authenticity of Einhard’s reproduction, see 
Innes, ‘Charlemagne’s will’, p. 834.  
320 Divisio Regnorum, preface, ‘quod eosdem per Dei gratiam filios nostros regni a Deo nobis concessi donec in 
corpore sumus consortes habere, et post nostrum ex hac mortalitate discessum a Deo conservati et servandi imperii 
vel regni nostri heredes relinquere, si ita divina maiestas adnuerit, optamus’, ed. Boretius, MGH Capit. 1, pp. 126-
30, at p. 127. 
321 See Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, pp. 204-6; Innes, ‘Charlemagne’s will’, pp. 843-8. 
322 See below, Chapter 4, pp. 141-163. 
323 Tischler, Einharts, pp. 224-5; Kempshall, ‘Ciceronian models’, p. 27-29.  
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and the recent past. Omens were a clear motif in classical historiography.324 Faced with these 

portents, Charlemagne ‘either ignored or scorned all [the omens], as if none of these pertained 

to his affairs at all’.325 Einhard uses sed to contrast his own description with Charlemagne’s 

response. Together with the negative verbs dissimulare and spernere and the conditional acsi, 

Einhard seems to have been criticising Charlemagne’s response. Since Suetonius’ Augustus 

had also worried about thunder and dreams,326 Einhard may have been deliberately contrasting 

Charlemagne’s dismissive attitude to Augustus’ superstition, and favoured heeding omens as 

Augustus had done. If so, this surely stood in tension with the secularity of the VK more 

generally, while sitting uneasily with Augustus’ paganism.  

 

This approach was, nonetheless, consistent with Einhard’s letter to Louis the Pious about 

Halley’s Comet, written in 837. Einhard told Louis that the ‘authority of the ancients reckoned 

that the rising of new or unusual stars signified unlucky or sad things….were to come’.327 The 

comet needed to be considered a bad omen, ‘for what concern is it, whether with a human or 

an angel or a star announcing it, imminent anger is foretold [or ‘preached’] to humanity?’328 

Einhard suggested various recent events which the comet may have foretold, including a recent 

Viking raid.329 Einhard was integrating classical and Christian thought. The ‘ancients’, such as 

Augustus, had seen celestial omens negatively. They did not realise, Einhard continued, that 

the misfortunes foretold were punishments for sin and did not, therefore, respond correctly. 

Einhard himself needed the sacred teaching of Jonah and Jeremiah to guide Louis the Pious to 

repentance in response to these celestial phenomena.330 Responding appropriately to omens 

was exclusively Christian. Anyone, however, should recognise that omens foretold disaster. 

                                                 
324 M. Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,’ in The Journal of Roman Studies 76 
(1986) pp. 33-46; T. Barton, Power and Knowledge: astrology, physiognomics, and medicine under the Roman 
Empire (Ann Arbor, 1994); T. Barton, Ancient Astrology (London, 1994); A. Wallace-Hadrill, Suetonius: The 
Scholar and his Caesars (London, 1983), pp. 195-6. Worked historiographical examples in E. O’Gorman, Irony 
and Misreading in the Annals of Tacitus (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 103-5. For astronomy in the Carolingian world, 
see Stephen C. McCluskey, Astronomies and Cultures in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 1998); B.S. 
Eastwood, The Revival of Planetary Astronomy in Carolingian and Post-Carolingian Europe (Ashgate, 2002); 
B.S. Eastwood, Ordering the Heavens: Roman Astronomy and Cosmology in the Carolingian Renaissance 
(Leiden, 2007). 
325 Einhard, VK, 32, ‘sed superiora omnia sic aut dissimulavit aut sprevit, acsi nihil horum ad res suas quolibet 
modo pertineret’, p. 37. 
326 Suetonius, Vita Augusti, 90, ‘tonitrua et fulgura pualo infirmius expavescebat’, p. 258 
327 Einhard, Epistolae, 40, ‘novo et insolito siderum ortu infausta quaedam vel tristia potius quam laeta vel 
prospera miseris ventura signifcari mortalibus pene omnis veterum aestimavit auctoritas’, p. 129.  
328 Einhard, Epistolae, 40, ‘quid enim interest, utrum homine vel angelo vel stella nuntiante imminens ira generi 
predicetur humano?’, p. 130. 
329 Einhard, Epistolae, 40, p. 130.  
330 Einhard, Epistolae, 40, ‘sic in predicatione Ionae subversior civitatis, quae per illum fuerat prenuntiata, 
hominibus ad poenitentiate remedia conversis divina miseratione dilate est’, p. 130.  
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Einhard’s account of Charlemagne’s ignoring omens was about discernment rather than 

response. Charlemagne ought to have known, as a ‘Roman’ Emperor would have done, that 

the omens surrounding his death were bad. 

 

Early ninth-century ‘secularity’ 
 

These ‘secular’ histories demonstrate that the language of God’s agency was not inevitable or 

necessary for early medieval historians. Writing God into history (or out of it) was a deliberate 

choice rather than a cultural assumption.  Both choices require explanation.  This ‘secularity’ 

stands in contrast not only to preceding histories but also to contemporary political culture, 

since Charlemagne’s final years and Louis the Pious’ very early reign saw fears about God’s 

judgement.331 The secular outlook of the ARF, its Revision, the early AF, and the VK seem to 

have consciously subverted this theo-centric vision at various points between c.800 and the 

830s. Some of Einhard’s readers noted his distinctiveness. Thegan, the Astronomer, and Notker 

appear to have written more explicitly Christian biographies in response to Einhard.332 

Secularity was not, however, the work of one eccentric author. Several authorial changes can 

be posited for the ARF from 801 to 829,333 even if the Reviser was one of those authors.334 The 

overlap with Einhard suggests a broader dissatisfaction with describing God’s agency in 

history.  

 

Modern scholars have puzzled over Einhard’s secularity, although it is rarely compared to that 

of the later ARF and the Reviser.335 It might be explained by these texts’ wider ‘classicism’.336 

Einhard used Suetonius,337 Cicero,338 and Tacitus.339 The Revision and the ARF post-801 both 

contained allusions to various classical histories, including Aulius Gellius, Caesar, Justin, Livy, 

Quintus Curtius Rufus, Tacitus and Velleius Paterculus.340 The circumlocutive use of divinus 

or divinitus when God was discussed can be found in Roman historians, which might have 

                                                 
331 Meens, ‘Sins, kings and the well-being of the realm’, p. 345; Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, p. 182.  
332 Smalley, Historians, p. 68; Innes, ‘Politics of humour’, pp. 137-8; Innes, ‘Orality, memory’, p. 12 
333 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 39-43.  
334 Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 207.  
335 It is hinted at by Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 209. 
336 Innes, ‘Classical tradition’, pp. 265-82; Kempshall, ‘Ciceronian models’, pp. 11-38. 
337 Beumann, Ideensgeschichtliche, pp. 1-3; E.K. Rand, ‘On the history of the De Vita Caesarum of Suetonius in 
the early middle ages’, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 37 (1926), pp. 1-48. 
338 Kempshall, ‘Ciceronian models’, pp. 11-38. 
339 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 19-21.  
340 Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 209.  
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seemed a more classical way of talking about God.341 Charlemagne’s court was very interested 

in Roman history, especially after 800.342 The reading of such texts may have influenced what 

was felt as appropriate in writing history. Einhard, the Reviser, and the later ARF may have 

omitted God as part of a wider imitation of Roman history writing. Roman histories were, 

however, read alongside Christian ones.343 The ‘Rome’ of greatest interest was either the late 

Christian Empire or the apostolic Rome,344 which provided ample models for God’s agency in 

history. To be classicising and to be secularising were both deliberate choices, and it is not 

clear which was primary. Were these writers secular because they enjoyed Suetonius or did 

they use classical language in order to write a secular history? The annalists, furthermore, were 

not writing imitations of Tacitus or Livy nearly as closely as Einhard seems to have imitated 

Suetonius.345 They continued to use Incarnational dating and expressed interest in ecclesiastical 

affairs, such as conversions and synods.346 The Reviser was especially concerned with 

theological controversies.347 Even though Einhard followed Suetonius closely, we have 

observed his interest in Christian piety. These were Christian histories, but not necessarily 

narratives of God’s agency.  

 

From Beumann onwards, Einhard has been seen as reflecting a lay aristocratic response to 

monastic ideology at Louis court. Beumann saw Einhard’s secularity as primary, rather as a 

by-product of his classicism.348 Suetonius provided Einhard with an alternative to Sulpicius 

Severus, whose condemnation of Profanliteratur found support in figures such as Benedict of 

Aniane.349 In Einhard’s eyes, the monastic motifs used by the AMP, such as Geblütsheiligkeit 

and kingship of Gottesgnadentums, were smothering Carolingian kingship.350 Matthias 

Tischler similarly contrasts the VK’s critique of ‘spiritually over-freighted’ and ‘Rome-

orientated’ emperorship, with its depiction of an ‘unencumbered ruler-model of the Frankish 

                                                 
341 Suetonius, Vita Augusti, 79, p. 268, 96, p. 294, 97, p. 296; Livy, Ab Urbe condita, 1.4.4, ‘divinitus’, p. 18, 
1.7.8, ‘divinitate’, p. 28, 1.8.1 ‘rebus divinis’, p. 30, 1.15.6, ‘fidei divinae originis divinitasque’, p. 56, ed. B.O. 
Foster (Cambridge, M.A., 1967).  
342 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 199.  
343 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 364.   
344 McKitterick, Perceptions of the Past, pp. 35-62; McKitterick, ‘Carolingian Renaissance’, p. 160; McKitterick, 
‘Roman histories’.  
345 Although see McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 16 on scholars’ fixation with Einhard’s imitation of Suetonius.  
346 E.g. ARF s.a. 792, p. 90, 794, p. 94, 809, p. 129, 813, p. 138; ARF [R] s.a. 785, pp. 69-71. 
347 E.g. ARF [R] s.a. 792, p. 91; Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, p. 311.  
348 Beumann, Ideengeschichtliche, p. 3. 
349 Beumann, Ideengeschichtliche, p. 9. 
350 Beumann, ‘Historiographie’, p. 461, 478; c.f. similar comments in Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, 
vol. 2, p. 277.  
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king of the people’.351 This Einhard was a humanist,352 who opposed the dominant monastic 

elite of the Carolingian court.353 The VK and texts such as the AMP reflected a wider debate 

which divided the Carolingian court from c.800 onwards.354 This division has been seen as a 

clash between ecclesiastical reformers and ‘a sealed, separate, and unchanging secular counter 

culture’.355 Even Nelson wrote recently that the VK’s secular outlook ‘might be resolved by the 

reflection that Einhard was lay’.356 Incidentally, this conclusion has not been extended to the 

Reviser or the ARF’s continuator, despite that being the logical implication. The best case for 

the authorship of the later ARF can, in fact, be made for Hilduin, abbot of St-Denis.357  

 

The major problem with seeing the VK as an expression of profane resistance to monastic 

puritanism is the evidence of Einhard’s own letters.358 Surviving from the 820s onwards, these 

letters shared the language of God’s agency used by the earlier annals and which, for Beumann, 

belonged to the monastic reformers. Einhard hoped, for example, to provide for a former vassal 

‘with the Lord aiding’.359 Elsewhere he spoke of divine mercy and God’s granting of 

strength.360 As we saw in chapter 1, this language permeated the Frankish elites, but the VK 

and ARF show that some chose to reject it in certain contexts. Innes argues that the differences 

between the VK and other histories should be seen as a ‘redrawing of boundaries between 

sacred and secular’ from within the elites.361 This raises the question of why such a 

renegotiation was felt as necessary.  

 

These authors seem to have been addressing tensions within the language of God’s agency used 

by their predecessors.362 God’s agency might be seen as especially clumsy because it 

‘undermined any chance of…explain[ing] any setbacks’.363 The ARF’s original author had had 

                                                 
351 Tischler, Einharts, p. 225.  
352 Beumann, Ideengeschichtliche, pp. 4-5; Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 2, p. 277.  
353 Beumann, ‘Topos und Gedankengefüge’, pp. 4-5.  
354 Beumann, ‘Historiographie’, p. 478; Hoffman, Untersuchungen, p. 65. 
355 Critical summary by Innes, ‘Politics of humour’, p. 146.  
356 Nelson, ‘Tackling Einhard’, p. 306, understanding secular as opposed to ecclesiastical.  
357 Monod, Études critiques, pp. 136-41; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 60, 64. Helisachar was proposed by L. 
Malbos, ‘L’annaliste royal sous Louis le Pieux’, Le Moyen Âge 72 (1966), pp. 225-33. For Hilduin at abbot, see 
G.P.A. Brown, ‘Politics and Patronage at the abbey of Saint-Denis (814-98): The rise of a royal patron saint’, 
Unpublished D.Phil. thesis, Faculty of History, University of Oxford (1989), pp. 18-35. 
358 For which see De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 70-1.  
359 Einhard, Ep. 1, ‘Domino adiuvante’, p. 109.  
360 Einhard, Ep. 2, ‘quod ideo te divine Misericordia tam diu in hoc mobo…in quantum mihi Deus vires et 
possibilitatem concedere dignatus fuerit’, pp. 109-110. 
361 Innes, ‘Politics of humour’, p. 146. 
362 See above, Introduction, p. 25.  
363 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 215.  
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few such setbacks to explain, and so could write a triumphalist narrative of the 770s and 780s. 

The continuators of the 790s and 800s, however, knew about the Saxon rebellions of 792. As 

Robert Flierman notes, this produced a very different tone in their work, shifting from 

confidence to frustration.364 The Avar rebellion of 799 had claimed the lives of Count Gerold 

(Charlemagne’s brother-in-law) and Eric of Friuli, both of whom became the subjects of lament 

poetry.365 The victories of the ARF’s first redaction were undone, calling the ARF’s sense of 

finality and triumph into question. Just as Charlemagne’s morality came to be criticised,366 so 

the memory of the Saxon conquests had become tarnished.  

 

Since the ARF had not engaged theologically with defeat, these new authors had to adapt their 

narratives. Late ninth-century historians would explore the possibility of God’s agency in 

defeat, but in the early ninth-century, historians sought refuge in a secular approach to history, 

which could be expressed in classical language. This process probably began in the 790s, with 

the continuation of the ARF. The succession of Louis the Pious then accelerated the process. 

By 814, the happy memories of the 770s and 780s would have been fading. The military 

personnel that had dominated the court prior to 814, were replaced by monastic reformers, who 

were less likely to associate God’s agency with warfare and more embarrassed by the ARF’s 

naïveté.367 The narratives by which the court elites articulated their identity adjusted their 

interpretation of the recent past accordingly.  

 

This parallels Markus’ arguments about Augustine’s ‘secular’ approach to history following 

the sack of Rome.368 Augustine did not doubt God’s causation of recent events, but sought (in 

Markus’ view) to emphasise the inscrutability of His purposes.369 By distancing themselves 

from the clear identification of God with Carolingian success, these early ninth-century 

historians were doing the same. Markus believed that the Carolingians misunderstood De Civ., 

but Staubach convincingly shows that Frechulf at least had not.370 Lamb, similarly, links some 

                                                 
364 Flierman, ‘Gens perfida?’, pp. 197-203; Rembold, ‘Politics of Christianization’, pp. 71-2;  
365 Walahfrid Strabo, Visio Wettini, lines 802-810, ed. E. Dümmler, MGH Poet. 2, pp. 301-333, at p. 330; Paulinus 
of Aquileia, De Herico Duce, ed.  E. Dümmler, MGH Poet. 1, pp. 131-3; c.f. ARF s.a. 799, p. 108. 
366 Collins, ‘Charlemagne and his critics’, pp. 193-210. 
367 For military personnel, see Innes, ‘Charlemagne’s Will’, pp. 847-9; for monastic reformers, see De Jong, 
Penitential State, pp. 20-22; T.F.X. Noble, ‘The Monastic ideal as a model for Empire: the case of Louis the 
Pious’, RB 86 (1976), pp. 235-50 at p. 238. 
368 Markus, Saeculum, pp. 1-21.  
369 See example from Lupus, above, Chapter 1, pp. 45-6. 
370 Staubach, ‘Christiana tempora’, p. 182-90, 199; although see Ward, ‘Universal past and Carolingian present’, 
pp. 37-69. More generally, see Garrison, ‘Divine election’, p. 285.  
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later ninth-century histories with De Civ.’s secularity, since they avoided ‘providing a coherent 

theology that could be subsequently proven wrong’.371 This explained the ‘classicising’ 

approach, since, as Innes argues, it allowed human characters and their failings to become the 

main focus of discussion.372 Ironically, the secular historians could be considered more 

theologically subtle than the authors of the ARF or the Cont. Fred., and could just as easily be 

seen as monastic authors rejecting the Christian triumphalism of the laity, as being a lay 

rejection of monastic ideology. Categories such as lay and clerical, or temporal and 

ecclesiastical, simply obscure the extent to which this was a disagreement, within a whole 

intellectual milieu, about how to express about God’s agency in the recent past.  

 

While the ARF adopted a secular approach to contemporary politics, there was an increasing 

supernatural interest through the 820s, which some have argued reflected Hilduin’s 

authorship.373 Miracles by the relics of Sebastian (belonging to Hilduin),374 Marcellinus and 

Peter were noted,375 alongside the miraculous fasting of a girl in Commercy.376 The author 

drew a distinction between the political and supernatural within the same text. The Spanish and 

Breton campaigns, for example, were reported without any reference to God’s agency. 

Einhard’s letters and the TMP showed his increasing interest in the supernatural at a similar 

time. Whereas Einhard felt incapable of discerning God’s will generally, his letters suggest that 

he saw the relics of Marcellinus and Peter as granting him a privileged insight into God’s plan 

that he had lacked for broader political history.377 This may also have been the case for the 

author of the ARF in the 820s. The secular tradition should, therefore, be seen as a specific 

narrative strategy responding to the challenges of the early ninth-century.  

                                                 
371 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, p. 104.  
372 Innes, ‘Classical tradition’, p. 281.  
373 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 60, 64, c.f. G. Heydemann, ‘Relics and texts: hagiography and authority in 
ninth-century Francia’, in P. Sarris, M. Dal Santon, P. Booth (eds), An Age of Saints?: Power, conflict and dissent 
in Early Medieval Christianity (Leiden, 2011), pp. 187-204. 
374 ARF s.a. 826, ‘tanta signorum ac prodigiorum multitudo claruit, tanta virtutum vis in omni genere sanitatum 
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Chapter 4 
‘HE WHO CAN DO ALL THINGS’:  

GOD AND HISTORY WRITING IN THE NINTH-CENTURY 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The previous chapter has shown how God’s agency in the recent past became central to the 

Spielraum of history writing during Charlemagne’s reign. We have already considered 

dissident voices to this process, but it remains to be considered how far historians from Louis 

the Pious’ reign onwards built on the foundations laid in the late eighth century. Modern 

scholarship, however, has tended to marginalise these later texts or emphasise their similarity 

to earlier works.1 This chapter will explore how consistent the language of God’s agency 

remained over the course of the ninth century and what further innovations were made.  

 

The experience of the ninth century would certainly have presented Carolingian historians with 

new challenges, such as how to present God’s agency in internal conflict or military defeat.2 

The ‘secular’ historians had already challenged the positive portrayal of God’s agency in 

Charlemagne’s reign. This raises the question of whether less positive circumstances 

accelerated this trend further, although it should be noted that the apparent shift in Carolingian 

fortunes was partly constructed by these narrative sources.3  A further change was that while 

annals seem to have been the dominant mode of history writing in Charlemagne’s reign, later 

historians seem to have been more diverse. Biographies, epic poems, and so-called 

‘classicising’ histories were written alongside annals.4 Since most late eighth-century examples 

of God’s agency were found in annals, we must consider whether literary changes in history 

                                                 
1 For example, Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 432-43 only briefly alludes to the period after c.850.  
2 J. Fried, ‘The Frankish Kingdoms, 817-911: the East and Middle Kingdoms’, in NCMH II, pp. 142-69; J.L. 
Nelson, ‘The Frankish kingdoms, 814-898: the west’, in NCMH II, pp. 110-141; E.J. Goldberg, Struggle for 
Empire: kingship and conflict under Louis the German, 817-876 (Ithaca, 2006); Costambeys, Innes, MacLean, 
Carolingian World, pp. 379-427. Probably the greatest perceived threat came from the Vikings. For 
comprehensive studies of the Vikings on the continent see W. Vogel, Die Normannen und das fränkische Reich 
bis zur Gründung der Normandie (799-911) (Heidelberg, 1906); A. D’Haenens, ‘Les invasions Normandes dans 
l’Empire France au IXe siecle’, I Normanni e la loro espansione in Europa nell’alto medioevo, Settimane 16 
(Spoleto, 1968), pp. 233-298; P. Sawyer, The Age of the Vikings 2nd edn (London, 1971); S. Coupland, ‘Charles 
the Bald and the defence of the West Frankish Kingdom against the Viking invasions, 840-877’, Unpublished 
Ph.D. thesis, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (1987); S. Coupland, ‘The Vikings in Francia and 
Anglo-Saxon England to 911’, in NCMH II, pp. 190-201; Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’; Bauduin, Les Vikings.  
3 Costambeys, Innes, MacLean, Carolingian World, p. 387.  
4 This variety is noted by Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of istory’, p. 209, but deserves further attention. 
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writing affected how God’s agency was presented, or whether the way of describing God’s 

agency remained stable across different genres.  

 

FROM CONFIDENCE TO CRISIS, c.826-845 
 

Louis the Pious’s reign and its aftermath prompted enormous interest among Carolingian 

historians, both during his life and after his death.5 We have already considered how the later 

ARF, which finished in 829, had largely omitted God’s agency. By contrast, Ermold, Thegan, 

the Astronomer, Pascasius Radbertus, and Nithard all engaged with how God’s agency in 

recent events should be understood. As with historians writing under Charlemagne, each had 

wider agenda which shaped how they applied God’s agency. All of them seem to have been 

responding to the heightened Christian rhetoric of Louis’ court, which has long been 

recognised.6 Until the 830s, for example, Louis the Pious was styled ‘August Emperor, with 

divine providence ordaining it’.7 The crises of his reign were themselves bound up with 

questions of God’s agency.8 The Ordinatio Imperii feared as early as 817 ‘that we might cause 

offense to Him in whose power the law of every kingdom stands’.9 In 828, as the crises 

mounted, Louis recognised that ‘the pious and merciful Lord guides the scourging itself thus, 

not to ruin, but rather it is seen to bring about our correction’.10 When the crises of 830 and 833 

hit, the divisions of loyalty were bound up with questions about whom God truly favoured. 

Agobard, for example, asked God, ‘why have you allowed…our Emperor, to come to such 

negligence?’11 God’s agency had become a divisive and controversial question. Whereas 

                                                 
5 For Louis’ reign, see Noble, ‘Monastic ideal’, pp. 235-50; K.-F. Werner, ‘Hludovicus Augustus: gouverner 
l’empire chretien – idées et realités’, in Godman and Collins (eds), Charlemagne’s heir pp. 3-124; Patzold, 
Episcopus, pp. 135-250; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 14-58; C. Booker, Past Convictions: The Penance of Louis 
the Pious and the Delcine of the Carolingians (Philadelphia, 2009); Costambeys, Innes, MacLean, Carolingian 
World, pp. 194-222. For history writing between 826 and 845 see Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 
3, Die Karolinger vom Tode Karls des Großen bis zum Vertrag von Verdun (Weimar, 1957); Nelson, ‘History 
writing’, pp. 435-52; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 59-111.  
6 P. Depreux, ‘La Pietas comme principe de government d’après le Poème sur Louis le Pieux d’Ermold le Noir’, 
in Hill and Swann (eds), Community, Family, and Saint, pp. 201-4; Depreux, ‘Nithard’ pp. 149-61. 
7 ‘Divina ordinante providentia imperator augustus’, cited Depreux, ‘Nithard’, p. 159. Compare Charlemagne’s 
‘rex gratia dei’, Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 125.  
8 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 89-95.  
9 Ordinatio Imperii, preface, ‘ne offensam illius in cuius potestate omnium iura regnorum consistunt 
incurreremus’, ed. Boretius, MGH Capit. 1, pp. 270-3, at pp. 270-1; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 24-28.   
10 Louis the Pious and Lothar I, Epistola Generalis, ‘pius et clemens Dominus sic ipsum flagellum moderatur, ut 
non ad interitum, sed potius ad correctionem nostram inferre videatur’, ed. Werminghoff, Conc, 2.2, pp. 599-601, 
at p. 600. For these texts, see De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early medieval polity’, p. 129.  
11 Agobard, Liber Apologeticus, 1.4, ‘cur permisisti…imperatorem nostrum, in tantam deuenire neglegenciam’, 
ed. van Acker, Omnia Opera, CCCM 52 (Turnhout, 1981), pp. 309-312, at p. 311.  
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Charlemagne’s reign had seen God’s agency become part of a wider political consensus, 

historians of Louis’ reign and its aftermath had to adapt these ideas to crisis and conflict.  

 

Ermold the Black, In Honorem Hludowici 

 

Ermold wrote his epic poem between autumn 826 and February 828, to obtain clemency in his 

exile in Strasbourg.12 Although the poem was not widely circulated,13 Ermold’s inclusion of 

many contemporary potentates as characters suggests that the poem may have been intended 

for public recitation.14 It thus showed how God’s agency in recent history could be conceived 

by members of Louis’ court at the height of his power. Ermold’s basic assumptions about God’s 

agency followed the Spielraum of Charlemagne’s reign. Ermold described, for example, how 

Louis led armies into Spain, ‘with God carrying his arms’.15 Having defeated the Bretons, 

Ermold later wrote, ‘with God helping him, Caesar sought his hardened realms’.16 These 

statements, embedded in military narratives, were similar to those found in the Cont. Fred. and 

the ARF, including the use of the ablative absolute.  

 

Ermold, however, also used speeches and dialogue to communicate God’s agency, even more 

than the AMP had done.17 This tendency was probably inspired by Virgil, to whose Aeneid 

Ermold owed a considerable debt,18 and who had also used speeches to express the gods’ 

agency.19 Ermold, for example, depicted Louis reminding an assembly, that by ‘the working of 

God and the loyal labour of our fathers, the frontiers of our kingdoms remain inviolate’.20 

Although more florid in its literary form than the ARF’s expressions of God’s agency, this 

statement captured the earlier history’s sense of God’s partnership, both with Charlemagne’s 

family and with the Frankish elites. By referring to ‘our fathers’, Ermold appealed to the 

                                                 
12 E. Faral, Poeme sur Louis le Pieux et epitres au roi Pepin: Ermold le Noir (Paris, 1932); De Jong, Penitential 
State, pp. 89-95, P. Godman ‘Louis “the Pious” and his poets’, FmSt 19 (1985), pp. 259-62, P. Godman, Poets 
and Emperors: Frankish Politics and Carolingian Poetry (Oxford, 1987), pp. 108-25; Depreux, ‘La Pietas’, pp. 
201-4. For epic Latin verse and its audiences more generally, see McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written 
Word, pp. 227-31.  
13 The poem only appears in two manuscripts, Vienna ÖNB cod. 614, fols 1-66 (s.x) and BM Harley 3685, fols 
55-92 (s.xv). The latter includes Ermold’s verse epistles. 
14 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 90-1.  
15 Ermold, 1.62, ‘arma ferente deo’, p. 6, c.f. ARF’s ablative absolutes above. 
16 Ermold, 3.501-2, ‘Caesar, … / ardua regna petit, auxiliante Deo’, p. 55; compare e.g.  Cont. Fred., 32, ‘ipse 
vero duce Christo cum magno triumpho in Frantia ad propriam sedem feliciter remeavit’, p. 102 
17 See above, chapter 3, p. 128. 
18 For Ermold’s use of the Aeneid, see Godman, Poets and Emperors, p. 126.  
19 E.g. Virgil, Aeneid, 1.257-96, where Jupiter predicts the rise of Rome.  
20 Ermold, 2.499-500, ‘ecce, operante deo, patrumque labore fideli / limina regnorum inviolate manent’, p. 38.  
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common memory of Charlemagne’s wars and the pride of Louis’ elites in their fathers’ service, 

which no doubt sustained their own corporate self-consciousness.21 Ermold placed these 

memories firmly within a framework of God’s agency. If Ermold did not know the ARF 

directly, he was almost certainly drawing on the corporate self-consciousness of the Imperial 

court which these histories had reflected.  

 

The same use of speeches emerged in Ermold’s account of Louis’ earlier Spanish campaigns. 

As Louis gathered his young companions for the siege of Barcelona, he boasted that he was 

determined ‘not to see my fathers’ seats or my kingdoms, before, with the Lord bestowing it, 

this city and its people are conquered by war and famine!’22 William of Toulouse assured Louis 

that Barcelona’s capture would bring peace, ‘should it be captured by God’s pity, with your 

labour working it’.23 Ermold captured the aggression and boasting of these young warriors, but 

also defined their attitude of dependence on God’s agency. Whereas Book II drew on the 

Imperial court’s identity, as the ARF had done, Book I drew on the memory of the Aquitanian 

court elite who had fought with the young Louis.24 By contrast, God was largely absent from 

the Breton campaign in Book III, possibly because Ermold was wary of describing God’s 

agency against fellow Christians, whom he worked hard to depict as villains.25 Book I’s 

language may also have reflected the especially strong Christian rhetoric associated with the 

Spanish campaigns explored by Sam Ottewill-Soulsby.26 

 

Ermold also used speeches and dialogue to take God’s agency beyond the battlefield and into 

accounts of succession, government, and reform. Louis, for example,  described his reform 

plans to Pope Stephen IV, saying: ‘let us correct the wicked and give rewards to the just…then 

the exalted God will be favourable, having mercy on our blessed kingdoms’.27 This reflected 

                                                 
21 For the aristocracy of both service and blood see S. Airlie, ‘Bonds of power and bonds of association in the 
court circle of Louis the Pious’, in Godman and Collins (eds), Charlemagne’s heir, pp. 191-204; Airlie, 
‘Aristocracy in the service of the state’, p. 107. 
22 Ermold, 1.391-94, ‘antea non sedes domino tribuente paternas / visere cura manet, aut mea regna mihi/ quam 
haec urbs populusque suus belloque fameque / victus’, p. 17. For the campaign, see Ottewill-Soulsby, ‘Carolingian 
diplomacy’, pp. 130-1.  
23 Ermold, 1.153-4, ‘si pietae dei, vestro faciente labore / haec capiatur’, p. 9. For the importance of Louis’ retinue 
in this scene, see Depreux, ‘La Pietas’, pp. 212-3.  
24 For the campaign, see Ottewill-Soulsby, ‘Carolingian diplomacy’, pp. 159-60. For this group, see Airlie, 
‘Aristocracy in the service of the state’, pp. 101-9. For Ermold’s Aquitanian connections, see De Jong, Penitential 
State, p. 89. 
25 E.g. Ermold, 3.45 ‘Christicolum retinet tantummodo perfida nomen’, p. 42.  
26 For which see S. Ottewill-Soulsby, “‘Those Same Cursed Saracens’: Charlemagne’s Campaigns in the Iberian 
Peninsula as Religious Warfare”, Journal of Medieval History 42 (2016), pp. 405-428. 
27 Ermold, 2.313-16, ‘corrigimus pravos, donamus munere iustos / … / tum deus excelsus nobis populoque sequaci 
/praestabit miserans regna beata’, p. 33.  
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the courtly reform agenda and centred it on how God was hoped to act.28 Similarly, the legati 

sent to begin reforming the churches reported their success ‘with God favouring’.29 A phrase 

that in the ARF could have described a military campaign was now applied to the practice of 

government. In the succession arrangements, Einhard was described assuring an aging 

Charlemagne that ‘we all ask for [Louis], the church asks for him, and Christ Himself favours 

him’.30 Charlemagne himself told Louis that ‘you are dear to God, to your father, and to the 

people under you’.31 The partnership between God, the Carolingians, and their elites witnessed 

on campaign was now depicted in assemblies and at court. 

 

Ermold included basic assertions that God ordained Carolingian kings, but presented them 

within his characters’ prayers and speeches. Louis, for example, recognised that ‘the Almighty 

has given us the pinnacle of honour’.32 These were more than simple assertions about whence 

Louis had derived his authority. God was both ‘Almighty’ and ‘merciful’,33 and granted Louis 

these kingdoms ‘not for my merits…but my father’s’,34 so that ‘we might rightly bring blessing 

to the people’.35 This added God’s character and intentions to His agency, which had largely 

been absent from the annals of Charlemagne’s reign.  

 

In Honorem Hludowici depicted conversations on campaign, at court, and at assemblies which 

all involved God’s agency. Ermold, therefore, showed the relevance of God’s agency to almost 

every aspect of Carolingian political culture. It was significant how clearly and deeply God’s 

agency was articulated about in these imagined conversations. Just as Ermold may have 

preserved the military culture of the Aquitanian court, so these speeches may reflect courtly 

conversation (or an idealised version of it) at Aachen in the 820s. Ermold is evidence for how 

seriously these communities took God’s agency in the recent past in all aspects of political life.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28 Noble, ‘Monastic ideal’; Werner, ‘Hludovicus Augustus’.  
29 Ermold, 3.511, ‘favente Deo’, p. 55.  
30 Ermold, 2.43-44, ‘hunc petimus cuncti / hunc petit ecclesia, Christus et ipse favet’, p. 25. 
31 Ermold, 2.55, ‘deo care et patri populoque subacto’, p. 25 
32 Ermold, 1.123-4, ‘ob hoc cunctipotens apicem concessit honoris / nobis’, p. 8; see also 2.293-4, p. 33. 
33 Ermold, 2.93, ‘cunctipotens miseratus’, p. 33. 
34 Ermold, 2.295-6, ‘non meritis…meis, sed patris honorem / hunc miserans Christus cessit habere mihi’, p. 33. 
35 Ermold, 1.124, ‘ut populo rite feramus opem’, p. 8. 
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Thegan of Trier, Gesta Hludowici 

 

Thegan, chorepiscopus of Trier, wrote after the crises of 830 and 833 (probably in 836) in order 

to justify Louis’ continued rule.36 His Gesta, which proved very popular,37 combined an 

annalistic structure with biographical passages.38 It has often been portrayed as a ‘Christian’ 

response to Einhard’s ‘secularity’.39 God’s agency, however, played only a minor role in the 

Gesta. The only victory ascribed to God was that of 816, when Louis’ troops ‘stood as victors, 

with God giving it’, against the Slavs.40 Other campaigns and even the crises of 830s were 

described without reference to God’s agency.41 As had been the case with the VK, almost all 

Thegan’s statements about divine agency referred to succession, which reflected his desire to 

defend Louis’ legitimacy. In 814, for example, foreign envoys found Louis ‘settled on his 

father’s throne, because the Lord ordained thus’.42 The controversial Ordinatio Imperii, Thegan 

reminded his readers, was for the kingdoms ‘that God had handed over to Louis by his father’s 

hand’.43 These statements of God’s agency would have admonished those who had dared to 

overturn what God had ordained. 

 

For similar reasons, Thegan emphasised that Louis was a good Christian king. Louis prayed 

with Charlemagne,44 and Pope Stephen,45 the two men from whom his authority derived. 

Charlemagne and Louis were both described giving alms.46 Only rarely, however, did Thegan 

explicitly connect Louis’ behaviour to God, such as when Louis was advised to ‘love and fear 

Almighty God’.47 Thegan once described Louis assuring Charlemagne that ‘he would freely 

                                                 
36 Thegan, Gesta Hludowici imperatoris, ed. E. Tremp, Thegan: Die Taten Kaiser Ludwigs; Astronomus: Das 
Leben Kaiser Ludwigs, MGH SRG 64 (Hanover, 1995), pp. 167-278, with discussion at pp. 1-52; De Jong, 
Penitential State, pp. 72-79, Innes, ‘Politics of humour’, pp. 131-156.  
37 Collins, ‘Reviser Revisited’, pp. 200-1; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 272; De Jong, Penitential State, 
p. 79.  
38 Walahfrid, Prologus, ‘opusculum in morem annalium’, ed. Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus, p. 168.  
39 Beumann, Ideengeschichte, p. 1-15; Smalley, Historians, pp. 68-70. See also, Airlie, ‘Anxiety of Sanctity’, p. 
382-3; Innes, ‘Politics of humour’, p. 137; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 74, all of whom have reservations.  
40 Thegan, 15, ‘et victores Deo donante exstiterunt’, p. 196. 
41 See the very short and secular entries for campaigns in 818, 820, 824, and 827 in Thegan, 25, p. 214, 27, p. 216, 
31, p. 218, 34, p. 220. For the crises of 830 and 833, see, Thegan, 36-56, pp. 220-52.  
42 Thegan, 9, ‘solio patris collocatum dominum Hludowicum invenerunt, quia sic Dominus ordinavit’, p. 190; c.f. 
also Thegan, 8, ‘et suscipit omnia regna quae tradidit Deus patri suo sine ulla contradictione’, p. 188. 
43 Thegan, 21, ‘omnia regna quae tradidit ei Deus per manum patris’, p. 210; c.f. similar language in the preface 
of the Ordinatio Imperii, e.g. ‘incolomitate et pace undique a Deo concessa de statu totius regni’, p. 272.  
44 Thegan, 6, ‘Postquam diu oraverunt ipse et filius eius’, p. 182.  
45 Thegan, 16, ‘amplexantes enim se et osculantes pacifice, perrexerunt ad ecclesiam; qui cum diu orarent’, pp. 
196-7.  
46 Thegan, 3, p. 178 for Louis; 7, p. 184 for Charlemagne.  
47 Thegan, 6, ‘admonens eum imprimis omnipotentem Deum diligere ac timere’, p. 182.  
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obey…with God’s aid’.48 This was the only occasion where Thegan clearly connected Louis’ 

piety with God’s agency. Otherwise, he focused on the content of Louis’ piety, rather than its 

object.  This content was more clearly Christian in character than that in the VK, such as when 

Charlemagne corrected the Gospel texts on his deathbed.49 It was, however, no more orientated 

towards God than Einhard’s portrayal had been. 

 

Thegan made only one significant theological comment about the crises of the 830s. Thegan 

had described the pious Louis forgiving Lothar as fulfilling ‘the evangelical precept’.50 God, 

wrote Thegan, ‘prepares a good and great prize for him, who carried out this precept’.51 This 

precept seems to have referred to Thegan’s subsequent quotation from Hebrews, that ‘he whom 

the Lord loves, He corrects, and scourges every son whom He receives’.52 This hinted that 

Louis’ misfortunes were divinely ordained, not as evidence of God’s anger towards him but 

rather arising from His specific love for Louis. This love was justified by Louis’ forgiveness 

of Lothar, which echoed Hebrews’ language of a father and lord correcting his son. Thegan 

continued that ‘he, who will not accept the Lord’s corrections voluntarily, cannot become his 

son’.53 That Louis accepted his troubles demonstrated his sonship to God, whereas Lothar’s 

pride placed his in doubt. Thegan made a theological virtue out of Louis’ misfortunes, but 

without making it central to his interpretation of events. God’s agency was confined to Biblical 

quotations which described God’s general habits in the present tense, rather than identifying 

God’s agency with specific historical events.  

 

The Gesta also featured several longer Biblical asides about what Thegan saw as contemporary 

abuses.54 Within these non-narrative asides, Thegan claimed God’s agency against Ebbo.55 He 

wrote, for example, that ‘God disclosed your malice and conserved this kingdom and His 

                                                 
48 Thegan, 6, ‘libenter oboedire, et cum Dei adiutorio’, p. 184. 
49 Thegan, 7, p. 186. 
50 Thegan, 49, ‘quod antea pepercit inimicis suis, implens illud evangelicum praeceptum’, p. 242, probably 
referring to Mt. 6.14.  
51 Thegan, 49, ‘premium bonum et magnum preaparat ei, qui hoc praeceptum constituit’, p. 242. This sentence 
challenged later copyists. One scribe (Breslau, Universitatsbibliotheck, Steinw. II, fol. 3) inserted deus and 
changed constituit for implet. For this manuscript, see Tremp, ‘Thegan und Astronomus’, pp. 35-6.  
52 Thegan, 49, ‘Quem enim diligit Dominus corripit; flagellat autem omnem filium quem recipit’, p. 242, from 
Heb. 12.6, ‘quem enim diligit Dominus castigat flagellat autem omnem filium quem recipit’, although the corripit 
was probably taken form v.7.  
53 Thegan, 49, ‘qui sponte correptiones Domini non suscipit, filius eius fieri non poterit.’, p. 242.  
54 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 76. 
55 Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus, p. 15; Airlie, ‘Bonds of power’, p. 191; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 76.  
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glory’.56 Thegan juxtaposed this with how ‘you [Ebbo] destroyed yourself by your great 

impiety’.57 Ebbo’s self-destruction preserved Louis’ kingdom as God intended. Thegan here 

asserted God’s agency in recent events which would have been known to his audience, without 

actually specifying them. A combination of Biblical authority and a non-narrative mode of 

expression may have given Thegan confidence in asserting God’s agency in an otherwise 

complex series of crises. As a result, Thegan should be seen as more ‘secular’ than previous 

scholars have allowed.58 

 

The Astronomer, Vita Hludowici imperatoris 

 

The Vita Hludowici was written anonymously and its author has been dubbed ‘the Astronomer’ 

as result of his astronomical knowledge.59 The Astronomer was someone close to Louis, who 

wrote his biography in the early 840s,60  although he may have begun it in Louis’ lifetime.61 

His political agenda was unclear, probably deliberately, although the Vita’s earliest circulation 

can be connected with Charles the Bald’s court.62 Unlike Thegan, the Astronomer characterised 

Charlemagne and Louis explicitly by their relation to God and His agency. Charlemagne, for 

example, surpassed Pompey and Hannibal because his soul, ‘with God ennobling it, was very 

great’.63 The Astronomer described Louis as ‘beloved by God’,64 and delighting in ‘the fear of 

the Lord’.65 This depicted the relationship between God and Louis in terms of their mutual 

affection.   

                                                 
56 Thegan, 44, ‘Deus manifestavit malitiam et conservavit illi regnum et gloriam suam’, p. 234, c.f. Sir. 14.7, 
‘manifestat malitiam suam’. 
57 Thegan, 44, ‘magna te impietate perdidisti’, p. 234.  
58 Beumann, Ideengeschichtliche, p. 3; Innes, ‘Politics of humour’, p. 146. See discussion of ‘secular history’ 
above, chapter 3, pp. 141-5. 
59 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici imperatoris, ed. Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus, pp. 280-555, with discussion at 
pp. 53-153. See also De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 79-88. On the Astronomer’s identity, context, and manuscript 
dissemination see Tischler, Einharts Vita Karoli, pp. 1109-11; Tremp, Die Überlieferung der Vita Hludowici 
imperatoris des Astronomus (Hanover, 1991); H. Doherty, ‘The Maintenance of Royal Power and Prestige in the 
Carolingian Regnum of Aquitaine under Louis the Pious’, Unpublished M.Phil. dissertation, Faculty of History, 
University of Cambridge (1999), pp. 44-65. For the author of the Vita as an astronomical expert, see Tremp, 
Thegan und Astronomus, p. 55. 
60 Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus, p. 55-60. 
61 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 81.  
62 Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus, pp. 115-6; more cautiously De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 80-1. 
63 Astronomer, 2, ‘animus, Deo nobilitante, generossimus’, p. 288.  
64 Astronomer, pr., ‘Deo amabilis’, p. 280.  
65 Astronomer, pr., ‘sapientia vero delectabatur ea…ecce timor Domini’, p. 282, c.f. Job 28.28, ‘ecce timor Domini 
ipsa est sapientia et recedere a malo intellegentia’. 
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The prologue described how ‘[Louis’ heart], unconquerably under God’s guard, could not be 

broken by the burden of injuries’.66 This virtue was central to the Vita’s narrative and was 

depicted from the outset, albeit with only two words, as a consequence of God’s agency. God 

was also depicted in the tensions surrounding Louis’ desire to become a monk. Charlemagne 

prevented Louis taking vows, ‘or rather, the volition of divine will [did] this’.67 Similarly, when 

Louis sought to avoid troubling his dying father by going to Aachen, God ‘for love and fear of 

whom [Louis] did not wish to do this…ordained these things more prudently’.68 The 

Astronomer demonstrated both Louis’ love for God, which was mentioned twice, and God’s 

agency in response. This was not a straightforward reward for piety, but an expression of God’s 

agency overriding human plans, since God ordained events against Louis’ wishes.  

 

This relationship between human attitudes and God’s agency could be found throughout the 

Vita. The Astronomer described how Charlemagne began his reign by ‘committing to Christ 

what needed guarding’,69 but also arranging matters ‘with God’s overseeing it’.70 The 

Astronomer was also interested in responses to God’s agency. When Barcelona fell, the 

Astronomer portrayed Louis deliberating how ‘he might consecrate the…victory, with worthy 

thanksgivings to God, to His name’.71 Louis entered the city, giving thanks ‘to God for the 

victory divinely bestowed upon him’.72 Louis’ attitude both inferred God’s agency in granting 

victory but also exemplified the proper grateful response. The Astronomer was, however, 

especially interested in responding to warnings and setbacks. Louis, for example, was portrayed 

ordering fasts in response to the omens which preceded Charles the Bald’s birth.73 These were 

‘for placating the Divinity’,74 with Louis himself saying that ‘these things very certainly 

predicted a great future slaughter for humanity’.75 The Astronomer portrayed Louis as 

                                                 
66 Astronomer, pr. ‘nullo tamen pectus eius, Deo custode invincibile, potuit iniuriarum pondere frangi’, pp. 282-
4. 
67 Astronomer, 19, ‘vel potius divine nutus voluntatis’, p. 336.  
68 Astronomer, 20, ‘haec tamen divinitas, pro cuius timore et amore facere noluit…prudentius ordinavit’, p. 342.  
69 Astronomer, 1, ‘Christo tuenda et corroboranda committens’, p. 286.  
70 Astronomer, 1, ‘Deo annuente composuit’, p. 286.  
71 Astronomer, 13, ‘qualitur cum digna Deo gratiarum actione…victoriam eius nomini consecraret’, p. 318. 
72 Astronomer, 13, ‘victoria sibi divinitus conlate gratiarum actiones Deo acturus est progressus’, p. 320. For this 
passage, see Airlie, ‘Captains and Kings’, pp. 94-5; McCormick, Eternal Victory, pp. 376; Evans, ‘Christian 
hermeneutics’, p. 153.  
73 Astronomer, 37, ‘Propter quae singula piissimus imperator crebro fieri ieiunia, orationumque instantia atque 
elemosinarum largitionibus…monebat’, pp. 421-2. 
74 Astronomer, 37, ‘divinitatem per sacerdotium offitium placandam’, p. 421-2, c.f. De Jong, Penitential State, p. 
84.  
75Astronomer, 37, ‘certissime dicens, per haec portendi magnam humano generi futuram cladem’, p. 422.  
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responding correctly to God’s agency, which had revealed His displeasure through the natural 

world.   

 

The Astronomer thus used both his characters’ attitudes and his own authorial voice to depict 

God’s agency in many different contexts. As with Ermold, the Astronomer saw God’s agency 

as relevant not only to military activity, but also to government and order. Louis was, for 

example, anointed by Pope Hadrian, ‘with God prospering it, according to [Charlemagne’s] 

vow’,76 and sent to Aquitaine, ‘with God allowing it’.77 The dying Charlemagne contrasted 

how the kingdom had been ‘ordered nobly, with God granting it’ with his fears for the future.78 

God was already arranging events so that Louis could succeed Charlemagne, so that ‘through 

him and under him the salvation of many might mature’.79 The Astronomer himself asserted 

that through the Carolingian order, God brought about not only good government but, 

ultimately, the salvation of Christian people. 

 

The Astronomer shared other Carolingian historians’ interest in God’s agency on campaign. 

While this included God’s aid against the Slavs and Bretons,80 he shared Ermold’s specific 

interest in the Spanish campaigns of Louis’ youth. Charlemagne, for example, invaded Spain 

‘with Christ as his supporter’,81 and ‘with Christ favouring him’, despite the challenges of the 

Pyrenees.82 This provided a background to the more detailed accounts of Louis’ expeditions. 

The Astronomer remembered how in one case, ‘if God’s foresight had not stopped our men 

entering [a valley]’, they would have been annihilated by an ambush.83 As it was, ‘our men 

fiercely resisted, with Christ helping them’, and routed the Moors.84 Similarly, in the same 

campaign, the Astronomer remembered how ‘our men, depending on divine help, although 

weaker and much less numerous’ nonetheless defeated another Moorish force.85  The Franks 

then, ‘with Christ favouring it, rallied to their own men with great joy and booty’.86 Compared 

                                                 
76 Astronomer, 4, ‘quae res Deo prosperante pro voto’, p. 292.  
77 Astronomer, 4, ‘equo impositus et in Aquitaniam est Deo annuente transpositus’, p. 294. 
78 Astronomer, 20, ‘quod erat Deo donante nobiliter ordinatum’, p. 342. 
79 Astronomer, 19, ‘sed potius per eum et sub eo multorum salutem adolescere’, p. 336.  
80 Astronomer, 26, pp. 362-4; Astronomer, 29, p. 380; Astronomer, 56, p. 514. 
81 Astronomer, 2, ‘Christo fautore’, p. 286. 
82 Astronomer, 2, ‘Christo favente’, p. 288. 
83 Astronomer, 14, ‘quam nisi Dei provisio intrare prohibuisset, nostri absque ullo pęne hostium labore lapidum 
ictibus poterant interire vel in manus inimicorum devenire’, p. 324. 
84 Astronomer, 14, ‘autem nostri…acriter restiterunt et Christo iuvante’, p. 324. 
85 Astronomer, 15, ‘nostri tamen divino freti auxilio, licet inpares multoque numero inferiores’, p. 328, c.f. Chapter 
5 below, p. 220.  
86 Astronomer, 15, ‘Christo favente ad suos sese magno cum gaudio et opibus collegerunt’, p. 328. 
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to the annals’ short summaries of campaigns, the Astronomer focused on the details of specific 

skirmishes.  

 

As with Ermold, the military culture of Louis’ Aquitanian court seems to have been 

important.87 These examples show that the Astronomer associated Christ not simply with 

victory, but with the loot and celebrations which bound these military communities together.88 

The inclusion of the first-person plural in these accounts suggests that the Astronomer either 

drew directly on the memories of these expeditions, or was writing for an audience who could 

identify with these groups.89 The Astronomer’s repeated language of God’s agency in these 

episodes demonstrated God’s importance to the memories of this particular community. This 

intensified the more general approach of the annalists and tightened the community to which it 

was applied. 

 

The Astronomer confronted the memories of crises of Louis’ reign with a shift towards 

demonic agency. Following Louis’ reforms, during which the Astronomer wrote, ‘the Enemy 

of humankind…began to attack him’,90 which was followed by Bernard’s rebellion. Later in 

the narrative, ‘the Devil was stirring up the sons through the cunning of his satellites’, by 

implication, people such as Wala and those around Lothar.91 The Astronomer reminded the 

reader that ‘evil communications corrupt good manners’,92 and that ‘a gentle drop of water 

striking very often habitually bores through the hardest stone’.93 The Astronomer set out a clear 

theological interpretation of the 830 rebellion, substantiated from Scripture, and beautifully 

illustrated, presumably so that his readers would understand and learn how the Devil worked. 

The Astronomer nonetheless avoided any mention of God’s judgement on either Louis or his 

sons. The Astronomer’s strategy may have reflected his desire that Louis’ sons be reconciled, 

since the conflicts could be blamed on Satanic machinations, while associating the memory of 

their father with God’s help. 

 

                                                 
87 See Airlie, ‘Aristocracy in the service of the state’, p. 105 for discussion of the Astronomer as evidence for this 
collective memory.  
88 Airlie, ‘Captains and Kings’, p. 95.  
89 For further discussion of this, see below, Chapter 6, pp. 264-7.  
90 Astronomer, 29, ‘humani generis inimicus…coepit…oppugnare’, pp 378-80. 
91 Astronomer, 48, ‘diabolus…per satellitum suorum versutias filios sollicitabat persuadens illis’, p. 472. 
92 Astronomer, 48, ‘Sed quia corrumpunt mores bonos conloquia mala’, p. 472, c.f. 1 Cor. 15.33, ‘nolite seduci 
corrumpunt mores bonos conloquia mala’, p. 472. 
93 Astronomer, 48, ‘et lapidum etiam duritiam mollis aquę guttula sepius inlisa terebrare solet’, p. 472. 
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As these examples show, the Astronomer’s comments about God’s agency were sparse and 

brief, yet very carefully chosen. While flattering to Louis’ memory, these statements also 

engaged with contemporary challenges. As the dust of the early 840s began to settle, the 

Astronomer asserted God’s command over the recent past and the importance of submitting to 

His will as strategies for navigating the future. 

 

Pascasius Radbertus, Epitaphium Arsenii 

 

While Pascasius Radbertus’ Epitaphium Arsenii was as much a dialogue as a history, it 

considered how God had acted in recent events.94 The two books were probably written in the 

830s and 850s respectively, to defend Wala from accusations of monastic malpractice and 

political disloyalty.95 Each presented dialogues between a group of monks which were filled 

with references to fifth-century Rome and to Jeremiah’s Judah.96 Radbertus also used allusions 

to the Book of Job and to Terence’s comedies.97 The EA’s first book used God’s agency to 

celebrate Wala’s life and define Corvey’s communal identity. Wala lived ‘with Christ 

moulding him in every part’,98 since he ‘was foreknown and predestined’.99 Corvey had been 

founded ‘with the Lord favouring it’,100 and Radbertus ascribed his own membership in this 

community to God’s agency, since ‘the Lord gave me such patrons, in whose fellowship even 

I, unworthily, was a third’.101 In this sense, the EA’s first book did not focus on the political 

events which interested more conventional historians, but nonetheless saw God’s agency in the 

recent past of its community and the lives of its leaders in a similar way.  

                                                 
94 Pascasius Radbertus, Epitaphium Arsenii, ed. PL 120, cols 760-65, in lieu of edition by E. Dümmler, Radbert's 
Epitaphium Arsenii (Berlin, 1900); D. Ganz, ‘The Epitaphium Arsenii and opposition to Louis the Pious’, in 
Godman and Reuter (eds), Charlemagne’s Heir, pp. 537-50; D. Ganz, Corbie in the Carolingian Renaissance 
(Sigmaringen, 1990), pp. 113-29; W. Berschin, Biographie und Epochenstil III: Karolingische Biographie 750-
920 n.Chr. (Stuttgart, 1991), pp. 318-25; S.A. Stofferahn, ‘A New Majesty: Paschasius Radbertus, Exile, and the 
Master’s Honor’, in D. Blanks, M. Frassetto and A. Livingstone (eds), Medieval monks and their world: ideas 
and realities. Studies in honor of Richard E. Sullivan (Leiden, 2006), pp. 49-69; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 
102-111; M. de Jong, ‘Jeremiah, Job, Terence and Paschasius Radbertus: Political Rhetoric and Biblical Authority 
in the Epitaphium Arsenii’, in Nelson and Kempf (eds), Reading the Bible, pp. 57–76; De Jong, ‘Carolingian 
political discourse’, pp. 98-101; M. de Jong, ‘For God, king and country: the personal and the public in the 
Epitaphium Arsenii’, EME 25 (2017), pp. 102-113. 
95 De Jong, ‘Political rhetoric and Biblical authority’, pp. 59-60. 
96 De Jong, ‘Political rhetoric and Biblical authority’, pp. 62-4. 
97 De Jong, ‘Jeremiah, Job, Terence’, p. 62-7. 
98 EA 1.9, ‘quia semper ex omni parte Christo introrsus modificante in sphaera aequissime circumaguntur’, col. 
1579B. 
99 EA 1.25, ‘praescitus et praedestinatus’, col. 1600C. 
100  EA 1.12, favente Domino’, col. 1586B. 
101 EA 1.15, ‘quod tales mihi Dominus dederit patronos, quorum in consortio, etsi indignus, tertius eram’, col. 
1588D.  
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The EA’s second book, however, recounted the crises of the 830s using the language of God’s 

judgement far more explicitly than any previous Carolingian historian. Within the narrative, 

Pascasius reminded his fellow monks how ‘those evils were appearing throughout the whole 

Empire…by God’s just judgement among the people’.102 Theophrastus remembered Louis 

ordering an inquiry into how ‘God had been offended and with what work He could be 

pleased’.103 This reflected the language of the 820s and 830s discussed above. Wala was 

presented as the only one able to diagnose the problem, that human vice was being ‘disclosed 

by God’s just judgement, no less by scourges and new miracles of power’.104 As a result, 

Pascasius remembered, ‘God’s fury…had boiled up over the whole people’,105 because 

‘although God had given everything into their hands, no one was seeking God from the 

heart’.106 This language both vindicated Wala while attacking his opponents, which included 

Louis the Pious.  

 

As Steven Sofferahn argues, Radbertus was asking questions about agency.107 Whereas Wala 

left Louis’ presence of his own free will,108 God hardened the Emperor’s own heart.109 As a 

result, the EA ‘was conceptually stripping…Louis the Pious of his power’.110 This language 

was heavily Biblical, although many of these allusions remained unsignalled.111 Both books 

challenge modern categories of genre and demonstrated Radbertus’ engagement with the 

challenges of political narrative. His use of God’s agency was, therefore, innovative and 

challenging. Earlier texts had depicted God’s agency as favouring the Frankish political 

community under Carolingian rule. While Thegan and the Astronomer would have agreed that 

Louis remained in power by God’s will, they would have disputed Radbertus’ analysis of God’s 

purposes. Radbertus had transferred God’s agency to a more specifically monastic community, 

under Wala’s leadership, who were nonetheless also bound up in wider political events. 

 

                                                 
102 EA 2.1. ‘[Pascasius] haec mala totius imperii apparerent…Dei iusto iudicio in populo’, col. 1608A. 
103 EA 2.1, ‘[Theophrastus] quid esset in quo Deus offensus esset, vel quibus placari posset operibus’, col. 1608A, 
c.f.  Louis the Pious and Lothar I, Epistola Generalis, ‘in quibus illum maxime offensum haberemus’, p. 599.  
104 EA 2.1, ‘[Pascasius] sed vitia…iusto Dei iudicio, non minus flagellis quam et novis virtutum miraculis 
arguuntur’, col. 1609A.  
105 EA 2.20, ‘[Pascasius] quia hinc inde super omnem populum furor Dei…efferbuerat’, col. 1642B. 
106 EA 2.20, ‘[Pascasius] quia cum Deus omnia dedisset in manibus eorum, nemo tamen Deum ex corde 
quaerebat’, col. 1642C. 
107 Sofferahn, ‘A New Majesty’, p. 67.  
108 EA 2.20, col. 1642B. 
109 EA 2.20, col. 1643C. 
110 Sofferahn, ‘A New Majesty’, p. 67.  
111 De Jong, ‘Jeremiah, Job, Terence’, pp. 69-70.  
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Nithard, Historiarum Libri IV 

 

Nithard wrote four books of history in the early 840s, the first two for Charles the Bald and the 

latter two for himself.112 His narrative began with Charlemagne, but focused primarily on the 

war between Louis the Pious’ sons, in which he himself had fought. His work has been seen as 

‘secular’, possibly because his lay military identity was so explicit.113 Although the Historiae 

survived in only a single ninth-century manuscript,114 their language of God’s agency in history 

further provides excellent evidence for the assimilation of such ideas by the lay elites of the 

mid-ninth century. In addition to the annals, Nithard seems to have known the Astronomer’s 

work,115 which testifies to the latter’s early circulation. Both authors offered contemporary 

theological perspectives on a troubling time.  

 

Nithard primarily used speeches and dialogue to communicate God’s agency. This may have 

reflected his classical tastes,116 and while Nithard may have been fabricating these comments 

entirely, they presumed a clear role for God’s agency in military and political decision making. 

In the negotiations leading up to Fontenoy,117 his characters repeatedly argued on the basis of 

what God had already done in their recent past. Charles, for example, supposedly implored 

Lothar to stop ‘disturbing the kingdom committed to him by God’,118 and subverting ‘the 

kingdom which God and his father had given him’.119 These statements were similar to Thegan 

and the Astronomer’s emphasis on God as the source of political authority, but were here placed 

                                                 
112 Wattenbach-Levison, Geschichtsquellen, vol. 3, pp. 353-7; Nelson, ‘Public and private’, pp. 251-293; J.L 
Nelson, ‘Ninth Century knighthood: the evidence of Nithard’, in C. Harper-Bill, C. Holdsworth and J.L. Nelson 
(eds), Studies in medieval history presented to R. Allen Brown (Woodbridge, 1989), pp. 255-66, repr. in Nelson, 
Frankish World, pp. 75-87; Depreux, ‘Nithard’, pp. 149-61, Leyser, Communications and Power, pp. 19-26; De 
Jong, Penitential State, pp. 96-100; Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 48, 65-6, 131-33, 323-5; Stone, ‘Lay 
moral elite’, pp. 371-3; S. Airlie, ‘The world, the text and the Carolingian: royal, aristocratic and masculine 
identities in Nithard’s Histories’, in Wormald and Nelson (eds), Lay intellectuals, pp. 51-76; Nelson, ‘Lay 
readers’, pp. 50-2; R. McKitterick, ‘The Oaths of Strasbourg (842) and their Implications in the Light of Recent 
Scholarship’, in J. Sonntag and C. Zermatten (eds), Loyalty in the Middle Ages: Ideal and Practice of a Cross-
Social Value (Turnhout, 2015), pp. 141-159. 
113 F.L. Ganshof, Frankish institutions under Charlemagne (New York, 1968), pp. 652-55; J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, 
The Frankish Church (Oxford, 1983), p. 238; see summary of other examples, Nelson, ‘Public and private’, pp. 
252-3.  
114 Paris, BnF., lat. 9768; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 96. For possible readership see Ganz, ‘The Epitaphium 
Arsenii and opposition to Louis the Pious’, pp. 541-2. 
115 Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus, pp. 86-91; Innes, ‘Charlemagne’s will’, p. 839; Airlie, ‘The world, the text, 
and the Carolingian’, p. 71.  
116 For Nithard as classical, see Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 214. For speeches in classical 
history writing, see Smalley, Historians, p. 19; e.g. Sallust, Bellum Jugurthinum, 14.1-25, pp. 157-67. 
117 For which see J.L. Nelson, ‘The search for peace at a time of war: the Carolingian Brüderkrieg, 840-843’, 
Vortrage und Forschungen 42 (Sigmaringen, 1996), pp. 87-114, at pp. 104-8.  
118 Nithard, 2.2, ‘deprecatus, …ne regnum sibi a Deo commissum perturbet’, pp. 14-5.  
119 Nithard, 2.3, ‘regnum, quod Deus paterque suo consensu illi dederat’, p. 15.  
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in arguments and negotiations. Nithard then portrayed these assertions as providing the basis 

for action. He described how Charles was advised to fight ‘relying on justice, and through this, 

on divine help and that of his fideles’.120 The assumption that God favoured justice was factored 

into the balance of risk in offering battle.121 God’s agency was, therefore, taken as seriously as 

whether Charles’ men would support him or not. Nithard portrayed God’s agency as relevant 

to disputes over the memory of Louis the Pious’ reign and to contemporary decision making.  

 

Such language remained abstract, until Nithard added concrete evidence of God’s favour.122 

On Holy Saturday, Charles’ regalia mysteriously arrived from Aquitaine.123 Nithard used 

rhetorical questions to heighten how extraordinary this was.124 He concluded, ‘it seemed that 

it could not have happened otherwise, except by divine gift and will’.125 The tense showed that 

Nithard was describing the view of those within the narrative, which he replicated for his 

readers. Charles’ men ‘greatly raised their hopes of salvation’,126 seeing this apparently random 

and unlikely event as a sign of God’s favour, and thus the justice of Charles’ case. Combined 

with God’s granting of the kingdom to him through his father, Charles could be confident that 

God would help him. Nithard’s subsequent account of a successful outcome at Fontenoy for 

Charles showed that this confidence was well founded. 

 

The shift in tone between the second and third books, as Nithard moved from ‘public’ to 

‘private’ history, was reflected in an intensification of theological language.127 Nithard 

described Lothar almost immediately after Fontenoy as ‘restrained by God’s judgement in this 

disaster’.128 The clearest explanation of Fontenoy to be found any Carolingian history was 

provided by Nithard’s bishops. They declared, Nithard wrote, ‘that by the just judgement of 

Almighty God, Lothar had taken flight first from the battlefield and then from his own 

kingdom’.129 It is probable that Nithard heard the bishops say this himself, which might have 

shaped his own interpretation of events. While the bishops’ judgement built on statements by 

                                                 
120 Nithard, 2.5, ‘fretus iustitia ac per hoc auxilio divino suorumque fidelium’, p. 19. 
121 For the balance of risk in early medieval strategy, see above, Chapter 1, pp. 42-44.  
122 Nelson, ‘Public and private’, pp. 261-2. 
123 Werner, ‘L’historia et les rois’, p. 129.  
124 E.g. Nithard, 2.8, ‘quis non miretur…quod maxime mirandum fateor fore’, pp. 21-2.  
125 Nithard, 2.8, ‘quem quidem eventum haud aliter quam munere ac nutu divino visum est evenire potuisse’, p. 
22. 
126 Nithard, 2.8, ‘omnesque maximam ad spem salutis erexit’, p. 22.  
127 For the shift in tone see Nelson, ‘Public and private’, p. 254-5.  
128 Nithard, 3.1, ‘ut iudicio Dei et hac plaga repressi’, p. 28. 
129 Nithard, 4.1, ‘sed iusto Dei omnipotentis iudicio primum a proelio et secundo a proprio regno fugam illum 
inisse aiebant’, p. 40. 
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Charles and his fideles preceding Fontenoy, it also provided a ‘summing up’ of the case, by 

figures whose theological authority was unquestioned.  

 

This had several implications, which Nithard explored. Firstly, the bishops declared that 

Charles men ‘had struggled for justice and fairness alone, as God’s judgement had made 

manifest’.130 Not only were Nithard and his comrades thus ‘immune’ from the guilt of 

bloodshed,131 (an important pastoral question) but had each been ‘an agent [minister] of 

God’.132 This interpretation of God’s agency defined how Nithard and his comrades could see 

themselves and their work. Secondly, Nithard showed the Carolingians themselves learning 

from the bishops’ lesson. Charles’ envoys were described as warning Louis the German ‘to 

remember that very recently His will had been declared between them, by God’s judgement’.133 

Nithard described the recent memory of God’s judgement being used to make contemporary 

arguments and decisions. When Lothar’s envoys finally made peace, Nithard described the 

brothers’ agreement to rule their kingdoms ‘with God favouring them’, and that ‘with God as 

author’, there should be peace.134 Just as Ermold and the Astronomer had discerned God’s 

agency in the practice of government, so Nithard’s characters had realised their dependence on 

God through the horrors of battle and changed their diplomatic strategies accordingly.  

 

Nithard rarely asserted God’s agency in his own voice.135 This may have represented a variation 

on the secular instincts discussed in the previous chapter, since the events he described were 

still unfolding and had no obvious resolution.136 Unlike the Reviser, however, Nithard still 

pressed God’s agency upon his readers through his characters’ speeches, which allowed room 

for ambiguity without omitting God entirely. This made Nithard’s clear assertion of God’s 

personal help at Fontenoy even more striking, especially since the battle itself was described 

only briefly. Nithard wrote that he gave help to Adalhard’s troops, in the bitter fighting, ‘with 

the Lord helping’.137 The precise phrase, Domino auxiliante, could easily have been inspired 

                                                 
130 Nithard, 3.1, ‘quod pro sola iustitia et aequitate decertaverint, et hoc Dei iudicio manifestum effectum sit, ac 
per hoc...Dei minister’, p. 28 
131 Nithard, 3.1, ‘inmunis omnis’, p. 28. 
132 Nithard, 3.1, ‘Dei minister in hoc negotio haberi…deberetur’, p. 28.  
133 Nithard, 3.3, ‘meminerit, quod novissime iudicio Dei inter illos voluntas eius declarata sit’, p. 32. 
134 Nithard, 4.3, ‘regeretque quisque illorum Deo favente…illos Deo auctore pax pacta perpes’, p. 43. 
135 An exception was Nithard, 1.6, ‘quocumque se verterat, nutu divino victor erat’, p. 10, describing Louis the 
Pious’ defeat of Louis the German in 839.  
136 Airlie, ‘The world, the text and the Carolingian’, p. 56.  
137 Nithard, 2.10, ‘modicum supplementum Domino auxiliante praebui’, p.  27. 
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by the ARF and showed that a lay soldier and an annalist could describe God’s agency in the 

same way (assuming the annalists were not themselves lay soldiers). 

 

The tone was both less triumphal and more personal in Nithard than in the annals. The phrase 

did not celebrate victory but expressed Nithard’s personal gratitude for his surviving an 

otherwise horrific battle. After Fontenoy, this sense of God’s personal care was extended to his 

fallen comrade, for whom God ‘hitherto been their aider and protector in justice’.138 God’s 

character, described using a common phrase from the Psalms,139 was a necessary comfort for 

Nithard in grieving for his comrades. Angelbert’s poem shared this sense of the emotional 

trauma caused by Fontenoy.140 Angelbert similarly remembered God’s help, how ‘God’s very 

powerful right hand protected Lother’,141 and ended his lament with prayer.142 Nithard also 

connected God’s justice in supporting Charles with His personal care for Charles’ men.  

 

Nithard’s conclusion to the Historiae attempted to draw together some political and theological 

lessons from contemporary events. He warned his readers, politically, ‘how mad it is to neglect 

the public benefit, and serve only the will of the private and personal’.143 He then developed 

this theologically, that both actions ‘offend the Creator very greatly’.144 Nithard believed that 

God had indeed been offended, and proved it with examples of the elements making war on 

the once prosperous res publica.145 Nithard concluded his history with the assertion that ‘God’s 

just judgement, as I said above, instilled sorrow in everyone’.146 God’s agency continued to be 

asserted, but its emotional tone was very different from earlier Carolingian histories.  

 

More broadly, Nithard focused not only on God’s judgement, but also on His just character, 

more than any other Carolingian historian.147 Although God had sided with the just at 

Fontenoy, Nithard reminded his contemporaries that God’s justice continued to be offended by 

                                                 
138 Nithard, 3.1, ‘hactenus in iustitia adiutor et protector illis Deus exstitit’, p. 29. 
139 Pss 27.7, 32.20, 39.18, 113.9-11, ‘Dominus adiutor meus et protector’, c.f. also Sir. 51.2.  
140 Angelbert, Rhythmus de pugna Fontanetica, ed. E. Müller, MGH SRG 44 (Hannover, 1907), pp. 52-53. See 
Nelson, ‘Search for peace’, pp. 99-100. 
141 Angelbert, De Pugna, line 4,  ‘dextera prepotens Dei protexit Hlotharium’, p. 52. 
142 Angelbert, De Pugna, line 15, p. 53. 
143 Nithard, 4.7, ‘qua dementia utilitatem publicam neglegat, privatis ac propriis voluntatibus inserviat’, p. 49.  
144 Nithard, 4.7, ‘dum ex utrisque creatorem adeo offendat’, p. 49.  
145 Nithard, 4.7, pp. 49-50. 
146 Nithard, 4.7, ‘Nix insuper multa eadem nocte cecidit maeroremque omnibus, uti praefatum est, iusto Dei iudicio 
incussit’, p. 50. 
147 For broader discussions of justice in the early middle ages, see La Giustizia nell'Alto Medioevo (secoli IX-XI), 
Settimane 44 (Spoleto, 1996). 
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the political selfishness of the whole res publica. This now stood under judgement through 

poverty and bad weather, just as Lothar had been judged through the courage of Nithard and 

his comrades. Although this was painful, God could nonetheless be trusted to act fairly 

precisely because He was just. This offered a reliable hermeneutic for events and a guide for 

future actions. God’s judgement was not arbitrary, irrational, or vindictive, but provided a 

necessary pastoral strategy at a time when human behaviour was increasingly unpredictable.  

 

Conclusion 

 

These histories suggest that the place which God’s agency had acquired in the Spielräume of 

Carolingian history writing during Charlemagne’s reign continued into the 840s, despite the 

secular dissent of previous decades. All of these historians agreed that God’s agency was 

necessary for understanding the recent events of Louis’ youth and reign, and continued to 

express it with consistency and urgency. There were also common developments, especially in 

the use of characters’ speeches and attititudes, alongside comments in the author’s own voice, 

to communicate God’s agency to the reader. This may have resulted from the biographical 

focus of these texts, since showing Louis or Wala’s piety fulfilled these texts’ panegyric 

agenda. These attitudes and dialogues also contributed, by inference, to the wider sense of 

God’s action in recent events, and reflected how theology was embedded in wider public 

discourse. Nithard’s account of the negotiations after Fontenoy was only one step removed 

from the dialogue about God’s agency presented by the EA. This not only asserted God’s 

agency but demonstrated its relevance to contemporary communities, including these texts’ 

audiences.  

 

For most of the annalists writing prior to c.830, that community had been the whole Frankish 

political community, whom God had favoured. Although writing poetry, Ermold represented 

the peak of the approach. The crises of Louis’ reign, however, prompted disagreement about 

where God’s agency was to be located in recent history. From Thegan to Nithard, God’s agency 

became a way of negotiating the emerging divisions within the Carolingian order. Histories 

became vehicles for showing whom God had truly supported, with the EA, for example, 

fundamentally disagreeing with Thegan and the Astronomer. This shift even came to affect the 

annals as they were continued in the 830s. The text now known as the Annales Bertiniani used 

this language to describe the Synod of Metz, which had met in 835 to resolve the crisis of 833-

4. The annalist described the delegates discussing how Louis had been deposed ‘by God’s 
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adversaries’,148 and should be restored, ‘with their factions annulled by God’s help’.149 The 

language of God’s agency echoed that of the ARF, and was here used by a Church council (and 

recorded by one of its attendees) to frame the previous year’s events. These enemies of God, 

however, were members of the Carolingian family and the victory God had granted had been 

through civil discord. This captured the shift that had taken place during Louis’ reign and would 

continue to develop in subsequent decades.  

 

CONTINUITY AND CHANGE, c.845-870 
 

From c.830, distinct annalistic traditions, which derived from the ARF,  were written in the 

different kingdoms created by Louis the Pious’ succession plans.150 This represented what 

Reimitz has called the ‘long history’ of the ARF, as its dominant narrative was accepted and 

adapted to new challenges.151 The distribution of surviving histories suggests that the process 

of fragmentation which had begun under Louis the Pious continued, as historians formerly 

associated with a single Imperial centre now thought more in terms of local kingdoms.152 

Furthermore, history writing moved to largely ecclesiastical centres, such as Troyes, Fulda, 

Rheims, and Cologne. These centres maintained connections to royal courts, but were part of 

a changing cultural landscape with divided political loyalties. Although this apparent shift may 

simply be a result of what has survived, it points to a shift in the social and political context of 

Carolingian history writing. As the AB’s entry for 835 showed, one of these annalists was 

already overturning the secularity with which much of the ARF had been written between c.800 

and 829. I shall now consider how the changing context of the mid-ninth century affected the 

language of God’s agency for this new generation of Carolingian annalists.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
148 AB s.a. 835, ‘malivolorum Deoque adversantium, p. 15. For this synod and its symbolism, see C. Pössel, ‘The 
Magic of early medieval ritual’, EME 17 (2009), pp. 111-125 at 121-2. 
149 AB s.a. 835, ‘illorum factionibus divino auxilio cassatis’, pp. 15-16. 
150 Reimitz, History, Identity, Ethnicity, pp. 426-32; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 64. 
151 Reimitz, History, Identity, Ethnicity, p. 337. 
152 Nelson, ‘Annals of St Bertin’, p. 25; Nelson, St-Bertin, p. 5; Reimitz, History, Identity, Ethnicity, pp. 410-39. 
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Prudentius’ annals 

 

The AB began when anonymous authors continued the ARF’s narrative past 829.153 It is unclear 

when Prudentius of Troyes began writing it, whether as early as 830 or as late as the 840s.154 

The consistent interest in Christian affairs and the growing use of God’s agency from the mid-

830s onwards suggests that Prudentius could plausibly be considered the author from this point 

until his death in 861. This is reinforced by the possibility of a separate manuscript tradition 

ending in 837.155 

 

Prudentius’ language of God’s agency was similar to that used by historians from 

Charlemagne’s reign,156 since he used short phrases to ascribe Frankish military successes to 

God. Prudentius, for example, reported that Charles the Bald conquered Aquitaine, ‘with Christ 

favourable to him’.157 God’s help was not, however, confined to Prudentius’ own king but 

shown towards the whole Carolingian family. Louis the German was described fighting the 

Slavs and ‘winning in Christ’s name’,158 and ‘with the Lord fighting’.159 This was extended to 

other groups across the Empire. A Saxon army, for example, ‘supported by heavenly help’, 

defeated the Sorbs.160 Prudentius also used dialogue and characters’ attitudes to point the reader 

to God, just as other historians were doing. For example, Greek envoys congratulated Louis 

the Pious on recent victories won ‘from heaven’, for which Louis ought to ‘give thanks to the 

Giver of all victories’.161 This repeated God’s favour towards the Emperor from different 

perspectives within the same episode. 

 

The Greek envoys pointed to Prudentius’ broader Christian world, which may have reflected 

his own identity as a Visigoth holding a Frankish bishopric.162 Prudentius included news from 

Spain and Britain which reached the Imperial court, including the apostasy of Bodo-Eleazar 

                                                 
153 Nelson, ‘Annals of St-Bertin’, pp. 32-33, Nelson, St-Bertin, pp. 1-21; Nelson, ‘History writing’, pp. 441-2; 
Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, pp. 141-44; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 64-7. 
154 Nelson, St-Bertin, pp. 7-9.  
155 Nelson, St-Bertin, p. 15. 
156 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, p. 146.  
157 AB s.a. 849, ‘Christo sibi propitio’, p. 58. 
158 AB s.a. 848, ‘in Christi nomine superantur’, p. 55. 
159 AB s.a. 853, ‘Domino pugnante’, p. 68. 
160 AB s.a. 839, ‘caelestibus auxiliis fulti, victoriam adepti sunt’, pp. 33-4 
161 AB s.a. 839, ‘caelitus…assecutus…in Domino exultatio ferebatur…Datori victoriarum omnium gratias 
referre’, p. 30. For this embassy see P. Grierson, ‘The Carolingian Empire in the eyes of Byzantium’, Nascita 
dell’Europa ed Europa Carolingia. Un'equazione da verificare, Settimane 27 (Spoleto, 1981), pp. 885-918, at p. 
912. 
162 Nelson, St-Bertin, p. 7. 
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and a letter from Æthelwulf of Wessex.163 Both highlighted Prudentius’ interest in Christian 

identity, since the former caused ‘tearful groaning by all the children of the Catholic 

Church’,164 whilst the latter concerned the ‘various sins of Christian men’ and ‘sins and crimes 

of Christians’.165 Supernatural agencies were important to these episodes. Bodo was ‘seduced 

by the enemy of the human race’.166 Æthelwulf’s letter stated that ‘unless the saints cried out 

to God so incessantly with tears, there would already have been an end to so many evil 

[Christians]’,167 and that ‘if Christian men do not quickly do penance…the greatest danger will 

intolerably come quickly upon them’.168 As a result of this wider interest, Prudentius described 

other Christian kingdoms’ military successes using the language of God’s agency. The 

Beneventans, for example, defeated the Saracens ‘with God’s help’ in 843.169 The Irish and 

Anglo-Saxons both defeated Vikings ‘by the help of our Lord Jesus Christ’.170 These victories 

were partly relevant because Prudentius’ own province was subject to Viking raids.171  

Prudentius, however, also adapted earlier phrases about God’s agency to point specifically to 

Christ, who was the foundation of the common identity between Prudentius’ clergy in Troyes 

and the Irish and Anglo-Saxons. Prudentius applied the language of God’s agency more 

broadly throughout the Christian and wider Carolingian world than the ARF had done. This 

showed a historian using the language of God’s help from an earlier and simpler period of unity 

to respond to the increasingly polycentric nature of the Christian world. 

 

There was, however, a darker side to this global outlook. Since the Vikings were a threat to all 

Christians, Prudentius sought to explain their success. He concluded that ‘the equity of divine 

goodness, offended so greatly by our sins, wore down the Christians’ lands and kingdoms’.172 

This interpretation of Viking raiding had been suggested by Alcuin as early as 793,173 but only 

                                                 
163 For Bodo, see A. Cabaniss, ‘Bodo-Eleazar, a famous Jewish convert’, Jewish Quarterly Review n.s. 43, (1952-
53), pp. 313-28; F. Riess, ‘From Aachen to Al-Andalus: the journey of Deacon Bodo (823-76), EME 13 (2005), 
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170 AB s.a. 848, s.a. 850, ‘auxilio domini nostri Ihesu Christi; ‘auxilio domini nostri Ihesu Christi’, pp. 55, 60. 
171 E.g. the raid on Orléans, AB s.a. 854, p. 69, which was also in the province of Sens (for which see, See map 3, 
McKitterick, Frankish Kingdoms, p. 372). 
172 AB s.a. 845, ‘peccatis nostris divinae bonitatis aequitas nimium offensa taliter christianorum terras et regna 
attriverit’, p. 50 
173 Garrison, ‘Alcuin's Interpretation of Current Events’, p. 68-84; Coupland, ‘Rod of God’s wrath’, p. 538.  
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entered Carolingian history writing in the 840s and 850s. As the Vikings pushed deeper into 

Frankish territory,174 the theological questions they raised became more urgent.175  Prudentius, 

however, reassured his readers that God would not allow the Vikings to go unpunished. A 

specific group of Viking soldiers ‘were struck by divine judgement with the shadows of 

blindness and with madness’.176 This supplemented the Vikings’ defeats by Christian forces 

(some of which were associated with God’s agency), but it also emphasised that God could act 

without human agents to vindicate His name. God’s justice was balanced between punishing 

both Christians and Vikings, reflecting a growing sense of crisis and violence in contemporary 

history. 

 

Hincmar’s annals 

 

It would be hard to overstate the importance of Hincmar of Reims for understanding the 

Carolingian world.177 His work as  a historian, by continuing Prudentius’ annals, was similarly 

extensive and complex.178 Hincmar knew and used several other Carolingian histories, as well 

as using the broader resources of the past with considerable vigour.179 Although his annals do 

not seem to have been copied until the tenth century, this limited circulation may reflect their 

purpose, either as moral warnings for Charles the Bald and Louis the Stammerer,180 or to 

encourage the church at Rheims.181 As with many Carolingian histories, Hincmar was using 

history to teach as well as to reflect upon God’s purposes in recent events. 

 

The language of God’s agency in Hincmar’s annals, however, was relatively cautious. Unlike 

Prudentius, Hincmar did not often refer to God’s help in battle, focusing his explicit statements 

                                                 
174 For this shift in Viking strategy, see also Coupland, ‘The Vikings in Francia and Anglo-Saxon England’, p. 
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primarily on instances of God’s judgement or Satan’s machinations. He reported that Charles 

the Child was, for example, killed accidentally, ‘with the Devil working it’.182 Later, Hincmar 

believed, ‘the ancient, cunning Enemy incited Carloman’ to rebel against Louis the German.183 

Similarly, he described the Vikings attacking Fleury ‘with divine judgement at work, by a 

favourable wind’.184 It was not clear, however, what Fleury had done to earn divine disfavour. 

These examples of supernatural agency were typically short, undeveloped, and swallowed up 

in Hincmar’s lengthy entries.185 They were incidental comments rather than the integral 

hermeneutic key that they had been in the ARF’s first redaction.186 More often Hincmar used 

inference and implication, for example, when Vikings who sacked St-Denis fell ill,187 or when 

one of Louis II’s men who destroyed the cross of Saint Helena died mysteriously, but without 

any explicit reference to God.188   

 

These cautious statements of supernatural agency can be contrasted with Hincmar’s much 

clearer focus on human behaviour towards God. Hincmar described, for example, how Boris-

Michael oversaw the conversion of his people because he was ‘with God inspiring him and 

with the signs and afflictions on the people of kingdom warning him’.189 Boris-Michael was, 

therefore, depicted as responding to God’s agency. When his people rebelled, he marched out 

‘having invoked Christ’s name’.190 Although vastly outnumbered, his men remained ‘fervent 

towards Christian devotion’.191 The rebels were routed by terrifying visions. Boris-Michael 

sent his armour to Rome, for St Peter, which Hincmar described as that in which ‘he triumphed 

over his adversaries in Christ’s name’.192 At no point did Hincmar explicitly ascribe Boris-

Michael’s victory to God, but he consistently demonstrated the king’s orientation towards 

Christ while winning a miraculous victory. Although the episode was highly suggestive of 
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God’s agency, Hincmar seems to have prioritised the value of a correct attitude towards God 

over asserting God’s agency itself.  

 

This was also the case when Louis II threatened to imprison Pope Nicholas. Hincmar described 

how Nicholas proclaimed a fast so that ‘God, through the apostles’ intercessions, might give 

the Emperor a good mind’ towards them.193 When Louis took Rome, Nicholas withdrew to 

pray alone.194 Whereas Boris-Michael’s trust was vindicated immediately, Nicholas’ troubles 

were drawn out for much longer before Louis retreated with a fever, which nonetheless implied 

God’s protection. The passage may have been an attempt to capture the patience needed in 

waiting on God’s agency.  

 

Hincmar’s account of Brissarthe demonstrated his didactic use of recent history more clearly.195 

Unusually for a Carolingian historian, Hincmar ascribed agency to God apophatically. Robert 

and Ramnulf should have been victorious, ‘if God had been with them’.196 Although God’s 

agency was not stated, it was implied by Robert and Ramnulf’s subsequent deaths, because 

they ‘deserved to experience vengeance’.197 As Lamb points out, Robert and Ramnulf were not 

objects of correction, but rather of final punishment.198 Robert and Ramnulf died ‘refusing to 

be corrected’, which suggests that the opportunity for repentance had passed.199 Hincmar may 

have had Gregory the Great’s distinction between correction and judgement in mind.200 This 

depended on the reader understanding the implication of God’s agency, while placing the 

narrative focus on human responsibility.  

 

This reflection intruded into an otherwise secular annal, in which Hincmar had discussed more 

visible factors in other Viking successes.201 This intrusion was also surprising because Hincmar 

had been positive about Robert’s previous victories, despite his holding the lay-abbacy of 
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194 AB s.a. 864, p. 106. 
195 For Brissarthe, see F. Lot, ‘Une année du règne de Charles le Chauve: année 866’, Le Moyen Age 15 (1902), 
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Marmoutier since 3 April, 852.202 Hincmar also recorded in the same entry for 866 that Robert 

had also recently received the lay-abbacy of St-Martin, Tours, from Charles the Bald.203 

Significantly, Hincmar had become estranged from Charles in 865 over the appointment of 

Wulfhad to Bourges.204 Hincmar and Robert had thus found themselves on opposing sides of 

court conflict, expressed by the dynamics of patronage. Those dynamics, for Hincmar, reflected 

a court requiring moral correction. Robert’s death at Brissarthe allowed Hincmar to criticise 

the specific context of patronage rather than establish a consistent moral principle. God’s 

agency could be contingent on the author’s immediate political context, although that did not 

mean Hincmar did not believe what he wrote.  

 

Hincmar’s references to God’s agency became more explicit as the annals progressed. The ‘tale 

of two princes’ in 873, widely discussed elsewhere, exemplified this shift.205 Later, Louis III 

and Carloman II defeated the Vikings, ‘with God willing it’.206 These two Carolingians were 

shown fighting successfully together at a time of political tension, using language which 

echoed the ARF. Conversely, Louis III was (supposedly) defeated as Saucourt-en-Vimeu, ‘with 

divine judgement manifesting itself, because what had been done by the Northmen obviously 

came about not by human but divine power’.207 This may have reflected Hincmar’s more 

thematic approach to these later annals,208 and his confidence in discerning God’s agency. 

 

Alternatively, Hincmar may have felt greater urgency to demonstrate God’s agency in events, 

especially for the inexperienced kings who succeeded Charles, as he himself grew old and the 

political outlook worsened.209 This was suggested by the AB’s closing passage, probably one 

of the last things which the elderly archbishop wrote. As the Vikings approached Rheims, 

human agency failed: the See’s warriors were absent (with Carloman) and the dying Hincmar 

had to be evacuated.210 The pathos highlighted humanity’s dependence on God and the saints, 

since the Vikings arrived at Rheims to find it ‘defended neither by a wall nor by any human 
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203 AB s.a. 866, ‘Karolus Rotberto comiti abbatiam Sancti Martini ab Engiluuino ablatam donat’, p. 126. 
204 Nelson, ‘Annals of St Bertin’, p. 37.  
205 Meyer-Gebel, ‘Annalistischen Arbeitsweise’, pp. 86-88; Nelson, ‘Tale of two princes’, at p. 118 
206 AB s.a. 879, ‘Deo volente’, p. 240, c.f. ARF s.a. 786, p. 72. 
207 AB s.a. 881, ‘divino manifestante iudicio, quia quod a Nortmannis fuerat actum non humana, sed divina virtute 
patratum extiterit’, p. 244. The Battle of Saucourt-en-Vimeu was actually a victory for Louis III, c.f. AF [M] s.a. 
881, p. 96 and AV s.a. 881, p. 51. 
208 Meyer-Gebel, ‘Annalistischen Arbeitsweise’, pp. 99-107.  
209 Löwe, ‘Geschichtsschreibung’, pp. 8-9.  
210 AB s.a. 882, pp. 249-51. 



171 
 

hand’.211 Instead, it was ‘defended by God’s power and the saints’ merits, so that it was not 

entered’.212 Despite the dark future ahead, God and His Saints could be depended upon. It was 

a fitting conclusion to Hincmar’s annals.  

 

The Annales Fuldenses to 869 

 

The AF were probably written at Mainz or Fulda by several authors from the 830s onwards. As 

discussed above, they offered an independent account, largely from an east Frankish 

perspective, from 829 until 887.213 Until 869, these authors referred only sparingly  to God’s 

agency, preferring to use indirect speech and inference, rather than direct assertion.214 The 

annals, for example, portrayed Louis the German stating that he would, ‘with God’s aid’, help 

the western rebels against Charles the Bald.215 The language was similar to that used for 

Carolingian victories by other annalists, but was here embedded in Louis’ speech. Interestingly, 

Hincmar recorded Louis thanking God in his speech to the west Frankish bishops.216 The 

annalist did not, however, mention God again in his long account of the crisis, which ultimately 

ended in Louis’ failure. 

 

The annalist was more explicit in describing the Danish civil war of 854 as ‘the Lord revenging 

the injuries of His saints and worthily repaying His enemies’ deeds’.217 While using the ablative 

absolute, as in the ARF, the author was breaking with tradition in several ways. Although God 

was confounding the Franks’ enemies, the Franks themselves were not in view. As with 

Prudentius’ similar statements, this was innovative for a Frankish annals.  This statement was 

isolated but showed how the language of God’s agency’s in the writing of annals was changing.  
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Rather than continuing the secular course of the narrative from the 730s to the 830s, this author 

increasingly depicted God’s agency in its many fabulae and anecdotes.218 This interest 

probably reflected the AF’s local context and proximity to local communities and their stories. 

Many such stories were taken from letters and reports. For example, the local court heard about 

a case of a couple who almost ate their son during a famine. The annalist reported that ‘God 

prevented them’ by providing carrion.219 The parents ‘gave thanks to God…that He had 

deigned to keep [them] innocent of killing the child’.220 Similarly, a letter at a synod reported 

a storm in Cologne and how the people had fled to a church ‘invoking God’s mercy’, although 

many ended up being killed.221 The AF also recorded short memorials for Fulda’s important 

scholars.222 The annalist wrote about Probus, who died in 859, so that what ‘prevailed divinely 

through him might be understood’.223 All these examples demonstrated God being written more 

into the everyday lives of the local communities known to the annalist, rather than in the east 

Frankish political community more broadly.  

 

The Annales Xantenses 

 

The Annales Xantenses were distinctive even by the standards of Frankish historical writing.224 

The extant version was probably compiled at Cologne between 870 and 876, using the ARF for 

the early sections to 829, and possibly a lost Frisian text for the section to 863.225 The final 

section from 863 onwards used the Bible more than any other set of annals,226 and focused on 

ecclesiastical politics, especially the crises facing the Cologne church as a result of Lothar II’s 

divorce case.227 Hugh the Abbot, for example, was described as forcing himself on Cologne in 
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Biblical terms, ‘not as a shepherd but like a ravenous wolf’.228 The annalist later celebrated him 

being removed ‘with the Lord overseeing it’.229 This reflected the self-consciousness of the 

AX’s audience, who saw themselves as persecuted yet divinely protected. By contrast, God was 

not portrayed helping Carolingian armies as He had in the ARF. Indeed, when Lothar returned 

from Rome, the annalist wrote that ‘the Lord struck him terribly with almost all his 

noblemen…as if the Avenger had said, Vengeance is mine, and I will repay’.230 This described 

God, in Biblical language, as justly vindicating the Cologne church. The final triumph of 

Archbishop Willibert’s party over Gunthar’s was similarly described as ‘the Lord [revealing] 

His justice in the sight of the nations’.231 The annalist picked up the Biblical references from 

earlier, stating that the ‘hireling left and was gone, but the true shepherd anxiously watched 

over his flock’.232 Whereas earlier annals had showed God helping the Empire, here God acted 

on the Church’s behalf, against the Empire’s rulers.  

 

The annalist, however, knew that God’s justice placed demands on his audience. The narrative 

of political and military events beyond Cologne was deeply pessimistic, especially concerning 

the Viking raids.233 The annalist closed his history with a general assertion that ‘the Lord 

constantly distressed His people with various plagues, visiting their transgressions upon them 

with the rod, and their sins upon them with the whip’.234 The annalist turned the Psalm’s first-

person warning into a retrospective description, to assert the current state of affairs as both 

under God’s control but also as expressing His judgement. This pessimism may have been a 

pastoral strategy to enjoin repentance and prayer.  
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The narrative itself contained several apostrophic prayers. In 871, reporting Jerusalem’s 

capture, the writer called on the reader and ‘all you worshippers of the catholic faith’ to 

proclaim, following Joel, ‘Spare, Lord, spare your people, lest the nations lord it over them 

and say: Where is their God?’235 This turned Joel’s future indicative,236 into a plural imperative, 

plorate, applying Joel’s call to prayer to the ninth-century church. Later, the author described 

‘Gunthar’s bride’, the Cologne church, as seeking God using the language of Lamentations, 

which had similarly allegorised Jerusalem as a woman. ‘O Lord’, Cologne cried, ‘behold my 

affliction, for everywhere the enemy is exalted. There is none to comfort me  save you alone, O 

God’.237  Other historians described their characters seeking God’s help, but this allegorical 

woman represented the author and the other Cologne clergy themselves. Her prayer both sought 

and expressed confidence in God, which shows how historical writing could be devotional as 

well as a means of remembering. This went beyond providing examples of prayers which were 

answered, to writing a history which took place prayerfully before God.238 This showed how 

God’s agency was adapted to the pressing concerns of the AX’s context and deployed as part 

of a wider barrage of Christian rhetoric.  

 

Hagiography and the Viking raids 

 

As we have seen, the Vikings were especially troubling for mid-ninth century annalists, who 

either ascribed Viking success to God’s judgement or saw God as judging the Vikings 

themselves.239 These interpretations were shared by contemporary hagiographers.240 Hildegar 

of Meaux, for example, described how ‘God’s wrath was so aroused to burn against the people 

that for five years they could not think how to overcome the Northmen’.241 Adrevald of Fleury 

wrote that ‘not unworthily is He seen to inflict the vindication of vengeance’, for ‘our 
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transgressings of His precepts’.242 The annalists’ comments could, therefore, be seen as part of a 

wider cultural response to the Vikings.  

 

Hagiographers, however, tended to make far greater use of Biblical language than even the AX 

had done. Adrevald saw God’s punishment ‘promised prophetically long ago’, going on to cite 

Jeremiah’s specific mention of ‘all the kin of the North’ causing chaos.243 Adrevald even 

concluded that ‘the prophetic threat can be seen to be assigned to our age’.244 God’s agency 

could also be located in warning His people through His word, such as when Ermentarius of 

Noirmoutier wrote that ‘the Lord warned about this’ through Jeremiah, that ‘from the north 

shall an evil break forth upon all the inhabitants of the land’.245 Although there were common 

themes, no historian used either God’s judgement on His people or God’s agency in Biblical 

history to the same extent. 

 

Various hagiographers also depicted God’s agency against the Vikings in concrete terms. 

Hildegar, for example, described a Viking warband approaching St-Faro, but ‘by divine will 

their horses hesitated, fixed in one place’, unable to move.246 Adrevald wrote that ‘in His grace 

God did not deign to forget His servants’, but ‘comforted them by performing miracles’.247 

Aimoin of Saint-Germain-des-Prés marvelled, after one miracle against the Vikings, that God 

‘always works wonders among the lands by grace for the common good’.248 God’s agency could, 

therefore, be comforting as well as admonitory. The use of miracles in Miracula was hardly 

surprising, but it had the consequence of underplaying how God worked with human agencies, 

such as through Frankish armies. The AF, Prudentius, and Hincmar all recorded similarly 

concrete examples of God’s vengeance and protection, or of God acting directly against the 

Vikings, rather than using human armies. This was not, however, universal, since Prudentius 
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continued to see God helping Christian armies. Historians and hagiographers’ language of God’s 

agency overlapped, demonstrating its shared importance, but also differed, showing its diversity 

and versatility.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Although these historians all asserted God’s agency in recent events, there was considerable 

diversity in how they expressed it and to what end. The boundaries of the Spielräume 

established by earlier historians were stretching. Prudentius’ apparent experience of Louis the 

Pious’ court and Hincmar’s service to Charles the Bald may have meant that God appeared 

more frequently in their political narratives, whereas the AX and AF focused God’s agency onto 

their church communities, rather than on their own political narratives. None of these texts 

replicated the cumulative intensity of God’s agency from the ARF’s first redaction (although 

the AX matched it with very different language), but neither did they continue the secularity of 

the early ninth-century. These texts represented a balance between Augustinian caution and the 

pastoral demands of a threatening world, whose inhabitants needed assurance of God’s 

continuing rule.  

 

RENEWAL AND INNOVATION?, c.870-908 
 

The number of histories surviving from the late ninth century suggests that history writing 

remained important in these years.249  Four independent sets of annals, two new biographies of 

Charlemagne, two epic-style poems, and various smaller annals, poems, and hagiographical 

works have survived. Since many of these survive only in single manuscripts, far more may 

originally have been written. In terms of both variety and quantity, it may be possible to speak 

cautiously of a renewed vigour in the creativity of Carolingian history writing.  

 

In most cases, these histories were entirely independent of one another, so the shift was 

different from the revolution of Charlemagne’s reign which brought historians into dialogue 

with one another. These historians were, nonetheless, all responding to similar changes in the 

Carolingian order. Although these decades have traditionally been seen as a period of 

                                                 
249 Ganshof, ‘L’historiographie’, pp. 680-3.  
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decline,250 recent scholarship has recovered their political dynamism,251 for which history 

writing has provided important evidence.252 Late Carolingian religious culture, nonetheless, 

continues to be overshadowed by the achievements of earlier generations.253 Reimitz only 

alludes to this period briefly, ending his study c.850.254 This raises the question of how far these 

historians continued the ‘dominant narrative’ inherited from their predecessors, including its 

emphasis on God’s agency. It is also necessary to explore how well the language God’s agency 

weathered the emerging transformation of the Carolingian Empire.  

 

The Annales Vedastini 

 

The Annales Vedastini are the only annals extant from the west Frankish kingdom between 

Hincmar’s death and Flodoard’s Annales.255 The tenth-century manuscript in which it survives 

included the ARF and the AB, but it is not clear whether these were known directly to the 

original author or simply the manuscript’s compiler.256 The AV were probably written at the 

monastery of St-Vaast, Arras, while also engaging with wider west Frankish politics.257 

Ganshof took its close attention to detail as evidence of contemporary composition.258 

Although the AV have been largely understudied, Lamb helpfully demonstrated their complex 

engagement with supernatural agency.259 The Vikings, who attacked St-Vaast in 881,260  seem 

to have been especially important in shaping the annalist’s agenda.261 

 

                                                 
250 Stone, ‘Lay moral elite’, p. 373. M. Bloch, La Société Féodale, vol. 1 (Paris, 1939); J. Dhondt, Études sur la 
naissance des principautés territoriales en France (Bruges, 1948); G. Barraclough, The crucible of Europe: the 
ninth and tenth centuries in European history (London, 1976). 
251 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 81-122; S. Airlie, ‘Les élites en 888 et après, ou comment pense-t-on la 
crise carolingienne?’ in Bougard, Feller, and Le Jan (eds), Crises et Renouvellements, pp. 425-437; Costambeys, 
Innes, MacLean, Carolingian World, pp. 419-426; G. Koziol, Politics of Memory and Identity in Carolingian 
Royal diplomas: the West Frankish Kingdom (840-987) (Turnhout, 2012); West, Reframing the Feudal 
Revolution, pp. 107-169.  
252 See especially MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 23-47; Koziol, Politics of Memory. 
253 See for example comments by Stone, ‘Lay moral elite’, pp. 373-5.  
254 Reimitz, History, Identity, Ethnicity, pp. 432-43. 
255 For the AV, see brief comments by F. Lot, Naissance de la France (Paris, 1948), p. 769; Löwe, 
‘Geschichtsschreibung’, p. 10; Maund, “Turmoil of warring princes”, p. 31; MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 
125-7. 
256 St-Omer, Bibliotheque Municipale 706; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 50.  
257 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 118 
258 Ganshof, ‘L’historiographie’, p. 683. 
259 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, pp. 173-178, 
260 AV s.a. 882, ‘monasterium nostrum’, p. 49.  
261 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, p. 177. 
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The annalist rarely mentioned God’s agency between 876 and 888. Lamb argues that this 

section of the AV should be understood as broadly secular in the same manner as the Reviser 

and the later ARF.262 The annalist, for example, explained the Viking raids as a result of 

Frankish factionalism,263 rather than as a punishment for sin.264 The repeated mention of 

‘Christians’, who probably included the AV’s audience, may have been used portray them as 

innocent victims. Lamb argues persuasively that this was a pastoral strategy, which avoided 

blaming the AV’s audience for their own suffering. Similarly, the annalist did not ascribe the 

victories at Saucourt and Thimèon to God’s agency.265 which contributed to its wider polemic 

against Frankish leaders.266 Their victories against the Vikings had not prevented further raids, 

‘with none resisting them’.267 Mentioning God’s aid would have undermined these laments.  

 

The text’s secularity instead encouraged military leaders to take responsibility for resisting the 

Vikings. Supernatural agency only appeared when civil war loomed. Andernach was described 

as fought ‘by demonic instinct’, and won ‘by God’s judgement’.268 Conversely, when Odo later 

sought to defeat Charles the Simple, ‘God’s pity did not concede that the quarrel to reach its 

bloody conclusion’.269 This author wanted all military effort expended on Vikings and so hated 

civil war. Portraying it as demonically inspired and divinely prevented was unusual within the 

text, and so highlighted its importance. The annalist used ‘secularity’ to pursue his wider 

agenda.  

 

The author, nonetheless, inferred God’s agency from Frankish military spirituality. Louis III’s 

men, for example, suffered heavy casualties at Saucourt because they ‘began to glory in 

themselves and did not give glory to God’.270 Only Louis’ initiative saved the day.271 The 

Franks were condemned for failing to recognise and respond correctly to God, whose agency 

remained in the background. At the siege of Paris, when some defenders were cut off, Bishop 

                                                 
262 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, pp. 158-61.  
263 AV s.a. 879 ‘eorum audientes discordiam’, p. 44, 
264 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, pp. 173-8. 
265 AV s.a. 880, pp. 46-47; AV s.a. 881, p. 51. Compare AB s.a. 881, ‘divino manifestante iudicio’, p. 152.  
266 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, p. 174. 
267 AV s.a. 879, ‘nemine sibi resistente’, p. 44, AV s.a. 882, ‘nemine sibi resistente’, p. 53; A. D’Haenens, Les 
invasions normandes en Belgique au IXe siècle: Le phénomène et sa répercussion dans l’historiographie 
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268 AV s.a. 876, ‘Unde instinctu diabolico utrique…et iudicio Dei cessit victoria Hludowico’, p. 41.  
269 AV s.a. 894, ‘verum pietas Dei non concessit sanguinem finem litis finiri’, p. 75.  
270 AV s.a. 881, ‘coeperunt gloriari suis…et non dederunt gloriam Deo’ p. 51, c.f. Leyser, Communications and 
Power, p. 49.  
271 AV s.a. 881, p. 51.  
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Gauzlin ‘commended them to Christ, because he could not do anything else’.272 Gauzlin and the 

Parisians grieved, the annalist wrote, ‘because they could not rescue their men’.273 The annalist 

contrasted Gauzlin and the Parisians’ lack of agency with that of Christ and demonstrated the 

appropriate spiritual response. The annalist also wrote that the Christians at Paris ‘were always 

rescued, with them all crying to the Lord, with great urgency’,274  using liberati sunt as a divine 

passive. It also alluded, without signalling this, to Bede and Paul the Deacon’s accounts of the 

siege of Constantinople.275 The annalist reminded his readers that although the Parisians had 

fought hard, their survival had depended on God’s protection, sought through prayer. The 

Parisians’ piety may even have been intended as a counterpoint to the response of Louis III’s 

men at Saucourt.  

 

The distinctive portrayal of the Parisians may have reflected the annalist’s high view of the so-

called ‘Oise line’, the aristocratic group led by Odo and Gauzlin who successfully defended 

Paris.276 If so, it reflected a shift in divine agency (however implicit) away from Carolingian 

kings and towards local elites in times of crisis. While this might seem to support Fernand 

Vercauteren and Jan Dhondt’s view of devolving military authority,277 the annalist did 

nonetheless include more traditional statements of God’s agency after 888.278 Odo defeated the 

Vikings in 888, ‘through God’s mercy’.279 Arnulf similarly defeated the Vikings at Leuven 

‘with God protecting him’.280 This shift may have resulted from a change in authorship, or may 

have been intended to legitimate Odo and Arnulf by associating them with God’s agency in 

battle, as previous Carolingian kings had been. These statements also contrasted with the 

‘secular’ account of Carolingian royal victories at Saucourt and Thimèon. Finally, the Viking 

threat to Arras was subsiding by the time these victories were commemorated.281 God’s agency 

could be celebrated without the worry of continued Viking raiding and may have reflected the 

annalist’s subsequent relief.  

                                                 
272 AV s.a. 886, ‘et quia nil aliud agere poterat, Christo eos commendabat’, p. 59. 
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Abbo of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, Bella Parisiacae Urbis 

 

The Viking attacks on Paris were also described in Abbo of Saint-Germain-des-Prés’ epic 

poem.282 Although actively continuing a tradition of hagiographical literature about Saint 

Germanus,283 Abbo stated that the work was also about ‘the battles [fought] of Paris and also 

of King Odo’.284 Abbo depicted God’s agency in these battles. In one clash, ‘few of the people 

perished, with God supporting us’.285 At Montfaucon, for example, Odo ‘sought Heaven’s 

solace, then ripped out / [the Vikings’] guts’.286 Although expressed with poetic flair, this 

statement was similar to those of other ninth-century histories.  

 

Abbo was more distinctive in emphasising the saints’ agency in battle.287 Germanus, for 

example, physically ‘forced the Danes’ standard-bearers to be won by death’ on the 

battlefield.288 Abbo also emphasised how Germanus encouraged Paris’ defenders and worked 

in parallel with Odo and Gauzlin’s human leadership. Abbo’s interest in this political group 

was shared with the AV, and both writers may have been reflecting this group’s Christian and 

military self-consciousness. Abbo avoided interpreting the Vikings as God’s punishment, 

instead highlighting the Franks’ moral weakness as sapping their power to resist, concluding 

his narrative by asking them ‘tell me, why hide your ancient strength?’289 As with the AV, Abbo 

avoided blaming the Parisians for their own suffering, laying the blame instead on the military 

elites who failed to protect them. The Bella shows the continued dynamism of theological 

reflection in the face of new challenges.   
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The Ludwigslied 

 

Like Abbo’s Bella, the Ludwigslied offered an epic-style poem about Viking attacks. Written 

in Rhenish-Franconian verse, it offers an intriguing glimpse into oral lay culture,290 and was 

probably associated with Louis the Younger’s court at Frankfurt,291 although possibly with 

Louis III’s in the western kingdom.292 As Paul Fouracre shows, its narrative communicated 

God’s agency very clearly.293 God Himself said, ‘let heathen men journey across the sea to 

remind the Frankish people of their sins’, a well-established theological response to Vikings.294 

More positively, the poet was certain that Louis served ‘God zealously / I know God rewards 

him for it’.295 He had Louis himself assure his men that ‘our life here is allotted for as long as 

Christ wishes’.296 As in earlier histories, God’s agency was associated with royal victories and 

was expressed by both the author and his characters. What was exceptional was portraying God 

Himself as speaking within the text. Christ Himself told Louis to ‘help my people / the 

Northmen have them hard pressed’.297 Louis himself affirmed that ‘God has sent me hither and 

commanded me himself’.298 This exceptional portrayal of God as a character within the 

narrative may reflect poetic conventions but it also showed how intimately God’s agency might 

be understood. Like Nithard’s Historiae, the Ludwigslied demonstrated the importance of 

God’s agency to the lay warrior elites.  
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The Annales Fuldenses from 869 

 

The Ludwigslied takes this discussion across the Rhine, where several histories seem to have 

integrated God’s agency into their narratives with fresh enthusiasm. It became central, for 

example, to the AF’s narrative of events between 869 and 887. The entry for 869 alone saw 

God healing Louis the German, defeating the rebel Gundachar, and bestowing victories on 

Louis’ sons.299 Similar comments appeared throughout the 870s and 880s. This shift seems to 

have reflected the literary choice of a new author, who probably took over in 869.300 God’s 

favour had long been integral to the ideology of Louis the German’s court.301 This may have 

influenced the annalist through his probable patron, Liutbert, the well-connected archbishop of 

Mainz (863-889).302 Given Hincmar’s authorship of the AB, it is possible (but sadly 

unprovable) that Liutbert himself wrote some of the AF’s entries.  

 

The AF primarily depicted God’s agency in east Frankish warfare, although it could be applied 

to other areas of life, such as when Louis the German was healed by the ‘heavenly doctor’ 

where human doctors had failed.303 Otherwise the annals focused their theological attention on 

the victories of Louis and his family. Charles the Fat, for example, burned Rastiz’s 

fortifications ‘relying on God’s help’.304 As in the ARF, God was portrayed as helping both the 

Carolingian family and their elites. Troops were sent, for example, against the Bohemians and 

defeated them ‘relying on God’s aid’.305 One army, while clearly identified regionally as 

‘Frisians’ in ‘Albdag’s county’, nonetheless rebuffed the Viking Rudolf by saying that ‘they 

ought not pay tribute, except to King Louis and his sons’, and then defeated him with God’s 

help.306 God was not, conversely, mentioned in defeats, such as when Arn of Würzburg and 

Sigihart of Fulda were defeated by Slavs.307 These patterns were very similar to those of the 
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ARF’s first redaction. Although God’s agency was largely absent from the AF’s narrative prior 

to 869, this new author may have been inspired by the original ARF’s theological language.  

 

This author differed from the original ARF, however, by highlighting not only God’s help to 

the east Franks but also God’s defeat of their enemies. These enemies were described far more 

vividly than the anonymous Saxons and Avars of the ARF.308 The Viking Rudolf, for example, 

was subject to ‘revenge which pursued him from heaven’.309 Gundachar, similarly, was killed 

‘with the Lord dealing out a worthy reward for his treachery’,310 and even asserted St 

Emmeram’s agency in his defeat to his own men.311 As Gundachar’s speech showed, this 

annalist was also interested in characters’ attitudes to God’s agency. When Gundachar was 

defeated, Louis decreed that ‘everyone in common praise God for the destruction of their dead 

enemy’,312 while his sons met ‘rejoicing together in the victories given to them by heaven’ over 

the Slavs.313 Similarly, Charles the Fat, Karlmann, and Count Boppo all fought the Slavs, 

‘relying on God’s help [or aid]’.314 This replicated one of the only statements of God’s agency 

from the eighth-century section, that Charles Martel defeated the Saracens ‘relying on God’s 

help.315 The annalist thus pointed the reader to God’s help and showed the proper response.  

 

The author used speeches to communicate God’s agency, probably influenced by Sallust.316 

Louis used Charles the Fat’s demonic possession to warn Louis the Younger that ‘nothing is 

hidden which will not be revealed’ and advised him to ‘confess…do penance, and pray humbly 

to God’.317 The author used Louis the German to provide a theological commentary on the 

lessons to be learned from the events. Similarly, the commander of the Frisians who fought 

Rudolf warned his men that ‘we few have prevailed against many enemies, not regarding our 
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own strength, but God’s grace’.318 They should, therefore, exchange hostages. Both speeches 

asserted God’s agency but also allowed the annalist to draw out practical lessons from the 

events.  

 

The AF took aspects of the language of God’s agency, which in earlier histories had been 

associated with the Carolingian Empire as a whole, intensified them, and confined them to 

Louis the German’s kingdom. This was especially apparent in their account of Andernach.319 

The author brought together almost every theological motif possible to emphasise God’s aid to 

Louis the Younger and punishment of Charles the Bald. Louis asked Charles ‘why do you not 

think that with God it is not impossible to free both many and few?’.320 While Louis fought, 

‘placing his faith in the Lord’.321 Charles ‘did not wish to know God’ because of his ‘arrogance 

of mind’.322 The battle taught Charles, a ‘new Sennacherib’, that ‘strength was from heaven’.323 

His troops later testified that fear had filled their army and their horses had refused to charge, 

from which the annalist concluded ‘without doubt heaven fought against Charles in this 

battle’.324 God’s help was focused on one Carolingian kingdom against another, rather than 

against external enemies.325 This was partly aimed at Charles, who may still have been a threat 

when this entry was written. The language of God’s agency was being adapted to the changing 

dynastic landscape of the 870s. God’s agency was also depicted cumulatively within a single 

episode. The author’s own voice, the Biblical allusions, the characters’ own words, their 

actions, and the battle’s outcome all pointed the reader to God’s agency and its implications.  
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The Mainz continuation 

 

The AF’s authorship may have changed at 882, when the narrative became more focused on 

Mainz, but the author’s agenda could simply have changed.326 From 882 onwards, God’s 

agency was used to criticise the annalist’s own king, Charles the Fat. Charles’ ‘fraudulent 

plans’ for succession, for example, ‘were dissolved by God’s will’.327 This shift in loyalty, as 

MacLean has discussed, reflected Liutbert’s displacement at court by Liutward of Vercelli as 

a result of Charles’ succession to Louis the Younger.328 The annalist moved the positive 

language of God’s agency from the Carolingians to the local Rhineland elites. When the 

Vikings invaded Saxony, for example, the annalist described how ‘Count Henry and Bishop 

Arn met them’ and ‘with the Lord helping the Christians obtained victory’.329 Later, Henry 

defeated another Viking group, ‘the Lord giving them what they deserved’.330 The repetitive 

association between God’s agency and Henry may have been directly inspired by the original 

ARF’s celebration of Charlemagne.331 Similarly, the account of how Charles’ ‘fraudulent plans 

were dissolved by God’s will’ echoed the ARF’s entries for 769 and 794.332 As discussed 

earlier, the AF’s own eighth-century narrative lacked such language, but it seems plausible that 

the original ARF used by the earlier compiler remained available to inspire this later author.  

 

As MacLean has argued, celebrating this group implicitly criticised Charles because Henry and 

Liutbert were fulfilling tasks, such as terrifying the Northmen, that ought to have been done by 

Charles (and had been ascribed to Louis the German earlier in the narrative).333 Liutbert’s 

involvement with these campaigns, nonetheless, suggested that this language also reflected 

Fulda’s pride in their own local elites, who had fought to defend their region. The Mainz 

annalist’s interests here paralleled the AV’s in the ‘Oise line’ group.334 Both the AF and the AV, 

because of their immediate political context (ranging from Liutward to the Vikings) turned 

                                                 
326 Reuter, Fulda, pp. 8-9; Patzold, Episcopus, pp. 388-90. 
327 AF [M] s.a. 885, ‘fraudulenta consilia Deo nutu dissipata sunt’, p. 103. On Charles’ succession plans and the 
Mainz annalist’s opposition, see MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 129-34.  
328 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 25-6. 
329 AF [M] s.a. 884, ‘quibus Heimrih comes et Arn episcopus… occurrerunt…adiuvante Domino christiani 
optinuere victoriam’, pp. 100-1.  
330 AF [M] s.a. 884, ‘Domino illis reddente, quod meruerunt’, p. 101; Patzold, Episcopus, pp. 389-90 
331 Especially ARF s.a. 783, ‘et Domino adiuvante Franci victores extiterunt’, p. 64.  
332 E.g. ARF s.a. 794, ‘dissipavit Deus consilia eorum’, p. 96; ARF s.a. 769, p. 28. 
333 E.g. AF [M] s.a. 884, ‘illi timore perculsis noctua fuga lapsi sunt’, p. 101; MacLean, Kingship and Politics, 

pp. 38-9; T. Reuter, ‘Plunder and Tribute in the Carolingian Empire’, TRHS 5th series 35 (1985), pp. 75-94p. 
76; Patzold, Episcopus, p. 389.  
334 See above, p. 179.  
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God’s agency away from Carolingian kingship and towards local aristocratic groups. In the 

AF, this was undone by Henry’s death at Paris, when ‘great fear came to the Christians’, but 

from which God was apparently absent.335 The aristeia of the God-favoured Henry came to an 

abrupt, and probably unintended, end.  

 

The AF’s final entry, which was written when Liutbert had returned to favour, continued to 

attack Liutward, who was accused of heresy.336 The annalist also described how God killed 

one of Liutward’s allies for the attempted raptus of a nun.337 Arnulf’s coup cast a tragic shadow 

over the entry, which saw Arnulf weeping before the cross, sent by Charles via Liutbert.338 

This was captured by the annalist’s final reference to Vikings, whom God kept out of Rheims 

by a miraculous fog, ‘for the merits of Saint Remigius’.339 The Christian triumphalism of the 

early 880s had disappeared, but God was also shown to act without needing instruments such 

as Henry.   

 

The Bavarian continuation 

 

A copy of the AF to 882 found its way to Bavaria, where it was continued until 901.340 While 

the annalist used elements of Christian rhetoric in the 880s,341 the only clear statement of God’s 

agency came in 884, when the annalist recounted Pannonia’s devastation by the Slavs and 

aristocratic infighting.342 The annalist asserted that this happened ‘without a doubt through 

God’s mercy or anger’.343 The annalist was convinced, however, that ‘the God’s just avenging 

anger does not fall except when it is just’.344 The annalist recognised the incomprehensibility 

of God’s agency, especially in the experience of recent events, but nonetheless affirmed God’s 

justice. The more positive and militaristic approach of the 870s was recovered in the 890s. It 

                                                 
335 AF [M] s.a. 886, ‘Christianis magnum intulit metum’, p. 105. 
336 AF [M] s.a. 887, p. 105; Reuter, Fulda, pp. 3-4; Bührer-Thierry, ‘Le Conseiller du Roi’, pp. 111-21. 
337 AF [M] s.a. 887, p. 106. For rumours of this campaign, see J.L. Nelson, ‘Bad kingship in the earlier Middle 
Ages’, Haskins Society Journal 8 (1996), pp. 1-26, at p. 15. For raptus in the Carolingian period, see R. Stone, 
‘The invention of a theology of abduction on Raptus’, JeccH 60 (2009), pp. 433-448. 
338 AF [M] s.a. 887, p. 106. 
339 AF [M] s.a. 887, ‘per merita sancti Remigii’, p. 107. There was a strong overlap with AB s.a. 882, but it is 
unclear whether this was deliberate. The campaign is discussed in Vogel, Die Normannen, pp. 342-7.  
340 Reuter, Fulda, pp. 3-4.  
341 E.g. quotation of Lk. 11.17 at AF [B] s.a. 884, p. 111. 
342 For this conflict, see T. Reuter, Germany in the early middle ages, c.800-1056 (London and New York, 1991) 
 pp. 124-5. 
343 AF [B] s.a. 884, ‘procul dubio geruntur sive per misericordiam sive per iram Dei’, p. 113.  
344 AF [B] s.a. 884, ‘sed iram Dei iustam vindictam fieri, quae indubitanter non, nisi iusta sit, um quam evenire 
creditur’, p. 113.  
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was first located with Arnulf’s campaigns against the Vikings and in Italy. The battle of Leuven 

was won ‘by God’s grace’,345 the walls of Bergamo fell ‘by God’s will’,346 and Arnulf’s assault 

on Rome began ‘by God’s will’.347 After Arnulf suffered a stroke in 896,348 the annalist’s turned 

other groups’ victories with God’s help. The Bulgarians drove off the Avars ‘with God’s 

mercy’,349 and later ‘God’s grace so favoured the Christians’, that is, Bavarians, that they drove 

off the Hungarians.350 The annalist was especially interested in contrasting Christian and pagan 

identity, which superseded the regional or ethnic identities favoured earlier in the text.351 

 

The annalist also depicted Christian dependence on, and gratitude, for God’s agency in battle. 

Apart from the siege of Bergamo, all of these armies were described as praising God for His 

mercy after the battle.352 While both motifs were used by earlier histories, no Carolingian 

historian had combined them so consistently. Arnulf called on his men to attack ‘our enemies 

in God’s name, avenging not our own shame, but that of Him who can do all things!’353  Boris-

Michael told his men to ‘do penance for the injury they had done to Christians, and seek help 

from God’.354 The annalist, probably inspired by the pre-882 section, used his characters to 

point his audience to God’s agency in his wider narrative. 

 

Notker of St-Gall, Gesta Karoli Magni 

 

Notker of St-Gall was a talented and wide-ranging thinker,355 but is best remembered as a 

historian.356 His Gesta Karoli Magni has not always been highly regarded,357 but has been 

                                                 
345 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘gratia Dei’, p. 120.  
346 AF [B] s.a. 894, ‘Dei nutu’, p. 123. 
347 AF [B] s.a. 896, ‘Dei nutu’, p. 128.  
348 Reuter, Germany in the early middle ages, p. 125.  
349 AF [B] s.a. 896, ‘misericordia Dei’, p. 130,  
350 AF [B] s.a. 900, ‘tanta Dei gratia christianis occurrit’, p. 134.  
351 See below, chapter 6, pp. 262-4 for further discussion.  
352 AF [B] s.a. 891, p. 121; AF [B] s.a. 896, p. 128; AF [B] s.a. 900, p. 134. 
353 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘non nostram, sed eius, qui omnia potest, contumeliam vindicantes inimcos nostros in Dei 
nomine aggredimur!’, p. 120. 
354 AF [B] s.a. 896, ‘triduano ieiunio penitenciam de inlata christianis in iuria agere’, p. 130. 
355 For Notker’s other works, see Liber Ymnorum, ed W. von den Steinen, Notker der Dichter und seine geistige 
Welt. Editionsband (Bern, 1948), pp. 8-91; c.f. MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 202; E. Rauner, ‘Notker des 
Stammlers “Notatio de illustris viris”’, Mittellateinisches Jahrbuch 21 (1986), pp. 34-69, c.f. McKitterick, History 
and Memory, pp. 221-2. For his scribal work at St-Gall, see S. Rankin, ‘Ego itaque Notker scripsi’, RB 101 (1991), 
pp. 268-98. For possible Greek knowledge, see W. Berschin, Greek Letters and the Latin Middle Ages: From 
Jerome to Nicholas of Cusa, trans. J.C. Frakes (Washington, DC, 1988), pp. 145-9. 
356 Notker, Gesta Karoli Magni, ed. H.F. Haefele, MGH SRG, n.s. 12 (Berlin, 1959). See also Notker, Erchanberti 
Breviarum Continuatio, ed. Pertz, MGH SS 2, pp. 329-30. 
357 E.g. Halphen, Études critiques, p. 142; c.f. P. Jaffé, Monumenta Carolina (Berlin, 1867), p. 628; A.J. Grant, 
Early Lives of Charlemagne by Eginhard and the Monk of Saint Gall (London, 1926), p. xxii. 
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significantly re-evaluated in recent scholarship.358 Following MacLean, the work can be seen 

as directly commissioned by Charles the Fat in 885 and reaching its current state in early 887, 

when it appears that Notker abandoned the project.359 The narrative functioned both 

didactically and politically, teaching Charles the timeless ideals of Carolingian kingship,360 but 

also addressing the contemporary succession crisis, Charles’ relationship with Liutbert of 

Mainz, and the Viking raids.361 Although the Gesta did not circulate until the twelfth century,362 

it is evidence of how someone writing under direct Carolingian patronage connected theology 

with history. Theologically, Notker’s distinctive use of Daniel and Jerome’s exegesis has been 

noticed,363 but his language of God’s agency was in many ways similar to other Carolingian 

historians.  

 

Although we lack Notker’s preface, the extant opening exhibited Notker’s distinctively 

Christian approach to history.364 The Gesta’s first sentence described God as ‘the Almighty 

governor of things and the one who ordained kingdoms and times’.365 When God had ‘broken 

the feet of iron and clay’ of the Romans, He built an equally ‘admirable statue through the 

illustrious Charles among the Franks’.366 God’s ordination of kings was well-established in 

Carolingian history writing, including Notker’s own Continuatio,367 but Notker’s phrasing 

carefully combined Roman and Frankish history within God’s plan.368 He juxtaposed the 

distant and recent pasts and telescoped the time involved, because these pasts were both 

governed by God. Book II similarly opened with a Roman link, describing Julian as ‘hated by 

                                                 
358 T.  Siegrist, Herrscherbild und Weltsicht bei Notker Balbulus:  Untersuchungen zu den Gesta Karoli (Zurich, 
1963); Ganz, ‘Humour as history’; H.-W. Goetz, Strukturen der spätkarolingischen Epoche im Spiegel der 
Vorstellungen eines zeitgenössischen Mönchs: eine Interpretation der 'Gesta Karoli' Notkers von Sankt Gallen 
(Bonn, 1981); Pizarro, Rhetoric of Scene, pp. 62-211; M. Innes, ‘Memory, orality and literacy in an Early 
Medieval Society’, P&P 158 (1998), pp. 3-36; P.J.E. Kershaw, ‘Laughter after Babel’s fall: misunderstanding 
and miscommunication in the ninth-century west’, in Halsall (ed.), Humour, History and Politics, pp. 179-202. 
359 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 201-204. 
360 Siegrist, Herrscherbild und Weltsicht, pp. 71-9. See also, H. Löwe, ‘Das Karlsbuch Notkers von St. Gallen und 
sein zeitgeschichtlicher Hintergrund’, Schweizerische Zeitschrift für Geschichte 20 (1970), pp. 269-302. 
361 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 205-227. 
362 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 229; Haefele, pp. xiii-xxvii 
363 Siegrist, Herrscherbild und Weltsicht, pp. 109-10; MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 204, 228.  
364 Ganz, ‘Humour as history’, p. 178.  
365 Notker, 1.1, ‘Omnipotens rerum dispositor ordinatorque regnorum et temporum’, p. 1. 
366 Notker, 1.1, ‘um illius admirande statuę pedes ferreos vel testaceos…admirabilis statuę caput aureum per 
illustrem Karolum erexit in Francis’, p. 1. 
367 E.g. Notker, Erchanberti Breviarium Continuatio, ‘et Augustus Caesar appellatus, nunc divina clementia 
favente pacatissimum regit imperium’, ed. Pertz, MGH SS 2, pp. 329–30, at p. 330; ‘Nunc ergo in manu 
omnipotentis Dei, cuius nutu reguntur universa, solum modo consistit’, p. 330. 
368 Siegrist, Herrscherbild und Weltsicht, pp. 112-121; Ganz, ‘Humour as history’, p. 175. 
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God’ and ‘killed by heaven’.369 Notker’s chronological scope for God’s agency was far wider, 

and far closer to the idea of Heilsgeschichte, than most other Carolingian biographers.  

 

Notker also wove God’s agency into the detailed anecdotes of court life which characterised 

his narrative.370 In many cases, Notker paralleled God’s power and authority with that of 

Charlemagne. For example, when Charlemagne ordered a terrible singer to replace a better (but 

absent and hungover) singer, Notker wrote that the sober singer was ‘comforted by the divine 

and numinous will’ and ‘reinforced by [Charlemagne’s] authority’.371 The drunken singer, by 

contrast, ‘neither feared nor honoured either God or his particular friend’.372 Similarly, a palace 

chaplain advised Charlemagne that the gift of a bishopric, ‘rests in God’s will and your 

power’.373 As MacLean argues, Notker was demonstrating God’s support for royal authority 

over the clergy.374 In both examples, Notker also showed the proper response to both kinds of 

power. The palace chaplain advised Charlemagne to ‘keep your strength, lest someone twist 

the power, given to you by God, out of your hands’,375 alluding to Hildegard’s plot to have her 

own man receive the bishopric. Notker explored how God’s agency within the narrative had 

implications for courtly relationships.  

 

Notker’s anecdotes often concerned the eternal destination of his characters as a warning to his 

audience. Heaven and hell were rarely mentioned among other histories (although it was 

common among hagiographical texts), so this reflected a specific concern of Notker’s. On 

hearing that one bishop had only bequeathed two pounds of silver in his will, a chaplain called 

this ‘a small provision for a far-flung and long-lasting journey’.376 Charlemagne rewarded him 

with the bishopric for his wisdom, but added that he should carefully provide both of their 

journeys.377 This was typical of the soteriological anxiety expressed by Notker’s characters.  

 

                                                 
369 Notker, 2.1, ‘dum Deo odibilis Iulianus…cęlitus fuisset peremptus, p. 49. 
370 Pizarro, Rhetoric of Scene, pp. 3-18 and passim; c.f. also Innes, ‘Memory, orality, and literacy’, p. 16; Ganz, 
‘Humour as history’, p. 177. 
371 Notker, 1.5, ‘numine divino confortatus’, pp. 7-8. 
372 Notker, 1.5, ‘qui nec Deum nec praecipuum illius amicum timuit vel honoravit’, p. 9. 
373 Notker, 1.4, ‘hoc in Dei nutu et potestate vestra situm est, p. 5.  
374 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 210.  
375 Notker, 1.4, ‘Domine rex, tene fortitudinem tuam, ne potestatem a Deo tibi collatam de manibus tuis quisquam 
extorqueat’, p. 6. 
376 Notker, 1.4, ‘parvum viaticum ad iter longinquum et diuturnum’, p. 5.  
377 Notker, 1.4, pp. 6-7.   
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Later in the Gesta, Louis the German admonished his warriors for spending gold on clothing, 

because ‘that by which your soul might have been able to be redeemed, you hand over in your 

enemies’ hands, that by them the idols of the gentiles might be adorned!’378 Preparing for 

judgement should, Notker believed, concern the lay military elites as much as the bishops. 

Notker also used demons and Satan significantly more than other historians. A saintly bishop, 

for example, was deceived into eating meat during Lent by ‘the ancient enemy’.379 This 

reinforced Notker’s broader interest in deception and miscommunication identified by Paul 

Kershaw.380 Notker described how the bishop ‘put his hope in the Saviour of sinners’, and 

shaved beggars in penance.381 This provided a worthy example of repentance and the dangers 

of demonic temptation.  

 

Notker did not often ascribe Charlemagne’s victories to God, as the ARF had done, except for 

the Emperor’s campaigns against Godafrid. As MacLean argues, Notker elided Godafrid I 

(d.810) with the contemporary Godafrid III (killed in 885 by Count Henry) to comment on 

contemporary Viking raids.382 While seeking to invade Godafrid’s territory, Notker wrote, 

disease struck the Franks’ cattle, frustrating Charlemagne’s efforts and laying his Empire open 

to further raids.383 The military details followed the ARF’s account,384 apart from locating 

Godafrid’s counter-attack to the Moselle, the stalking ground of the contemporary Godafrid.385 

Unlike the ARF, however, Notker provided a theological interpretation. It happened, Notker 

wrote, either ‘with God’s providence preventing it, so that, according to the Scriptures, He 

might test Israel’,386 or ‘with our sins standing in the way’.387 Offering two explanations may 

have echoed Gregory the Great’s distinction of God’s purposes, and gave Notker space for 

ambiguity, especially since this concerned a defeat.  

 

                                                 
378 Notker, 2.17, ‘quibus anima tua redimi valeret, in manus hostium trades, ut de eis simulacra gentium 
adornentur’, p. 88; c.f. Goldberg, “More devoted”, p. 56. 
379 Notker, 1.21, ‘hostis antiquus’, p. 27 
380 Kershaw, ‘Laughter after Babel’s fall’, p. 191.  
381 Notker, 1.21, ‘spem suam in salvatore perditorum ponere confideret’, p. 28.  
382 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 213-4.  
383 Notker, 2.13, pp. 75-6. 
384 ARF s.a. 810, p. 131; Einhard, VK, 14, p. 17, 17, p. 21.  
385 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 203.  
386 Notker, 2.13, ‘Sed vel Dei providentia prohibente, ut secundum scripturas, in his experiretur Israhelem’, p. 75, 
c.f. Jdg. 3.4, ‘ut in ipsis experiretur Israhelem’. 
387 Notker, 2.13, ‘vel peccatis nostris obsistentibus’, p. 75.  
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Notker also explored God’s will in victory, since Godafrid was killed by his son.388 This 

happened, Notker again explained, ‘lest after the example of ungrateful Israel, Francia might 

boast against God, that she was freed without her own industry’.389 Charlemagne, indeed, 

‘glorified God for His judgement’.390 As MacLean argues, this victory showed God’s overall 

favour to Charlemagne (and by extension, to Charles the Fat) while using Frankish sins to 

explain their defeat.391 This was very different from the Mainz annalist, who had blamed 

Charles for the Viking raids and had instead celebrated God’s help to the east Franks.392  

 

Notker did not, however, intend ‘purely to flatter the Emperor’.393 Throughout this passage, 

Notker referred to Charlemagne as ‘unconquered’ and ‘invincible’,394 despite recounting a 

military failure, and was called ‘the wisest of men’ in abandoning the campaign, lest he disobey 

Ecclesiasticus’ injunction not to ‘strive against the stream of the river’.395 Francia had 

succeeded ‘without her own industry’, because she risked boasting against God. Charlemagne, 

by contrast, accepted the limits of his own agency, acknowledging his dependence on God. 

While possibly contrasting Charlemagne and the Franks, it seems just as probable that Notker 

was urging a correct understanding of God’s agency upon Charles as the mark of truly 

invincible kingship. 

 

That this was especially necessary in battling the Vikings can be seen in Notker’s only 

apostrophic prayer to God. Having described Charlemagne’s ‘prophecy’ of further Viking 

attacks, Notker cried, ‘may this not happen, may the guard of our Lord Christ forbid it and your 

sword, hardened with the Northerners’ blood, resist it!’396 Notker’s account of the Vikings 

under Charlemagne functioned as an exemplar for Charles to resist contemporary Viking 

attacks. His outburst would also have reminded Charles that such resistance needed to be 

prayerful, since Charles’ sword was paralleled by Christ’s oversight. Christ’s agency was seen 

as even more important, because He could ‘prevent’ the attacks whereas Charles could only 

                                                 
388 Notker, 2.13, p. 76. 
389 Nokter, 2.13, ‘ne exemplo ingrati Israhelis contra Deum gloriaretur, absque sua industria liberata est Francia’, 
p. 76, c.f. Jdg. 7.2, ‘in manus eius ne glorietur contra me Israhel et dicat meis viribus liberatus sum’. 
390 Notker, 2.13, ‘quidem iudicio Deum glorificavit’, p. 76.  
391 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 214.  
392 For the AF [M] and Notker as representing rival positions, see MacLean, Kingship and Politcs, p. 207.  
393 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, p. 214.  
394 Notker, 2.13, ‘invictissimus Karolus…invictus autem nec vincendus unquam Karolus’, pp. 75-6. 
395 Notker, 2.13, ‘Karolus ne scripturae inobaediens contra iactum fluvii conaretur, destitit ab incaepto’, p. 76, c.f. 
Ecclus. 4.32, ‘nec coneris contra ictum fluvii’. 
396 Notker, 2.14, ‘Quod ne adhuc fiat, Christi Domini nostri tutela prohibeat et gladius vester in sanguine 
Nordostranorum duratus obsistat’, p. 78.  
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‘resist’ them. This passage hinted at both the devotional and didactic aspects of writing about 

God’s agency in the recent past. 

 

The Poeta Saxo, Gesta Annalium 

 

The Poeta Saxo’s epic verse biography of Charlemagne was written during Arnulf’s reign,397 

either at Corvey or Paderborn,398 and used several earlier Carolingian histories, such as the 

ARF, and showed how they might have been read.399 The poet reflected the wider Christian 

rhetoric of the east Frankish kingdom, which we have already explored, but also showed how 

the language of God’s agency in these earlier histories might be read. The poet had a very 

exalted view of God’s agency, which his biographical enterprise illustrated perfectly, since ‘the 

merciful God worked through Charles / that which then could not have happened otherwise’.400 

The human experience of history could not, for this narrator, be separated from the God who 

governed it. 

 

Following the ARF, the poet attributed Charlemagne’s numerous victories over the Lombards, 

Avars, and his own Saxon predecessors to God’s help. The poet described, for example, how 

in 783, Charlemagne ‘by divine help, was the victor / and with countless numbers of dead, he 

then routed the rest’.401 This adapted a statement in the ARF,402 in which the original annalist 

described God helping the Franks, who were the ARF’s central focus. The poet changed this to 

God helping Charlemagne, since he was writing a biography.  

 

                                                 
397 For discussion see Monod, Études Critiques, pp. 68-76; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 162-66; K.H. 
Krüger, ‘Die ältern Sachsen als Franken. Zum Besuch des Kaisers Arnulf 889 im Kloster Corvey’, Westfälische 
Zeitschrift 151/152 (2001/2002), pp. 225-244; I. Rembold, ‘The Poeta Saxo at Paderborn: episcopal authority and 
Carolingian rule in late ninth-century Saxony’, EME 21 (2013), pp. 169-196.  
398 Proponents of Corvey include G. Hüffer, Korveier Studien: Quellenkritische Untersuchungen zur Karolinger-
Geschichte (Münster, 1898), pp. 19–21; K. Strecker, ‘Studien zu den karolingischen Dichtern’, NA 43 (1922), pp. 
490–511; H.E. Stiene, ‘Agius von Corvey und der Poeta Saxo’, Mittellateinisches Jahrbuch 22 (1987), pp. 80–
100. Paderborn was initially proposed by K. Schoppe, ‘Die Translatio sancti Liborii und der Poeta Saxo’, Die 
Warte: Zeitschrift für Volkstum, Geschichte, Natur, Kunst, und Verkehr im Sudostlischen Westfalen 23.11, 23.12, 
24.1 (1962–63), pp. 169–71, 185–7, 6–8 and recently revived by Rembold, ‘Poeta Saxo’, pp. 181-3, using parallels 
with Paderborn texts such as the Vita sancti Liborii and Translatio sancti Liborii, ed. V. de Vry, Liborius, 
Brückenbauer Europas: Die mittelalterlichen Viten und Translationsberichte (Paderborn, 1997), pp. 177-221. 
Rembold is followed by R. Flierman, Saxon Identities, AD 150-900 (London, 2017), pp. 154-60. 
399 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 24-5; see also on sources H. Löwe, ‘Lateinisch-Christliche Kultur im 
Karolingischen Sachsen’, Angli e Sassoni al di qua e al di là del mare, Settimane 32 (Spoleto, 1986), vol 2, pp. 
491-536, at p. 502. 
400 Poeta Saxo, 5.35-6, ‘per Carolum clemens deus est operatus / id, quod tunc aliter non potuit fieri’, p. 56. 
401 Poeta Saxo, 2.104-5, ‘Carolus divino munere victor / caesis innumeris reliquos exinde fugavit’, p. 21 
402 See above, Chapter 3, p. 106.  
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The poet also expanded the ARF’s short comments. The Saxon defeat in 778, for example, took 

place ‘by God’s will’,403 because He ‘thought it fitting to condemn such crimes committed 

against his people’.404 The poet read the ARF’s original comment ‘with the Lord helping’ as 

implying God’s judgement on the Saxons, because the ARF had also described them ‘doing 

evil’ and ‘burning churches’.405 The miracle at Irminsûl, similarly, was given by God, ‘who 

was pleased by the just overthrow of the profane shrine’, and ‘gave strength for…a flood, 

sufficient for the army, to rush forth’.406 The poet took the ARF’s juxtaposition of the shrine’s 

destruction and the miracles to indicate a causal link, itself evidence of Charlemagne’s just 

cause.407 The poet, conversely, shortened the account of the Fritzlar miracle. As in the ARF, ‘a 

great divine terror suddenly overtook [the Saxons]’,408 but the poet added that ‘neither the 

enemy nor arms routed them’, to contrast human with divine agency.409 The other aspects of 

the miracle (Boniface’s prophecy and the angels) were omitted.   

 

The poet was especially interested in the Saxon wars, because of their implications for his own 

identity.410 He added an apostrophic prayer as an editorial comment, which explained the 

Saxons wars. God’s pity, the poet explained, ‘wished all humankind to be saved’.411 The 

Saxons were, however, so stubborn that God ‘gave them Charles’, who would ‘save them 

unwillingly’,412 and ‘overwhelm by war those he could not master by reason’.413 The poet 

looked back on his people’s conquest and not only saw God’s intentions, but turned such 

recognition to prayer. The poet’s subsequent comments about God’s agency in the Saxon wars 

emphasised different aspects of this divine plan. In 778, the poet highlighted how the Saxons 

deserved Charlemagne’s conquests, and in 783, how God’s plan could not be thwarted by 

rebellion. 

 

                                                 
403 Poeta Saxo, 1.425, ‘nutuque dei’, p. 17. 
404 Poeta Saxo, 1.425-6, ‘quem crimina tanta / in populo commissa suo dampnare decebat’ p. 17.  
405 ARF s.a. 778, ‘et multas malicias facientes, ecclesias Dei incendentes in sanctemonialibus’, p. 52. 
406 Poeta Saxo, 1.74-77, ‘sed vis dedit omnipotentis / cui placuit fani subversio iusta profani / … / cuiusdam 
torrentis, erat qui proximus illis / sufficiens exercitui prorumperet unda’, pp. 8-9. 
407 ARF s.a. 772, p. 34. 
408 Poeta Saxo, 1.144, ‘invasit subito terror divinitus ingens’, p. 10.  
409 Poeta Saxo, 1.146, ‘quos non hostes, non arma fugarunt’, p. 10.  
410 Flierman, Saxon Identities, pp. 156-60. 
411 Poeta Saxo, 1.189-190, ‘quae vult genus omne / Humanum fieri salvum!’, p. 11, c.f. 1 Tim. 2.3-4, ‘deo qui 
omnes homines vult salvos fieri’.  
412 Poeta Saxo, 1.192, ‘sicque vel invitos salvari cogeret ipsos’, p. 11.  
413 Poeta Saxo, 1.196, ‘bello premeret, quos non ratione domaret’, p. 11.  
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The Saxons were not, however, the annalist’s only concern. Although the Gesta’s readership 

was limited,414 it seems to have reflected the Christian militarism of the east Frankish kingdom, 

especially concerning the Hungarians. For example, whereas the ARF had simply reported 

Gerold’s death in 799, the poet added that he died ‘having tried to defend Christ’s people in 

war against the savage Huns, / he ended this fragile life and undertook the eternal one’.415 This 

probably derived from Walahfrid’s Visio Wettini.416 The salvation of a fallen warrior would 

have been especially important given the increase in Hungarian raids. The poet also intensified 

the account of Avar raiding, describing how ‘the profane ones’ had ‘before, in ancient times, 

oppressed the Christ-worshipping Franks’.417 Whether this referred back to the fifth-century or 

the eighth-century Hunnic raids, the poet seemed to be contrasting his own context with that 

of the past. He also described this as ‘God castigating those dear to Him in His kindly 

manner’.418 As we have seen, this explanation was used by other late ninth-century historians 

(unlike eighth-century historians) to warn their readers from recent events.  

 

Whereas the ARF became more secular towards Charlemagne’s death, questions about 

succession provoked the poet to greater theological reflection. He described how Charlemagne, 

‘supported by the Lord’s defence’, surveyed his Empire and began making succession plans.419 

He planned that Charles the Younger should succeed him, ‘had [it] not pleased the Lord [to do] 

otherwise’.420 Whereas Charlemagne’s plans had usually been consistent with God’s, the poet 

now juxtaposed them. This reminded the reader of the primacy of God’s agency in history. 

When Charles the Younger died, the poet began with a general theological lesson, that ‘the 

Almighty often instructs those dear to him with a whip…to give them the joy of eternal life’,421 

indicating God’s character and His intentions. The poet then moved to specifics, explaining 

how ‘the might of His supernal judgements, which should be revered’, increased 

                                                 
414 The only survivng manuscript is Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Helmstedt 553, from Lamspringe and dated by 
Winterfeld, Poet. 4, pp. 2-3. Widukind, Res Gestae Saxonicae, 1.15, ed. P. Hirsch and H.E. Lohmann, MGH SRG 
60 (Hanover, 1935), p. 25, c.f. Rembold, ‘Poeta Saxo’, p. 170. 
415 Poeta Saxo, 3.528-530, ‘ Geroldus, qui, cum populum defendere Christi / conatus bello sęvis obsisteret Hunis 
/ finivit vitam fragilem sumpsitque perennem’, p. 43.  
416 C.f. Walahfrid, Visio Wettini, lines 807-810, p. 330; c.f. the same tradition in Regino, s.a. 799, ‘per idem tempus 
Geroldus comes et Baioariae prefectus commisso cum Avaris prelio interficitur; de quo in visione Wettini legitur, 
quod inter martyres sit adnumeratus’, p. 61. 
417 Poeta Saxo, 3.37-8, ‘prius oppressere profani / Christicolas Francos antiqui temporis aevo’, p. 52. 
418 Poeta Saxo, 3.39, ‘castigante deo caros sibi more benigno’, pp. 31-2, c.f. Heb. 12.8. 
419 Poeta Saxo, 4.170, ‘domini munimine fultus’, p. 50. 
420 Poeta Saxo, 4.188, ‘disposuit, si non aliter domino placuisset’, p. 50. 
421 Poeta Saxo, 4.275-6, ‘Rursus, ut omnipotens caros sibi sepe flagellis / erudit, aeternę det ut illis gaudia vitę’, 
p. 52. 
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Charlemagne’s grief by ending Charles’ life.422 God was the agent of each participle and the 

poet offered no historical explanation for Charles’ death. The emphasis was entirely on God’s 

will and power. This lesson was especially significant given the succession crises when the 

poet wrote. The poet saw Charles’ death as warning Charlemagne, and his readers, regarding 

their own deaths, but also offering hope, since Charles the Younger had left a tumultuous life 

to enter the eternal one. Throughout his epic, the poet used God’s agency from Charlemagne’s 

reign in similar ways to address contemporary concerns.  

 

Regino of Prüm, Chronicon 

 

Regino of Prüm was, like Notker, an incredibly versatile thinker,423 whose Chronicon has been 

called one of the greatest medieval histories.424 It was probably written between c.900 and 908 

and planned as a complete work.425 It went from Christ’s Incarnation to 906, making it the first 

complete history of the Carolingian Empire,426 and one of the first of western Christianity. 

Regino’s scope was, therefore, vast and he drew on a huge variety of oral and written sources, 

ranging from Roman histories to Prüm’s own oral traditions.427 Like many of his historical 

predecessors, however, Regino also engaged with contemporary politics. By writing for 

Adalbero of Metz, he may have been trying to influence Louis the Child’s court, while also 

engaging with the Lotharingian aristocracy.428 The Chronicon thereby provides a worthy 

culmination to Carolingian history writing.  

 

                                                 
422 Poeta Saxo, 4.277-280, ‘Augusto vis iudicii veneranda superni / omnem pręteriti luctum geminaverat anni / 
ipsius assumens alium de corpore natum / mortalisque iubens vitae finire tumultus’, p. 52.  
423 S. MacLean, History and Politics in Late Carolingian and Ottonian Europe: The Chronicle of Regino of Prüm 
and Adalbert of Magdeburg (Manchester, 2009), pp. 5-6; K.-F. Werner, ‘Zur Arbeitsweise des Regino von Prüm’, 
Die Welt als Geschichte 19 (1959), pp. 86-116; H. Löwe, Deutschlands Geschichtsquellen, 4, pp. 899-903. For 
his non-historical works, see Regino, De Harmonica institutione, ed. M.P. LeRoux, ‘The De harmonica 
institutione and the Tornarius of Regino of Prüm’, Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Catholic University of 
America (1965), cited MacLean, History and Politics, p. 276; Regino, De Synodalibus causis, ed. W. Hartmann, 
Das Sendhandbuch des Regino von Prüm (Darmstadt, 2004). 
424 E. Dümmler, Geschichte des ostfränkischen Reiches, vol. 3 (Leipzig, 1888), p. 657 
425 Werner, ‘Arbeitweise des Regino’; W.-R. Schleidgen, Die Überlieferungsgeschichte der Chronik des Regino 
von Prüm (Mainz, 1977), pp. 14-16; MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 9-10. 
426 Airlie, “Sad stories”, p. 105.  
427 MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 18-47.  
428 Airlie, “Sad stories’, p. 112; S. MacLean, ‘Insinuation, censorship and the struggle for late Carolingian 
Lotharingia in Regino of Prüm’s Chronicle’, EHR 124 (2009), pp. 1-28 at pp. 9-10; E. Goosmann and R. Meens, 
‘A mirror of princes who opted out: Regino of Prüm and royal monastic conversion’, in Meens et al (eds), 
Religious Franks, pp. 297-313, at pp 300-1. 
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Book I was compiled from various sources which had themselves used God’s agency, such as 

the DLH and the LP, and Regino included some of their statements.429 For Book II, Regino 

used the ARF and its language of God’s agency for the period from 741 to 818.430 Between 799 

and the 860s, God was absent, probably because Regino lacked a clear narrative source for 

these years and his entries were very brief as a result.431 From the 860s until the 890s, Regino 

made a series of brief but significant references of his own to God’s agency.432  

 

Regino’s use of fortuna, influenced by Justin’s Epitome,433 has led some to see him as ‘secular’ 

and ‘classicising’.434 Regino wrote, for example, that in 888, ‘Francia might have begotten 

many suitable leaders…had not fortuna armed them…for mutual ruin’,435 which alluded to 

Justin’s account of the civil wars following Alexander’s death.436 Fortuna was not, however, 

mutually exclusive with God’s agency in Regino’s narrative. Regino described the Breton ruler 

Wrhwant exhorting his warriors to ‘test the strength of fortuna with the enemy’ but also that 

‘our salvation does not rest in numbers, but rather in God’.437 Rather than seeing tension 

between fortuna and God, Regino implied that the former was subordinated to the latter.  

 

God appeared in the Chronicon’s ninth-century narrative too frequently for it to be 

characterised as ‘secular’.438 It was not, however, as universal as in its eighth-century narrative, 

taken from the ARF. This reticence may have reflected an Augustinian ambivalence towards 

political authority, which could succeed or fail.439 A possible clue was Regino’s quotation of 

                                                 
429 E.g. Regino, s.a. 413-420, ‘nutu percussus est’, p. 19, c.f. LP 52.2, ‘Qui nutu diuino percussus est’, p. 258; 
Regino, s.a. 498-509, ‘divina inspiratione’, p. 21, c.f. DLH 3.29, p. 125. 
430 MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 16-17. The only noticeable omission was Regino, s.a. 783, p. 54; c.f. ARF 
s.a. 783, p. 64. For the alteration of miracle accounts, see Chapter 3, p. 112. 
431 C. West, ‘Knowledge of the past and the judgement of history in tenth-century Trier: Regino of Prüm and the 
lost manuscript of Bishop Adventius of Metz’, EME 24 (2016), pp. 137-59. 
432 Airlie, “Sad stories”, pp. 120-1 notes the presence of divine intervention but also the rarity of divine judgement. 
433 A maximalist view of Justin’s influence on Regino can be found in M. Manitius, ‘Regino und Justin’, NA 25 
(1900), pp. 192-201. For Justin’s Epitome see J.C. Yardley, Justin and Pompeius Trogus: A Study of the Language 
of Justin's “Epitome” of Trogus (Toronto, 2003); B. Bartlett, ‘Justin’s Epitome: the unlikely adaptation of Trogus’ 
world history’, Histos 8 (2014), pp. 246-83.  
434 H.-H. Kortum, ‘Weltgeschichte am Ausgang der Karolingerzeit: Regino von Prüm’, in Historiographie, pp. 
499-513; H. Löwe, ‘Regino von Prüm und das historische Welbtbild der Karolingerzeit’, Rheinische 
Vierteljahrsblätter vol. 17 (1952), pp. 151-179; Innes, ‘Classical tradition’, p. 281. 
435 Regino, s.a. 888, ‘multos enim idoneos principes…Francia genuisset, nisi fortuna…in pernitiem mutuam 
armasset’, p. 129. 
436 Justin, 13.1.15, ‘multosque Macedonia provincia Alexandros habuisset, nisi Fortuna eos aemulatione virtutis 
in perniciem mutuam armasset’, ed. F. Ruehl, M. Iuniani Iustini: Epitoma Historiarum Philippicarum Pompei 
Trogi (Leipzig, 1886), p. 103. 
437 Regino, s.a. 874, ‘fortunae vires cum hostibus experiamur; neque enim salus est in multitudine, sed potius in 
Deo’, p. 107, c.f. allusion 1 Macc. 3.18 and discussion above. 
438 MacLean, History and Politics, p. 15, c.f. Breisach, Historiography, p.  104. 
439 Airlie, “Sad stories”, p. 121; MacLean, ‘Struggle for Lotharingia’, pp. 16-18. 
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Jerome in the entry for 818 (as his source material shifted), that ‘what we know better, we also 

present better’.440 His ability to explain God’s agency may have depended on his acquaintance 

with the events in question, whether directly or from an authoritative source.441  

 

Wrhwant’s victory was one of several Breton episodes in Regino to include statements of 

God’s agency. Regino probably had access to some sort of Breton oral or archival material 

from Prüm’s holdings in the area.442 Regino described, for example, how Nominoë was ‘struck 

by divine will’443 when Saint Maurilio ‘struck him on the head’ with his staff.444 Regino 

repeated percussus to emphasise God’s use of the bishop to punish Nominoë, who had 

‘devastated God’s churches’.445 Alan the Great was described by Regino as vowing to pay a 

tithe to Rome ‘if he could overcome his adversaries through divine power’.446 Although Regino 

did not describe Alan’s subsequent victory as a result of God’s agency, he presented a positive 

image of a Christian ruler depending on God. These statements may have belonged to his 

Breton sources, with which Regino clearly agreed, or may have been Regino’s own 

interpretation of the events. The accounts of Maurilio, Wrhwant, and Alan showed that Regino 

was equally vocal about God’s judgement and His help and was able to use speeches, attitudes, 

and direct descriptions to communicate God’s agency in the recent past. 

 

God’s agency was also found in Regino’s account of the Viking raids, in which God both 

protected and punished the Christians. The Loire was devastated in 873, Regino wrote, ‘with 

God opposing the inhabitants of the land’.447 Although Regino implied God’s judgement, he 

was vague about its cause. Regino also highlighted God’s help, although focusing on urban 

defenders rather than Carolingian armies. The Vikings, he wrote, failed to take Sens, ‘with the 

citizens bravely fighting back, with God protecting them’.448 Regino explained the Vikings’ 

failure with a two-fold ablative absolute, first describing the Burgundian resistance, the second 

describing God’s protection of that resistance, despite the Vikings’ ‘ingenuity’.449  

                                                 
440 Regino, s.a. 818, ‘quae melius scimus, melius et proferimus’, p. 73. 
441 See West, ‘Knowledge of the past’, pp. 150-5. 
442 MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 31-35.  
443 Regino, s.a. 862, ‘divino nutu percussu’, p. 79. 
444 Regino, s.a. 862, ‘eum in capite percussit’, p. 80. 
445 Regino, s.a. 862, ‘nam cum ecclesias Dei devastaret’, pp. 79-80. 
446 Regino, s.a. 890, ‘si adversarios per divinam virtutem posset superaret’, p. 135.  
447 Regino, s.a. 873, ‘Deo habitatoribus terrae’, p. 105.  
448 Regino, s.a. 888, ‘Sed civibus fortiter repugnantibus, Deo protegente, nequaquam prefatam civitatem capere 
potuerunt’, p. 131.  
449 Regino, s.a. 888, ‘machinamentorum ingenio’, p. 131.  
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Regino repeated these themes in describing the raid on Paris in 889, where the citizens fought 

back, and the Vikings attacked ‘with all their strength’,450 but ‘achieved nothing, with God 

bringing blessing’.451 Regino seems to have been contrasting the Vikings’ agency with that of 

God, who had helped these urban communities. These statements about God were too similar, 

rare, and close together to be accidental. They may be further contrasted with the failures of 

Count Henry and Charles the Fat at Paris.452 Regino may have intended these cives as an 

idealised archetype and exemplar, devoid of ethnic identification, for other Christian 

communities, who were especially blessed by God.  

 

Regino’s knowledge of the Viking raids cannot be explained as clearly as that for his Breton 

narrative, except in the case of the battle of Leuven. MacLean suggests that his account was so 

uniquely detailed that Regino was using the oral testimony of those at the battle, possibly 

monks of Prüm.453 The monastery also owned property at Gewelesdorf, near the battle site.454 

Regino’s emphasis on God’s role may, therefore, have reflected a personal stake in the battle. 

Regino was not, however, straightforwardly positive, since he laboured the defeats and Viking 

jeers which led to Arnulf’s intervention.455 Only when Arnulf had roused his men did the 

Franks, ‘with heavenly strength being administered to them by God’, overthrow the Viking 

stronghold.456 Regino also combined God’s agency with the Franks’ prowess, since they fought 

‘leaping from their horses, with a shout of exhortation’, and ‘there were scarcely any left to 

report the bad tidings to the fleet’.457 Like the ARF, Regino celebrated both human ability and 

dependence on God.  

 

The other significant example of God helping the Carolingians militarily also introduced 

Regino’s most complex theological reflection. In 867, Regino reported, Louis II asked Lothar 

                                                 
450 Regino, s.a. 889, ‘totis viribus inpugnant’, p. 133 
451 Regino, s.a. 889, ‘sed Deo opem ferente nihil prevalent’, p. 133. 
452 Regino, s.a. 885, p. 124.  
453 MacLean, History and Politics, p. 34. 
454 MacLean, History and Politics, p. 34. 
455 Contrast AF [B] s.a. 891, above, p. 186. For Regino’s ambivalence towards Arnulf, see MacLean, ‘Struggle 
for Lotharingia’, pp. 17-18.  
456 Regino, s.a. 891, ‘Deo vires caelitus ad ministrante’, p. 138. 
457 Regino, s.a. 891, ‘ab equis desilientes clamore exhortationis…vix residuus esset, qui ad classem adversum 
nuntium reportaret’, p. 138. 
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II to reinforce him against the Saracens ‘with God’s help’.458 Both kings fought and ‘with God 

bringing blessing’ were victorious.459 While this image of Carolingian kings relying on God 

was familiar from the eighth-century narrative, Regino quickly shifted the tone of the passage, 

by adding that Lothar’s army ‘was exhausted by a grave pestilence’.460 Having attributed the 

Carolingians’ victory to God, Regino concluded that ‘God was opposed not only to 

Lothar…but also to his whole kingdom’.461 Whereas God and Lothar’s industry had helped 

defeat the Saracens, the climate and God Himself opposed Lothar. Although Regino stated that 

the climate was the immediate cause of Lothar’s discomfort, theological significance of these 

events ‘was given to be understood because of his hardness and his impenitent heart’.462 The 

imperfect tense suggested that Regino had contemporaries of this campaign in mind. Regino 

seemed to validate this interpretation, because he continues: ‘for this reason [itaque] he did not 

return to Francia without grave losses’.463 These events were understood to have been caused 

by God’s displeasure at Lothar, but were also recorded to communicate this lesson.  

 

This reflected Regino’s unusual clarity about God’s judgement on Lothar.464 It seems likely 

that Regino felt able to be so explicit for three reasons. Firstly, the divorce case and failure of 

Lothar’s kingdom had defined the early tenth-century political context in which Regino 

wrote.465 Secondly, Regino had a personal connection since he had been responsible for Hugh, 

Lothar’s son, during his imprisonment at Prüm.466 Thirdly, Regino was using Papal documents. 

These had warned Lothar about the judgement which, from Regino’s perspective, had fallen 

on Lotharingia.467 Stuart Airlie sees these examples as ‘the grim fulfilment…of a curse uttered 

by Nicholas’.468 That Lothar’s divorce prompted God’s anger had only been hinted at by 

Regino before the Italian campaign, largely through quoting Nicholas’ letters in the preceding 

year.469 Lothar had ignored Nicholas’ warnings, hardening his heart and becoming worthy of 

                                                 
458 Regino, s.a. 867, ‘cum Dei auxilio’, p. 93. For these campaigns, see C. Wickham, Early Medieval Italy: Central 
Power and Local Society 400-1000 (London, 1981), p. 62; B. Kreutz, Before the Normans: Southern Italy in the 
Ninth and Tenth Centuries (Philadelphia, 1996), pp. 37-47. 
459 Regino, s.a. 867, ‘Deo opem ferente’, p. 93. 
460 Regino, s.a. 867, ‘exercitus Lotharii gravi peste fatigatur’, p. 93. 
461 Regino, s.a. 867, ‘Deus non solum Lothario, verum etiam omni regno eius adversaretur’, p. 94. 
462 Regino, s.a. 867, ‘daretur intellegi quod propter duriciam et cor inpoenitens’, p. 93.  
463 Regino, s.a. 867, ‘revertitur itaque in Franciam non sine gravi…dispendio suorum’, p. 94.  
464 For the importance of the divorce case for Lothar, see Goosmann and Meens, ‘A mirror of princes who opted 
out’, pp. 306-7.For Lothar’s death see Heidecker, Divorce of Lothar II, pp. 173-181. 
465 MacLean, ‘Insinuation’, p. 19; West, ‘Knowledge of the past’.  
466 Airlie, “Sad stories”’, p. 115. 
467 Airlie, “Sad stories”, p. 121. 
468 Airlie, “Sad stories”, p. 121.  
469 Regino, s.a. 866, pp. 86-9.  
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the judgement which Regino described in 867. Regino may have seen Nicholas’ letters as 

prophetic, since he called Nicholas ‘another Elijah’.470 Although these letters were pastoral 

warnings, they had successfully predicted what had happened.471 This gave Regino the 

permission to interpret Lothar’s misfortunes so explicitly, and became even clearer as the 

Chronicon progressed. 

 

A few years later, Lothar, ‘deceived by Him who is not only a liar but even the father of all 

lies’,472 came to Rome and took communion from Hadrian II, being ‘equally hardened and 

blind’.473 Lothar assured Hadrian that he had obeyed Nicholas’ commands (which Regino’s 

audience knew Lothar had not).474 Hadrian warned Lothar about taking communion 

unworthily, to which Regino added even more Biblical admonitions,475 and Lothar died of an 

illness soon after.476 Regino added that those who had taken communion despite Hadrian’s 

warning were ‘struck down by divine judgement…before the beginning of the following 

year’.477 In the sacramental context of communion and the prophetic context of Papal 

correction, Regino could afford to be clear. Even here, however, he was indefinite about who 

in particular did what, using indefinite pronouns and Lothar’s death was simply presented as 

illness. God was undoubtedly an active judge, but whose guilt He was actually punishing 

remained, from a human perspective, ambiguous.  

 

Finally, when Hugh, Lothar’s son, began causing trouble, Regino wrote that ‘Almighty God, 

having become angry, began to oppose at Lothar’s kingdom’ with disasters.478  These, Regino 

continued, were like those ‘prophesied by the most holy Pope Nicholas, and also carried out 

the curse, which he had pronounced over this kingdom’.479 Hugh, like his father, and possibly 

because of his father, provoked God’s rage, which explained much of Regino’s contemporary 

context in early tenth-century Lotharingia. Regino called the reader back to God’s opposition 

                                                 
470 Regino, s.a. 868, ‘alter Helias, Deo suscitante’, p. 94. 
471 C.f. the Old Testament’s guide for testing prophets, Dt. 18.21-22. 
472 Regino, s.a. 869, ‘ab deceptus Illo qui non solum mendax est sed etiam pater omnis mendacii’, p. 96.  
473 Regino, s.a. 869, ‘obduratus pariter et ob cecatus’, p. 97 
474 Regino, s.a. 869, p. 96. 
475 Regino, s.a. 869, p. 97, c.f. especially Heb. 10.31; 1 Cor. 11.29. 
476 Regino, s.a. 869, p. 98.  
477 Regino, s.a. 869, ‘divino iudicio percussus…antequam subsequentis anni rediret principium, p. 97.  
478 Regino, s.a. 883, ‘Sic sic [sic] Deus omnipotens iratus regno Lotharii adversabatur‘, p. 121. 
479 Regino, s.a. 883, ‘ut prophetia sanctissimi Nicholai pape simul et maledictum, quod super eundem regnum 
protulerat adimpleretur, p. 121.  
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to Lothar, by interpreting these disasters not only as God’s punishments, but as fulfilments of 

Nicholas’ prophecy.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Late ninth-century Carolingian history writing proved exceptionally rich in Christian rhetoric. 

The diversity of literary expression seen earlier in the century continued to develop in many 

different contexts. What remained consistent was the importance of characters’ own attitudes 

and words in communicating God’s agency. In the same way, historians also showed their 

audiences how to respond to God’s agency, which was necessary if their audiences were to 

navigate the complexities of the late Carolingian world.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Carolingian historians of the ninth-century used God’s agency with remarkable consistency 

and often with great subtlety. A common theme running through this chapter has been the 

extent to which the language of God’s agency reflected the political loyalties of these texts 

more broadly. God’s agency helped authors to articulate their grievances, whether it was 

Thegan’s view of Lothar or the Mainz annalist’s dislike of Charles the Fat. God’s agency 

should, therefore, be taken into account by scholars who wish to track the agenda of these texts. 

 

Before we suspect this language of being insincere, however, we should consider why this 

theological language proved to be so useful. God’s agency was conceptually sufficient to 

explain and interpret everything from dynastic crises to Viking assaults. Its theology could 

provide Frankish communities with a means to grapple with these shifting events. The apparent 

conservatism of this language was its greatest strength, since it created a framework which 

everyone could recognise and understand. On closer inspection, these narratives also show that 

this language was also flexible enough to adapt to new circumstances and challenges. As the 

Bavarian annalist put it, God truly could do all things.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

Part 3. 

THE MEANING OF GOD’S AGENCY FOR READERS 

AND WRITERS OF CAROLINGIAN HISTORY 
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Chapter 5 

‘SO FAR AS CHRIST WILLS IT’: 
COMMUNICATING GOD’S AGENCY 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Part 2 has shown how God’s agency in the recent past became and remained central to the 

Spielräume of Carolingian history writing, from the Cont. Fred. to Regino of Prüm. As we 

have seen, there was considerable variation and flexibility across the period, which reflected 

the continued relevance of this language to historians. There were, however, many aspects of 

this language which were shared by a wide variety of Carolingian historians, even when these 

authors had no knowledge of each other’s works and were working in very different literary 

forms and political contexts. 

 

These similarities suggest that God’s agency was depicted within widely accepted boundaries, 

although these boundaries were sometimes disputed. On the one hand, this Spielraum 

represented a literary consensus on how the role of a specific narrative character, albeit the 

divine one, ought to be portrayed. The contours of this consensus can be traced through shared 

choices about vocabulary, grammar, and syntax. On the other hand, it also reflected a shared 

set of doctrinal beliefs about how and why God acted, which were applied to the experience of 

the recent past. Not only did this language reflect these historians’ own beliefs, but it also 

showed how those beliefs were to be related both to the writing of history and to the lives of 

their audiences. 

 

This chapter will explore what this literary Spielraum tells us about how Carolingian historians 

thought God’s agency should be understood. The following chapter will explore applications 

and implications of this more fully. For the moment, I shall consider the two most consistent 

themes running through the language of God’s agency, that of God as a historical cause, and 

as a helper to specific human communities. These were the themes that Carolingian historians 

seem to have particularly wanted to impress on their audiences. As shall be seen, they challenge 

several assumptions about God’s agency among modern scholars.  
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UNDERSTANDING GOD’S WILL 
 

‘By God’s nod…’ 
 

At its most basic level, the language of divine agency presumed God’s involvement in causing 

recent events. Almost every Carolingian historian referred to God’s will, oversight, or 

command. The ARF, for example, saw God willing the Franks’ victory in 775, 784, and 786.1  

In the AB, Louis III and Carloman II defeated the Vikings, ‘with God willing it’.2 Notker 

described the Pope sending singers to help reform Frankish chant ‘with God willing it’.3 

Einhard had Louis the Pious succeed Charlemagne ‘by divine command’,4 and Thegan 

described Louis the German restoring Louis the Pious ‘with God commanding it’.5 This sense 

of God as a cause was often expressed metaphorically as His ‘nod’ (nutum) or through its 

cognate annuere, both of  which seem to have been used synonymously with ‘will’.6 In the 

Astronomer, for example, Louis the Pious went to Aquitaine, literally speaking, ‘with God 

nodding’.7 The Poeta Saxo similarly described the Saxons being defeated ‘at God’s nod’.8 No 

one reading these histories could doubt God’s importance as a cause of recent events.  

 

In some cases, events were described as conceded by God. The AV, for example, reported when 

Odo and Charles the Simple almost went to war, that ‘God’s pity did not concede that the 

quarrel to reach its bloody conclusion’.9 This expressed the need for God’s permission for evil 

events to occur. In the Ludwigslied, King Louis told his men that ‘our life here is allotted, so 

far as Christ wills’, which hints at the concept’s wider acceptance in lay culture.10 Most cases 

of God’s permission, however, seem to have simply asserted God’s causation of positive 

events. The AMP reported, for example, that ‘many triumphs were conceded to [Pippin II] by 

God’.11 At the battle of Leuven, the Bavarian annalist wrote, ‘by God’s grace, victory was 

                                                 
1 ARF s.a. 775, ‘Deo volente’, p. 42; ARF s.a. 784, ‘volente Domino’, p. 68; ARF s.a. 786, ‘Domino volente’, p. 
72.  
2 AB s.a. 879, ‘Deo volente’, p. 240, c.f. ARF s.a. 786, p. 72. 
3 Notker, 1.10, ‘et perfectam scientiam, Deo volente, in hac re’, p. 15. 
4 E.g. Einhard, VK, 33, ‘divina iussione successit’, p. 41  
5 Thegan, 48, ‘Deo iubente’, p. 240-2 
6 C.f. DML, pp. 90, 1758.  
7 E.g. Astronomer, 4, ‘equo impositus et in Aquitaniam est Deo annuente transpositus’, p. 294. 
8 Poeta Saxo, 1.425, ‘nutuque dei’, p. 17. 
9 AV s.a. 894, ‘verum pietas Dei non concessit sanguinem finem litis finiri’, p. 75. 
10 Ludwigslied, line 37, ‘Giskerit ist thiu hieruuist: So lango so uuili krist’, p. 22, trans. (adapted) Bostock, Old 

High German Literature, p. 240. 
11 AMP s.a. 678, ‘magnosque triumphos a Deo sibi concessos’, p. 1. 
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conceded to the Christians’.12 Concedere was a very flexible word, which could denote 

everything from an unwilling surrender to a generous gift.13 The positive tone of the passages 

in which concedere appeared suggests that it was understood in the latter sense and reflected 

belief in God’s complete control over events.  

 

Carolingian historians’ concern with correctly expressing God as a cause can be seen in their 

attitude to Satan, whom David Ganz described as ‘perhaps the most understudied Carolingian 

noble’.14 Whereas God’s power was straightforwardly depicted as a cause, Satan’s power was 

almost always derivative. In the AL, the Roman mob in 799 attacked Leo III ‘with the Devil 

instigating it’.15 The AV ascribed Andernach to ‘diabolic instinct on both sides’.16 Regino 

recounted how Winemarus killed Fulk of Rheims ‘with the Devil instigating him, with a great 

rage’.17 Historians tended to use verbs such as inspirare, instigare, instinctum, or infestatio, 

which showed Satan tempting humans into using their own agency. The Astronomer went into 

greater detail, and described how Satan ‘was stirring up the sons through the cunning of his 

retainers, persuading them that their father wished to destroy them’.18 The ambiguity of what 

‘retainers’ referred to, whether these were demons or those humans close to Lothar, added to 

the sense of Satan working through confusion, rather than operating in his own right. These 

historians also showed, however, that the Devil’s agency was constrained by God. The AL 

reported that Leo was saved ‘by God’s dispensation’.19 When the AX described a heretic as 

‘carried off by the Devil’s infestation’, the grammatical context made God’s control clear, since 

this was part of a purpose clause. God Himself had revealed the heretics’ hypocrisy, which cast 

the Devil’s infestation as a punishment.20 This was entirely consistent with Gregory the Great’s 

teaching, which taught that the Devil’s power depended on God.21 Carolingian historians, 

whatever polemical purposes lay behind their use of Satanic agency, were very careful about 

presenting it correctly.  

                                                 
12 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘non in diu subveniente gratia Dei Victoria ad Christianos concessit’, p. 120. 
13 DML, pp. 416-7.  
14 Ganz, ‘Humour as history’, p. 180. 
15 AL s.a. 799, ‘instigante dyabulo… p. 37. 
16 AV s.a. 876, ‘Unde instinctu diabolico utrique’, p. 41.  
17 Regino, s.a. 903, ‘ille diabolo instigante furore nimio succensus ab eo divertit et quondam silvam cum sociis 

ingressus’, p. 149. 
18 Astronomer, 48, ‘humano porro generi pacique contrarius diabolus…sed per satellitum suorum versutias filios 
sollicitabat persuadens illis’, p. 472.  
19 AL s.a. 799, ‘sed iuxta Dei dispensationem malum quod inchoaverunt non perficerunt’, p. 37. 
20 AX s.a. 867, ‘Quorum hypocrisin…Dominus de caelo prospexit et manifestavit consilia cordium illorum, ita ut 
qui prior eorum videbatur nimia infestatione diaboli correptus est’, p. 24. 
21 See above, chapter 1, pp. 51-3. 
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God’s agency as ‘providential’? 

 

In some ways, Carolingian historians’ depictions of God’s will differed from those of both their 

predecessors and contemporaries. Most noticeably, of the historians under consideration, only 

Radbertus, Notker and the Bavarian annalist ever ascribed an event to ‘God’s providence’.22 

Only the AL ascribed an event to ‘God’s dispensation’,23 although other historians described 

God as the ‘dispensator’.24 Pre-Carolingian historians, by contrast, had used this vocabulary 

far more frequently to depict God’s long-term plans and intentions.25 Among Carolingian 

historians, only Frechulf, whose history was confined to a past well before the Carolingians 

appeared, used providence regularly. In this, he followed Orosius, for example, by describing 

the Marcomannic wars as ‘administered by divine providence’.26 Although early medieval 

history writing has generally been labelled as ‘providentialist’,27 written in Orosius’ shadow,28 

the evidence of Carolingian historians suggests that this label cannot be used straightforwardly.  

 

Carolingian historians had not rejected the doctrine of providence itself. Prudentius provides a 

useful example. While his annals never mentioned the agency of God’s providence,29 they did 

describe God as ‘most provident’.30 Prudentius’ other works discussed divine providence at 

length.31 This suggests that the omission of providence from Carolingian histories was a literary 

rather than doctrinal decision. The long-term perspective of providence was more suitable for 

the chronologically broad histories of Orosius and Rufinus than it was for the largely short-

term episodic approach of most Carolingian histories. Similarly, Carolingian historians tended 

not to include those editorial prologues and comments about God’s government of history that 

had characterised late antique histories. Without the apologetic demands of a pagan audience, 

their focus seems to have been on the details of history, rather than its breadth.  

 

                                                 
22 EA 1.7, ‘providentia…divina’, col. 1575C; Notker, 2.13, ‘sed vel Dei providentia prohibente’, p. 75; AF s.a. 

896, ‘Sicque Dei providentia…urbs…expugnata est’, p. 128. 
23AL s.a. 799, ‘iuxta Dei dispensationem malum quod inchoaverunt non perficerunt’, p. 37. 
24 ARF s.a. 796, ‘Dei dispensator’, p. 98; Notker, 1.1. ‘Omnipotens rerum dispositor ordinatorque’, p. 1. 
25 See examples above, chapter 2, p. 68 
26 Frechulf, Historiae, 2.2.16, ‘Hoc quidem bellum prouidentia Dei administratum esse cum plurimis argumentis 

constat’, p. 531, using Orosius, 7.15.7, p. 475. 
27 E.g. Ray, ‘Medieval historiography’, p. 37; McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon’, p. 332.  
28 Marrou, ‘L’Augustinisme historique’, p. 80. 
29 E.g. AB s.a. 849, ‘Christo sibi propitio’, p. 58. 
30 AB s.a. 845, ‘Dominum omnipotentissimum ac providentissimum’, p. 33. 
31 E.g. Prudentius, De Praedinatione, 1.1, col. 1021C.  
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Even Regino, whose Chronicon covered nine centuries, wrote each entry in the same episodic 

and summative approach as other annals. He never mentioned providence, yet he presented 

God’s agency consistently, from the first to the tenth century. He described, for example, how 

Pope Anastasius II was ‘struck by divine will’ in 498,32 and how Nominoë was ‘struck by 

divine will’ in exactly the same way in 862.33 In both cases, the entries were short and self-

contained episodes. While Regino and other annalists used Incarnational dating to provide an 

overarching framework, their theological language conveyed God’s causation most clearly in 

the intimate details of their narratives. 

 

Explaining God’s agency? 

 

In a similar way, few historians explained God’s plans for how events either would unfold or 

had unfolded within the narrative. Where explanations were forthcoming, they were offered in 

a narrower scope and with a much lighter editorial touch that Orosius’ lengthy prologues, which 

had situated his narrative within God’s plan for history.34 Prudentius offered an unusually clear 

account of God’s motivation for striking a Viking warband, ‘lest the pagans charge the most 

Almighty and most provident Lord of improvidence and even impotence’,35 but even this was 

confined to a single passage. The AF described how Louis the German’s men killed Gundachar, 

‘with the Lord repaying him due reward for his disloyalty’.36 Count Henry defeated the Vikings 

in the Mainz annals, ‘with the Lord giving them what they deserved’.37 Both entries similarly 

used ablative absolutes to qualify the agency of east Frankish troops and to explain their 

victory. While this may suggest that these entries had the same author, this approach was not 

typical of how Carolingian historians depicted God’s agency.  

 

Most Carolingian historians preferred implying explanations, by juxtaposing causes and 

effects, without drawing any clear connection between them. In the ARF, for example, 

Charlemagne invaded Italy, ‘for the sake of God’s service’, and later succeeded, ‘with the Lord 

                                                 
32 Regino, s.a. 413-420 [sic], ‘nutu divino percussus est’, p. 19; c.f. LP 54.5, ‘Eodem tempore nutu diuinitatis 
percussus est fulmine diuino Anastasius imperator et obiit’, p. 270. 
33 Regino, s.a. 862, ‘divino nutu percussu’, p. 79. 
34 Van Nuffelen, Orosius, pp. 25-44.  
35 AB s.a. 845, ‘ne…pagani improvidentiae aut certe impotentiae Dominum omnipotentissimum ac 
providentissimum…insimularent’, p. 50. 
36 AF s.a. 869, ‘Dum haec infelix loqueretur, nostris supervenientibus occubuit, Domino illi infidelitatis suae 
condignam mercedem retribuente’, p. 68. 
37 AF [M] s.a. 884, ‘Domino illis reddente, qud meruerunt’, p. 101. 
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helping’.38 The author did not, however, press any connection between Charlemagne’s motives 

and God’s agency upon the reader. Even when historians emphasised the justice of one side’s 

case, this was not necessarily as clearly linked to God’s agency as scholars have suggested.39 

The AF described Fontenoy, for example, as a submission to God’s judgement, but did not then 

mention God’s agency in Charles and Louis’ victory.40 The AMP went further, framing the 

battle of Vinchy as ‘the judgement of divine justice’,41 but characterising Charles Martel’s 

victory as won, ‘with divine mercy succouring him’,42  and ‘with God’s help’,43 rather than 

referring back to the idea of judgement. Of these cases, which were largely confined to intra-

Christian conflicts, only Nithard clearly described the defeated, in his case Lothar, as 

‘restrained by God’s judgement in this disaster’.44 While, Carolingian theologians agreed that 

military leaders needed to have justice on their side,45 this language played only a minor role 

in Carolingian historians’ depictions of God’s agency. There was, therefore, very little sense 

of God’s agency as unfolding a careful Heilsplan or the need to explain why God had acted in 

a specific way. This reticence seems, nonetheless, to have been perfectly compatible with 

emphasising God’s agency in recent events.  

 

Relating divine and created agencies (1): partnership 

 

Carolingian historians were very clear on the fact of God’s causation, even if they were reticent 

about the why. This raises the question of how precisely God was understood to have caused 

recent events. Similarities in grammar provide the best evidence. As with historians’ 

vocabulary, there were consistent emphases in how God was grammatically involved in these 

narratives. God’s agency, as has been noted, was often depicted in an ablative absolute. In most 

examples, this qualified a main clause where the agent was human, such as when, in the ARF, 

‘the Franks had victory, with God willing it’.46 Occasionally, these ablative subordinate clauses 

                                                 
38 ARF s.a. 773, ‘pro Dei servitio…auxiliante Domino’, pp. 34-6.  
39 Erdmann, Origins, p. 26; Hoffman, Untersuchungen, p. 63; Haselbach, Aufstieg, p. 161; K.-G. Cram, Iudicium 

belli. Zum Rechtscharakter des Krieges im deutschen Mittelalter (Cologne, 1955), pp. 20-47, cited by J.L. Nelson, 

‘Violence in the Carolingian world and the ritualization of ninth-century warfare’, in G. Halsall (ed.), Violence 

and Society in the early medieval West (Woodbridge, 1998), pp. 90-107, at pp. 101-2.  
40 AF s.a. 841, ‘ferro decernendum et Dei iudicio causam examinandam decreverunt’, p. 32. 
41 AMP s.a. 717, ‘ut ibi divinae iusticiae iudicium subiret, et quis deinceps regnum Francorum regere deberet, 
divina potestatas declararet’, p. 24.  
42 AMP s.a. 717, ‘succurente Carolo divina misericordia’, p. 25. 
43 AMP s.a. 717, ‘divino auxilio victoria patrata’, p. 25. 
44 Nithard, 3.1, ‘ut iudicio Dei et hac plaga repressi’, p. 28. 
45 F.H. Russell, The Just War in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1975), pp. 28-32; Bachrach, Religion and the 

conduct of war, pp. 41-2.  
46 ARF s.a. 775, ‘Franci Deo volente victoriam habuerunt, p. 72. 
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used instrumental nouns, such as when the Franks defeated the Avars, later in the ARF, ‘with 

God’s aid’.47  

 

It was rarer, although not unknown, for God to be the agent of the indicative verb, without 

reference to human agency. The AL, for example, described how ‘the Lord terrified the Avars 

in His sight’.48 The Mainz annalist reported that one of Liutward of Vercelli’s men who was 

trying to rape a nun ‘died by God’s judgement’.49 The relative scarcity of this last category, 

however, suggests that both God and human characters’ agencies were important for 

Carolingian historians. Their language proposed multiple causes for the same event, which 

begs the question of how they were seen to relate to one another.  

 

This assertion of multiple causes, both divine and created, working in partnership to cause the 

same result, can be found throughout early medieval sources. Lupus, for example, asked 

Charles the Bald for help, ‘with God’s grace prospering it and by your favour’.50 God’s agency 

was envisaged as one of several causes of the same result. As a result, Southern’s assertion that 

the medieval understanding of causality ‘was not strictly historical – it was theological’ cannot 

be sustained.51As Bernard Guenée argued, theological explanations for historical events were 

not mutually exclusive with ‘natural sequences of causation’.52 The AMP, as Guenée noted, 

described Pippin III defeating Theodbald in 745 ‘with his army’s strength and God’s help’.53 

The author saw two causes to Pippin’s victory. One cause was human and could be observed 

historically. The other was divine and so invisible, and also an interpretation added by the 

author. Most passages in these histories, even in the ARF, only communicated human agencies. 

This meant that God’s agency, in one sense, simply introduced an optional layer of 

interpretation. That this option was taken by so many historians did not mean that they were 

abandoning the details of historical experience.  

 

Furthermore, the related but more recent argument that all history was automatically read 

spiritually or symbolically also creates problems. The ARF’s narrative for the 820s 

demonstrates this especially well. Contemporary texts show that the famines, natural disasters, 

                                                 
47 ARF s.a. 791, ‘cum Dei adiutorio’, p. 88; Regino, s.a. 867, ‘cum Dei auxilio’, p. 93. 
48 AL s.a. 791, ‘et terruit eos Dominus in conspectu eius’, p. 34. 
49 AF [M] s.a. 887, ‘Deus iudicio interiit’, p. 106.  
50 Lupus, Epistolae, 22, ‘opitulante eiusdem Dei gratia et vestro favore’, 1, p. 112.  
51 Southern, ‘History Writing (1)’, p. 180. 
52 Guenée, ‘Historiographie?’, p. 263. A similar case was made for Bede by Gransden, Historical Writing, p. 21.  
53 AMP, s.a. 745, ‘cum virtute exercitus sui et Dei auxilio’, pp. 36-7, c.f. Guenée, ‘Historiographie?’, p. 263. 
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celestial phenomena, and military defeats were taken as evidence of divine disfavour.54 The 

ARF made no such link, befitting its strikingly secular tone.55 Modern scholars, however, have 

taken the ARF’s narrative as indicating God’s judgement.56 While this may have been surmised 

from the text by contemporaries, the author provided no such signal. By contrast, many other 

historians did indeed take their readers by the hand to show them what God was doing, which 

suggests that the interpretation intended by the historian could not be assumed. The doings of 

earth and heaven did not form a single seamless garment,57 since Carolingian historians spent 

much of their time doing some fairly obvious theological needlework. Either there were 

specific events for which God’s agency needed to be highlighted or the general governance of 

history by God needed to be taught by cases and examples, rather than assumed. This 

partnership of agencies paradoxically created distance between God and His Creation in order 

to help the reader to understand God’s agency more clearly.  

 

In different ways, the partnership of divine and created agencies can be found throughout 

Carolingian history writing. Regino, for example, had Louis II ask Lothar II to come ‘with 

God’s help, also by the Franks’ strength’.58 Regino’s characters looked forwards to how events 

might unfold by juxtaposing God’s and human strength. This was not confined to the 

summative style of the annals. Notker’s anecdotes often juxtaposed human and divine causes, 

such as the chapel singer comforted by the divine and numinous will’ but also ‘reinforced by 

[Charlemagne’s] authority’.59 Ermold had Louis tell his men that ‘by the working of God and 

the loyal labour of our fathers, the kingdoms’ boundaries remain unviolated’.60 Whatever the 

literary context, most Frankish historians seem to have seen God’s agency as one of several 

ways of explaining how and why things happened.  

 

Such juxtapositions of divine and human causes did not necessarily require a sub-clause. 

Ermold also described how ‘Mars and God had scattered the men who had stood against [the 

Franks]’.61 Rather than explaining the main clause by using a subordinate one, Ermold simply 

made both Mars (a metaphor for human warfare) and God the subjects of the same indicative 

                                                 
54 Patzold, ‘Redéfinir l’office épiscopal’, pp. 340-44.  
55 See above, Chapter 3, pp. 135-6.  
56 Patzold, ‘Redéfinir l’office épiscopal’, , p. 341; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 64.  
57 Pace Lifshitz, ‘Genre’, p. 104. 
58 Regino, s.a. 867, ‘cum Dei auxilio, virtute quoque Francorum’, p. 93.  
59 Notker, 1.5, ‘numine divino confortatus’, pp. 7-8. 
60 Ermold, 2.499-500, ‘ecce, operante deo, patrumque labore fideli / limina regnorum inviolate manent’, p. 38.  
61 Ermold, 2.2, ‘straverat adversos Marsque deusque viros’, p. 24. 
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verb, and highlighted this by using the -que suffix twice. An adverb could also qualify human 

agencies alongside statements of God’s agency. The ARF, for example, described the Franks 

who were helped by God in 776 and 783 as fighting ‘manfully’.62 Similarly, Regino described 

the citizens of Sens fighting ‘bravely’ but also ‘with God protecting them’.63 These adverbs 

alone could have provided an explanation for their victories. These two examples both had 

three causes: the soldiers’ fighting, their bravery or masculinity, and God. 

 

This approach was not confined to the battlefield. The AMP, for example, stated that Pippin 

II’s virtues were ‘not only from natural instillation…but also from divine inspiration’.64 Both 

Pippin’s dynastic heritage and God’s inspiration worked to bring about Pippin’s godly 

character, a parallel brought out by the rhyming of insertione and inspiratione. Haselbach and 

Beumann both argued that the annalist was alluding to Carolingian Geblütsheiligkeit (‘holiness 

of blood’).65 Ancestry did not, however, preclude education. Pippin only progressed ‘comforted 

by the most holy warnings and exhortations of these holy relatives’,66 who worked, ‘with the 

Lord providing’.67 Far from invoking magical dynastic blood, the annalist showed divine and 

human agencies working towards the same end.  

 

This approach was especially useful when describing God’s role in the discharge of law and 

government. Regino, for example, described how ‘[Carloman’s] eyes were ripped out on his 

father’s orders’,68 which happened ‘by the just judgement of God’.69 Charles the Bald’s 

command was portrayed as both a human and divine judgement. Similarly, the AX reported 

that God disclosed the two Saxon heretics hypocrisy, with the result that (ita ut) one was 

‘defeated canonically’, by a gathering of bishops.70 When, in the Mainz annals, Godafrid 

hatched a plot against Charles the Fat, ‘with God refusing it, he could not complete [his plans]’, 

because Count Henry killed him.71 Both Henry and God worked towards the same just ends. 

 

                                                 
62 ARF s.a. 783, ‘qui viriliter domnus Carolus et Franci solito more…et Domino adiuvante Fracni victores 
extiterunt’, p. 64. 
63 Regino, s.a. 888, ‘sed civibus fortiter repugnantibus, Deo protegente’, p. 131. 
64 AMP s.a. 678, ‘in adolescentis pectore sibi locum sponnte adsciverant, ut non solum naturali insertione’, p. 3. 
65 Haselbach, Aufstieg, p. 49; Beumann, ‘Historiographie’, p. 478.  
66 AMP s.a. 678, ‘sanctorum propinquorum monitis sanctissimisque exhortationibus confortatus’, p. 4.  
67 AMP s.a. 678, ‘prestante Domino’, p. 2.  
68 Regino, s.a. 870, ‘ex precepto patris ei oculi eruuntur’, p. 102.  
69 Regino, s.a. 870, ‘iusto Dei iudicio lucem exteriorem amittens’, p. 102.  
70 AX s.a. 867, ‘canonice victus’, p. 24. 
71 AF [M] s.a. 885, ‘Deo renuente perficere non potuit’, p. 102. For assassinations in the late Carolingian world, 

see Innes, State and Society, pp. 227-232. 
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This extended to office-holding, since political offices depended for their legitimacy on both 

divine and human action. The AL reported that Charlemagne was made Emperor ‘with God’s 

aid and with the whole Christian people seeking it’.72 Notker described a palace chaplain telling 

Charlemagne, concerning the gift of a bishopric, that ‘this rests in God’s will and your 

power’.73 Within each sentence, the author moved between two modes of description, one 

abstract and interpretative, and the other institutional and visible. Alongside these abstract 

conceptions of office, historians also described the physical gestures by which offices were 

endowed. These concepts have been widely studied and debated by modern scholars.74 What 

has often been overlooked is that many politically significant gestures depended, at least in the 

minds of historians, on the partnership between human and divine agency. The Astronomer, 

for example, in describing how Louis became king of Aquitaine, wrote that the infant Louis, 

‘having been put on a horse, with God overseeing it, [was] sent to Aquitaine’.75 The rhyme of 

impositus with transpositus would have highlighted how the ablative absolute qualified the 

visible gesture. For the Astronomer, this gesture could not be understood without reference to 

the more abstract reality of God’s agency. 

 

Similarly, when Louis became Emperor in 813, Ermold described Charlemagne lowering his 

crown onto Louis’ head. Charlemagne told Louis: ‘receive, child, with Christ bestowing it, my 

crown’.76  Within the narrative, Charlemagne physically gave Louis his crown, but by his own 

speech pointed to the abstract agency of Christ in bestowing power upon Louis. This 

presumably reflected the liturgy of his coronation, but was not necessarily how a ritual would 

be interpreted. As Christina Pössel has argued, the connotations of ritual could become 

detached when described, if the author did not provide an interpretation for the gestures 

themselves.77 The ARF simply noted that Charlemagne crowned Louis and ‘made him a partner 

in the Imperial title’.78 Ermold provided such an interpretation in Charlemagne’s own voice. 

The Astronomer was even more explicit. Charlemagne, crowning Louis, told him that ‘the 

height of power over affairs would be his, with Christ favouring him’.79 In different ways, 

                                                 
72 AL s.a. 801, ‘cum Dei adiutorio et universe christiano populo petente’, p. 38.  
73 Notker, 1.4, ‘Ille confestim e hęc pendentia verba quasi praematuras uvas in os hiantis decidentes devorans, 
cecidit ad pedes eius et dixit: “Domine, hoc in Dei nutu et potestate vestra situm est”, p. 5.  
74 Buc, Dangers of Ritual, pp. 1-11; Buc, ‘Ritual and interpretation’, p. 183-7; Pössel, ‘Magic of ritual’, pp. 111-

125; Pössel, ‘Symbolic communication’, pp. 16-55. 
75 Astronomer, 4, ‘equo impositus et in Aquitaniam est Deo annuente transpositus’, p. 294. 
76 Ermold, 2.71, ‘accipe, nate, meam, Christo tribuente, coronam’, p. 26. 
77 Pössel, ‘Magic of Ritual’, pp. 111-125. See also Pössel, ‘Symbolic communication’, pp. 16-32. 
78 ARF s.a. 813, ‘et imperialis nominis sibi consortem fecit’, p. 138.  
79 Astronomer, 20, ‘rerum summam penes eum futuram esse Christo favente’, p. 344. 
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therefore, gesture was an opportunity for Frankish historians not only to make political 

arguments but to point their readers to God’s agency.  

 

This sense of two different agencies working to the same end extended to natural causes. The 

AMP, for example, had Pippin II brief his officers prior to Tertry, that ‘with God’s help, the 

enemy’s gaze would falter, with the sun’s rays reverberating’.80 Pippin’s hoped-for victory 

would be caused both by the sun and God’s help. Regino described how the locust swarms of 

873 were blown into the channel ‘with God willing it, by the blowing of a violent blast of 

wind’, with two parallel ablatives.81 Hincmar described how the Vikings sailed up the Loire 

‘with divine judgement working, by a favourable wind’.82 In each case, these historians noted 

that God’s agency and natural events had the same outcome. For both the AMP and Hincmar, 

however, these natural events also explained human actions. Pippin’s men could trust God’s 

support in battle. The monks of Fleury, attacked by the Vikings, learned that their sins would 

be corrected. The historical experience of human communities, and its implications for the 

present, remained the primary focus of these histories.  

 

At a basic level, this approach showed that both God and the details of the recent past were 

important. Those details were important because they preserved the memories and experiences 

of the human communities for whom these histories were written.83 It mattered for the identities 

of these texts’ audiences that specific Frankish victories or coronation rituals were 

remembered. These historians were, therefore, writing something distinctive to which doctrinal 

beliefs needed to be adapted. The inclusion of God’s agency, however, clearly asserted His 

relevance to understanding these experiences and memories. Even though God’s agency could 

not be seen and could only be understood abstractly, it was asserted as a necessary explanation 

for reality. History was more than, but not less than, events caused by God. These texts were 

not sermons, but nor were they devoid of truths about God to be learned and believed. 

 

 

                                                 
80 AMP s.a 690, ‘cum Dei auxilio reverberantibus radiis solis hostium obtutus titubaret’, p. 11.  
81 Regino, s.a. 873, ‘in quo Deo volente, violento ventorum flatu inpulsae’, p. 105. On these locust swarms, see 
D.E. Thornton, ‘Locusts in Ireland? A problem in the Welsh and Frankish annals’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic 

Studies 31 (1996), pp. 37-53 
82 AB s.a. 865, ‘faciente divino iuditio, secundo vento’, p. 75.  
83 Goetz, ‘Die Gegenwart’; Geary, Phantoms of Remembrances, p. 178; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 1-

2; Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’, p. 16; Pohl and Wood, ‘Cultural memory and the resources of the 
past’, pp. 1-12. 
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Relating divine and created agencies (2): dependence 

 

These examples, however, were not entirely clear about how divine and created agencies 

related to one another. When the ARF reported that ‘the Franks…with the Lord willing it, 

returned with victory’,84 it was unclear how responsibility for this victory ought to be 

distributed. It could be read as an equal partnership.85 There were two clauses, each with a 

character (God and the Franks), whose agency explained the same result (a Frankish victory). 

These two agencies, however, were expressed very differently. The main clause focused on the 

Franks, who were the subject of an indicative verb (reversi sunt). This clause was qualified 

with the ablative participle about God (Domino volente). This difference begged the question 

of whose agency was more important. 

 

The same problem can be observed in an example from Ermold. In one line, as we have seen, 

he described how ‘Mars and God had scattered the men who had stood against [the Franks]’,86 

thereby expressing the two agencies identically. In the preceding line, however, Ermold 

reported that ‘with God favouring them, the Franks had peace on every side’.87 As with the 

ARF, this line had two agents (God and the Franks) for the same result (peace), but each agency 

was expressed differently. In both Ermold and the ARF, the primary focus remained the Franks, 

who were the subjects of the main clauses. Their success was the ARF’s central theme and 

provided the context for Ermold’s subsequent narrative.  

 

In both cases, however, the ablative absolute could also be read as qualifying the human agency 

depicted in the main clause. The explanatory weight, in Ermold’s passage, lay on God, who 

had both favoured the Franks and had (with Mars) scattered their enemies. Ermold did not 

present God as simply one explanation among many, but as the fundamental cause. As a result, 

his use of the ablative absolute strongly implied some sort of hierarchy or sequence. The same 

can be said of the ARF’s usage. Since the ablative absolute was so commonly used, it seems 

that God’s agency, when it appeared, was intended to provide a more fundamental explanation 

of the event in question. This syntactical choice allowed Carolingian historians to keep their 

communities as their primary focus, since this was integral to the purpose of their works. The 

                                                 
84 ARF s.a. 786, ‘Brittonum praevaluerunt Franci et cum victoria Domino volente reversi sunt’, p. 72. 
85 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 113.  
86 Ermold, 2.2, ‘straverat adversos Marsque deusque viros’, p. 24. 
87 Ermold, 2.1, ‘favente deo, Francos pax undique habebat’, p. 24. 
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ablative absolute nonetheless pointed the readers to the ultimate cause of the heroism being 

celebrated.  

 

This dependence of created agencies on God’s will was entirely consistent with broader 

Carolingian doctrine. As Dhuoda wrote to William, ‘all things are placed in [God’s] will and 

power: there is none who can resist His will’.88 Hincmar’s political treatises were especially 

vocal about how God was responsible for military victories. He wrote to Charles the Bald that 

‘victory is given by the Almighty, through his angel, to whom He wills’.89 He urged bishops 

to pray, so that ‘the soldiers of our leader and our churches’ might fight well, and that ‘just as 

it has been willed in heaven, so shall it be’.90 Later in the middle ages, Aristotelian terminology 

of causality would lead theologians to distinguish in great detail between efficient (or primary) 

and final (or ultimate) causes at work.91 Carolingian historians were almost certainly ignorant 

of such terminology.92 Their language was, nonetheless, entirely consistent with this 

understanding, without lessening the importance of the human experiences involved. The 

tensions inherent in using God’s agency to qualify human actions would, in fact, have brought 

readers to a correct understanding of human agencies working in dependence on the divine.  

 

One Carolingian text, the Opus Karoli regis contra synodum, drew the same hierarchical 

understanding of causation from the ablative absolute. It was written c.790 by Theodulf for 

Charlemagne, by whom it was then read and approved.93 Although the Opus Karoli was never 

promulgated and although its author was apparently a Visigoth from Septimania, rather than a 

Frank, it represents a key moment in the collective doctrinal thinking of Charlemagne’s court. 

While it was primarily aimed at the Greeks’ heretical views on venerating images and the Holy 

                                                 
88 Dhuoda, 1.5, ‘in voluntate etenim et potestate eius cuncta sunt posita: non est qui eius possit resistere voluntati’, 
p. 110 ; c.f. Esther 13.9, ‘non est qui possit tuae resistere voluntati’. 
89 Hincmar, De regis persona et regio ministerio, 12, ‘victoriam in bello ab Omnipotente, per angelum suum, cui 

voluerit’, col. 843, citing Augustine, De Civ., 4.17.   
90 Hincmar, De fide Carolo Regi Servanda, 7, ‘pro…principis nostri milites de ecclesiis nostris…unde sicut fuerit 
voluntas in coelo sic fiat’, ed. PL 125, cols 961C-984C, at col. 965. 
91 E.g. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, pars 1.q.44, ed. T. Gibly, Summa theologiae, vol. 8, creation, variety 

and evil (1a.44-49) (London, 1967), pp. 4-24. C.f. A. Falcon ‘Aristotle on Causality’, Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-causality/ accessed (31/01/2017). I am grateful to Jake 

Griesel for discussion about this point.  
92 For evidence of Aristotelian thought in the early medieval west, see J. Marenbon, Aristotelian logic, Platonism, 

and the context of early medieval philosophy in the West (Aldershot, 2000). For the shift between early medieval 

and late medieval understandings of God and causality, see B. Ward, Miracles and the Medieval Mind: theory, 

record and events 1000-1215 (Aldershot and Philadelphia, 1982), pp. 3-22.  
93 Theodulf of Orléans, Opus Caroli Regis contra Synodum (Libri Carolini) ed. A. Freeman, MGH Conc. 2. Suppl. 

I (Hannover, 1998). For the Opus Karoli, see the collected papers by A. Freeman, Theodulf of Orléans: 

Charlemagne's spokesman against the Second Council of Nicaea (Aldershot, 2003); McKitterick, Charlemagne, 

pp. 313; T.F.X. Noble, Images, Iconoclasm and the Carolingians (Philadelphia, 2009), pp. 158-206. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-causality/
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Spirit,94 its opening chapter concerned God’s agency. The Greek Emperors, the Franks had 

been horrified to learn, described themselves as ‘co-ruling’ with God.95 Theodulf argued: 

 

Since, therefore, our being differs from God’s being and our living from His living 

and our reigning from His reigning, their madness is to be grieved rather than 

admired, who say (among other things)…that they co-rule with God.96 

 

This meant that whereas God ruled ‘properly’, humans could only rule ‘loosely’.97 This is itself 

a fascinating insight into the exalted doctrine of God’s agency at Charlemagne’s court and 

provided the context for what followed. Later in his argument, Theodulf notes the Greek use 

of Mark 16.20, ‘but the apostles preached, with the Lord cooperating with them’, to justify 

their arrogance. The verse’s syntax was identical to the ablative absolute construction under 

discussion.98 Theodulf explained the ablative absolute’s grammatical and doctrinal role thus: 

 

That is, so that good works would be exercised, with them preaching the 

foundations and therefore, the operation of those men had such strength that so 

many thousands of people believed their preaching, and from men broken by 

nature, the dead received life, the blind eyes and the deaf ears.99 

 

Theodulf ascribed the strength of the operation to God, made unmistakable by his subsequent 

quotation from Ephesians: ‘for the Lord worked with all the saints according the apostle, who 

said, I was made a minister according to the gift of grace, which was given to me by the working 

of His strength’.100 The exact construction beloved of Carolingian historians was here 

explained to Charlemagne as denoting the dependence of fragile human agency entirely on 

                                                 
94 R. Haugh, Photius and the Carolingians: the Trinitarian Controversy (Belmont, M.A., 1975), pp. 42-53. 
95 Nelson, ‘Kingship and Empire’, p. 72; Ewig, ‘Christliche Königsgedanken’, p. 59.  
96 Theodulf, Opus Karoli, 1.1, ‘cum ergo nostrum esse tantum distet a Dei esse et nostrum vivere ab eius vivere 
et nostrum regnare ab eius regnare, dolenda potius quam admiranda est illorum vęcordia, qui inter cetera…Deum 
sibi conregnare etiam dicunt’, p. 105.  
97 Theodulf, Opus Karoli, 1.1, ‘dicimur enim et nos regnare, sed abusive, non proprie’, p. 110.  
98 The Greek from the Byzantine text is also a genitive absolute: ‘ἐ ῖ  ὲ ἐ ό  ἐ ή υ α  πα αχ ῦ, ῦ 

υ ί υ υ γ ῦ ’. 
99 Theodulf, Opus Karoli, 1.1, ‘id est ad bona opera exercenda eis adminiculum praebente, et idcirco tantam vim 

illorum operatio habuit, ut ad eorum praedicationem tot milia hominum crederent et naturę viribus fractis et mortui 
vitam et caeci oculos et surdi aures acciperent’, pp. 112-3.  
100 Theodulf, Opus Karoli, 1.1, ‘Cooperatur enim Dominus omnibus sanctis secundum Apostolum, qui dicit: 
Factus sum minister secundum donum gratiae, quae data est mihi iuxta operationem virtutis eius’, p. 113; c.f. 

Eph. 3.7, ‘factus sum minister secundum donum gratiae Dei quae data est mihi secundum operationem virtutis 

eius’. 
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God’s strength, as part of a wider argument to the same effect. The Opus Karoli was explaining 

a commonly used phrase, so this is not to suggest that it inspired the ARF in any way. It 

reinforces, however, the reading of Carolingian historians’ syntax which has been offered so 

far.  

 

Relating divine and created agencies (3): conflict  

 

Aside from the Opus Karoli, the asymmetry which I have suggested in the relationship between 

divine and created agencies was clearest when God’s will conflicted with other causes. The 

most straightforward examples of this were miracle accounts, which often set God’s power 

over and against ‘natural causes’.101 The final passage in Hincmar’s annals, for example, 

reported that the Vikings found Rheims ‘defended neither by a wall nor by any human hand’,102 

but ‘defended by God’s power and the saints’ merits’.103 This clearly contrasted the absence of 

any visible agency in defending Rheims, and the Vikings desire to burn it, with God’s power. 

In other cases, such as the various accounts of the miracle at Irminsûl, showed God acting 

alone, without any other cause. In this sense, they were no different from accounts of God 

defeating the Saxons or Avars, without reference to the Franks. In the case of miracles, 

however, the only possible cause was God, since these actions were impossible for any other 

agency.  

 

In many cases, historians referred to a miracle but kept God’s agency implicit. These cases, 

nonetheless, subverted what might be expected to be the natural course of events. The 

Astronomer, for example, reported that Lothar torched Chalons, ‘except [a] small basilica, 

however, which by an amazing miracle could not be burned’.104 The Astronomer emphasised 

the agency of the ‘devouring fire’, since the church was ‘surrounded by raging and wailing 

flames’.105 The use of two contrasting words praeter and tamen highlighted their failure to burn 

the church. The Astronomer explained this simply by juxtaposing his report with the statement 

that ‘it had been consecrated to God under the invocation of blessed George the martyr’.106 

                                                 
101 H. de Lubac, Surnaturel: études historiques (Paris, 1946); R. Grant, Miracles and Natural Law (Amsterdam, 

1952); Ward, Miracles; C. Watkins, History and the Supernatural in medieval England (Cambridge, 2007); R. 

Bartlett, The Natural and the Supernatural in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 1-33.  
102 AB s.a. 882, ‘sed civitatem, quam nec murus nec humana manus defendit’, p. 250.  
103 AB s.a. 882, ‘Dei potentia et sanctorum merita, ne illam ingrederentur, defenderunt’, p. 250.  
104 Astronomer, 52, ‘praeter unam basilicam parvam, quae stupendo miraculo…cum tamen no potuit aduri’, pp. 
494-6. 
105 Astronomer, 52, ‘hinc inde sevientibus cincta fuerit et lamentibus flammis’, pp. 494-6 
106 Astronomer, 52, ‘fuit autem consecrate Deo in honore beati Georgii martyris’, p. 496. 
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Hincmar similarly described how the Vikings burned all of Orléans, ‘except for the church of 

the Holy Cross which, despite great labour by the Northmen, the flames could not consume’.107 

The agency of fire, which was a very real threat to all these wooden churches, was no match 

for God’s power.108 

 

There were many different kinds of miracle, and their place in Carolingian history writing 

deserves further attention. As Benedicta Ward notes, early medieval writers were more 

interested in the purpose and meaning of a miracle than in defining and categorising miracles 

in and of themselves.109 Carolingian thinkers would have known from Augustine and Isidore, 

however, the idea of God’s power against nature. Isidore noted Varro’s definition of portents 

as ‘beings born contrary to nature’,110 but then alluded to Augustine’s statement that ‘they are 

not contrary to nature, because they happen by divine will, since the Creator’s will is the nature 

of the created thing’.111 Augustine had himself concluded, that miracles and portents ‘do not 

occur contrary to nature, but contrary to what is known of nature’.112 Taken together, these 

statements asserted God’s complete control over everything, while accepting that in certain 

cases, this went against what might be expected. This was precisely the approach taken by 

Carolingian historians to miracles and portents.  

 

God’s ability to do the impossible was not confined to miracles and portents. Carolingian 

historians showed God’s agency as conflicting with human plans to demonstrate its supremacy. 

In the ARF’s account of the Saxon rebellion in 796, the author wrote that ‘God dissolved their 

plans’.113 Similarly, when Charles the Fat tried to invite Pope Hadrian III to Rome, ‘his 

fraudulent plans were dissolved by God’s will’.114 Although these examples were far fewer 

than those where God’s agency worked harmoniously with human plans, they clearly 

subordinated human agency to divine.  

 

                                                 
107 AB s.a. 865, ‘praeter ecclesiam sanctae Crucis, quam flamma, cum inde multum laboratum a Nortmannis fuerit, 
vorare non potuit’, p. 75.  
108 For other examples, see ARF s.a. 773, p. 38; AF s.a. 855, p. 45.  
109 Ward, Miracles, pp. 1-9. 
110 Isidore, Etymologiae, 11.3.1-2, ‘contra naturam nata’, ed. Lindsay, vol. 2.   
111 Isidore, Etymologiae, 11.3.1-2, ‘non sunt contra naturam, quia diuina uoluntate fiunt, cum uoluntas Creatoris 
cuiusque conditae rei natura sit’, ed. Lindsay, vol. 2.   
112 Augustine, De Civ., 21.8, ‘fit non contra naturam, sed contra quam est nota natura’, p. 771. 
113 ARF s.a. 794, ‘dissipavit Deus consilia’, p. 96.  
114 AF [M] s.a. 885, ‘fraudulenta consilia Deo nutu dissipata sunt’, p. 103. 
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This could also be highlighted where God was working with one group against another. The 

sense of God dissolving human efforts can be seen in the AF’s account of Andernach, where 

‘without doubt God fought against Charles’.115 More concretely, the annalist explained that, 

Charles’ men had ‘fought with their arms, but wounded few, for the edges of their weapons 

were as if blunted’.116 In each case, the humans in question were the enemies of the authors 

and their communities, so these defeats were a clear expression of God’s favour. Both examples 

showed these audiences that human strength and ingenuity could not prevail without God. 

Regino similarly described how God protected Sens from the Vikings, who nonetheless 

attacked ‘repeatedly with all the sweat of their labour and using all their trickery and tools’.117 

In 889, Regino recounted how the Vikings ‘attacked [Paris] with all their strength’.118 Regino 

once again emphasised the potential of Viking agency, ‘but they achieved nothing, with God 

bringing blessing’.119 The Vikings’ fervent activity could not overcome God’s superior agency, 

which was the dominant force in the narrative. The defence by the civilians of Sens, while 

brave, depended on God’s power to defeat the Vikings.  

 

This sense of conflicting agencies was especially apparent when historians described their men 

defeating much larger armies with God’s help. In each case, the authors seem to have been 

inspired by a cluster of Biblical verses, which contrasted the insignificance of numerical 

superiority with dependence on God.120 Judas Maccabeus, when his men were terrified by the 

superior Greek numbers, assured them that: 

 

It is an easy matter for many to be shut up in the hands of a few: and there is no 

difference in the sight of the God of heaven to deliver with a great multitude, or 

with a small company: For the success of war is not in the multitude of the army, 

but strength cometh from heaven.121 

                                                 
115AF s.a. 876, ‘In hoc certamine contra Karolum procul dubio caelitus dimicatum est’, p. 89, c.f. discussion above, 

Introduction, pp. 21-22.  
116 AF s.a. 876, ‘Armis quoque suis pugnabant, sed paucos vulnerabant; acies enim armorum, quasi retunsae 

essent’, p. 89.  
117 Regino, s.a. 888, ‘quamquam, omni laborum sudore omniumque artium et machinamentorum ingenio id 

multipliciter pertemptassent’, p. 131. For depictions of Viking trickery, including this episode, see S. Coupland, 

‘The Vikings on the Continent in Myth and History’, History: The Journal of the History Association 88 (2003), 

pp. 186-203, at pp. 197-202. 
118 Regino, s.a. 889, ‘civitatem totis viribus inpugnant’, p. 133. 
119 Regino, s.a. 889, ‘sed Deo opem ferente nihil prevalent. Transactis paucis diebus iterum Sequanam cum classe 

ascendunt’, p. 133. 
120 1 Kgs. 14.6, 2 Chr. 14.11, 1 Macc. 3.18-19.  
121 1 Macc. 3.18-19, ‘facile est concludi multos in manus paucorum et non est differentia in conspectu Dei caeli 
liberare in multis et in paucis. quia non in multitudine exercitus victoria belli sed de caelo fortitudo est’; c.f. B. 
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This account was popular with Carolingian thinkers. Sedulius quoted Judas’ dialogue with his 

men in full.122 Hincmar used the example of Judas (alongside those of Gideon and Leonidas) 

to show Charles the Bald that small armies could, by God’s grace, defeat larger ones.123 Each 

case asserted a clear contrast between human and divine agency, with the complete supremacy 

of the latter. 

 

Paul the Deacon, the Astronomer, the AF, and Regino all made similar references to God’s 

agency in relation to small armies defeating larger armies. Paul mocked the pagan Lombards 

seeking the gods’ help, because ‘victory is not by the power attributed to men but is rather 

administered from heaven’.124 The Astronomer, in a much looser allusion, pointed out that in 

one skirmish, ‘our men, relying on divine help, although unequal and far fewer in number, 

nonetheless compelled the enemy to flee’.125 Regino described Wrhwant telling his men not to 

despair ‘for our salvation does not rest in numbers, but rather in God’.126 Regino’s account of 

Andernach included an aside from Psalm 32, that ‘no king is saved by much power, for a horse 

is vain for salvation’, which emphasised the limits of Charles’ agency without mentioning that 

of God.127 This was similar to the AF’s account, while possibly developing the theme from 

Wrhwant’s speech.128  

 

The AF made the most comments of this kind. The Viking commander of the Frisians reminded 

them that ‘we few have prevailed against many enemies, not regarding our own strength, but 

God’s grace’.129 The clearest allusions, however, appeared in the AF’s account of Andernach. 

Firstly, Louis asked Charles “why do you not think that with God it is not impossible to free 

                                                 

Vertannes, ‘The Legacy of the Maccabees in Twelfth and Early Thirteenth-Century Crusading Ideology’, 
Unpublished M.Phil. dissertation, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (2009), pp. 25-42. 
122 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 15, pp. 144-6, quoting 1 Macc. 3.17-22. 
123 Hincmar, De regis persona et regio ministerio, 14, ed. PL 125, col. 843, c.f. Anton, Fürstenspiegel, p. 298. 
124 Paul, HL, 1.8, ‘victoria enim non potestati est adtributa hominum, sed de caelo potius ministratur’, p. 58, c.f. 

discussion of 1 Macc. 3, below, chapter 5. 
125 Astronomer, 15, ‘nostri tamen divino freti auxilio, licet inpares multoque numero inferiores, tamen hostes 
fugere conpulerunt’, p. 328. 
126 Regino, s.a. 874, ‘neque enim salus est in multitudine, sed potius in Deo’, p. 107.  
127 Regino, s.a. 876, ‘non salvatur rex in multa virtute, fallax enim equus ad salutem’, p. 112; c.f. Ps. 32.16-17, 

‘non salvatur rex per multam virtutem et gigans non salvabitur in multitudine virtutis suae, fallax equus ad 

salutem’. 
128 Pace MacLean, History and Politics, p. 176 n. 231, who calls this allusion ‘baffling’.  
129 AF s.a. 873, ‘quod modo nos pauci contra plurimos praevaluimus hostes, non nostris deputandum est viribus, 

sed Dei gratiae’, p. 80. 
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both many and few?”, which combined 1 Macc. 3.18 with Lk. 18.27.130 Secondly, Andernach 

taught Charles ‘that victory in war is not by the number of an army, but that strength comes 

from heaven’.131 This rephrased Maccabeus’ comments as a rebuke rather than as a 

reassurance. In the Bavarian continuation, the Bavarians thanked God, ‘who had saved those 

who had placed their hopes in Him not through the multitude of troops, but by pity, through 

his mercies’.132 The annalist explicitly contrasted human numbers and divine mercy as the 

cause of their victory. 

 

These examples were not exact quotations from First Maccabees, but adapted its ideas to the 

demands of their narratives, both to encourage and to rebuke, by subverting their readers’ 

expectations. Larger armies were expected to defeat smaller ones, which was why the 

Carolingians were so concerned with raising troops.133 Carolingian historians knew, however, 

that sometimes smaller armies proved victorious, just as sometimes wooden churches survived 

catching fire. Such cases testified to the supremacy of God’s agency over human arrogance.   

 

Conclusion  

 

The language of Carolingian historians repeatedly depicted God’s agency as a historical cause 

and indeed as the cause of everything. Although there were some secular histories which 

omitted God from their view of historical causation, this approach never dominated Carolingian 

history writing.134 Most readers of Carolingian history would have been encouraged to see 

God’s agency as responsible for their experience of their recent past. Whereas Orosius and 

others had charted God’s governance of the broad sweep of human history, Carolingian 

historians primarily depicted God’s agency in the episodic details of their narratives. They 

nonetheless conceived God’s agency in highly exalted terms, as supreme over all other causes.  

 

                                                 
130 AF s.a. 876, ‘Quare ergo non cogitas, quia apud Deum impossibile non est liberare in multis et in paucis?’ p. 
87, c.f. Lk. 18.27, ‘illis quae inpossibilia sunt apud homines possibilia sunt apud Deum’, 1 Macc. 3.18, ‘non est 
differentia in conspectu Dei caeli liberare in multis et in paucis’. 
131 AF s.a. 876, ‘quia non in multitudine exercitus victoria belli, sed de caelo fortitudo est’, p. 89.  
132 AF [B] s.a. 900, ‘In a eo dem loco post victoriam illis celitus datam congressi clamore magno in celo inde Deo 

gratias clamantes ferebant, qui non in multitudine hominum, sed misericordiarum suarum pietate liberat sperantes 

in se’, p. 134.  
133 See S. Coupland, ‘The Carolingian Army and the struggle against the Vikings’, Viator 35 (2004), pp. 49-70, 

at pp. 56-8 for a guide to the vast literature about the size of Carolingian armies. 
134 Against the assessment of Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 216; De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, 
p. 198. See discussion of secularity above, chapter 3, pp. 141-5.  
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This exalted view of God did not, however, exempt these narratives from depicting other 

historical causes. Contrary to Southern’s assessment, the cogs of ‘historical machinery’ were 

almost always visible, especially in using ablative absolutes to qualify main clauses. Heaven 

and earth were not a single, seamless symbolic world. This allowed historians to maintain the 

primacy of their human subjects, without pushing God to the margins of the narrative. Guenée 

was correct to argue God’s place in medieval historical theory as one among several possible 

explanations.135 This did not, however, make God a primus inter pares. God could work for or 

against other agencies with equal efficacy. Although human agency was primary, it was also 

limited in a way which God’s agency was not.  

 

PROCLAIMING GOD’S HELP 
 

‘With God’s help…’ 
 

While God’s will and power were important for Carolingian historians, their shared vocabulary 

suggests that they primarily conceived the exercise of this will in terms of help, favour, and 

protection. For example, the verb auxiliare appeared in relation to God thirteen times in the 

first redaction of the ARF, whereas volere only appeared three times. No verbs of willing 

appeared, in fact, in the Cont. Fred.’s statements of God’s agency. The association of God with 

the vocabulary of help or protection remained consistent throughout the period and was a 

fundamental feature of the Spielräume of Carolingian history writing. Whereas understanding 

God’s will was a matter of doctrinal knowledge, the language of God’s help was suggestive of 

these histories’ emotional and relational aspects. 

 

The personal and emotional elements of early medieval thought have only gradually been 

recovered, with many careful caveats.136 Most of this has focused on depictions of human 

characters’ emotions in narratives,137 as opposed to the emotional responses to specific words 

or concepts. Carolingian religion has also been unhelpfully marginalised as purely ritualistic 

                                                 
135 Guenée, ‘Historiographie?’, p. 263. 
136 See especially, B. Rosenwein, Anger’s past: the social uses of an emotion in the Middle Ages (Ithaca, N.Y., 

1998), but also the articles in EME 10 (2001): C. Cubitt, ‘The history of the emotions: a debate’, pp. 226-7; S. 

Airlie, ‘The history of emotions and emotional history’, pp. 235-41; M. Garrison, ‘The study of emotions in early 
medieval history: some starting points’, pp. 243-50; C. Larrington, ‘The psychology of emotion and study of the 

medieval period’, pp. 251-6; B. Rosenwein, ‘Writing without fear about early medieval emotions’, pp. 229-34; 

W. Pohl, ‘Introduction: Ego trouble’, in Corradini et al (eds), Ego Trouble, pp. 9-22.  
137 E.g. Airlie, ‘History of emotions’, p. 236.  
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and as focused on behaviour,138 with its only emotions being fear and anxiety. As Henry Mayr-

Harting put it, there was ‘a frenetic religiosity’, with ‘not [a] minute to be lost…where there 

[was] a victory-giving God to be appeased’.139 The AF warned its readers about this in its 

account of recent debacle against the Slavs. The east Frankish force, the annalist wrote, 

‘immediately learnt what the power and audacity of the quarrelsome can do without the fear of 

God’.140 The Carolingian God, for Fichtenau, was ‘overpowering…wholly other…fascinating 

and terrible’,141 and His religion essentially revolved around fear of judgement.142  

 

The emphasis on God’s help throughout Carolingian history writing calls many of these 

assumptions into question. My argument here is that the vocabulary used for God’s agency 

suggests that it was not used purely to impart correct doctrinal knowledge, important though 

that was, nor to engender fear and anxiety. Historians wove doctrinal truths into their narratives 

to engender in their readers feelings of either gratitude and joy in remembering, or hope and 

confidence for the future.  

 

Help, will, and judgement  

 

As with depictions of God’s will, this emphasis on God’s help represented a shift from earlier 

historians. God’s help had only appeared in Orosius’ Historiae when the author spoke about 

his own writing: ‘I have unfolded, with Christ aiding me, the desires and punishments of sinful 

men’.143 Although God’s mercy was sometimes mentioned,144 most late antique statements of 

God’s agency in recent events described either His power or providence. Rufinus, for example, 

wrote of Constantine’s victory at the Milvian bridge that ‘divine providence prevailed’.145 This 

probably reflected these authors’ desire to demonstrate the truth of God’s agency to a sceptical 

audience. Although God’s will in and of itself was also important for Carolingian historians, 

their decision to prioritise God’s help reflected a very different and intentional approach.  

 

                                                 
138 A. Angenendt, ‘Libelli bene correcti: Der richtige Kult als ein Motiv der karolingischen Reform’, in P. Ganz 
(ed.), Das Buch als magisches und als Repräsentationsobjekt (Wiesbaden, 1992), pp. 117-35.  
139 Mayr-Harting, ‘Charlemagne’s religion’, p. 114.  
140 AF s.a. 849, ‘quid sine timore Dei propria discordium possit virtus et audacia’, pp. 38-9.  
141 Fichtenau, Carolingian Empire, p. 52.  
142 Smith, ‘Religion and lay society’, p. 669.  
143 Orosius, 7.43.19, ‘explicui adiuuante Christo…cupiditates et punitiones hominum peccatorum’, p. 563. 
144 E.g. Orosius, 7.36.5, ‘a clementia Dei impetraret’, p. 534. 
145 Rufninus, 9.9.4, ‘praestitit divina providentia’, vol. 2, p. 929. 
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The emphasis on God’s help also marginalised the importance of God’s judgement and 

correction, which seems to have been even less important than God’s command and will. The 

Cont. Fred. and ARF, for example, offered only three examples of God’s judgement between 

them, whereas God’s help or favour appeared thirty-four times.146 The ARF’s only example 

came in 756, well before the cumulative emphasis on God’s help found between 769 and 

788.147 This example was also unusual in that God worked alone, even omitting the Cont. 

Fred.’s report that Haistulf was killed by falling from his horse.148 In both cases, God’s 

judgement was portrayed as an expression of His help to the Franks. This was true for most 

instances of God’s judgement, which were presented positively. As discussed above, the justice 

of the Carolingians in the AMP was repeatedly placed alongside God’s mercy towards them. 

Nithard’s numerous statements about God’s justice and judgement not only warned against 

Lothar, but also reflected His support for Charles the Bald. In the AF, the Viking Rudolf was 

killed by ‘revenge from heaven’, but also ‘by God’s grace’ towards the Frisians.149  These 

statements were not necessarily warnings to fear God’s judgements but celebrations of His 

help. 

 

Some expressions of God’s judgement were, nonetheless, more clearly intended as warnings, 

such as the widely noted comments about the Vikings. Even in these cases, however, the 

specific crimes being punished were not clear, and in any case, were only a small proportion 

of God’s agency in the respective histories. When Hincmar made it clear that Robert and 

Ramnulf had died because they held lay abbacies, God’s agency was not nearly as explicit.150 

In general, even Hincmar’s statements of God’s help outnumbered those of His judgement. 

Regino similarly reported that the Loire was devastated ‘with God being opposed to the 

inhabitants’, which only implied His judgement on sin.151 As with Hincmar, Regino generally 

referred to God’s agency in terms of His help or His judgement on the villains of the narrative.  

 

Although these cases suggest that God’s judgement retained some importance, Carolingian 

historians were far more reticent about it than both previous historians and contemporary 

                                                 
146 The verb auxiliare with God as its agent appeared thirteen times in the ARF’s first redaction. There were four 
further verbs of blessing in the redaction.  
147 ARF s.a. 756, ‘percussus est iudicio Dei’, p. 14. 
148 Cont. Fred., 39, ‘divino iudicio de equo…proiectus utiam et regnum crudeliter digna mrote ammisit’, pp. 108-

9. 
149 AF s.a. 873, ‘ignarus vindicatae quae eum de caelo erat secutura’, p. 80. 
150 AB s.a. 866, ‘si Deus cum eis esset’, p. 131. 
151 Regino, s.a. 873, ‘Deo habitatoribus terrae adversante occiderunt’, p. 105.  
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sources. The centrality of God’s judgement to Orosius’ Historiae or Gregory’s DLH had been 

completely abandoned.152 The fear of offending God, as found in various Carolingian 

capitularies, was largely absent from histories. While it is clear that the Viking raids prompted 

greater reflection on divine correction than other events, no historian ever equalled the 

emphasis on this found in contemporary literature.153 

 

As chapter 1 showed, many Carolingian sources expressed God’s judgement carefully and with 

a constant view to His subsequent mercies. Similarly, Carolingian histories depicted God as 

correcting those with whom readers could identify as an act of blessing. Thegan and the Poeta 

Saxo, for example, both alluded to Hebrews 12.6, which stated that ‘the Lord castigates those 

whom He loves’.154 Prudentius, for example, summarised the Vikings’ attacks as ‘the equity 

of divine goodness [wearing] down the Christians’ lands and kingdoms’.155 While God’s 

judgement was important, it was often part of the wider emphasis on God’s favourable 

relationship with the communities for whom these historians wrote.  

 

God’s help: vocabulary and grammar 

 

The language of God’s help in the Cont. Fred. and the ARF was found throughout the period. 

The most frequently used verbs for God’s agency were auxiliare and adiuvare, whose meaning 

was straightforward. Many other verbs were similarly relational. Verbs such as largiare and 

opitulare, which were frequently used.156 In wider literature, these terms often denoted gift 

giving or the bestowal of authority.157 Nouns and adjectives were similarly relational. The 

Cont. Fred. often described Carolingian victories as won ‘with Christ as leader’.158 The 

Astronomer described how Charlemagne invaded Spain ‘with Christ as his supporter’.159 The 

                                                 
152 See above, chapter 2, pp. 65-6. 
153 See above, chapter 4, pp. 174-6.   
154 Heb. 12.6, ‘quem enim diligit Dominus castigat’, c.f. Thegan, 49, p. 242, Poeta Saxo, 3.39, p. 32. 
155 AB 845, ‘peccatis nostris divinae bonitatis aequitas nimium offensa taliter christianorum terras et regna 

attriverit’ ed. Grat et al, p. 50 
156 E.g. AMP s.a. 691, ‘prosperis Christo largiente successibus’, p. 13; Annales Mosellani, s.a. 783, ‘et opitulante 
gratia Christi habuerunt victoriam’, p. 797. 
157 For human examples, see. Esther 2.18, ‘ac dona largitus est iuxta magnificentiam principalem’; DD Kar. 1, no. 
164, ‘quicquid ipse pro divino intuitu ad iam dictum monasterium ex rebus ecclesię suę Mediolanensis largitus 
est’, p. 222. For divine examples, see Is. 63.7, ‘super multitudinem bonorum domui Israhel quae largitus est eis’; 
Dt. 32.28, ‘surgant et opitulentur vobis et in necessitate vos protegant’. For the importance of gift-giving in the 

early middle ages, see W. Davies and P. Fouracre, The languages of gift in the early middle ages (Cambridge, 

2010). 
158 E.g. Cont. Fred., 32, ‘Ipse vero duce Christo cum magno triumpho in Franciam ad propriam sedem feliciter 
remeavit’, p. 102. 
159 Astronomer, 2, ‘Christo fautore’, p. 286. 
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adjective propitius,160 sometimes appearing as a verb,161 denoted mercy both in terms of 

forgiving sins but also as practical help.162 It was not only important for Carolingian historians 

that God had caused events in the recent past, but that this had been a good thing.  

 

In many cases, the positive impact of this vocabulary was heightened through cumulative use. 

In the ARF’s entry for 788, God acted three times to protect, and twice to help.163 In the AMP’s 

account of the battle of Tertry, for example, Charles Martel’s men came to his aid ‘with God’s 

help’164 and defeated the enemy, ‘with divine mercy succouring Charles’.165 Charles then 

distributed the spoils ‘having won victory with divine help’.166 As these examples show, this 

positive vocabulary of God’s help appeared in passages which were often celebratory. Several 

passages reported God’s help in battle, followed by the distribution of plunder,167 in an 

‘intoxicating cocktail of victory’.168 This celebratory dimension to the language of God’s 

agency suggests that it had a positive emotional as well as a doctrinal impact.  

 

This positive view of God’s agency was not only communicated by Carolingian historians’ 

vocabulary, but also by their grammatical tendencies. As we have seen, Carolingian historians 

consistently associated God with human agents. While this expressed a specific understanding 

of causation, it also emphasised God’s relationship with human characters, since these were 

the implied objects of the language of help and favour. God did not simply ‘act’, but, from a 

grammatical perspective, acted relationally. For example, when Count Henry and Arn of 

Würzburg clashed with the Vikings in the AF, ‘the Christians obtained the victory, with the 

Lord aiding them’.169 Not only were the Lord and the Christians both responsible for this 

victory in different ways, but God’s agency could only be understood as acting for or towards 

these Christians. This language was not only emotive but fundamentally relational. Reimitz 

helpfully writes of ‘pastoral power’ in Frankish history writing as a vision of community, which 

                                                 
160 E.g. AB s.a. 849, ‘Christo sibi propitio’, p. 58 
161 Regino, s.a. 879, ‘Deo propitiante’, p. 115. 
162 For an example of the latter case, see Num. 14.19, ‘secundum magnitudinem misericordiae tuae sicut propitius 
fuisti egredientibus de Aegypto’.  
163 ARF s.a. 788, ‘auxiliante Domino…opitulante Domino…Domino auxiliante…Domino protegente…Domino 
protegente’, pp. 82-84. 
164 AMP s.a. 717, ‘cum Dei auxilio committere non tardabant’, p. 24. 
165 AMP s.a. 717, ‘tandem succurente Carolo divina misericordia’, p. 25. 
166 AMP s.a. 717, ‘divina auxilio victoria patrata’, p. 25.  
167 In addition to AMP s.a. 717, see Astronomer, 15, ‘Christo favente ad suos sese magno cum gaudio et opibus 
collegerunt’, p. 328. 
168 Airlie, ‘Captains and Kings’, p. 95.  
169 AF s.a. 884, ‘adiuvante Domino christiani optinuere victoriam’, p. 101.  
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‘held a society together through each member’s individual relationship to other humans and to 

God’.170 The language of God’s help in particular had pastoral, as well as doctrinal, 

implications.  

 

God’s help in Carolingian culture 

 

While this language marginalised God’s judgement as found in other sources, these emotive 

and relational dimensions to God’s agency overlapped very strongly with many contemporary 

sources. As we saw in chapter 1, the Admonitio Generalis’ language consistently impressed 

upon its readers God’s merciful favour towards Charlemagne’s subjects.171 Contemporary 

liturgy similarly sought not only God’s power but His blessing towards those who identified 

themselves as His famuli.172 The Lib. Sacr. Eng., for example, petitioned God in one prayer to 

‘conserve [us]…by your continual protection’,173 and in another prayed for the king’s success, 

‘with You fighting for us’.174 It is significant that these prayers highlighted the fragility of 

human agency, speaking of ‘disorder’, ‘frailty’, ‘the world’s storms’, and most frequently, of 

enemy attack or persecution, from which God was the only defence. Sedulius similarly asked 

‘what is more uncertain and more unstable than events in warfare?’175 These texts expressed a 

belief in God’s rule over history, but also sought that its being exercised for their defence and 

protection.   

 

Although Carolingian rhetoric sometimes seems triumphalist to modern eyes, much of it 

expressed sincere worries and fears, especially about the limits of human agency. This was a 

matter of both doctrinal truth and practical concern. The place of God’s agency in this rhetoric 

shows that God was not necessarily to be feared in the same way. Instead, God could be 

approached, albeit with humility and penitence, as a source of comfort and encouragement in 

the face of such problems. This was the aspect of God which Carolingian historians seem to 

have pressed upon their audiences. His agency was to be celebrated with gratitude and relief, 

as much as it was to be feared.  

                                                 
170 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 382.  
171 See above, Chapter 1, pp. 33-6.  
172 See above, Chapter 1, pp. 38-40. 
173 Liber Sacr. Eng. (orationes cotidianis) no. 4, rubric 1739, ‘Familiam tuam Domine peruigili protectione 
conserua, et perpetuis defende presidiis, ut omni semper inordinatione seclusa, tua iugiter prouidentia dirigatur’, 
p. 254.  
174 Liber Sacr. Eng. (orationes cotidianis), no. 108, rubric 2341, ‘te pro nobis pugnante’, p. 365.  
175 Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 3, ‘quid enim incertius est magisque instabile bellicis eventibus, ubi nullus est certus 

laboriorsi certaminis exitus’, p. 64.  
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Celebrating God’s help (1): historians 

 

The emotional significance of God’s agency for Carolingian historians was not only apparent 

from their vocabulary. Some historians explicitly prayed to God within their texts. The AX 

concluded the account of the Greek envoys recognising Charlemagne’s Imperial title with 

‘thanks be to Almighty God!’,176 and the account of Gottschalk’s condemnation at Mainz with 

‘thank God! The state of the church remained inviolate’.177 The writing of history prompted 

from this historian prayers of gratitude. The Poeta Saxo similarly exclaimed, ‘O blessed pity 

of God, who wishes the whole of human kind to be saved!’, when considering the outcome of 

the Saxon wars.178 Although the passage interpreted the events still to be described, it is 

significant that it began with the poet acclaiming God. Remembering the Saxon wars, from 

which the author believed himself to have benefited, was cause for celebration and praise.  

 

While such apostrophic prayers were very rare, more historians included acclamations of God’s 

character in their statements of divine agency. The Cont. Fred., for example, attributed two 

victories to Christ ‘who is King of kings and Lord of lords, amen’,179 and ‘[Charles’] guide in 

all things and the source of the health of the victory’.180 These phrases were distinctive, 

compared to the brief ablative absolutes used elsewhere in the narrative. The first example also 

ended with an ‘amen’ in most manuscripts, which suggests that it was a statement of prayerful 

thanksgiving, as much as a way of interpreting the victory.181 Victories were celebrated 

liturgically, and some were even recorded in liturgical manuscripts, such as those of Charles 

Martel in Willibrord’s calendar,182 and of Louis the Younger in a sacramentary from Lorsch.183 

It is entirely possible that when readers of Carolingian history came to a statement of God’s 

agency, they would have been moved to gratitude and praise in similar ways.  

 

                                                 
176 AX s.a. 812, ‘et gratias omnipotenti Deo!’, p. 4.  
177 AX s.a. 848, ‘et, Deo gratias! inlesus permansit status aecclesiae’, p. 16 
178 Poeta Saxo, 1.189-190, ‘O pietas benedicta dei, quae vult genus omne / Humanum fieri salvum!’, p. 11. 
179 Cont. Fred., 15, ‘Victor cum pace remeavit, opitulante Christo Rege regum, et Domino dominorum. Amen’, 
p. 91.  
180 Cont. Fred., 21, ‘deuicto aduersariorum agmine, Christo in omnibus praesule et caput salutis uictoriae’, p. 95. 
181 It was lacking from Krusch’s manuscript group 5a, c.f. Krusch, Chronicarum quae dicuntur Fredegarii, p. 176. 
182 For Charles Martel, see Paris, BnF., lat 10837 (St Willibrord’s calendar); McCormick, Eternal Victory, pp. 

360-1. 
183 For Louis the Younger, see Rome, BAV, pal. lat. 485 (Lorsch sacramentary), fol. 10v; McCormick, Eternal 

Victory, pp. 360-1.  
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Given the high stakes in many of these histories, many further cases of God’s agency could be 

read in this grateful tone. As I suggested above, the ARF’s author was expressing relief when 

he wrote that Charles the Younger returned ‘with God willing, unharmed to his father’ from 

his first campaign.184 Nithard’s statement that he fought at Fontenoy, ‘with the Lord helping’, 

can also be more plausibly read as an expression of relief, rather than as a triumphant boast.185 

The personal connections between these historians and those who deeds they recounted 

suggests that other examples could be read in this light.  

 

Celebrating God’s help (2): characters  
 

This emotional and relational reading of God’s agency was not only found in the historians’ 

own voices, but also in their characters’ attitudes, many of whom were shown recognising and 

praising God’s agency within the narrative. As observed in Part 2, such recognition of God’s 

agency became increasingly important to Carolingian historians over the course of the ninth 

century.  

 

 The ARF, for example, described how Charlemagne ‘recognised’ that ‘on every side, with 

God’s granting it, he had peace’, and so planned to pray in Rome.186 In the AMP, Pippin II, 

having been granted success by Christ, returned east ‘giving thanks to God, His protector’.187 

In the AF, the mother who had been saved from eating her own child, ‘gave thanks to God that 

she had merited to receive her son back safe’, and so did her husband, ‘that God had deigned 

to keep him innocent of killing the child’.188 The repetition of these thanks, as well as the pathos 

of this account, shows the potential emotional significance of these statement. Similarly, the 

AV described how, once Odo had seized St-Vaast, he ‘threw himself to the ground and prayed 

with the deepest devotion in floods of tears. He also heard mass said there, giving thanks to 

God’.189 While, as Gerd Althoff points out, royal tears could serve an important political 

                                                 
184 ARF s.a. 784, ‘volente Deo inlesus remeavit ad genitorem suum’, p. 68. See above, chapter 3, pp. 110-1.  
185 Nithard, 2.10, ‘Domino auxiliante praebui,’, p.  27. 
186 ARF s.a. 786, ‘se ex omni parte Deo largiente pacem habere’, p. 72.  
187 AMP s.a. 691, ‘Deo protector suo gratias referens’, p. 13.  
188 AF s.a. 850, ‘Tunc illa resumpto spiritu Deo gratias egit, quia filium sanum recipere meruit; nec minus ille, 

quod euni Deus a liberi interfectione innocuum dignatus est conservare’, p. 41.  
189 AV s.a. 895, ‘humi prostratus devotissime oravit ac uberrime flevit, inibi etiam missam audivit, gratias agens 
Deo’, p. 77.  
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function,190 Odo’s tears here pointed to God’s agency and its significance for his own 

behaviour.  

 

As Odo’s tears show, some historians chose to communicate these ideas concretely, through 

the gestures and ritual actions of their characters. After his victory at Leuven, Arnulf led his 

army in litanies,191 while his men processed ‘singing praises to God’.192 For military readers, 

Carolingian histories repeatedly emphasised the need to thank God for victory, preferably in 

an appropriately liturgical setting, but such celebrations also invited the reader to enter the same 

joyful mood. The Astronomer depicted Louis waiting outside a surrendered Barcelona, so that 

he could consider how ‘he might consecrate the…victory, with worthy thanksgivings to God, 

to His name’.193 The Astronomer then described in some detail how, the following day: 

 

With the priests and clergy going before him and his army, with solemn splendours 

and with hymns of praise, he entered the city’s gate and went to the church of the 

holy and most victorious Cross, to render thanksgivings to God for the victory 

divinely laid upon him.194 

 

The Astronomer thereby combined both concrete and abstract depictions of Louis’ gratitude to 

God to create a doctrinally, ethically, and emotionally charged vignette. Scenes and statements 

such as this had three overlapping implications for the readers. Firstly, they taught the reader 

to see the successes being celebrated as caused by God’s agency. This reinforced the 

conception of God as an historical cause, explored above. Secondly, it modelled for the reader 

how to respond correctly to God’s mercies in their own recent past. This shall be considered 

further in the next chapter. Finally, and most importantly for the current argument, these 

statements encouraged the reader to see God’s agency in the same positive, emotional, and 

prayerful tone which these characters were expressing. The Astronomer invited his readers to 

                                                 
190 G. Althoff, Spielregeln der Politik im Mittelalter (Darmstadt, 1997), pp. 229-304, cited and discussed by Airlie, 

‘History of emotions’, pp. 236-7.  
191 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘eodem in loco die…Kal…letanias rex celebrare paecipit’, p. 121. See discussion in 

McCormick, Eternal Victory, p. 356. 
192 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘ipse cum omni exercitu laudes Deo canendo processit, qui talem victoriam suis tribuit’, p. 
121.  
193 Astronomer, 13, ‘qualitur cum digna Deo gratiarum actione…victoriam eius nomini consecraret’, p. 318. 
194 Astronomer, 13, ‘antecedentibus ergo eum…et exercitum eius sacerdotibus et clero, cum sollempni apparatu 
et laudibus hymnidicis portam civitatis ingressus et ad ecclesiam sanctae et victoriossimę crucis, pro victoria sibi 
divinitus conlate gratiarum actiones Deo acturus est progressus’, pp. 318-320.  
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enter the celebratory atmosphere of the scene. All three aspects can be found throughout 

depictions of human praise to God in Carolingian history writing. 

 

Seeking God’s help (1): trust and dependence 

 

Alongside these images of praise and thanksgiving in response to God’s help in the past, 

Carolingian historians also showed their characters seeking or depending on God’s agency in 

the present and future. The Chron. Laur., for example, described Charles Martel defeating the 

Saracens ‘relying on God’s help’.195 The Astronomer described how ‘our men, relying on 

divine help’, routed the Saracens.196 The AF three times described the east Franks defeating the 

Slavs by ‘relying on God’s help/aid’.197 This may have been inspired by the LP’s statement 

that Pope Zacharias, confronted by the Lombards, was ‘not frightened by the fear of death but 

relying on Christ’s help’.198 The phrase auxilio Dei, used in each of these cases, was often used 

by itself to ascribe victories to God elsewhere.199 By adding fretus, these authors shifted the 

readers’ perspective onto human attitudes. Paradoxically, this shift drew attention to the 

subordination of human agency to God’s agency: the east Franks’ agency in this case was 

simply to accept the limits of their agency.  

 

Similarly, many Carolingian historians depicted human characters seeking God’s help as they 

embarked on their own actions. In the AMP, Pippin II’s men invaded Theuderic’s territory, 

‘having unanimously invoked God’s help’.200 The Astronomer described how Charlemagne 

ruled, ‘committing to Christ what needed guarding’.201 Ermold, similarly, described how Louis 

the Pious invaded Spain and how ‘weeping for a long time, with prayers, he asked Christ, ruling 

Olympus, to bring him blessing.202 Hincmar described how the men of Poitiers attacked a 

Viking army, ‘making offerings to God and St Hilary’.203 In Abbo’s Bella, King Odo ‘sought 

                                                 
195 Chr. Laur. 2.12, ‘auxilio Dei fretus Saracenorum infinitam multitudinem simul cum rege eorum prostravit, 
devictisque hostibus cum triumpho regreditur’, p. 25. 
196 Astronomer, 15, ‘nostri tamen divino freti auxilio, licet inpares multoque numero inferiores, tamen hostes 

fugere conpulerunt’, p. 328. 
197 AF s.a. 869, ‘Dei auxilio fretus’, p. 69, AF s.a. 870, ‘Dei auxilio freti’, p. 76, AF s.a. 880, ‘Dei auxilio fretus’, 
p. 95. 
198 LP 93.14, ‘non mortis timore perterritus sed Christi fretus auxilio’, p. 430.  
199 E.g. Chr. Laur. 2.1, ‘hic auxilio Dei de custodia qua detenebatur a Plihctrude matrona, relicta Pippini, liberatur’, 
p. 24. 
200 AMP s.a. 690, ‘tunc unanimiter invocato Dei auxilio’, p. 9.  
201 Astronomer, 1, ‘Christo tuenda et corroboranda committens’, p. 286.  
202 Ermold, 1.585-6, ‘inlacrimansque diu precibus poscebat Olympi / regnantem Christum, quo sibi ferret opem’, 
p. 23.  
203 AB s.a. 868, ‘Pictavenses autem vota facientes Deo et sancto Hilario’, p. 151.  
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Heaven’s solace, then ripped out / [the Vikings’] guts’.204 This theme was almost as consistent 

as the language of God’s agency itself.  

 

As with the statements of celebrating God’s help, these statements of trust had three key 

implications: doctrinal, ethical, and emotional. By depending on God, many of these characters 

acknowledged the limits of their own agency, in contrast to God’s supremacy. In the Cont. 

Fred., more positively, the Franks, invading Italy, ‘thought that neither their reinforcements 

nor their strength would free them’.205 As a result, ‘they invoked God and asked for aid from 

the blessed apostle Peter’.206 Their dependence on God’s agency pointed doctrinally to the 

limits of their own agency. Their trust also ethically modelled the proper response to such 

doctrinal truths. They showed what it meant to act as if God’s agency were real.  

 

Most importantly for the current argument, the language of these examples had emotional 

implications for its readers. Whereas thanksgiving encouraged readers to share the characters’ 

joy, these examples were more complex. When Bishop Gauzlin, in the AV, ‘commended [his 

men] to Christ, because he could not do anything else’,207 the tone was one of despair and 

frustration. In many cases, Carolingian historians juxtaposed their characters seeking God’s help 

with the strength of their enemies. In the AMP, Pippin II told his men to ‘commend 

themselves…to the omnipotence of God’,208 after the author had described the ‘multitude of 

innumerable people’ facing him.209 Similarly, the AF described how as Rastiz grew stronger, 

Louis the German  fell ill as he prepared to fight him.210 Louis, therefore, gave his army ‘from 

necessity’ to Charles ‘his youngest son’ and ‘commended the outcome to God’.211 Charles, 

however, ‘relying on God’s help’ triumphed gloriously, burning everything and carrying off 

great treasures, before praising God with his brothers.212 In these cases, the narratives moved 

from threat and danger to hope and finally success.  

 

                                                 
204 Abbo, Bella, 2.503-504 ‘solamen celeste petit, rapit atque / viscere’, p.90.  
205 Cont. Fred., 37, ‘Franci non suius auxiliis nec suis uiribus liberare se putabant’, p. 106. 
206 Cont. Fred., 37, ‘sed Deum inuocant et beati Petri apostolic adiutorm rogant’, p. 106. 
207 AV s.a. 886, ‘et quia nil aliud agere poterat, Christo eos commendabat’, p. 59. 
208 AMP s.a. 690, ‘sese votis et orationibus Dei omnipotentiae defendendos commendarent, qui dat honorem et 
victoriam omnibus timentibus eum et custodientibus precepta eius’, p. 10, c.f. Ps. 118.63, ‘particeps ego sum 
omnium timentium te et custodientium mandata tua’. 
209 AMP s.a. 690, ‘in innumerabilis populi multitudine’, p. 10.  
210 AF s.a. 869, pp. 67-68.  
211 AF s.a. 869, ‘unde necessitate conpulsus Karolum filiorum suorum ultimum eidem’, p. 68.  
212 AF s.a. 869, ‘Dei auxilio fretus’, p. 69.  
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This took the reader through an emotional spectrum.213 Firstly, the authors established the 

danger facing their heroes, to engender fear over the outcome. These fears were rational and 

consistent with those expressed in various contemporary texts. The authors, in most cases, then 

brought the reader to celebration over the heroes’ success or survival, itself sometimes 

reinforced by the characters’ thanking God. As in many narratives, a conflict was introduced, 

the tension heightened, and then resolved, but the turning point, in many cases, came when 

characters put their trust in God’s help, thus providing the resolution.  

 

This meant that God’s agency was fundamental to the reader’s emotional engagement with the 

narrative. In each case, God was unambiguously depicted as a source of resolution rather than 

of tension. Doctrinally, this communicated the supremacy of His power. Ethically, it demanded 

that trust exemplified by so many of the characters. Emotionally and pastorally, it presented 

God’s agency as an encouragement. Help was accessible to characters, and by extension, to 

those readers who identified with them, because God was for them, rather than against them. 

 

Seeking God’s help (2): propitiation and justice?  

 

These examples sit uneasily, however, with modern scholars’ emphasis on the propitiatory or 

‘morally empirical’ character of Carolingian piety.214 This is not to say that such concepts were 

alien to these historians’ context. Alcuin, for example, wrote to Riculf, archbishop of Mainz, 

that ‘whoever has justice in going out and fight[ing] for God, he can have faith in His help’.215 

David Bachrach has also shown the depth of penitential liturgy used by armies on campaign.216 

Councils and assemblies, similarly, fasted before meeting.217 Could Carolingian historians still 

portray God’s help as readily available while also emphasising the need to assuage His anger?   

 

A few Carolingian historians certainly suggested the importance of propitiating God. The ARF, 

for example, described how in 791, Charlemagne’s army celebrated litanies, a ritual of 

repentance, for three days before attacking the Avars.218 Hincmar’s account of the men of 

                                                 
213 See R. Schneider, ‘Emotion and Narrative’, in RENT, pp. 136-7; P.C. Hogan, The Mind and its Stories: 

Narrative universals and human emotion (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 1-16. 
214 See above, Introduction, pp. 25-7. 
215 Alcuin, Ep. 4, ‘tamen, qui iustitiam habet eundi et pro Deo decertandi, fiduciam potest habere de auxilio illius’, 
p. 66.  
216 Bachrach, Religion and the conduct of war, pp. 41-2.  
217 E.g. Ordinatio Imperii, preface, pp. 270-1. 
218 ARF s.a. 791, p. 88.  
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Poitiers seeking God had them making offerings and also attacking ‘on the third day’, the usual 

duration for penitential fasts.219 In the Ludwigslied, the Franks advanced singing the Kyrie 

eleison.220 This responded to the poet’s own interpretation that God Himself had ‘let heathen 

men journey across the sea to remind the Frankish people of their sins’.221 Singing the Kyrie 

was a proper recognition of human sin as well as a response to God’s prior agency in the 

narrative. Similarly, faced with an Avar invasion, Boris-Michael advised the Bulgars not only 

to ‘seek help from God’,222 but also to fast for three days, and do penances ‘for the injuries 

brought to Christians’.223 That the Bavarian annalist ascribed the subsequent victory 

specifically to ‘God’s mercy’ was deliberate.224 God had accepted their repentance, which 

showed its importance to the reader.   

 

In most of these cases, however, God’s help continued to dominate how His agency was 

expressed. Well before their repentance, the author of the Ludwigslied had depicted Louis’ men 

thanking God for bringing him to lead them, and Louis himself then said, ‘take comfort, 

comrades…God has sent me hither’.225 Charlemagne’s campaign against the Avars, 

meanwhile, was won ‘with God’s aid’ and ‘with Christ leading’, and the Christian army 

returned ‘praising God’.226 The army’s prayer was not for forgiveness but for help. In each 

account, questions of justice and propitiation, or even the details of the prayers, were 

significantly underplayed.227 Instead, the dominant emotional register of these accounts 

continued to emphasise the availability and reliability of God’s help found elsewhere in these 

histories.  

 

The ARF’s narrative of the Avar campaign has often been read in the light of Charlemagne’s 

own detailed account of the fasts.228 This risks obscuring what the ARF specifically sought to 

                                                 
219 AB s.a. 868, ‘tertio eosdem’, p. 151.  
220 Ludwigslied, line 47, ‘Ioh alle sama sungun: Kyrrieleison’, p. 22, trans. Bostock, Old High German Literature, 

p. 240. On the Kyrie see McCormick, Eternal Victory, p. 354 and Bachrach, Religion and the conduct of war, p. 

41. 
221 Ludwigslied, lines 11-12, ‘Lietz her heidine man: Ober seo lidan / Thiot urancono: Manon sundiono’, p. 22, 
trans. Bostock, Old High German Literature, p. 239.  
222 AF [B] s.a. 896, ‘dein auxilium a Deo querendum esse premonuit’, p. 130. 
223 AF [B] s.a. 896, ‘penitenciam de inlata christianis iniuria agere’, p. 130. 
224 AF [B] s.a. 896, ‘misericordia Dei’, p. 130,  
225 Ludwigslied, lines 28-9, ‘Trostet hiu gi-selleon.  Mine not-stallon. / Hera santa mih god’, p. 22, trans. Bostock, 
Old High German Literature, p. 239. 
226  ARF s.a. 791, ‘Christo perducente…cum Dei adiutorio… magnificantes Deum de tanta victoria’, p. 88. 
227 Pace Nelson, ‘Violence in the Carolingian world’, pp. 91-2. 
228 Charlemagne, Epistola ad Fastradam, p. 528; e.g. McCormick, ‘Liturgy of war’, p. 9; Bachrach, Religion and 

the Conduct of War, p. 42. For the connection between the ARF and this letter, see McKitterick, Charlemagne, 

pp. 43-8. 
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convey. The annalist did not explain to the reader how these fasts were to be understood. The 

only sin he mentioned was that of the Avars against the Church. The AL, reflecting the 

memories of the same campaign, did not mention the fasts at all.229 The Poeta Saxo, reading 

the passage decades later, mentioned three days of prayer,230 not to fast, but simply to ‘ask help 

from Christ, the King of kings’, that he might ‘oversee’, the campaign, ‘with all prosperity’.231 

This was despite earlier portrals of the Avars attacks as God’s judgement. Each of these texts 

emphasised God’s help rather than either the Franks’ need to repent or the technical details of 

their prayers. 

 

Although Charlemagne’s letter to Fastrada was more explicit about the details of these fasts 

than the ARF, the king shared these narratives’ emphasis on God’s help. He wrote that they 

fasted, ‘seeking [God’s] mercy, so that in His mercy and pity, He might be a helper and 

counsellor and defender for us in all our difficulties’.232 The fasts were themselves undertaken, 

‘with the Lord helping’.233 Charlemagne’s concern for the practicalities of propitiation was part 

of a clearer sense of needing God’s help. In the same way, while propitiation had its place in 

Carolingian religion, it was not what many of these historians sought primarily to 

communicate.  

 

Explaining God’s agency: mercy and salvation 

 

This emphasis on God’s help and its emotional implications was further reflected in the few 

occasions when Carolingian historians explained God’s own purposes. The Poeta Saxo, as we 

have seen, clearly explained God’s plans for the Saxon wars, in the context of a prayer, which 

spoke of God’s pity and the Saxons’ salvation. The poet’s conclusion celebrated 

Charlemagne’s exploits before Christ, imagining the joy and praise on the last day.234 The 

poet’s explanation was partly to fill the ARF’s silence about God’s plans, and he was not the 

ARF’s only reader to do so. The Syburg miracle interpolated into the ARF stated that God 

showed His power ‘for the salvation of the Christians’.235 The Christians were ‘comforted’ and 

                                                 
229 AL s.a. 792, p. 34.  
230 Poeta Saxo, 3.67-8, p. 32.  
231 Poeta Saxo, 3.69-70, ‘auxilium regis regum deposcere Christi / ut coeptis pius annueret, quo cuncta darentur / 
prospera’, p. 32.  
232 Charlemagne, Epistola ad Fastradam, ‘Dei misericordiam deprecantes…ut in sua misericordia et pietate nobis 
adiutor et consiliator atque defensor in omnibus angustiis nostris existat’, p. 528. 
233 Charlemagne, Epistola ad Fastradam, ‘Domino auxiliante’, p. 528.  
234 Poeta Saxo, 5.665-94, p. 71.  
235 ARF s.a. 776, ‘virtus propter salutem christianorum’, p.  46.  
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‘praised Almighty God’.236 God was presented as acting for the benefit of those with whom the 

text’s readers could identify. 

 

The Astronomer offered several explanations of God’s agency in specific episodes, which all 

highlighted God’s merciful intentions. The Astronomer, for example, described how Louis was 

unable to fulfil his ambition of becoming a monk, because of ‘the volition of divine will’,237 

which: 

 

did not want a man of such piety to hide away out of care for his own salvation 

alone, but rather that through him and under him the salvation of many might 

mature.238 

 

Similarly, when Louis waited in Aquitaine to be invited to join Charlemagne in rule, God, the 

Astronomer continued, ‘ordained these things more prudently’,239 because ‘it is His habit, to 

ennoble those who love Him more exaltedly than they can imagine’.240 In both cases, the 

Astronomer needed to defend Louis’ decisions, to remain a layman and wait in Aquitaine in 

813. The Astronomer, nonetheless, shared the Poeta Saxo’s instinct to express God’s plans on 

a broad scale as fundamentally merciful. Although this never became a dominant theme of how 

God’s agency was depicted, it was entirely consistent with the emphasis on divine help found 

throughout these texts.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

What Carolingian historians wanted their readers to realise about God’s agency was in some 

sense very simple. God’s agency was not only very powerful, but was the necessary condition 

for anything else to happen at all. Fortunately, in the case of these texts’ audiences, God had 

often exercised His unlimited power in the recent past for their benefit. This was consistently 

celebrated by the emotional register in which God’s agency was depicted. The following 

chapter will explore in greater detail why God might have so favoured these groups, although 

                                                 
236 ARF s.a. 776, ‘tanto magis christiani confortati omnipotentem Deum laudaverunt’, p. 46.  
237 Astronomer, 19, ‘potius divine nutus voluntatis’, p. 336. 
238 Astronomer, 19, ‘quo tante pietatis virum noluit sub suae cura solius salutis delitescere, sed potius per eum et 
sub eo multorum salutem adolescere’, p. 336.  
239 Astronomer, 20, ‘haec tamen divinitas…prudentius ordinavit’, p. 342.  
240 Astronomer, 20, ‘ut sibi moris est, amatores sui sublimius quam cogitari potest nobilitare’, p. 342.  
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it already seems that Carolingian historians were more concerned with exploring what God had 

done rather than why. As a result, God’s agency in the recent past was something to be 

celebrated and praised and something to be trusted in for the future. It was trustworthy, both in 

its efficacy but also due to God’s own habit of saving those who correctly recognised His 

agency and the limits of their own. These histories acted as an encouragement to see God in 

precisely this way.  
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Chapter 6 

‘THOSE TRUSTING IN HIM’: 
APPLYING GOD’S AGENCY 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The previous chapter argued that Carolingian historians conceived God’s agency as both the 

ultimate cause of recent events, and as favour towards the communities for whom they wrote. 

These histories did not simply reflect what their authors believed, but were intended to educate 

and shape the attitudes of their readers. It has been increasingly recognised that these histories 

could command large audiences by early medieval standards.1 This chapter will consider how 

God’s agency might have informed the way these audiences considered themselves, their 

identities, and their behaviour.  

 

As noted throughout, reading and writing history played a significant role in expressing early 

medieval identities.2 The Cont. Fred. and the ARF, for example, both constructed a new sense 

of Frankish identity around the Carolingian family.3 As McKitterick rightly notes, the language 

of God’s agency was part of this construction, defining the Franks at least partly by their 

relationship to God.4 Francus, however, was an ethnic term,5 which the ARF nonetheless 

associated with God’s agency. It remains unclear how God’s agency towards the Franks 

affected their overall identity. How would readers regard themselves differently as a result of 

how Carolingian histories expressed God’s agency? 

 

As Pohl notes, narratives were not bound to articulate just one identity, but could see larger, 

more inclusive identities competing with local, smaller, more exclusive ones.6 Alongside ethnic 

                                                 
1 McKitterick, Carolingians and the Written Word, p. 227; McKitterick, ‘Audience for Latin historiography’, pp. 
96-114. 
2 Pohl, ‘Strategies of identification’, p. 2; H. Reimitz, ‘The Art of Truth: Historiography and identity in the 
Frankish World’, in Corradini et al (eds), Texts and Identities, pp. 87-103. For Wir-Gefühl see McKitterick, 

History and Memory, p. 1.  See also W. Pohl and H. Reimitz, Strategies of distinction: the construction of the 
ethnic communities, 300-800 (Leiden, 1998). 
3 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’, p. 193; McKitterick, ‘L’idéologie politique’, pp. 59-70; 

McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 113-9; Reimitz, ‘Omnes Franci’ pp. 51-70. 
4 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 113.  
5 My use of ‘ethnic’ follows that of Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’.  
6 Pohl, ‘Strategies of identification’, pp. 7-23; Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’, p. 4; see similar comments 
by McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 184-5; McKitterick, Perceptions of the Past, p. 2; Reimitz, History, 
identity, ethnicity’, pp. 8-9.  
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terms, such as Franci, early medieval historians could also use religious affiliations or Biblical 

categories to construct various layers of identity.7 God’s agency was, therefore, one of several 

ways in which religion affected identity construction in these narratives. As a result, the 

relationship between God’s agency and other religious identities must be considered, in 

addition to how religious and ethnic identities co-existed. Questions about religious identity 

have largely focussed on whether or not the Franks saw themselves as the New Israel, with 

discussion focusing on historians’ Biblical usage.8 The relationship between history writing 

and ‘New Israel’ ideology has yet to be explored for the whole period,9 and other religious 

identities not been comprehensively treated.10  

 

Alongside questions about identity, these histories also raised questions about behaviour and 

morality. It has long been recognised that historical narratives prescribed norms and ideals for 

their readers to follow. Beumann, for example, saw royal narratives as prescribing ideals about 

kingship,11 and Haselbach saw the AMP as prescribing behavioural standards of lordship for 

their readers.12 More recently, Stone has shown how Carolingian history writing itself 

prescribed and constructed the norms for morality for their audiences.13 If God’s agency could 

contribute to the construction of communal identities, it could also define behavioural norms 

for the individual reader. Exploring these questions may reinforce the sense that history writing 

allowed Carolingian thinkers to apply doctrinal truths relevantly to their memories and 

experiences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 De Jong, ‘Religion’, p. 134.  
8 Garrison, ‘Divine election’, pp. 275-314. 
9 Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, p. 161.  
10 Garipzanov, Symbolic language, p. 272; Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 412.  
11 Beumann, Ideengeschichtliche. 
12 Haselbach, Aufstieg, pp. 151-178. 
13 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 45-50. 
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GOD’S AGENCY AND THE BIBLE 
 

Introduction 

 

Much recent scholarship has demonstrated the extent to which Carolingian culture depended 

on the Bible.14 The Bible worked, in Ann Matter’s phrase, as a ‘co-text’, ‘a building block of 

literary meaning’, which informed other texts.15 Hagiography, political polemic, letter writing, 

canon law, and other genres were all informed by Biblical texts. Pohl and others have further 

shown that early medieval thinkers engaged with Scripture and its exegesis in articulating their 

own identities.16 Carolingian historians were no exception to these trends.17 They cited 

exemplars from Biblical history, used the Psalms to describe God’s character, defined morality 

with reference to Biblical laws, and borrowed expressions from Biblical narrative. 

 

This has often been seen as part of the wider Frankish claim to be the ‘chosen people’, the 

‘New Israel’, or the special elect of God,18 comparable to efforts by English Puritans or South 

African Boers. 19 John Lyly, for example, wrote that God had always had ‘so tender a care…of 

that England, as of a new Israel, his chosen and peculier [sic] people’.20 God’s agency towards 

the English differed from that towards other nations, in that it continued His agency towards 

ancient Israel. Frankish identity has been seen in a similar way. Kantorowicz, for example, 

wrote that the Franks saw themselves ‘as the continuators of Israel’s exploits’.21 God’s agency 

has consequently been seen as part of this specific strategy of identification. Nelson argues that 

because Nithard saw his fellow warriors ‘as instruments in a divine plan of campaign…the 

Franks could see themselves, still, as a chosen people’.22 McKitterick saw the ARF’s insistence 

                                                 
14 W. Ullmann, ‘The Bible and principles of government in the Middle Ages’, La bibbia nell'alto medioevo, 

Settimane 10 (Spoleto 1963), pp. 181-226, at p. 181; P. Riché and G. Lobrichon (eds), Le Moyen Âge et la Bible 
(Paris, 1984); Contreni, Carolingian learning; R. Gameson (ed.), The Early Medieval Bible: its production, 
decoration, and use (Cambridge, 1994); Chazelle and Van Name Edwards (eds), Study of the Bible; I. van’t Spijker 
(ed.), The Multiple meaning of Scripture: the role of exegesis in early-Christian and medieval culture (Leiden, 

2009); P.-M. Bogaert, ‘The Latin Bible, c.600-c.900’, and D. Ganz, ‘Carolingian Bibles’, in R. Marsden, E. Ann 

Matter (eds), New Cambridge History of the Bible, from 600 to 1450 (Cambridge, 2012), pp. 69-92, and pp. 325-

337.  
15 Ann Matter, ‘The Bible in Early Medieval Saints’ Lives’, p. 155. 
16 Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’, pp. 1-46. 
17 P. Lehmann, ‘Der Einfluß der Bibel auf frühmittealtlerliche Geschichtsschreiber’, La bibbia nell'alto medioevo, 

Settimane 10 (Spoleto, 1963), pp. 129-40. 
18 See n. 178 above. 
19 Garrison, ‘Divine election?’, pp. 286-99.  
20 The complete works of John Lyly, ed. R.W. Bond (Oxford, 1902), vol 2, p. 205, cited Molyneaux, ‘God’s elect’, 
p. 721. 
21 Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae, p. 56.  
22 Nelson, ‘Violence in the Carolingian world’, p. 104 [my emphasis]. 
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on ‘God’s plan for the Franks’ as evidence that they were ‘the new chosen people.23 If correct, 

this suggests that the language of God’s agency was only part of a much broader attempt to 

define the Franks through the Biblical category of Israel.  

 

Recently, however, several scholars have called these assumptions into question. George 

Molyneaux has conclusively demonstrated that the Anglo-Saxons did not think of themselves 

as John Lyly thought of the sixteenth-century English.24 Garrison has similarly argued that the 

‘progressive domestication [of New Israel ideology] and elaboration by the Franks [was] 

protracted and uncertain’.25 It only appeared in texts from Charlemagne’s court in response to 

specific influences, such as the Codex Carolinus,26 or events, such as the sack of Lindisfarne.27 

As De Jong comments, ‘no self-respecting [Carolingian] biblical scholar’ would see their 

Empire as ‘“Israel”, let alone the “New Israel”’.28 Heydemann has shown the complexity of 

the Franks’ this approach to ideas about election.29 Carolingian history writing further 

vindicates Garrison’s suspicions, since none of the historians under discussion ever referred to 

the Franks as ‘elect’, ‘chosen’, or to the New Israel.30 Even the phrase populus Dei was 

extremely rare.31 Whether these historians’ broader use of the Bible would have encouraged 

their readers to see God’s agency within this framework remains to be seen.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
23 McKitterick, ‘L’idéologie politique’. p. 70 [my emphasis]. 
24 Molyneaux, ‘Old English Bede’, pp. 1289-1323; arguing especially against H.E.J. Cowdrey, ‘Bede and the 
English People’, Journal of Religious History 11 (1981), pp. 501-23; P. Wormald, ‘The Venerable Bede and the 
Church of the English’, in G. Rowell, (ed.), The English Religious Tradition and the Genius of Anglicanism 

(Oxford, 1992), pp. 13-32. See also G. Tugène, ‘’L’histoire ecclésiastique’ du peuple anglais: Réflexions sur le 

particularisme et l’universalisme chez Bède’, Recherches Augustiniennes 17 (1982), pp. 129–72. 
25 Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, p. 120.  
26 Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, pp. 123-9. See also T.F.X. Noble, ‘The Bible in the Codex Carolinus’, in C. Leonardi 
and G. Orlandi (eds), Biblical Studies in the Early Middle Ages (Firenze, 2005), pp. 61-72. 
27 Garrison, ‘The Bible and Alcuin’s interpretation of current events’, Peritia 16 (2002), pp. 69-82.  
28 De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early medieval polity’, p. 120. For Carolingian awareness of the tensions in applying 
the Old Testament in light of the New, see  M. de Jong, ‘Old Law and New-found Power: Hrabanus Maurus and 

the Old testament’, in J.W. Drijvers and A.A. MacDonald (eds), Centre of Learning: Learning and Location in 
Pre-Modern Europe (Leiden, 1995), pp. 161-169; M. de Jong, ‘Imitatio Morum: the cloister and clerical purity in 

the Carolingian world’, in M. Frassetto (ed.), Medieval purity and piety: essays on medieval clerical celibacy and 
religious reform (New York, 1998), pp. 49-80. 
29 G. Heydemann, ‘The rhetoric of election: 1 Peter 2.9 and the Franks’, in Meens et al (eds), Religious Franks, 

pp. 13-31. 
30 Garrison, ‘Divine election?’ p. 306. 
31 Notker, 2.13, p. 76; AX s.a. 873, p. 33. 
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God, Israel, and the Franks: the exceptions 

 

Some Carolingian historians did align God’s agency in recent events with His agency for Israel 

in the past. The AP compared Tassilo’s fall to Pharaoh’s. The annalist drew multiple parallels 

between the Israelite past and the Frankish present in this passage, since God acted for 

Charlemagne ‘just as He had for Moses and the sons of Israel’.32 This identified Charlemagne 

with Moses, the Franks with ‘the sons of Israel’, and Tassilo (by implication) with Pharaoh and 

the Egyptians. Both God’s agency and Frankish identity were portrayed with reference to 

Biblical history. The Franks could be identified as Israelites because God was acting in the 

ninth century A.D. as He had in the second millennium B.C.  

 

Only Notker elided the Franks with Israel in their relationship with God with equal clarity. He 

described Charlemagne’s invasion of Denmark failing, ‘with God’s providence preventing it, 

so that, according to the Scriptures, He might test Israel’, a clear reference to Judges.33 Notker 

then wrote that the Franks ultimately succeeded, ‘lest after the example of ungrateful Israel, 

Francia might boast against God, she was freed without her own industry’.34 In both cases, 

Notker compared the Franks to Israel in their relationship with God. The latter statement, 

however, implied that the Franks were likened to Israel in following their example, rather than 

in enjoying the same covenant. Incidentally, this passage contained other allusions, to Judith 

and Ecclesiasticus, which had little to do with God.  

 

The AMP’s opening described Pippin II’s killing of Ansegisel as ‘not unlike what is read about 

David, who, with the Lord governing, despoiled Goliath’.35 Instead of connecting the Franks 

with Israel, the author explicitly identified an individual Carolingian with David. This was very 

common in contemporary political literature and poetry,36 but not in history writing. As in the 

AP, this identification depended on God acting in the same way for different people, in different 

times. This passage, also like the AP, based God’s agency on the identity shared by Pippin and 

David. This approach was, however, completely isolated within the AMP.  

                                                 
32 AP, s.a. 788, ‘sicut fecit pro Moyse et filios Israel’, p. 17. 
33 Notker, 2.13, ‘Sed vel Dei providentia prohibente, ut secundum scripturas in his experiretur Israhelem’, p. 75, 
c.f. Jdg. 3.4, ‘ut in ipsis experiretur Israhelem’. 
34 Nokter, 2.13, ‘ne exemplo ingrati Israhelis contra Deum gloriaretur, absque sua industria liberata est Francia’, 
p. 76, c.f. Jdg. 7.2, ‘in manus eius ne glorietur contra me Israhel et dicat meis viribus liberatus sum’. 
35 AMP s.a. 678, ‘haud aliter quam ut de David legitur, quod Domino gubernante immanem Goliam puerili ictu 
proprio gladio vita capiteque spoliavit’, pp. 1-2, c.f. Mohr, ‘Christlich-Alttestamentliches Gedankengut’, p. 386.  
36 E.g. Angilbert, Carmina, 2, ed. Dümmler, MGH Poet. 1 (Berlin, 1881), pp. 360-63. For poetry at Charlemagne’s 
court, see Garrison, ‘Emergence of Latin literature’.  
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While these historians used the Old Testament, the AX was unusual in drawing continuity 

between recent events and New Testament history. The author compared the Bulgars’ recent 

conversion to Jesus’ parable of the workers in the vineyard.37 The idle labourers were the pagan 

Bulgars, the sunset was Christ’s return, the vineyard was the Catholic faith, and the denarius 

was salvation. A parable, however, was very different from Biblical history, since a parable’s 

symbolism was understood as continuously relevant and applicable, whereas history concerned 

specific events. This application of the parable was also framed by God’s agency in history. 

The passage began with a twofold ablative absolute of divine agency, ‘with the Lord 

visiting…[and] calling his people’.38 It concluded with Pope Nicholas as heir to the apostles, 

‘commissioned by the Lord and directed to the European sea’.39 This showed how the Bible 

could potentially be connected with God’s agency without necessarily involving ideas about 

Israel.  

 

Historical use of the Bible 

 

These cases were exceptional among Carolingian histories, which tended to keep Biblical 

language about people and about God firmly separated. When Carolingian historians identified 

contemporary groups and individuals with ancient Israel, this was largely undeveloped, and 

God’s agency was usually absent. The Cont. Fred.’s famous comparison between the sieges of 

Avignon and Jericho, for example, neither mentioned God nor explained the parallel in detail.40 

No reference was made to the Book of Joshua nor was any personal parallel drawn between 

either Charles and Joshua, or the Franks and the Israelites. The parallel was also disingenuous: 

Jericho fell because of the trumpets, which demonstrated God’s agency,41 whereas Avignon 

fell by human agency using both trumpets and siege engines. The parallel was loose, entirely 

historical, and functioned primarily as a metaphor for how dramatically Avignon fell. The text 

did not encourage an especially spiritual reading, nor did it say anything about the identity, 

religious or otherwise, of Charles and his army. Just as the Reviser or Einhard had pursued a 

secular interpretation of history, the Cont. Fred.’s attitude to the Bible might also be regarded 

                                                 
37 AX s.a. 868, p. 25, c.f. Mt. 20.1-16.  
38 AX s.a. 868, ‘adhuc visitante Domino plebem suam…vocante’, p. 25. 
39 AX s.a. 868, ‘a Domino conmissam…Europico ponto directus’, p. 25.  
40 Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, pp. 134-5. See chapter 3; Ewig, ‘Christliche Königsgedanken’, p. 43-5; Reimitz, 

History, identity, ethnicity, p. 321-324. 
41 C.f. Josh. 6.20. 



244 

 

as secular. Unlike typological or allegorical uses of Biblical history, this secular usage did not 

necessarily see God’s agency as relevant.  

 

This secular use of the Bible seems to have governed how Carolingian historians approached 

Biblical history. These parallels may also be characterised as ‘historical’, since they did not 

depend on the sanctity of the sacred text, but on what it said about ancient events. Furthermore, 

these parallels were primarily between Old Testament characters and contemporary 

individuals, rather than between the Franks and Israelites as people. The AF exemplified both 

of these tendencies when it called Robert the Strong ‘another Maccabeus in our times’.42 This 

made the chronological difference explicit, while implying a similarity in the scale of their 

deeds. Although individuals, whether Frankish or Israelite, often represented their broader 

peoples, these parallels were more concerned with moral behaviour than with corporate 

identity. The AL, for example, compared Pippin the Hunchback to Abimelech, son of Gideon, 

‘who…reigned in the place of his father Gideon, but with wickedness, and not for long’.43 The 

AL guided its readers into seeing Abimelech and Pippin as similar in their common usurpation 

of paternal authority, rather than any continuity between the Franks and Israel. 

 

These historical parallels did not preclude the importance of the Bible as a text. The AL’s author 

also explained that Abimelech ‘killed his brothers, seventy men upon one stone’, which closely 

paralleled the biblical text.44 This spelt out the parallel for readers unfamiliar with Judges (and 

perhaps distinguished the Abimelech of Judges from that of Genesis). The Chronicon 

Moissiacense’s reception of this parallel, however, referred to ‘the days of the Judges’, which 

suggests that its historicity was more important than its Biblical source.45 Concerning Robert 

the Strong, the AF reported that ‘if the battles which he waged…had been all written, they 

could equal those waged by Maccabeus’.46 This closely paralleled First Maccabees’ summary, 

that ‘the remaining accounts of Judas’ wars and the noble deeds he performed have not been 

                                                 
42 AF s.a. 867, ‘alter quodammodo nostris temporibus Machabeus’, p. 66. For an explanation of the AF’s 
enthusiasm, see Lot, ‘866’, pp. 431-2; and K.-F. Werner, ‘Les premiers Robertiens et les premiers Anjou (IXe 
siècle - début Xe siècle)’, in O. Guillot and R. Favreau (eds), Pays de Loire et Aquitaine de Robert le Fort aux 
premiers Capétiens (Poiters, 1997), pp. 9-67, at pp. 10-12. 
43 AL s.a. 792, ‘et regnavit pro Gedeone patre suo, cum malitia tamen et non diu’, p. 35 
44 AL s.a. 792, ‘occidit fratres suos septuaginta viros super petram unam’, p. 35, c.f. Jdg. 9.5, ‘et venit in domum 
patris sui Ephra et occidit fratres suos filios Hierobbaal septuaginta viros super lapidem unum remansitque 

Ioatham filius Hierobbaal minimus et absconditus est’.  
45 Chronicon Moissiacense s.a. 792, ‘in diebus iudicum’, p. 129. 
46 AF s.a. 867, ‘cuius proelia quae…gessit si per omnia scripta fuissent Machabei gestis aequiperari potuissent’, 
p. 66.  
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not written, for they were very many’.47 The author was clearly inspired by First Maccabees, 

but even more so by the person of Judas Maccabeus. The Mainz annalist was unusual in 

explaining that the Haman to whom they were comparing Liutward was to be found ‘in the 

Book of Esther’.48 The Biblical text seems, generally, to have been less important than the past 

it described, since these parallels were historical rather than theological.  

 

These secular and historical Biblical parallels were comparable to the parallels which the AF 

drew between contemporary events and the Roman past. The annalist, for example, noted that 

Gundachar ‘was killed, wanting to struggle, in the way of Catiline, against the patria’.49 

Similarly, Charles the Bald ‘in the way of Jugurtha, bribed the whole senate and people of 

Rome’.50 Little distinguished these parallels from those with the Biblical past, such as Charles 

the Fat acting ‘in the way of Ahab’.51 This suggests that annalists conceived of historical 

parallels between current events and the pasts of Rome, ancient Israel, or even the early Church 

in the same way. A speech by Pippin III in Notker illustrated this approach especially well. 

When Pippin challenged the Franks about whether they thought him fit to rule, he asked: ‘have 

you not heard what the little David did to the enormous Goliath or what the very young 

Alexander did to his very exalted councillors?’52 Notker placed Pippin in parallel to both David 

and Alexander as great kings from the past. Their respective origins in ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’ 

history were irrelevant to Notker’s purposes. Notker and the AF used both Biblical and classical 

history to provide historical exempla, which illustrated the morals of near-contemporary 

individuals. This was very different from drawing a typological parallel between Israel and the 

Franks. 

  

The secularity of these historical parallels is also apparent from their divergence from 

contemporary exegesis. The AF’s allusion to Maccabees, for example, ignored those books’ 

extensive Christological exegesis made by Fulda’s own Hrabanus Maurus.53 There is a possible 

                                                 
47 1 Macc. 9. 22, ‘et cetera verba Iudae bellorum et virtutum quas fecit non sunt descripta multa enim erant valde’, 
c.f. Jn. 21.25. 
48 AF [M] s.a. 887, ‘Aman, cuius mentio facta est in libro Hester’, p. 105.  
49 AF s.a. 869, ‘contra patriam more Catilino dimicare volens occisus est’, p. 68. The phrase more Catilino was 

absent from Kurze’s manuscript group 1. 
50 AF s.a. 875, ‘omnemque senatum populi Romani pecunia more Iugurthino corrupit’, p. 85.  
51 AF [M] s.a. 882, ‘more Achabico ’, p. 98. 
52 Notker, 3.15, ‘non audistis, quid fecerit parvus David ingenti illi Goliath vel brevissimus Alexander 

procerissimis satellitibus suis?’, pp. 79-80. 
53 De Jong, ‘Monastic Writing and Carolingan Court Audiences’, pp. 193-4; De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, pp. 
220-1; E.P. Miller, ‘The political significance of Christ’s Kingship in the Biblical exegesis of Hrabanus Maurus 
and Angelomus of Luxeuil’, in Leonardi and Orlandi (eds), Biblical Studies, pp. 193-213. 
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trace of phrasing from Hrabanus’ In Iudicum in the AF’s account of Gundachar’s death,54 but 

this was neither developed nor signalled. The historical or ‘literal’ level of exegesis remained 

important for Carolingian exegetes, as it had for their late antique and Anglo-Saxon 

predecessors.55 Offering him his commentary on Chronicles, Hrabanus told Louis the German, 

for example, that he needed ‘to have and enact the right form of ruling, according to divine 

Scripture’, by reading Chronicles.56 These Biblical histories were relevant because they 

described kingship and government at the literal level.57 Hrabanus further believed that his 

royal patrons urgently needed the spiritual, often Christological or ecclesiastical, 

interpretations of the text. Hrabanus thus asked Louis to ‘love before everything else’, 

Chronicles’ ‘spiritual sense, pertaining to Christ’s grace’.58 Hrabanus’ preface also referred to 

Louis’ subject, but these were a ‘populus ecclesiasticus, redeemed by the precious blood of 

God’s son’, while Louis was ‘rector of the members of the true king Christ’.59 In contemporary 

exegesis, the original Israelite historians’ language of kingship was subordinated to 

Christological interpretations. In history writing, by contrast, the Bible’s language of kingship, 

warfare, or straightforward human character was dominant in drawing parallels between sacred 

text and contemporary history.  

 

For readers who knew their Bible well, these parallels nonetheless held a wealth of potential 

meaning. MacLean and Geneviève Bührer-Thierry, for example, argue that by comparing 

Charles the Fat to Ahab,60 the Mainz annalist created parallels with ancient Israel, casting 

Liutward of Vercelli as a false prophet and likening Charles’ treaty with the Northmen to 

Ahab’s idolatry.61 Similarly, it can be argued that calling Robert the Strong a second 

                                                 
54 Compare Hrabanus, Commentari in librum.Iudicum, 9.47-9, ‘Sed sicut Abimelech post confectam caedem 
condignam ultionem mortis recompensatione recepit, ita et ipse Antichristus post completam malitiam suam in 

caedibus sanctorum, aeternae damnationis mercedem, justo judice retribuente, in fine percipient’, ed. PL 108, cols 

1175B-C to AF s.a. 869, ‘Dum haec infelix loqueretur, nostris supervenientibus occubuit, Domino illi infidelitatis 

suae condignam mercedem retribuente’, p. 68.  
55 H. de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol 1 (Grand Rapids, M.I., 1998); Hilliard, ‘Sacred and secular’, p. 202. 
56 Hrabanus, Epistolae, 18, ‘ritum regiminis secundum divinam scripturam habere et agere’, ed. E. Dümmler, 

MGH Epp. 3, pp. 379-516, at p. 423. 
57 See Airlie, ‘Aristocracy in the service of the state’, p. 98 for a comparative example of this from Walahfrid, De 
Exordiis, 32, pp. 188-96. 
58 Hrabanus, Epistolae, 18, ‘Accipe ergo regum priorum historiam et sensum spiritalem ad gratiam Christi 

pertinentem super omnia in illa amate’, p. 423. 
59 Hrabanus, Epistolae, 18, ‘populum ecclesiasticum filii Dei pretioso sanguine redemptum et in confessione 
nominis Dei assuetissimum’, p. 423, trans. De Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’, p. 204.  
60 AF [M] s.a. 882, ‘quem imperator more Achabico quasi amicum suscepit et cum eo pacem fecit, datis ex utraque 
parte obsidibus’, p. 98.  
61 3 Kgs. 20-22, MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 32-34. See also Bührer-Thierry, ‘Le Conseiller du Roi’, pp. 

111-21.  
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Maccabeus firstly implied that he was a martyr, and secondly cast the Vikings as Greeks.62 

Whereas hagiographers paralleled the Vikings with the conquering Assyrians or Babylonians,63 

the AF chose a historical antecedent for the Vikings whom God’s people defeated. Perceptive 

readers would have known that the Maccabees triumphed only through suffering and 

martyrdom,64 which validated Robert’s death at Viking hands.65 In each case, a reader might 

have understood God engaging with the Franks as He had with ancient Israel, opposing 

idolatrous kings and granting victory to warrior martyrs. Yet in neither case did the annalists 

provide any guidance for the readers to interpret this parallel in these ways. The Ahab parallel 

was only two words long. Such theological meaning depended entirely on the response and 

knowledge of the audience. As a result, no consistent connection between these Biblical 

categories and divine agency can be observed. 

 

This raises important questions about the Biblical literacy of these historians’ audiences, 

whether from reading or hearing it read.66 As we have seen, Carolingian historians often told 

their readers the facts necessary to understand a parallel. Regino, for example, wrote that Pope 

Nicholas was like Phineas in ‘his holy zeal’.67 The AF explained that Haman was ‘second after 

King Ahasuerus; but Liutward was greater than the Emperor and honoured and feared by all 

more than the Emperor’, as well as pointing the reader to the relevant Biblical book.68 This 

suggests that these texts’ audiences may have possessed only limited Biblical knowledge and, 

therefore, needed greater explanation. This is not to say that these histories’ audiences were 

badly educated, simply that there was a wide spectrum of Biblical knowledge (as there is among 

Christians today). Even Frechulf complained that he lacked a complete Bible.69 We should 

distinguish between the expert reader, who could complete an allusion to an authoritative text 

based on only a few words, and the more superficial reader, who would not be expected to 

                                                 
62 AF s.a. 867, ‘alter quodammodo nostris temporibus Machabeus’, p. 66. On the Maccabean cult in the early 

middle ages, see Vertannes, ‘Legacy of the Maccabees’, pp. 25-42.  
63 For example, Ermentarius, Miracula, 2, preface, ‘ab aquilone pandetur malum super omnes habitatores terre’, 
ed. Holder-Egger, p. 302, directly citing Jeremiah 1.14; Coupland, ‘Rod of God’s wrath’, p. 538.  
64 Vertannes, ‘Legacy of the Maccabees’, pp. 33-37. 
65 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 94-101; Evans, ‘Frankish leadership’, pp. 24-30. 
66 McKitterick, Carolingians and the written word; Alberi, “The sword which you hold”, pp. 117-132; Nelson, 

‘Lay readers’, pp. 43-55.  
67 Regino, s.a. 866, ‘pontifex zelo Dei quo fuerat Finees sacerdos quondam inflammatus’, p. 87 
68 AF [M] s.a. 887, ‘ita ut Aman, cuius mentio facta est in libro Hester, et nomine et dignitate praecelleret. Ille 
enim post regem Assuerum erat secundus, iste vero prior imperatori et plus quam imperator ab omnibus 

honorabatur et timebatur’, p. 105. For Hrabanus’ commentary on Esther, especially on Haman, see De Jong, 
‘Empire as ecclesia’, p. 216.  
69 Hrabanus, Epistolae, 7, p. 392; c.f. Contreni, Carolingian learning, p. 84 for this and other examples.  



248 

 

make such connections.70 Readers (and listeners) who knew their Bibles well could bring 

considerable potential meaning to these parallels. For less well educated readers, historians 

were happy to signal their intended primary reading explicitly. Since these primary readings 

rarely involved anything more complex than a historical parallel, ‘New Israel’ theology cannot 

be considered fundamental to these histories’ message. Furthermore, these parallels did not 

help communicate God’s agency. Biblical history simply did not have much to say about God 

for these historians. 

 

Theological use of the Bible 

 

This did not, however, mean that the Bible as a whole was unrelated to God. Alongside 

historical parallels between ancient and contemporary characters, Carolingian historians used 

Biblical phrasing to describe God’s agency. The annalist described how ‘the Lord revealed his 

justice in the sight of the nations’, when Gunthar was driven from Cologne.71 While not 

universal, the Bible could inform how God’s agency was described. This was, nonetheless, 

kept separate from the historical and textual context of the original Biblical verse. The annalist 

described how Lothar II’s death was as if God had said ‘I shall draw my sword, and my hand 

will kill them’.72 This was abstracted from the original context, about Pharaoh’s own boasting, 

to be applied to a ninth-century context. There was, furthermore, no indication by the historian 

that the language was Biblical.  

 

Although the AX was distinctive in many respects, other historians used the Bible in a similar 

way. Nithard similarly described God as the ‘aider and protector’ of those killed at Fontenoy, 

a phrase frequently found in the Psalms.73 The Astronomer described how Louis praised God 

on his deathbed, saying ‘just are you, O Lord!’74 In the AMP, Pippin II declared that he fought 

‘for love of Him who has the power to save those hoping in Him’.75 Most examples concerned 

                                                 
70 A very helpful comparative case for Procopius of Caesarea’s use of Homer is argued by A. Kaldellis, Procopius 
of Caesarea: Tyranny, History, and Philosophy at the End of Antiquity (Philadelphia, 2004), pp. 24-37, 115-6. 
71 AX s.a. 871, ‘in conspectu gentium revelavit Dominus iusticiam suam’, p. 29, c.f. Ps. 97.2, ‘notum fecit Dominus 
salutare suum in conspectu gentium revelavit iustitiam suam’.  
72 AX s.a. 870, ‘evaginabo gladium, et interficiet eos manus mea’, p. 28, c.f. Ex. 15.9, ‘evaginabo gladium meum 

interficiet eos manus mea’. 
73 Nithard, 3.1, ‘adiutor et protector illis Deus’, p. 29, c.f. Ps. 27.7, 32.20, 39.18, 113.9-11, c.f. Sir. 51.2. 
74 Astronomer, 63, ‘laudante eo iustitiam Dei et dicente iustus es Domine’, p. 548, c.f. Ps. 118.137, Tob. 3.2, Rev. 

16.5. 
75 AMP s.a. 690, ‘quod pro eius amore gerebat, qui potestatem habet salvos facere sperantes in se’, pp. 10-11, c.f. 
Ps. 16.7, ‘mirifica misericordias tuas qui salvos facis sperantes in te’. 
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God’s consistent character, which provided the basis for human trust. None of these allusions, 

however, was explicitly signalled, nor did their place in Biblical history seem relevant. We 

might ascribe this to the (possibly unconscious) habits of writers steeped in Scripture.76 It seems 

more probable, however, that Biblical language was used because it revealed God’s character 

reliably. These allusions reflected the belief that the God acting in contemporary history was 

the same God revealed throughout Scripture.77 These authors were not primarily concerned 

with whether their readers recognised the allusions but with whether God was correctly 

understood, in a manner consistent with what the Bible taught.  

 

Moral and legal use of the Bible  

 

The Bible could also be used by historians to provide the standard of right and wrong within 

their narratives, something which reflected the Bible’s wider role in early medieval morality 

and law.78 The Franks’ attitude to this law may have reflected their self-consciousness as a 

‘New Israel’.79 Accounts of contemporary legal and ecclesiastical debates often referred to 

those Biblical reference points used in demarcating correct behaviour. This was especially 

common in Hincmar, the AF, and Regino, who often cited or paraphrased such discussions.80 

Hincmar, for example, described Charles the Bald’s judgement of Carloman as based on the 

fact that ‘the apostle has commanded, Do not even eat with such men’.81 He similarly described 

Pope Nicholas ruling that Gunthar and Thetgaud ‘had greatly deviated from the evangelical 

truth and from apostolic authority and from the Sacred rules’.82 In these cases, the New 

Testament  rather than the Old, was seen as defining the normative boundaries of these debates.  

 

Apart from these debate narratives, historians rarely invoked the Biblical boundaries of 

morality. On one occasion, the AF broke the flow of its narrative to remind the reader that when 

a couple ate carrion, they ‘restored themselves, by necessity, from the meat prohibited by the 

                                                 
76 Lehmann, ‘Der Einfluß’, p. 137.  
77 See similar comments by Garrison, ‘Divine election’, p. 301.  
78 R. McKitterick, ‘History, Law, and Communication with the past in the Carolingian period’, Comunicare e 
significare nell’alto medioevo, Settimane 52 (Spoleto, 2005), pp. 941-980, at p. 941.  
79 W. Hartmann, ‘Die karolingische Reform und die Bibel’, Annuarium Historiae Conciliorum 18 (1986), pp. 57-

74; Garrison, ‘New Israel?’, pp. 121-2, 147.  
80 E.g. AF s.a. 863, pp. 58-61; Regino, s.a. 866, pp. 86-89 
81 AB s.a. 871, ‘Et quoniam apostolus praecipit cum huiusmodi nec cibum sumere’ p. 116, c.f. 1 Cor. 5.11. 
82 AB s.a. 864, ‘ab euangelica veritate et apostolica auctoritate sacrisque regulis…deviaverant’, p. 106. 
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Law’.83 This alluded to the Pentateuch’s prohibitions on eating carrion,84 which Hrabanus 

argued still applied to Christians.85 The broader passage, however, showed God providing the 

carrion to prevent the couple eating their child.86 The annalist probably did not want this 

exceptional example of God’s mercy to give licence for general carrion eating among his 

readers. Later in the AF, Louis the Younger reminded Charles the Bald of the ‘precept’ for ‘the 

ancient people’, who could not invade the surrounding nations without first seeking peace,87 

which probably referred to Deuteronomy.88 The reference to ‘ancient people’ drew a clear 

contrast with the Franks: if Israel had been bound to fight fairly, how much more should 

Christian brothers try to reach peace? The Old Testament past hung ambiguously in the 

background, rather than being clearly invoked. While these episodes hinted that Biblical norms 

were important for these groups, these norms were never fundamental to how their identities 

were constructed. 

 

Literary use of the Bible  

 

The margins of these histories’ MGH editions abound with possible Biblical allusions. While 

this reflected the Bible’s literary significance, the purpose of these allusions remained 

ambiguous. Many Carolingian historians used the same words as the Bible to describe things 

without drawing any attention to the fact and without any obvious intention. The AMP, for 

example, described how Pippin II ‘directed legates, offering conditions of peace, to 

Theuderic’,89 who rejected these ‘conditions of peace’.90 This alluded to Jesus’ parable of two 

kings, where one ‘sends a delegation and asks for conditions of peace’.91 The only reason for 

the parallel was the parable’s metaphorical reference to diplomacy.92 The AX, similarly, 

reported that ‘an edict went out from the [Carolingian] kings’, about fasting,93 which may have 

paralleled Augustus ordering the census in Luke’s Gospel.94 Although Augustus might have 

                                                 
83 AF s.a. 850, ‘de carnibus lege prohibitis necessitate coacti se recrearunt’, p. 41. 
84 Ex. 22.31, Dt. 14.2. 
85 E.g. Hrabanus, Enarrationis Super Deuteronomium, 14.2, ed. PL 108, cols 837C-998D, at cols 888B-C.  
86 AF s.a. 850, pp. 40-1. 
87 AF s.a. 876, ‘quandoquidem nec exteris gentibus bellum est [antiquo populo penitus] inferre praeceptum, nisi 
pacem oblatam respuerint’, p. 87. The phrase antique populo penitus is absent from Kurze’s manuscript group 1. 
88 Dt. 20.11-13; Kurze, Annales fuldenses, p. 87; Reuter, Fulda, p. 80, n. 10. 
89 AMP s.a. 690, ‘Pippinus ergo ad Theodericum legatos dirigit, ea quae pacis sunt offerens causas adventus sui 

indicat’, p. 9. 
90 AMP s.a. 690, ‘quae pacis erant abnuit’, p. 10. 
91 Lk. 14.32, ‘alioquin adhuc illo longe agente legationem mittens rogat ea quae pacis sunt’.  
92 Pace Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 371.  
93 AX s.a. 868, ‘exiit edictum a regibus’, p. 26. 
94 Lk. 2.1, ‘exiit edictum a Caesare Augusto’.  
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been a flattering parallel, there was nothing within the text (or outside it) to connect fasting 

with a census.  

 

As with historical parallels, there could be remarkable similarity between the use of classical 

Latin texts and the Bible. The AMP was, for example, littered with allusions to Horace and 

Virgil, as well as to the Psalms.95 These classical allusions had little obvious purpose beyond 

the author’s desire to write good, engaging Latin. Davis, furthermore, notes there are only so 

many ways of describing certain events in Latin,96 which may have led to either unconscious 

allusions or allusions that were purely literary in intention. The AV, for example, reported that 

at Paris ‘there was battle from morning until evening’.97 While this wording was identical to a 

sentence in First Maccabees,98 the annalist does not seems to have been likening the Parisians 

to the Maccabees. The allusion was not made explicit, nor was there anything exceptional about 

describing a long battle in this way. The author may have deliberately imitated First 

Maccabees, but for literary rather than theological reasons.  Biblical words and phrasing were 

no doubt familiar to many Carolingian writers and readers,99 but not every use of the Bible 

should be understood theologically or normatively. 

 

At another literary level, historians might base entire passages on the structure of Biblical 

stories. Nithard, for example, modelled his account of Lothar’s reconciliation to Louis the 

Pious on the parable of the prodigal son.100 Lothar, for example, confessed to Louis, ‘I know, 

lord father, that I have failed before God and you’,101 just as the prodigal son said ‘Father, I 

have sinned before heaven and you’.102 Louis ‘giving thanks to God for his son, to whom, lost, 

he had been  reconciled’, turned to dine with him.103 The father in the parable celebrated 

‘because this my son was dead, and is come to life again: was lost, and is found’.104 Finally, 

                                                 
95 E.g. AMP s.a. 690, ‘Pippinus contra optimates suos dulcibus alloquiis admonebat’, p. 10, c.f. Horace, Ephodes, 
14.17-8, ‘illic omne malum vino cantuque levato / deformis aegrimoniae dulcibus adloquiis’, ed. G.P. Goold, 

Horace: Odes and Ephodes, Loeb Classical Library 33 (Cambridge, M.A., 1968), p. 402, which is about drinking.  
96 Davis, ‘Conception of Kingship’, p. 178. 
97 AV s.a. 885, ‘factum est proelium a mane usque ad vesperum’, p. 58. 
98 1 Macc. 9.13, ‘est proelium a mane usque ad vesperam’. 
99 A helpful list of allusions regarding Viking raids is provided by D’Haenens, ‘Les invasions’, p. 255. 
100 Nelson, ‘Lay readers’, pp. 50-1. 
101 Nithard, 1.7, ‘Novi me coram Deo et te, domine pater, deliquisse’, p. 11. 
102 Lk. 15.21, ‘dixitque ei filius pater peccavi in caelum et coram te iam non sum dignus vocari filius tuus’. 
103 Nithard, 1.7, ‘deosculans gratias Deo pro filio, quem aversum reconciliaverat’, p. 11. 
104 Lk. 15.24, ‘quia hic filius meus mortuus erat et revixit perierat et inventus est et coeperunt epulari’. 
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Louis assured Lothar that ‘the whole kingdom is before you’,105 just as the father assured the 

elder brother that ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours’.106 

 

Unlike the historical parallels considered above, Nithard’s did not clearly copy Luke’s 

phrasing, but deployed the same themes in the same order. The parallel functioned at the level 

of meaning rather than at a straightforwardly textual level. This may have reflected the 

continued fluidity of the  Latin Bible’s text in the ninth-century,107 but more probably showed 

that Nithard could apply its themes freely without clinging to the original text. As mentioned 

above, Jesus’ parables were universally applicable rather than referring to a specific point in 

Biblical history.108 Nithard made such an application to his contemporary political culture for 

whom he believed it especially relevant.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Like most Carolingian historians, Nithard found the Bible a valuable co-text for expressing 

God’s character, writing narrative, drawing historical parallels, and laying down moral 

boundaries. Studying this diverse usage should not be marginalised in favour of searching for 

the continuously elusive ideology of the ‘New Israel’, nor should it necessarily be connected 

to God’s agency. 

 

GOD’S AGENCY AND COMMUNAL IDENTITY 
 

God’s agency, therefore, seems to have had no direct relationship with how the Bible might 

have been used to construct identity. I shall now consider whether any relationship existed 

between God’s agency and other religious expressions of identity. Many Carolingian historians 

not only used ethnic identities such as ‘Frankish’ or ‘Saxon’, but also referred to groups by 

their religious affiliation, such as ‘Christian’ or ‘pagan’. Some prioritised such religious 

identities, others used ethnic and religious identities alongside one another. This raises the 

question of whether certain expressions of identity were more closely associated with God’s 

agency than others.  

                                                 
105 Nithard, 1.7, ‘regnum omne coram te est’, p. 11. 
106 Lk. 15.31, ‘at ipse dixit illi fili tu semper mecum es et omnia mea tua sunt’. 
107 R. McKitterick, ‘Carolingian Bible production: the Tours anomaly’, in Gameson (ed.), Early Medieval Bible, 

pp. 63-76, at p. 74.  
108 See above, pp. 243, for the use of parables in AX s.a. 868.  
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Christian identity in Carolingian history writing 

 

Although early medieval ethnic identities have attracted considerable attention by modern 

scholars, Christian identity has been less studied.109 As Nelson points out, however, a text as 

important as the Admonitio Generalis focused on Christians, but never mentioned the 

Franks.110 How Christian identity functioned within these texts must be considered before its 

relationship with God’s agency can be discerned.  

 

Secular Christian identity 

 

 ‘Christian’ sometimes appeared in Carolingian histories as an exclusively cultural term, devoid 

of any explicit spiritual significance and seemingly interchangeable with ethnic or territorial 

terms of identity.111 The AL, for example, described the Avars as planning ‘to avenge 

themselves on the Christians’, which, in context, meant rebellion against Charlemagne.112 

Thegan and the Astronomer both referred to ‘the Christian people’ synonymously with those 

ruled by Louis the Pious.113 ‘Christian’ could, therefore, refer simply to people under 

Carolingian rule.  

 

Other historians, especially the AX and Prudentius, referred to foreign peoples as Christian. 

The AX reported that ‘the pagans invaded the Christians’, where ‘Christian’ seems to have 

referred ambiguously to both people and territory.114 The AX twice described ‘the catholic 

church’ as under attack from pagans.115 Prudentius, similarly, referred to how the Danes had 

attacked ‘Frisia and other coastal regions of the Christians’.116 These examples seem to have 

referred geographically to the Christian kingdoms of the Franks, Italians, Irish, and Anglo-

                                                 
109 With the exception of important recent work, Pohl, ‘Christian and barbarian identities’, pp. 17-26; W. Pohl, 

‘Introduction: Ethnicity, Religion and Empire, in Gantner, Pohl, and Payne (eds), Visions of Community, pp. 1-

23; Pohl, ‘Strategies of identification’, pp. 21-2; Heydemann, ‘Rhetoric of election’, pp. 13-31. 
110 J.L. Nelson, ‘Frankish identity in Charlemagne’s Empire’, in Garipzanov, Geary, and Urbańczyk (eds), Franks, 
Northmen, Slavs, pp. 71-83, at p. 75.  
111 Leyser, Communications and Power, p. 13.  
112 AL s.a. 792, ‘se vindicare super christianos’, p. 35.  
113 Thegan, 20, p. 208; Astronomer, 62, p. 540.  
114 AX s.a. 836, ‘iterum eodem anno pagani Christianos invaserunt’, p. 10; Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, p. 
169.  
115 AX s.a. 826, p. 7, s.a. 871, p. 30.  
116 AB s.a. 841, ‘pyratis per aliquot annos Frisiae aliisque christianorum maritimis incommoda’, p. 39. 
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Saxons, since both historians also referred to Viking attacks on these peoples.117 None of these 

specific cases suggested any spiritual significance by the word ‘Christian’, nor was God’s 

agency apparent.118 Indeed, the section of the AX which used Christian and pagan identity the 

most, between 834 to 856, hardly used God’s agency. 

 

Similar to the secular use of Scripture considered above, there was a secular use of Christian 

identity. This used ‘Christian’ to refer to geographical groups in a similar way to ethnic 

markers, rather than implying any spiritual significance. This secular approach to Christian 

identity was often found in conversion accounts. Although baptism or Church organisation 

were mentioned, the spiritual dimension of being or becoming Christian was absent. The ARF, 

for example, described how some Saxons ‘desired to be Christians’.119 Their apostasy was 

similarly described as not ‘keeping Christianitas in everything’.120 Several baptisms of Saxons 

and Avars were described with no reference to Christianity at all.121 The AF, similarly, 

described how the Bulgar king asked for men ‘to preach the catholic faith’.122 The Christian 

religion was an object to be acquired and an identity to be exhibited, unrelated in textual terms 

to God. We might refer to this as ‘reified’ religious identity, since it depicted Christianity as an 

object, as opposed to a relationship. In this sense it could be expressed in a secular fashion, in 

much the same way as an ethnic identity. 

 

The secular sense of Christian identity could, nonetheless, communicate specific aspects of 

identity which ethnicity could not. Several Carolingian historians used Christianity to 

communicate unity amidst multiple ethnic identities.123 Prudentius, for example, described how 

‘the Christians down there [in Spain] ruled by the kings and people of the Saracens’ sought 

Charles the Bald’s help.124 Although these people differed ethnically from his own audience, 

Prudentius prioritised their Christianity to emphasise their similarities and engender solidarity. 

This was especially important since he was himself Spanish. 

 

                                                 
117 AX s.a. 868, p. 26; AX s.a. 871, p. 30; AB s.a. 848, p.54, AB s.a. 850, pp. 59-60. 
118 Although compare AB s.a. 841 with AB s.a. 845, p. 50.  
119 ARF s.a. 776, ‘spoponderunt se esse christianos’, p. 46. 
120 ARF s.a. 777, ‘nisi conservarent in omnibus christianitatem’, p. 48.  
121 E.g. ARF s.a. 780, ‘et in ipso itinere omnes Bardongavenses et multi de Nordleudi baptizati sunt’, p. 56; c.f. 
ARF s.a. 785, 798,   
122 AF s.a. 867, ‘ad propagdandam fidem catholicam’, p. 65. 
123 For comparative examples from capitularies, see Nelson, ‘Frankish identity’, pp. 75-76, 80-1, 
124 AB s.a. 847, ‘omnes christianos Hispaniae degentes tam regis quam gentis Saracenorum’, p. 36. 
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More frequently, Christianity provided a source of identity when ethnic identities were 

themselves being contested. As Charlemagne’s hegemony expanded to include many different 

groups, Christianity provided an important common ground.125 While the ARF valiantly 

attempted to forge a universal Frankish identity, the AL’s author chose to elide Christian 

identity and the identity of Charlemagne’s subjects. When Pope Hadrian died, for example, 

‘the king…asked that prayers be said for him throughout the whole Christian people, within 

his lands’.126 The annalist managed to communicate both the breadth of Christian identity 

(universum) while containing it territorially (infra terminos). The ‘Christian people’ appeared 

three times during the AL’s account of the imperial coronation, which included both Romans 

and Franks, and once again during the assembly of 802.127 Christianity provided the AL’s 

audience with a common source of identity appropriate for Charlemagne’s imperial aspirations. 

These cases did not, however, communicate anything about God’s agency. 

 

Several historians used Christian identity when describing groups as victims of pagan attack. 

The first continuator of the ARF, for example, described the Avars attacking ‘the holy church’ 

and ‘the Christian people’.128 Charlemagne’s expedition, by contrast, was described as made 

up of Franks, Saxons, and Frisians, rather than Christian.129 The author may have felt that ethnic 

identities denoted militaristic agency, whereas Christian identity reflected passive victimhood. 

Of the two, God’s agency was only associated in this passage with the military and multi-ethnic 

expedition rather than the persecuted Christians.130   

 

The AX, similarly, described how the Vikings ‘carried off many Christian prisoners’.131 The 

AV also described how the Vikings ‘devastated the Church and killed or enslaved the Christian 

populace’.132 This use of Christian identity may have implied continuity with the persecuted 

Christians of the early Church. Almost every instance of ‘Christian’ appearing in Jerome’s 

                                                 
125 De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the early medieval polity’, p. 119; Garipzanov, Symoblic language, pp. 272-3; Reimitz, 

History, ethnicity, identity, p. 359.  
126 AL s.a. 795, ‘rex…orationes per universum christianum populum infra terminos suos fieri rogavit’, p. 36. 
127 AL s.a. 801, ‘christiano populo…christiano populo…christiani populi’, p. 38; AL s.a. 802, ‘christiano populo’, 
p. 39. 
128 ARF s.a. 791, ‘contra sanctam ecclesiam vel populum christianum’, p. 88 ; c.f.  De Jong, ‘Ecclesia and the 
early medieval polity’, p. 119. 
129 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Francorum, Saxonum, Frisonum…Saxones autem cum quibusdam Francis’, p. 8, c.f. Reimitz, 

History, identity, ethnicity, p. 374. 
130 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Christo perducente’, p. 88. 
131 AX s.a. 845, ‘multos Christianos captivos abduxerunt’, p. 14. 
132 AV s.a. 879, ‘devastari aecclesiam populumque Christianum interfici captivarique’, p. 45.  
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Chronicon referred to persecution or Christian apologists’ attempts to avert it.133 This was 

probably linked to the relative absence of God’s agency in these passages, since God’s agency 

was largely absent from Jerome’s Chronicon, and His absence reflected the AX’s concern with 

suffering. 

 

Christian identity could also be used to express the scandal of civil conflict. The only 

occurrence of Christians exercising any agency within the AX was at Fontenoy. The annalist 

wrote, that ‘with great slaughter Christians raged against each other there’.134 Christian identity 

emphasised the shame of a broken unity, since Christians ought not to fight one another. 

Prudentius did this more positively, by describing how Charles and Louis ‘by holding to 

Christianity’, stopped the battle to bury the dead.135 ‘Christianity’ here implied standards of 

behaviour as much as an identity, and reflected how those two concepts could be combined. 

Nithard’s text of the Strasbourg oaths, which sought to engender concord among those of 

different loyalties, began with the phrase ‘for the love of God and for the Christian people’.136 

Finally, the Bavarian annalist described the Pope’s pleas to Arnulf to rescue Rome not only 

from ‘pagan threats’ but from ‘bad Christians’.137 Here the dichotomy of pagan and Christian 

highlighted the depravity of the Pope’s enemies, once again casting Christianity as a standard 

of behaviour as much as an identity, but God’s agency was not in view. 

 

Unsurprisingly, pagan opponents seem to have provided a consistent condition for the 

deployment of Christian identity in Frankish histories. The AL’s concern with the Saxons’ 

paganism may explain their emphasis on Christian identity.138 Numerous historians, however, 

including the Cont. Fred., the ARF, and much of the AF reported Christians fighting non-

Christians without any clash of religious identity becoming apparent. There seems to have been 

a shift later in the period and in areas subject to Viking attack. Hincmar and Regino, for 

example, referred to the Vikings several times simply as pagans. Significantly, each occurrence 

in Hincmar was contrasted in some way with the Christian religion, if not necessarily 

                                                 
133 E.g. Jerome, Chronicon, A. Abr. 2084, ‘primus Nero super omnia scelera sua, etiam persecutionem in 
Christianos facit’, p. 185.  
134 AX s.a. 841, ‘magna se cede ibidem Christiani in invicem debachati sunt’, p. 11. 
135 AB s.a. 841, ‘obtentu christianitatis’, p. 38. 
136 Nithard, 3.5, ‘pro Deo amur et pro Christian poblo…in Godes minna ind in thes Christianes folches’, pp. 36-

7.  
137 AF [B] s.a. 890, ‘a malis christianis et inminentibus paganis’, pp. 118-9; AF [B] s.a. 893, ‘a malis christianis 
eruendum’, p. 122. 
138 E.g. AL s.a. 795, p. 36; c.f. Flierman, ‘Gens perfidia?’, p. 201. 
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describing the west Franks as Christians.139 The atrocities Louis the Younger’s army, for 

example, ‘seemed to surpass those done by the pagans’.140 Once, again, Christianity and 

paganism reflected standards of behaviour as much as an identity.  

 

Furthermore, as Lamb shows, most historians preferred using ethnic rather than religious terms 

for the Vikings.141 Even Hincmar and Regino generally used ‘Northman’ or ‘Dane’ rather than 

‘pagan’, ‘infidel’, or ‘gentile’. Only the AX consistently set up a dichotomy between Christian 

and pagan, and only prior to the 860s.142 The Bavarian annalist, in a few cases, also drew such 

a contrast, but also used ethnic language for the Franks and Vikings in the same passages.143 

Christian identity’s deployment when the Vikings were also present within the narrative may 

seem self-explanatory, but this did not eclipse other, ethnic, identities. Secular or reified 

Christian identity was one strategy of identification among many, which served quite specific 

functions within historical narrative. 

 

Relational Christian identity  

 

In other cases, by contrast, historians made explicit the spiritual significance of Christian 

identity. Prudentius, for example, referred to ‘all those redeemed through the grace of the 

Christian faith’.144 This phrasing, common from other sources, rooted Christian identity in its 

soteriological status.145 Ermold, Abbo, and Poeta Saxo all referred to Christians as 

Christicolae, literally ‘Christ-worshippers’.146 While these poets’ vocabulary may have been 

affected by the form in which they wrote, the word captured the dynamic spiritual action of the 

Christian, rather than making Christianity an object. Although the AL did not consistently 

connect Christian identity with God’s agency, its author did consistently depict Christians 

acting religiously. Charlemagne, for example, asked the Christian people to ‘pray’ for 

Hadrian,147 and ‘with the devout Christian people, began the hymn, Te Deum’, at his 

                                                 
139 AB s.a. 873, 879, 881; Regino, s.a. 867, 882, 883, 890. 
140 AB s.a. 879, ‘paganorum mala facta illorum vincere viderentur’, p. 236. 
141 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, pp. 143, 149-51. 
142 Lamb, ‘Francia and Scandinavia’, p. 167; e.g. AX s.a. 836, ‘pagani Christianos invaserunt‘, p. 10. 
143 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘Nordmanni igitur fines occidentalium Francorum invadentes’, p. 120.  
144 AB s.a. 839, ‘cunctisque christianae fidei gratia redemptis’, p. 28. 
145 E.g. Concilium Metense, preface, ‘sanctae Dei ecclesiae, quam redemit Christus sanguine suo’, ed. J.-D. Mansi, 

Sacrorum conciliorum nova et amplissima collectio xviii (Venice, 1773), p. 77. 
146 Ermold, 2.66, ‘Christicoloque fui pastor et arma gregi’, p. 26; Poeta Saxo, 3.37-39, ‘prius oppressere profani / 
Christicolas Francos antiqui temporis aevo / Castigante deo caros sibi more benigno’, pp. 31-2. 
147 AL s.a. 795, ‘orationes per universum christianum populum’, p. 36.  
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coronation.148 The AL could use Christian in different ways, some of which were more relevant 

to their depiction of God than others.  

 

Similarly, although many historians depicted conversion as the acquisition of a possession, 

others conceived of conversion relationally. The AL described how ‘the Saxons were converted 

to fidem Christi’, which could mean the ‘faith of Christ’ but also ‘faith in Christ’.149 When they 

apostatised, the annalist reported that they ‘broke faith with God’ and ‘reverted…to the worship 

of idols’.150 Conversion was a matter of relationships of loyalty and worship, whether to God 

or to their idols.151 Whereas the ‘reified’ approach to conversion tended to omit God’s agency, 

other historians saw God’s agency and His relationship with those being converted as 

paramount. Hincmar described how the Bulgar king converted ‘with God inspiring him’.152 

Hincmar explicitly connected entrance into the Christian religion with God’s agency. The AP, 

combined these elements, wrote that ‘the Saxons, relinquishing idols, worshipped the true God, 

and believed His works’.153 The object being believed here was God’s agency itself. Their 

baptism and church building was described as achieved ‘together with God’s help’.154 Within 

the narrative, God was both an agent of, and the object of, worship. 

 

Christian and ethnic identities 

 

As most of these examples show, however, many historians could use Christian identity in both 

its secular and relational sense, depending on the context. In the same way, many of these 

examples showed historians using both Christian and ethnic identities. These were sometimes 

combined in the same passage, as in the ARF’s entry for 791. On a few occasions, Christian 

and ethnic identities competed for primacy within a narrative. The ARF’s original redaction, 

for example, prioritised ethnic identity, especially Frankish, to the exclusion of Christian 

identity.155 The earliest interpolations to the ARF, however, all used religious affiliations to 

identify different groups. The vision of 773, for example, appeared ‘to certain Christians’ and 

                                                 
148 AL s.a. 800, ‘incipiebant illi sancti episcopi…cum devoto christiano populo ymnum, Te Deum’, p. 36.  
149 AL s.a. 776, ‘conversi sunt Saxones ad fidem Christi’, p. 30, c.f. Flierman, ‘Gens perfidia?’, p. 193. 
150 AL s.a. 792, ‘et plenissime se ad culturam idolorum converterunt’, p. 35. 
151 Flierman, ‘Gens Perfidia?’, pp. 193-4.   
152 AB s.a. 866, ‘Deo inspirante’, p. 85.  
153 AP s.a. 792, ‘et plenissime se ad culturam idolorum converterunt’, p. 35. 
154 AP s.a. 780, ‘una cum Dei auxilio’, p. 16. 
155 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 335-347 
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‘to certain pagans’.156 The miracle account in 776 spoke of attacks on ‘Christians’157 and 

fleeing ‘pagans’.158 While the opening and closing sentences of the 776 entry, taken from the 

original redaction, mentioned the Franks, the interpolated passage itself did not. The author 

instead prioritised pagan and Christian identities, although the reader would have found 

Frankish and Christian identity juxtaposed. As Reimitz shows, various histories, including the 

AL, debated the value of the ARF’s exclusive focus on Frankish ethnic identity.159 This may 

explain these interpolations’ emphasis on religious identity, which further shows the relevance 

of religious affiliation as a means of defining identity alongside the construction of ethnic 

identity.  

 

God’s agency and identity 

 

Since most Carolingian historians depicted communal identities both religiously and 

ethnically, God’s agency might have been associated with either. The interpolations into the 

ARF, although highlighting Christian over ethnic identity, nonetheless worked with the 

language of God’s agency established by the original author. The entry for 776 reported that 

‘God’s power’ worked ‘for the Christians’ salvation’.160 This was no different from God’s 

agency on behalf of the Franks, which suggests that God’s agency was not necessarily confined 

to a specific strategy of identification.  

 

Other historians, by contrast, associated God’s agency with ethnic identities, even when 

Christian identities were also present. While the ARF reported Avar attacks on ‘Christians’, 

only the army of ‘Franks, Saxons, and Frisians’,161 fought ‘with the help of our Lord Jesus 

Christ’.162 God’s agency and Christian identity could be kept separate within the same passage. 

The annalist’s use of ‘Christ’ rather than ‘God’, however, may have been significant, pointing 

to a shared identity ‘in Christ’, which transcended the ethnic identities now co-existing within 

                                                 
156 ARF s.a. 773, ‘paruerunt quibusdam christianis, qui erant in castello, similiter et quibusdam paganis, qui in 
ipso aderant exercitu, duo iuvenes in albis, qui ipsam basilicam ab igne protegebant’, p. 38.  
157 ARF s.a. 776, ‘cum bellum praeparassent adversus christianos’, p. 46. 
158 ARF s.a. 776, ‘Et cum hoc signum vidissent pagani, qui aforis erant, statim confusi sunt et magno timore 
perterriti coeperunt fugere ad castra’, p. 46.  
159 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 347-59. 
160 ARF s.a. 776, ‘Dei virtus propter salutem christianorum’, p.  46 
161 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Ibique consilio peracto Francorum, Saxonum, Frisonum…Saxones autem cum quibusdam 
Francis’, p. 8. 
162 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Christo perducente’, p. 88. 



260 

 

the Carolingian Empire.163 They fought as one through their shared faith, while maintaining 

their individual martial and political identities. If the author of the 791 entry was also the 

interpolator of the 776 entry, as suggested above,164 this shift to the ethnic might be explain by 

the changing role of the Saxons within the narrative and a desire to integrate them into 

Charlemagne’s subjects.  

 

Similarly, despite his interest in Christian identity, all of Prudentius’ statements of God’s 

agency in battle related to ethnic rather than to Christian identity. This included those under 

Carolingian rule, such as a Saxon victory over the ‘Colodici Slavs’.165 Prudentius extended 

divine help to Italian, Irish, and Anglo-Saxon forces, who were helped specifically by ‘our 

Lord Jesus Christ’.166 Prudentius was almost certainly highlighting Christ’s Lordship shared 

by these different peoples, while preserving their ethnic distinctiveness, and thus conveyed a 

distinctive sense of Christian commonwealth. God’s agency could, therefore, appear within the 

same narrative in relation to groups defined both ethnically and religiously. 

 

The Mainz annalist, by contrast, described how in 884 ‘the Christians came together as one’, 

and routed a Viking army.167 The same entry also reported that earlier ‘a force of eastern 

Franks’ attacked the Vikings and that ‘the Frankish people’ marvelled at those killed.168 The 

first battle was won without reference to God’s agency, while in the second, ‘the Christians 

won the victory, with the Lord aiding them’.169 Both Christian and ethnic identities were 

important and God’s agency could be applied to either.  

 

God’s agency and ethnic identity  

 

God’s agency by itself may, nonetheless, have had implications for the formation of identity, 

regardless of how else these groups were defined. While groups might be defined 

geographically, ethnically, or by religious affiliation, they could also be defined by their 

                                                 
163 For these tensions, see Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, pp. 360-407.  
164 See above, chapter 3, p. 116. 
165 AB s.a. 839, ‘caelestibus auxiliis fulti, victoriam adepti sunt’, pp. 33-4. 
166 AB s.a. 848, ‘auxilio domini nostri Ihesu Christi’, p. 55, AB s.a. 850 ‘auxilio domini nostri Ihesu Christi’, p. 
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167 AF [M] s.a. 884, ‘Tandem christianis in unum congregatis’, p. 101. 
168 AF [M] s.a. 884, ‘orientalium Francorum…in gente Francorum’, pp. 100-1.  
169 AF [M] s.a. 884, ‘sed tamen adiuvante Domino christiani optinuere victoriam’, pp. 101. 
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dependence on God. This dependence on God, furthermore, had implications for the other 

identities used by the narrative.  

 

Reimitz argues that God’s agency involved ‘the politicisation of ethnic identity on a Christian 

foundation’.170 As we have seen, however, there were many ways for such a Christian 

foundation to be laid. Both the Cont. Fred. and the ARF rejected eliding Frankish identity with 

Christian. Instead, they portrayed the Franks consistently as helped by God. Frankish identity 

had many component parts, as it had in earlier histories, including geographical area, political 

loyalty, and martial vigour.171 Unlike those earlier histories, however, the Cont. Fred. and ARF 

chose to make God’s help integral to who the Franks were. Although this has been noted more 

broadly,172 the ARF’s approach must be understood as narrower than simply calling the Franks 

‘Christians’ in the reified sense. It was, nonetheless, more straightforward than making them a 

‘chosen people’. These historians defined the Franks by their relationship to God, who 

bestowed victory upon them. It is significant that although the Franks were active agents in the 

narratives of conquest, they were themselves passive recipients of God’s grace. This is why 

God’s agency within the narrative, rather than simply His being mentioned, mattered. 

 

This approach was not confined to late eighth-century historians, although few used it so 

consistently. As Garrison briefly noted, the ninth-century saw the emergence of a ‘national 

self-awareness which did not so much supersede Frankish ethnicity as apotheosize it’.173 

Various later historians described the Franks as helped by God. Hincmar, for example, 

described how ‘the army of the Franks, with God willing it, returned unharmed with victory’.174 

Regino had Louis II ask Lothar II to come ‘with God’s help, also by the Franks’ strength’.175 

The language of God’s agency associated with the Franks in the ARF became attached to other 

ethnic identities by later historians as the ethnic diversity of the Empire became more apparent. 

The Astronomer, for example, described how ‘those called eastern Franks and the counts of 

Saxon nation, were sent…against the Slavic Sorbs’ and won ‘with Christ giving it’.176 A group 

that the ARF might have described as Franci was now separated into the eastern Franks and 

                                                 
170 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 328. 
171 Davis, ‘Conceptions of Kingship’, p. 32; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 114-5; Reimitz, ‘Omnes 
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172 McKitterick, ‘L’idéologie’, p. 70. 
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Sclauos...Christo donante’, pp. 362-4.  
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the Saxon gens, but God’s agency remained important. Prudentius’ approach, already 

discussed, was very similar.  

 

God’s agency and Christian identity: a late development?  

 

Later ninth-century histories, however, expressed a more consistent relationship between 

God’s agency and Christian identity. The Mainz annals, as noted earlier, associated God’s 

agency with both Christian and ethnic identity. The Bavarian continuation also explicitly 

opposed Christians and pagans when describing God’s agency. The extensive 891 entry, for 

example, defined the opposing sides both ethnically and religiously. The entry began in an 

ethnic register. Arnulf set out with ‘the Franks’, but ‘the Alemans’ proved to be cowards. Later 

the Franks were described as ‘unused to fighting pedetemptim’, thereby highlighting an ethnic 

characteristic.177 The Vikings were described as Northmen, and the Danes were also singled 

out as ‘strongest among the Northmen’.178 Arnulf’s speech, however, drew a clear religious 

dichotomy by defining his men through their trust in God, while the Vikings were defined 

persecutors of the Church.179 As battle was joined, ‘the shouts from the Christians’ were 

contrasted with how ‘the pagans, in their way, shouted no less’.180 The annalist concluded with 

the summary ‘with God’s grace bringing it about, victory went to the Christians’.181 Although 

both Christian and pagan identities co-existed with their respective ethnic identities, religious 

identity became primary when battle was joined and was associated with God’s agency.  

 

Christian identity could, therefore, be very militaristic and took on many features of ethnic 

identity. Contemporaneously, the AV applied similar language, not to the multi-ethnic armies 

of Charles the Fat, but to the defenders of Paris. Whereas earlier in the AV, ‘Christian’ had 

denoted victims of Viking aggression, now ‘the Christians defended [Paris] manfully’ and ‘the 

Christians fought bravely against [the Vikings]’.182 Christian identity shifted within the AV 

from victimhood to masculinity and martial bravery, using similar language to that used by 

                                                 
177 AF [B] s.a. 891 ‘Francis pedetemptim certare inusitatum’, p. 120. For the phrase pedetemptim, see Coupland, 
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other histories about Frankish identity.183 This was in contrast to the ethnic identity used by the 

AV to depict the failed military operations of the 880s. 

 

This passage in the AV also described the Christians’ relationship with God. The Christians 

‘were always rescued, with them all crying to the Lord, with great urgency’.184 Similarly, 

Gauzlin and ‘those in the town’ commended their comrades ‘to Christ’.185 The Christians were 

defined partly by their dependence on God.  This passage showed that Christian could become 

the primary expression of identity for a group within a narrative over other expressions of 

identity, such as the Parisians’ civic or geographical identity as ‘those in the town’, but these 

were subordinate. In both the AF and the AV, the Christian identity of both specific or 

composite groups became primary. In each case, the ethnic identities were not forgotten, but 

juxtaposed with both Christian identity and God’s agency. In this sense, the AF and AV’s use 

of God’s agency helped to express both Christian and ethnic identities relationally as subject 

to God’s agency.  

 

The growing number of Viking, Slavic, and Hungarian attacks in the 880s and 890s may have 

prompted a greater emphasis on religious identity by these historians. Furthermore, as 

MacLean argues, the later Carolingian Empire was more self-consciously composed of 

multiple ethnic identities, yet subject to the Carolingians and united by their faith.186 

Consequently, the Mainz and Bavarian annalists adapted the AF’s earlier emphasis on God’s 

agency to this new context. This may also have reflected a growing sense of Christian identity 

in east Frankish rhetoric. A canon from the council of Tribur (895) drew a similar dichotomy 

between Christians and pagans on the battlefield, while also mentioning God’s agency. It 

referred to occasions ‘when war arises and armies rage, when the enemy race of pagans pursues 

the people of the Christians’, who then fight ‘with divine zeal, the army of the Christians 

proceed to war, confident in Him who said, when you go into battle, I will fight for you’.187 

This used far more Biblical language than was found in the AF’s continuations but shared the 

combination of Christian agency and dependence on God’s agency. The AV, by contrast, sought 

                                                 
183 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, p. 88, c.f. ARF s.a. 783, p. 64, for an example of the Franks fighting viriliter. 
184 AV s.a. 886, ‘sed omnibus magna instantia ad Deum clamantibus semper liberati sunt’, p. 59. 
185 AV s.a. 886, ‘episcopo…cum omnibus qui in civitate…Christo eos commendabat’, p. 59. 
186 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 63-69.  
187 Concilium Triburiense, 34, ‘Undique bella consurgunt. hostes saeviunt, inimica gens paganorum insequitur 

populum christianorum; inpletum est enim, quod evangelica testatur historia…Quapropter zelo divinae 
emulationis accensus christianorum exercitus procedunt ad bellum confidentes in eum, qui dixit, Vos ad certamen 
acceditis, ego praelior pro vobis’, ed. MGH Cap. 2, p. 233 
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to narrow this focus onto one specific group. In a world where Christianity was being claimed 

by everyone, the AV wanted to express the supremely pious virtue of Paris’ defenders. 

 

God’s agency as a boundary of identity  

 

God’s agency could, however, sometimes be applied to agents who were not clearly identified. 

Thegan, although rarely explicit about God’s agency, also wrote that ‘Louis directed his army 

against the Slavs…and they returned victors, with God giving it’.188 The agent was Louis, an 

individual Carolingian ruler, whose agency was expressed by his anonymous armies. The 

Astronomer also reported how ‘with God favouring it, the Emperor, directing sufficient forces 

against [the Obotrites], restrained their movements’.189 This suggests that God’s agency could 

sometimes be unrelated to markers of identity.  

 

Biographers such as Thegan and the Astronomer might be expected to emphasise the agency 

of those individuals about whom they wrote above that of groups. Other historians emphasised 

God’s agency towards individuals as much as to groups. In the AF, for example, Charles the 

Fat and Count Boppo fought ‘relying on God’s help [or aid]’.190 The AV described how Arnulf, 

‘with an army mustered, came against the Northmen, and with God’s protecting him, captured 

their fort’.191 Although Reimitz notes that the Cont. Fred. applied the phrase ‘with Christ as 

leader’ not simply to Pippin but to all ‘the Franks’, this association was not always consistently 

made.192 God’s agency could be associated equally with clearly defined groups or with 

individuals.  

 

These rulers’ anonymous armies were also depicted as beneficiaries of God’s agency.193 The 

ARF’s miracle at Irminsûl, for example, benefited ‘the army’, rather than the Franks.194 Nithard 

firmly associated God’s help with both individual Carolingians and their respective soldiers. 

                                                 
188 Thegan, 15, ‘direxit exercitum suum contra Sclavos…et victores Deo donante exstiterunt’, p. 196, c.f. AX s.a. 
816, ‘Ludewicus imperator direxit suum  exercitum contra Sclavos, et adiuvante Deo victores extiterunt’, p. 5. 
189 Astronomer, 29, ‘quos contra imperator suffitientes copias dirigens, eorum motus Deo favente compraessit’, 
p. 380. 
190 AF s.a. 869, ‘Dei auxilio fretus’, p. 69; AF s.a. 880, ‘Dei auxilio fretus’, p. 95. 
191 AV s.a. 891, ‘Arnulfus vero rex adunato exercitu venit adversum Nortmannos et Deo se protegente ipsum cepit 

castrum’, p. 70.  
192 Reimitz, History, identity, ethnicity, p. 328. 
193 Evans, ‘Frankish leadership’, pp. 97-9. 
194 ARF s.a. 772, p. 34.  



265 

 

Charles was advised to rely ‘on divine help and that of his fideles’.195 Nithard both focused on 

Charles’ dependence on God and explored its implications for his troops, including Nithard. 

Significantly, the most explicit instance of God’s agency in Nithard’s Historiae concerned 

Nithard himself.196 In this case, he was not so much constructing an identity for a community 

as articulating his own self-consciousness as a man dependent on God for survival.  

 

The fluidity of God’s agency meant that it had implications for how anyone understood 

themselves, irrespective of how their identity was defined. In the AMP, Pippin II’s speech 

before Tertry directly connected God’s agency to the identity of his listeners, who were only 

identified as his exercitus or optimates.197 Pippin referred to them as ‘the faithful of our God’,198 

who fought ‘for the love of God’.199 As we have seen, Pippin urged them to seek God, who 

provides victory to ‘all who fear Him and keep His precepts’.200 This became an implicit 

identity for his army, given their subsequent success. The term Franci, by contrast, only 

occurred when referring to ‘the noble Franks fleeing to our cause’.201 The identity of Pippin’s 

audience was defined almost entirely in terms of their martial ability and their relationship with 

God, expressed by their dependence. 

 

In some cases, such dependence was the primary expression of identity, above even religious 

affiliation. Similarly, when the Astronomer noted God’s agency in Louis’ Spanish campaigns, 

he did not refer to his troops as ‘Franks’ or ‘Aquitanians’, but as ‘our men’, whose actions were 

consistently related to God’s agency. For example, he wrote that, ‘if God’s foresight had not 

stopped our men entering [a valley]’, they would have been killed.202 However, ‘our 

men…resisted, with Christ’s helping them’, and triumphed.203 In the following chapter, ‘our 

men, depending on divine help’, defeated the Moors again.204 Having defeated the Moors, ‘with 

Christ favouring it, they rallied to their own men with great joy and booty’.205 The Astronomer 

                                                 
195 Nithard, 2.5, ‘fretus iustitia ac per hoc auxilio divino suorumque fidelium’, p. 19. 
196 Nithard, 2.10, ‘Domino auxiliante praebui’, p.  27. 
197 AMP s.a. 690, p. 8. 
198 AMP s.a. 690, ‘fortissimi viri, fideles Dei nostri’, p. 8. Nostri is vestri in the Durham manuscript (Durham, 

Cathedral Library C IV 15, fols 2r–28v), which von Simson suggests ought to read ‘Dei vestri et nostri’.  
199 AMP s.a. 690, ‘propter amorem Domini…pro cuius amore et sanctorum illius’, p. 8.  
200 AMP s.a. 690, ‘omnibus timentibus eum et custodientibus precepta eius’, p. 10. 
201 AMP s.a. 690, ‘nobilium siquidem Francorum ad nostram fidem confugientium’, p. 8. 
202 Astronomer, 14, ‘nisi Dei provisio intrare prohibuisset, nostri’, p. 324. 
203 Astronomer, 14, ‘autem nostri…acriter restiterunt et Christo iuvante’, p. 324. 
204 Astronomer, 15, ‘nostri tamen divino freti auxilio’, p. 328. 
205 Astronomer, 15, ‘Christo favente ad suos sese magno cum gaudio et opibus’, p. 328. 
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used the first-person plural where other historians might have used an ethnic or political 

identity.  

 

The Astronomer emphasised the Wir-Gefühl involved in the literal sense of the word. This Wir-

Gefühl was defined partly by military prowess, but also by dependence on what God did. God’s 

agency was one of the primary markers of who the Astronomer believed these men to be. 

Although exceptional, the Astronomer’s use of the first-person hints at how God’s agency 

might have functioned in its own right to provide a way of understanding identity. Whether 

wedded to another expression of identity or not, God’s agency characterised the group or 

individual in question by God’s actions towards them.  

 

When historians connected God’s agency with ethnic identity, there was more to this than 

simply ‘Christianising’ ethnic identity. That self-consciousness was further identified as 

dependent on God’s agency. The AF, similarly, highlighted the Wir-Gefühl of the Frisians who 

defeated Rudolf. While referring to them as Frisians, and as subject to Louis the German, they 

fought ‘invoking the Lord, who had very often rescued them from their enemies’.206 The 

annalist emphasised the group’s memory of God’s prior agency towards them. Their leader 

then reminded them that they had survived ‘not regarding our strength…but God’s grace’, 

emphasised by the first-person pronoun,207 This passage located the group’s identity in its 

relationship with God, expressed through prayer and dependence. The language of divine 

agency presumed a relationship with God which was itself an identity.  

 

An entry in the Bavarian annals shows all these identities, ethnic, Christian, and dependence 

on God, working together. Count Liutpold set out against the Avars with a Bavarian army 

which had been defined ethnically, as ‘the leading men of the Bavarians’.208 When battle was 

joined, the identity shifted, since ‘God’s grace met with the Christians’.209 This army was, 

nonetheless, also defined by their relationship to God. On defeating the Avars, they ‘gave 

thanks to God, who had saved those hoping in Him, not through the multitude of men, but by 

                                                 
206 AF s.a. 873, ‘illi autem Dominum invocantes…qui eos saepius ab hostibus liberaverat’, p. 80, trans. Reuter, p. 
72.  
207 AF s.a. 873, ‘quod modo nos pauci contra plurimos praevaluimus hostes, non nostris deputandum est viribus, 

sed Dei gratiae’, p. 80. 
208 AF [B] s.a. 900, ‘primoribus Baiowariorum’, p. 134. For Liutpold, see S. Airlie, ‘The Nearly Men: Boso of 

Vienne and Arnulf of Bavaria’, in A.J. Duggan (ed.), Nobles and Nobility in Medieval Europe: Concepts, Origins, 
Transformations (Woodbridge, 2000), pp. 25-41, at pp. 36-7 and references.   
209 AF [B] s.a. 900, ‘Dei gratia christianis occurrit’, p. 134.  
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pity, through his mercies’.210 While ethnic and religious identities were important to this 

annalist, God’s agency played an arguably more important role in shaping the self-

consciousness of these annals’ Bavarian audience. They were not simply Bavarians or 

Christians, but also people who had sought and received God’s help.  The Bavarians’ prayers 

of thanks also brought the limits of human agency to bear on their self-consciousness. Whatever 

his pride in Bavarian martial prowess, the Bavarian annalist explicitly contrasted this to their 

need for God’s mercy. As a result, God’s agency qualified both human agency and human 

identity. Whoever the Franks or Bavarians thought they were, their pride in their recent 

successes needed to be seen as subordinate to their dependence on God’s mercy.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

God’s agency, therefore, had very significant implications for the construction and perception 

of identity. For many Carolingian historians, ‘Franks’ (or other groups) were not simply those 

obedient to the Carolingians, or manly warriors from Francia. They were defined by the grace 

they had received from God. The cumulative language of God’s agency in so many of these 

histories orientated pre-existing identities around God. Franks, Frisians, Aquitanians and others 

could be understood in a secular way as cultural, legal, or hereditary entities. The same could 

also be said of Christians and pagans, since such groups could be understood in the same 

secular mode. By identifying them as the subjects of God’s help or those dependent on God, 

these secular uses acquired a theological significance. Being Frankish could thus also come to 

mean being those whom God had helped.  

 

This was distinct from defining identities by their place in redemptive history, such as being 

the ‘New Israel’. It was even distinct from ‘being Christian’ and members of the Catholic 

Church. Just as modern scholars have recognised the difference between a Frank being defined 

as someone from Francia, and as someone who was loyal to the Carolingian dynasty, there was 

a difference between being institutionally Christian and being conscious of having received 

God’s help. In the same way that the language of God’s agency maintained but juxtaposed the 

agencies of God and human groups, so ethnic identity could be maintained alongside what we 

might call a ‘theo-centric’ identity. A Christian could, after all, be just another ‘reified’ identity, 

just as an ethnic identity might be. A Frank helped by God, by contrast, turned an ethnic identity 

                                                 
210 AF [B] s.a. 900, ‘Deo gratias…ferebant, qui non in multitudine hominum, sed misericordiarum suarum 
pietate liberat sperantes in se’, p. 134.  
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into a theologically relational identity. The readers of these histories were encouraged to think 

of themselves and their communities as those dependent on and helped by God.  

 

GOD’S AGENCY AND HUMAN MORALITY 
 

Introduction: history, morality, and piety 

 

Since God’s agency in the recent past had clear implications for the identity of the Carolingian 

histories’ audiences, it may have been equally significant for how these audiences believed 

they ought to behave. Although the role of history writing in defining Carolingian behavioural 

norms has increasingly been recognised,211 the relevance of God’s agency to human behaviour 

has not been explored. As the previous chapter mentioned, the depictions of human characters’ 

attitudes to God’s agency had doctrinal, emotional, and ethical implications. The doctrinal and 

emotional implications have now been considered, and situated in these texts’ wider 

contribution to the formation of identity. The ethical implications of God’s agency can now be 

explored.  

 

Regardless of God’s agency, Carolingian historians were interested in their characters’ moral 

behaviour and frequently made moral judgements. The Cont. Fred., for example, described 

Charles as ‘very wise’,212 but King Childeric, as ‘light and frivolous’.213 This often had little to 

do with God’s agency. Such judgements often concerned political morality, especially loyalty 

to the Carolingians. The Cont. Fred. described Maurontus as ‘unfaithful, beneath treachery, 

and fraudulent’, because he sided with the Saracens against Charles.214 As Stone demonstrates, 

histories not only communicated political ideals but also grappled with some of the difficult 

moral questions facing the Frankish elites.215 The practice of warfare was often discussed, such 

as the validity of retreat or fighting to the death.216 Depictions of pride, nobility, discord, and 

even sexuality, showed that many moral questions were also important to historians.217  

 

                                                 
211 Goetz, ‘Die Gegenwart’, p. 75; Beumann, Ideengeschichtliche; Haselbach, Aufstieg, pp. 151-178; Stone, 

Morality and Masculinity, pp. 44-5. 
212 Cont. Fred., 18, ‘sagacissimus’, p. 93. 
213 Cont. Fred., 2, ‘leuis atque citatus’, p. 81. 
214 Cont. Fred., 20, ‘infidelis…sub dolo et fraude’, p. 93. 
215 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 45-50. 
216 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 94-101; Evans, ‘Frankish leadership’, pp. 24-30. 
217 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 123, 131, 140, 282.  
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Most Carolingian historians also depicted Christian piety. Thegan reported how the dying 

Charlemagne devoted himself ‘to prayers and almsgiving and correcting books’.218 Regino 

provided character sketches of various Carolingian kings and Popes when they died, which 

highlighted their commitment to the Christian religion.219  Furthermore, many of the annals 

noted the celebration of Christmas and Easter by Carolingian rulers.220 It is possible that these 

images of human piety were connected with these histories’ language of God’s agency. 

 

God’s agency and human merit 

 

Many scholars have suggested a quid pro quo relationship between human characters and God 

in early medieval histories, whereby God would reward the truly pious with worldly success.221 

There are hints of this in some Carolingian histories. The AMP, for example, described how, 

in her exile, the Empress Judith worked hard ‘to serve our Lord Jesus Christ and was worthy 

to merit anew the Lord’s grace’.222 The AF reported that Louis the German ‘merited to be cured 

by the Heavenly Doctor’,223 because he distributed his treasures to the poor and monasteries.224 

His generosity explained God’s mercy. Regino even depicted Alan the Great as vowing that ‘if 

he could overcome his adversaries through divine power, he would send to Rome a tenth part 

of all his goods for God and St Peter’.225 The Bretons defeated the Vikings and completed their 

vows.226 Finally, the Ludwigslied described Louis’ service to God and that ‘God rewards him 

for it’ with military victory.227 Judith, Louis, Alan, and Louis were shown undertaking concrete 

actions which either implicitly or explicitly merited God’s agency in their favour. 

 

Carolingian historians could, therefore, be seen as teaching their readers how to merit God’s 

agency on their behalf, thereby making God’s agency part of their wider moral message and 

function. The evidence for such an approach, however, remains complex. Apart from the 

                                                 
218 Thegan, 7, ‘orationibus et elemosinis vacare et libros corrigere’, p. 184. 
219 E.g. Louis the German, Regino, s.a. 876, p. 110.  
220 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 39-40. 
221 For this idea in early medieval historiography more broadly, see Wallace-Hadrill, Early Medieval history, pp. 

72-3, 107; Campbell, Anglo-Saxon history, p. 12; Hilliard, ‘Sacred and secular’, pp. 214-8. 
222 AMP s.a. 830, ‘ubi domino nostro Iesu Christo studiosissime famulari…Domini quoque denuo gratiam inibi 
promereri meruit’, p. 97.  
223 AF s.a. 869, ‘unde et a caelesti medico, cui se suaque omnia commendavit, curari promeruit’, p. 69. 
224 AF s.a. 869, p. 69. 
225 Regino, s.a. 890, ‘si adversarios per divinam virtutem posset superare, decimam partem omnium bonorum 
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226 Regino, s.a. 890, pp. 135-6. 
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examples cited, the language of merit was exclusively associated with the saints. For example, 

in the AB, Rheims was defended by God from the Vikings, ‘by the saints’ merits’.228 God cured 

Leo III’s blindness, for the Poeta Saxo, ‘through Peter’s merits’.229 Living humans usually only 

merited God’s agency in terms of punishment. Some Carolingian historians even described 

their characters’ lack of merit. Notker had Charlemagne complain that ‘I have not merited to 

see my Christian hands in this way, playing with these cynocephali’, when some Vikings 

escaped.230 Ermold had Louis admit that he received his father’s kingdom ‘not, I believe, for 

my merits’,231 while also describing Christ as miserans. The language of merit must, therefore, 

be set against the pervasive doctrine of human sinfulness and unworthiness.232   

 

Most occasions where Carolingian historians clearly used human morality to explain God’s 

agency involved God’s judgement. As Hincmar wrote, Ramnulf and Robert ‘deserved to 

experience vengeance’, by holding lay abbacies.233 Hincmar used God’s implicit agency for a 

clear moral purpose. King Æthelwulf’s letter, quoted by Prudentius, warned of pagan attacks 

if Christians ‘do not observe the Lord’s Day better or more honourably’.234 This implicitly 

connected the Viking attacks in the surrounding narrative with a specific Christian sin. The AF 

described an angel reporting to Louis the German that his father had ‘deservedly been ordered 

to suffer penalties’ for tolerating heresy.235 The AF was clearly encouraging its readers to 

confront heresy. In each case, however, God’s agency was only implied. Most statements of 

God’s judgement fell almost entirely on these historians’ enemies. It is possible that this warned 

against rebellion or defection. It seems more probable as suggested above, that this emphasised 

God’s help to the communities for whom these histories were written. This did not necessarily 

present clear moral guidelines for these histories’ readers. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
228 AB s.a. 882, ‘sanctorum merita’, p. 250.  
229 Poeta Saxo, 3.481, ‘per meritum…Petri’, p. 42. 
230 Notker, 2.13, ‘non merui, quo modo christiana manus mea cum cynocephalis illis luserit’, p. 76 
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God’s agency and Christian piety 

 

Many Carolingian historians depicted the piety of their characters, especially kings, which 

might have been seen as a possible explanation of God’s help. Charlemagne’s very first actions 

as king in the ARF were to celebrate Christmas and Easter.236 A few sentences later, God helped 

Charlemagne to defeat Hunald.237 Before concluding that Charlemagne’s liturgical observance 

merited God’s help, it should be noted that the annalist had been reporting Pippin’s celebration 

of Christmas and Easter since 762, without any reference to God’s agency. 238 Explicit Christian 

piety was also more limited in these histories than might be expected. In the Cont. Fred., despite 

its emphasis on God, Charles Martel’s piety only emerged as he was about to die and ‘bestowed 

rich gifts on the church of blessed martyr Denis’.239 While these narratives often created a sense 

of the need for piety, the relationship between such piety and God’s agency remained unclear.  

 

Even when Christian piety was explicitly mentioned, it did not necessarily lead to God’s 

agency. The Chron. Laur., for example, described how Charlemagne ‘went to the threshold of 

Saint Peter for the purpose of prayer’ during the siege of Pavia, and ‘solemnly celebrated the 

holy day of Easter’ with Pope Hadrian.240 While the chronicler juxtaposed this piety with the 

fall of Pavia, nothing ascribed this victory either to God’s agency or to Charlemagne’s prayers. 

God’s agency was generally absent from the chronicle. Nithard described how Charles the Bald 

went to St-Denis ‘to praise and pray there’, but owing to an ambush ‘continued to St-Germain 

to offer his prayers there’.241 Charles’ victory later in the narrative, however, was very clearly 

ascribed to the justice of Charles’ case, rather than to his piety.242 

 

These expressions of Christian piety were often described without relating explicitly to God at 

all. Many historians reified piety by depicting it in terms of its action, rather than its divine 

object. As a result, it remains unclear how closely historians connected human piety with God’s 

                                                 
236 ARF s.a. 768, ‘et celebravit…Carolus rex natalem Domini in villa, quae dicitur Aquis, et pascha in Rodomo 

civitate’, p. 28.  
237 ARF s.a. 769, ‘auxiliante Domino’, p. 28. 
238 ARF s.a. 762, ‘et celebravit natalem Domini in Gentiliaco villa et pascha similiter’, p. 20 ; ARF s.a. 763, ‘tenuit 
rex Pippinus natalem Domini in villa quae dicitur Longlar et pascha similiter’, p. 22.  
239 Cont. Fred., 24, ‘Parisius basilicam sancti Dionisii martyris multa munera ditauit’, p. 97. 
240 Chronicon Laurissense, 4.6, ‘interim Carlus orationis causa ad limina sancti Petri pergeit. Adrianus papa 
gaudens cum magna gloria regem advenientem suscepit; diem sanctum paschae solepniter celebrant, et cum 

laetitia regem prosequitur’, p. 31. 
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242 See above, chapter 4, pp. 160-1.  
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agency. A reader might have taken the juxtaposition of piety and victory in the Chron. Laur. 

as evidence of causation, but this was not pressed upon the reader. Even historians who 

depicted God’s agency clearly, such as the ARF or Nithard, often used reified language to 

describe their characters’ piety. As with Biblical allusions, many authors allowed the readers 

to draw their own conclusions, which suggests that this kind of Christian piety was not 

fundamental to what they wanted to communicate about God’s agency.  

 

God’s agency and relational piety  

 

In contrast to this reified depiction of piety, many Carolingian historians also portrayed piety 

relationally. As we saw in the previous chapter, many characters were depicted as relating 

explicitly to God. This was far more important to these histories than trying to explain God’s 

agency as a result of generic Christian piety. As has been argued, these examples of dependence 

fulfilled a doctrinal function, since they encouraged readers to recognise the limits of their own 

agency and the supremacy of God’s. They also fulfilled an emotional and pastoral function, 

which showed God’s positive relationship with the readers of this histories. I shall now explore 

their ethical and normative function, as exemplifying the correct attitude to God.   

 

Whenever Carolingian historians mentioned characters’ trust in God, it was also shown to have 

been vindicated. In the Cont. Fred., when the Franks ‘invoked God’ in the face of superior 

Lombard numbers,243 they then won ‘with God aiding’.244  Similarly, the Mainz annalist 

described how a group of nuns, whose sister had been kidnapped by partisans of Liutward, 

‘having turned their prayers to the Lord, they prayed that He might avenge this shame’.245 The 

annalist immediately continued, ‘their prayers were heard in that place’, and the man, about to 

consummate the illicit marriage ‘the same night died by God’s judgement’, and ‘the girl 

remained a virgin’.246 The structure of the narrative clearly commended the efficacy of prayer. 

This depiction was fundamentally relational, since the nuns turned to the God who, in the 

author’s own voice, was then shown to have acted.  

 

                                                 
243 Cont. Fred., 37, ‘sed Deum inuocant et beati Petri apostolici adiutorm rogant’, p. 37. 
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Alongside their own assertions of God’s help, Carolingian historians often framed specific 

successes with human prayers beforehand and thanksgiving afterwards. The ARF’s account of 

the Avar campaign, for example, described how Charlemagne’s army, ‘sought God’s solace 

for the army’s salvation, and for the aid of the Lord Jesus Christ’.247 When battle was joined, 

the author’s own voice confirmed that ‘terror came on [the Avars] from the Lord’.248 The army 

then marched home ‘glorifying God for such a victory’.249 They had sought, received, and 

glorified God’s help.  

 

Similarly, in the Bavarian annals’ account of the battle of Leuven, Arnulf reminded his men 

that ‘honouring God and always under God’s grace…you have been invincible’,250 and told 

them to fight ‘in God’s name, avenging not our own shame, but that of Him who can do all 

things!’251  This affirmed God’s power and dependence on His grace. The author confirmed 

that when battle was joined, ‘God’s grace granted victory’.252 Arnulf’s men then sang ‘praises 

to God, who had given them such a victory’.253 As with the Avar campaign, victory was framed 

throughout by the recognition of God’s agency, both by the characters and by the authors.  

 

How to (and how not to) relate to God’s agency 

 

In addition to the overall structure of these episodes, the words of certain characters also 

exemplified a correct attitude to God’s agency. It is no coincidence that many of the speeches 

we have considered, such as Arnulf’s, encouraged such attitudes among their armies. Even if 

readers were not themselves soldiers, these were the armies and characters with whom they 

either identified or with whom their sympathies lay.  Such speeches could be read as addressing 

the readers themselves, in which case, they encouraged a correct attitude of dependence on 

God’s agency. In several cases, Carolingian historians contrasted different attitudes to show 

the correct one.  

 

                                                 
247 ARF s.a. 791, ‘Dei solatium postulaverunt pro salute exercitus et adiutorio domini nostri Iesu Christi’, p. 88. 
The subject is ambiguous, but seems to refer back to ‘the army’ earlier in the passage.   
248 ARF s.a. 791, ‘a Domino eis terror pervenit’, p. 88.  
249 ARF s.a. 791, ‘magnificantes Deum de tanta victoria’, p. 88, c.f. McCormick, Eternal Victory, p. 355.  
250 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘Deum recolentes et semper sub Dei gratia…fuisti invincibiles’, p. 122.    
251 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘non nostram, sed eius, qui omnia potest, contumeliam vindicantes inimcos nostros in Dei 
nomine aggredimur!’, p. 120. 
252 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘gratia Dei Victoria…concessit’, p. 122.  
253 AF [B] s.a. 891, ‘laudes Deo canendo processit, qui talem victoriam suis tribuit’, p. 121.  
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The AMP’s account of Tertry, for example, explicitly drew attention to how Theuderic and 

Pippin approached the battle differently, ‘with unequal plans’.254 Theuderic, the annalist 

continued, ‘boasted more in his multitude of innumerable people than in the counsel of 

prudence’.255 He even believed that Pippin ‘had been handed over to him’.256 Pippin, by 

contrast, told his men ‘to commend themselves with prayers and offerings…to the omnipotence 

of God, who gives honour and victory to all fearing Him and guarding His precepts’.257 

Doctrinally, this communicated God’s power and reliability. Ethically, it emphasised the need 

to seek Him with prayers, offerings, and obedience. Above all, it encouraged a correct attitude 

to God as the means to victory, rather than trusting in numbers, as Theuderic was doing. Pippin 

declared himself to fight ‘for love of Him who has the power to save those hoping in Him’.258 

This further emphasised both God’s power and the need to believe in it. Theuderic and Pippin, 

therefore, demonstrated the correct and incorrect attitudes to agency in history, with Pippin’s 

speeches encouraging his army, and indeed the reader to share his own trust in God. 

 

The Astronomer and the AF also offered their readers a diptych of two characters’ attitudes to 

God’s agency. Unlike the AMP, both episodes made explicit the lessons to be drawn. Each 

passage demonstrated the need for human beings to depend on God, who was worthy of trust. 

The example from the Astronomer saw him respond to Lothar’s army being devastated by 

plague. Having lamented these deaths, the Astronomer wrote that: 

 

God shows how salutary, how praiseworthy, it is to observe what is represented as 

proceeding from His mouth, saying, Let not the wise man boast in his wisdom, nor 

the strong man in his strength, nor the rich man in his riches.259  

 

The Astronomer’s role here seems analogous, but also distinct, from the tasks of contemporary 

exegetes. The Astronomer’s interpretation of the catastrophe was political, since it concerned 

                                                 
254 AMP s.a. 690, ‘non paribus consiliis’, p. 10. 
255 AMP s.a. 690, ‘in innumerabilis populi multitudine magis quam in consiliis prudentiae 

confidens…gloriabatur’, p. 10.  
256 AMP s.a. 690, ‘traditum sibi iam Pippinum’, p. 10. 
257 AMP s.a. 690, ‘sese votis et orationibus Dei omnipotentiae…commendarent, qui dat honorem et victoriam 
omnibus timentibus eum et custodientibus precepta eius’, p. 10, c.f. Ps. 118.63, ‘particeps ego sum omnium 
timentium te et custodientium mandata tua’. 
258 AMP s.a. 690, AMP s.a. 690, ‘quod pro eius amore gerebat, qui potestatem habet salvos facere sperantes in 

se’, pp. 10-11, c.f. Ps. 16.7, ‘mirifica misericordias tuas qui salvos facis sperantes in te’. 
259 Astronomer, 56, ‘ostendit Deus, quam salubre sit quamque sobrium observare, quod ex eius ore probatur 
procedere: non glorietur, inquiens, sapiens in sapientia, nec fortis in fortitudine sua, nec dives in divitiis suis’, p. 
514, c.f. Jer. 9.23, ‘non glorietur fortis in fortitudine sua et non glorietur dives in divitiis suis’.  
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the Carolingian family, but also homiletic, since he used events to illustrate a Scriptural 

passage, which itself described the slaughter of Judah’s warriors.260 There was a clear 

admonition to Lothar in this passage, which combined Scripture and recent memory. There 

was, however, no precise phrasing to confirm that God was punishing Lothar. The Astronomer 

did not draw the reader’s attention explicitly to Lothar’s many sins. Instead, the Astronomer 

addressed the reader, who was to take this as an opportunity to learn the limits of human 

agency. Wisdom, might, and riches would not help anyone, because they prevented humanity 

relating correctly God.  

 

By contrast, Louis the Pious exemplified exactly how to relate to God. Immediately after 

hearing the news of the plague, Louis faced a Breton attack, ‘[God] quietened it easily, in whom  

the Emperor placed his hope, of Whom it is most truthfully said, it is for you, O Lord, to be 

powerful when you will’.261 Once again, the events illustrated a Scriptural passage. Lothar, for 

all his power, could not save his men from plague but God, because of His power, could save 

Louis from the Bretons. The Astronomer used recent events to demonstrate how God’s agency 

and power ought to affect human attitudes to God. The contrast between the relative agencies 

of Lothar, Louis, and God carried a pastoral contrast between glorying in the self and trusting 

in God’s agency.  

 

The example from the AF contrasted Louis the Younger and Charles the Bald at Andernach. 

Louis offered battle, the annalist wrote, ‘placing his faith in the Lord’,262 and ‘having put on his 

breastplate’.263 The AF juxtaposed Louis’ agency, in deciding to fight and in arming himself, 

with God’s implicit power to save. Louis’ gesture, however, was also an acknowledgement that 

his agency depended on God’s, since he had little hope of beating Charles (in the AF’s narrative) 

by his own strength.264 Louis had also asked Charles ‘why do you not think of the fact that with 

                                                 
260 C.f. Hrabanus, Expositionis super Jeremiam Prophetam, 9.23, ed. PL 111, cols 793-1272C, at col. 876B-C; De 

Jong, ‘Empire as ecclesia’.  
261 Astronomer, 56, ‘hoc eodem tempore Brittonum impetus est motus, sed tam facile conquievit, quam imperator 
in eum spem posuit, cui veracissime dicitur: subest enim tibi, Domine, cum volueris posse’, p. 514, c.f. Wis. 12.18, 

‘tu autem dominator virtutis cum tranquillitate iudicas et cum magna reverentia disponis nos subest enim tibi cum 
voles posse’. 
262 AF s.a. 876, ‘totam fiduciam suam in Domino ponens’, p. 88. 
263 AF s.a. 876, ‘lorica indutus’, p. 88. 
264 C.f. Comments about gesture above, Chapter 5, pp. 212-3. 
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God it is not impossible to free both many and few?’,265 thereby demonstrating his own, correct, 

understanding of God’s agency.  

 

The annalist later wrote, however, that Louis was victorious so that Charles the Bald, who ‘did 

not wish to know God’ because of his ‘arrogance of mind’,266 in defeat ‘might now understand 

that victory in battle lies not in the number of an army, but that strength comes from heaven’.267 

As shown above, this completed the allusion to First Maccabees begun by Louis to signal the 

contrast between the two kings’ understanding of God’s agency. As a result, the annalist hoped, 

he might ‘place a boundary to his greed and arrogance’.268 Whatever its political message, this 

language taught the reader what could be learned from history. Firstly, the battle taught Charles 

that victory depended on God’s agency. Secondly, that truth about God’s agency ought to have 

encouraged moral reform in Charles’ heart. Since God alone was powerful, Charles needed to 

recognise that he was not.  

 

These examples were unusually explicit, and we must be careful not to make them paradigmatic 

for other Frankish histories too readily. Carolingian historians differed from preachers of the 

twelfth century, who explicitly mined chronicles for homiletic exempla.269 In these examples, 

nonetheless, Carolingian historians suggested how their characters ought to have learned from 

God’s agency in recent events. These lessons about correctly recognising and responding to 

God’s agency, and accepting one’s own limits, seem to have been the strongest moral 

implication of the overall language of God’s agency.  

 

Conclusion: what difference does narrative make?  

 

History writing was unlikely to have been the only place where these audiences would have 

heard theology explained. Even the least educated readers (or hearers) of these narratives would 

have had their understanding of God shaped by liturgy and probably preaching.270 Better 

educated readers may have been exposed to the kind of practical teaching found in the various 

                                                 
265 AF s.a. 876, ‘Quare ergo non cogitas, quia apud Deum impossibile non est liberare in multis et in paucis?’ p. 
87.  
266 AF s.a. 876, ‘Deum cognoscere noluit…elatio mentis’, p. 89 
267 AF s.a. 876, ‘modo victus et confusus intellegat, quia non in multitudine exercitus victoria belli, sed de caelo 
fortitudo est’, p. 89. 
268 AF s.a. 876, ‘et aliquando avariciae et superbiae suae modum inponat’, p. 89 
269 R. Southern, ‘Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing (part 2): Hugh of St Victor and the Idea 
of Historical Development’, TRHS 5th series 21 (1971), pp. 159-79, at p. 174.  
270 McKitterick, Frankish Church, pp. 80-154  
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handbooks discussed in chapter 1. The past in general, rather than historical narrative in 

particular, could play an important role in such moral teaching. Sedulius, for example, 

frequently used classical and Biblical history to illustrate his advice in De Rectoribus.271 It must 

be asked how contemporary history writing was any different in explaining God’s agency to 

human audiences.  

 

There is a significant difference, recognised within literary theory, between ‘telling’ and 

‘showing’.272 Carolingian capitularies and assemblies might tell the Frankish elites, for 

example, to ‘live entirely according to God’s precepts’,273 but they did not necessarily show 

them what this looked like in their specific contexts. Narratives, by contrast, had the 

demonstrative power to both ‘show’ and ‘tell’ their readers how to live life in relation to God. 

C.S. Lewis offered perhaps the most straightforward explanation of the distinction. To a young 

writer, he wrote, ‘instead of telling us a thing was “terrible,” describe it so that we’ll be 

terrified’.274 ‘Telling’ is more straightforward and requires less of the reader’.275 ‘Showing’, as 

Lewis implied, is more effective emotionally. The reason for this may be biological, since the 

human brain is wired to tell stories.276 As Howard Mancing puts it, ‘the human animal’s 

primary mode of epistemology is narrative, which is more basic and more powerful than 

abstract or paradigmatic logic’.277 As Walter Fisher argued, ‘we are narrative animals…homo 

narrans’,278 which means that narrative plays a major role in how humans make sense of the 

world. To a certain extent, distinguishing ‘showing’ from ‘telling’ might be a false dichotomy, 

since ‘telling’ can also be demonstrative, and thus ‘showing’.279 These theoretical discussions, 

however, point us to a common human desire for storytelling.  

 

                                                 
271 E.g. Sedulius, De Rectoribus, 14, 17, pp. 139, 167, 169.  
272 P. Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction (New York, 1947), pp. 62-72; P.J. Rabinowitz, ‘Showing vs. telling’, in 

RENT, pp. 530-531; N. Friedman, ‘Point of View in Fiction: the development of a critical concept’, Publications 
of the Modern Language Association of America 70 (1955), pp. 1160-84. 
273 Capitulare Missorum, 1, ‘omnino secundum Dei praeceptum…viverent’, ed. Boretius, MGH Capit. 1, pp. 91-

99, at p. 92. 
274 C.S. Lewis, ‘Letter to Joan Lancaster, 26 June 1956’, ed. W. Hooper, Collected Letters, vol. 3:  Narnia, 
Cambridge, and Joy (1950-63) (London, 2006), pp. 765-6, at p. 766.  
275 Friedman, ‘Point of View in Fiction’, pp. 1169, 1176-7.  
276 H. Mancing ‘Biological foundations of Narrative’, in RENT, pp. 44-5; M. Jahn, ‘Cognitive Narratology’, in 
RENT, pp. 67-71; W.R. Fisher, Human communication as narration: Toward a philosophy of reason, value, and 
action (Columbia, S.C., 1987); Hogan, Mind’s Stories, pp. 1-16. 
277 Mancing, ‘Biological foundations’, p. 44. 
278 Mancing, ‘Biological foundations’, p. 44, paraphrasing Fisher, Human communication as narration. 
279 G. Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, trans. J.E Lewin (Ithaca, 1980).  
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This provides a very basic explanation for the popularity of history writing in the Carolingian 

world: the Franks, as much as anyone, enjoyed a good story, well told. It also suggests that 

narratives allowed their authors to talk about God more effectively, especially from an ethical, 

emotional, and pastoral perspectives. The features of narrative allowed historians to 

communicate the dynamic and procedural way in which agency was best understood. Stating 

that God could act did not necessarily show how He did so, especially in a way that encouraged 

trust and supplication. While Carolingian histories were often clear and simple, their 

construction of God’s agency and its implications had hidden complexities. These accounts not 

only defined communities as people who trusted God, but enjoined the continuation of that 

identity by practical behaviour by individuals.  
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Conclusion 

THEOLOGY, HISTORY, AND SOCIETY: 

THE CAROLINGIAN CONTRIBUTION 
 

 

When the author of the ARF described the recent victory over the Bretons ‘with the Lord willing 

it’, and when many historians wrote similar statements, these were far more than the habitual 

stroke of their pens.  

 

It reflected the extent to which God’s agency was seen as relevant to every aspect of life in 

Carolingian society. From coins and charters to the priest’s prayers at Mass to a worried 

mother’s advice to her son, God’s agency helped to make sense of the world and seeking His 

help framed the Christian life. If this language could sometimes seem formulaic, this simply 

showed how pervasive it had become. Carolingian historians aligned themselves with these 

broader beliefs, while adapting these ideas to the specific demands of writing history. They 

were, however, also shifting how Christianity was to be applied to the writing of history. There 

were subtle but significant differences between Carolingian and earlier histories.  Whereas 

earlier historians had emphasised God’s judgement, the concrete and miraculous, and the 

efficacy of prayer and faith, Carolingian historians put God’s help at the heart of how history 

was to be understood, and trusting that help as the only proper response. While these earlier 

histories were highly influential, Carolingian historians were perfectly capable of making their 

own decisions and so brought about a new era in Christian history writing.  

 

There were, nonetheless, important variations between individual Carolingian histories. The 

clarity of the ARF was firmly rejected by several historians in the early ninth century, which 

further demonstrated how far God’s agency was an active choice, rather than an unconscious 

formula. Many other historians’ decision to show God’s agency in the recent past, nonetheless, 

shows the extent to which it had become part of the Spielräume of writing history. Its reception 

by historians writing in different forms and for very different purposes demonstrated it 

versatility. The same language made sense for Abbess Gisela at Chelles in 806 and for the 

anonymous poet at Paderborn in the 890s, who could use it to speak into very different contexts. 

Again and again, Carolingian historians’ use of this language was too precise to be either 

thoughtless cliché or mere propaganda.  
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At one level, these were significant literary decisions, since God became the most important 

character in the stories which Carolingian communities told one another. This also qualified 

the achievements of those stories’ human characters. All other characters, whether Frankish 

armies, Carolingian rulers, or persecuted clerics, depended on God for their own parts in the 

story. While these literary decisions had political implications, therefore, they also framed 

recent memories and experiences within a specific doctrinal framework. All that had happened, 

had happened according to God’s will, without which nothing could happen. It was this 

doctrinal coherence on which the versatility of this language, political or otherwise, hung. This 

doctrinal framework was, nonetheless, applied as part of a wider pastoral strategy. Whatever 

the achievements of the Carolingian elites, their agency in recent history was limited, while 

God’s was not. God was not presented as a terrifying judge but a source of help and comfort, 

who had shown wonderful mercies to the communities reading about them. Whatever they 

faced in the future, these histories showed a God who was able and willing to help. This 

language of God’s agency was a literary decision, to create a doctrinal framework, as part of a 

wider pastoral strategy.  

 

This had implications for how these readers would see themselves. They were not simply 

Christians: they were those for whom God had acted in the recent past. The histories were, after 

all, still histories of human deeds, written for human communities. Their memories and 

experiences of the recent past remained important. These histories did not present God in the 

abstract, unrelated to the emotional needs of their audiences. They demonstrated and became 

vehicles for enacting the relationship between their audiences and God, since they were all 

recipients of His help and mercy. This was very different deriving an identity from the distant 

and complex past of ancient Israel. It was an identity of dependence, which continued to be 

substantiated by God’s new mercies and which was enacted by recognising the doctrinal truths 

in question. These readers were not crudely taught what magic formula of behaviour would 

win God’s aid in battle. They were shown the character of God, who had wonderfully acted in 

the past and could be trusted for the future. 

 

These conclusions have many implications for our understanding of Carolingian religion, 

culture, and society. The evidence of history writing shows how doctrinal truths could be taken 

up and applied within a specific literary genre which might not immediately be considered 

‘theological. It shows the reach of the Carolingian Renaissance, beyond councils, debates, and 
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library catalogues to the memories and experiences of the Empire’s elites. These histories show 

another avenue by which their attitudes and behaviour were being shaped by the vision of truly 

Christian society.  

 

It also shows a different side to Carolingian Christianity to that often presented, of a stern and 

judgemental God demanding constant propitiation. While this was present in many Carolingian 

sources, histories offer a different image of God, which was in many ways just as robust and 

relevant, but altogether more comforting. This may help explain why the Frankish elites were 

so invested in the Carolingian reforms, beyond the straightforward fear of judgement. In the 

early 840s, there was considerable fear and despair, and no doubt fasting and penance. Amidst 

this, however, the Astronomer could recount the memories of Louis the Pious’ men, who would 

have been hacked to pieces, but had returned excitedly with mountains of loots to celebrate 

what God had done. Even Nithard, lamenting the state of the empire, regarded God’s agency 

was a source of comfort to be celebrated, even if the limits of humanity’s moral agency left 

much to be desired. Carolingian religion was not a static source of legitimacy and cultural 

reference. It was inescapably dynamic and emotionally complex. Had it been otherwise, it 

would be very hard to explain what happened in western Europe between c.750 and 900.  

 

These conclusions open up many more questions than they have answered.  At the beginning 

of the twelfth-century, the anonymous author of the Gesta Francorum described how ‘on that 

day, our enemies were overcome, with God overseeing it’, using very similar phrasing to that 

of the ARF.1 How far did the Spielräume of writing about God’s agency in the recent past 

survive the transformation of the Carolingian world? Similarly, a few years after Regino 

completed his Chronicon, one version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported that Æthelflæda, 

fighting the Vikings, ‘got into her power, with God’s assistance, in the early part of the year, 

without loss, the town of Leicester’.2 The thesis has considered the influence of other cultures 

on the Carolingians, but how far did the language of God’s agency develop in parallel in Spain 

or England? How far did the Carolingian example influence these cultures in the tenth century?  

 

                                                 
1 Gesta Francorum et aliorum Hierosolimitanorum, 6.17, ‘Superati sunt itaque, Deo annuente, in illo die inimici 
nostri’, ed. R. Hill, Gesta Francorum et aliorum Hierosolimitanorum = The deeds of the Franks and the other 

pilgrims to Jerusalem (Oxford, 1962) p. 37.   
2 Anglo Saxon Chronicle (C version) s.a. 918, ‘Her heo begeat on hire geweald mid Godes fultume on foreweardne 
gear gesybsumlice þa burh æt Ligraceastre’, ed. C. Plummer and J. Earle, Two of the Saxon chronicles parallel: 

with supplementary extracts from the others, revised edition in 2 vols (Oxford, 2000), vol. 1, p. 105.  
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Within the Carolingian empire, however, further questions remain. If God’s agency in history 

writing has proved useful, then its role in other narrative forms would deserve further attention, 

especially poetry and hagiography. It is interesting, for example, that none of the many annals 

which noted Boniface’s mission and martyrdom associated either with God’s agency. The 

missionary lives, many of which were written around the same time, offered a strong sense of 

God’s providence and dispensation in the missionaries’ experiences.3 This drew on the same 

doctrinal foundations as contemporary historians, but presented it in a very different register, 

for a very different context. 

 

Finally, the emotional language of Carolingian religion warrants considerable attention, 

especially given the growing importance of the history of emotions. Rather than focusing on 

medieval human emotions, what about the emotions of the immovable God who defined their 

world? Modern theologians have shown the importance of emotional language of love and 

desire a for understanding patristic and medieval theology.4 Theologians tend, however, to skip 

from Augustine to Anselm. Asking these questions of early medieval evidence would be 

fruitful both for theologians and historians. 

 

It has increasingly been accepted that Carolingian historians offer a unique insight into the 

development of written culture in western Europe, as part of a developing Christian and Latin 

tradition. They offer an equally unique insight into the culture of Christian belief, without 

which these histories cannot be understood.   

 

History has, of course, always been important to Christianity. Writing in 1678, John Bunyan 

described his archetypal pilgrim, ‘Christian’, resting in a house of God’s servants. Christian 

found in the library, ‘the records of the house,…several other histories of many other famous 

things…as of things both ancient and modern’.5 In this library ‘was more fully recorded the 

acts that He had done, and the names of many hundreds that He had taken into his service’.6 

For Bunyan, history was a record of God’s deeds, to demonstrate ‘how willing their Lord was 

                                                 
3 E.g. Willibald, Vita Bonifatii, 4, ‘dispensationis Dei benevolentia…omnipotentis Dei providentia…dominoque 

Deo dispensatione’, ed. W. Levison, Vitae Sancti Bonifatii archiepiscopi moguntini, MGH SRG 57 (Hanover and 

Leipzig, 1905), p. 15. For this text, see I. Wood, The Missionary Life: saints and the evangelisation of Europe, 

400-1050 (London, 2001), pp. 61-4. 
4 J.M. Soskice, The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender, and Religious Language (Oxford, 2007). 
5 John Bunyan, Pilgrim’s Progress, ed. W.R. Owen (Oxford, 2003), p. 53. 
6 Bunyan, Progress, p. 53. 
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to receive into his favour’ and were to be read for ‘the comfort and solace of pilgrims’.7 The 

Carolingian historians were not seventeenth-century Puritans. Like Bunyan’s celestial library, 

nonetheless, they too provided records of God’s deeds for the comfort and solace of pilgrims. 

As a result, they found an important place in the libraries of the Carolingian Empire, to whose 

Christians believers they taught the character and mercies of God.  

 

                                                 
7 Bunyan, Progress, p. 53. 
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Lambot, C., Oeuvres Théologiques et Grammaticales de Godescalc d'Orbais. Textes en 
majeure partie inédits (Louvain, 1945) 
 
Lex Salica (D), ed. K. A. Eckhardt, MGH Leges Germ. IV.2 (Berlin, 1969) 
 
Liber Historiae Francorum, ed. B. Krusch, MGH SRM 2 (Hanover, 1888), pp. 241-328 
 
Liber Sacramentorum Engolismensis: manuscript B.N. Lat. 816, le Sacramentaire Gélasien 
d’Angoulême, ed. P. Saint-Roch, CCSL 159C (Turnhout, 1987) 
 
Liber Sacramentorum Gellonensis, ed. O. Heming, CCSL 159B (Turnhout, 1984) 
 
Louis the Pious and Lothar I, Epistola Generalis, ed. A. Werminghoff, MGH Conc. 2.2 
(Hanover and Leipzig, 1908), pp. 599-601 
 
Livy, Ab Urbe condita, ed. B.O. Foster (Cambridge, M.A., 1967) 
 
Lucan, De Bello Civili, ed. J.D. Duff, Lucan: The Civil War, books I-X (Cambridge, M.A., 
1951) 
 
Das Ludwigslied, ed. M.N. Verlag, Schriftafeln zum althochdeutschen Lesebuch (Tübingen, 
1966), p. 22, trans. J.K. Bostock (ed.), A Handbook of Old Hugh German literature, 2nd edn, 
revised by K.C. King, and D.R. McLintock (Oxford,1976), pp. 239-241 
 
Lupus of Ferrières, Epistolae, ed. L. Levillain, Loup de Ferrières. Correspondance, 2 vols 
(Paris, 1927-1935) 
 
Missa pro principe, ed. E.A. Lowe, The Bobbio Missal: A Gallican mass-book (ms. Paris Lat. 
13246) (London, 1920), pp. 151-3 
 
Missale Gothicum: e codice Vaticano Reginensi Latino 317, ed. E. Rose, CCSL 159D 
(Turnhout, 2005) 
 
Nithard, Historiarum Libri IV, ed. E. Müller, MGH SRG 44 (Hanover, 1907) 
 
Notker the Stammerer, Gesta Karoli magni imperatoris, ed. H.F. Haefele, MGH SRG, n.s. 12 
(Berlin, 1959) 
 
Ordinatio Imperii, ed. Boretius, MGH Capit. 1, pp. 270-3 
 
Orosius, Libri Historiarum VII adversum paganos, ed. K. Zangemeister, Orosius: historiarum 
adversum paganos libri VII accredit eiusdem liber apologeticus, CSEL 5 (Vienna, 1882) 
 



291 
 

Pascasius Radbertus, De fide, spe et caritate, ed. B. Paulus, Pascasii Radberti De fide, spe et 
caritate, CCCM 97 (Turnhout, 1990) 
 
Pascasius Radbertus, De Corpore et sanguine Domini liber, ed. PL 120 cols 1255-1350  
 
Pascasius Radbertus, ed. PL 120, cols 760-65; ed. E. Dümmler, Radbert's Epitaphium Arsenii 
(Berlin, 1900) 
 
Paul the Deacon, Gesta episcoporum, ed. G. Pertz, MGH SS 2 (Berlin, 1829) 
 
Paul the Deacon, Historia langobardorum, ed. G. Waitz, MGH SRG 48 (Hanover, 1878); trans. 
W. Foulke, History of the Lombards (Philadelphia, 1907) 
 
Poeta Saxo, Annalium de Gestis Caroli Magni libri quinque, ed. P. Winterfeld, MGH Poet. 4.1 
(Berlin, 1899), pp. 1-71 
 
Regino of Prüm, Chronicon, ed. F. Kurze, Reginonis Abbatis Prumienses Chronicon cum 
continuatione Treverensi, MGH SRG 50 (Hanover, 1890); trans. by S. MacLean, History and 
Politics in Late Carolingian and Ottonian Europe: The Chronicle of Regino of Prüm and 
Adalbert of Magdeburg (Manchester, 2009), pp. 61-231. 
 
Rufinus, Historia Ecclesiastica, ed. E. Schwartz and T. Mommsen, Eusebius Werke, Bd 2, 
Kirchengeschichte, 2 vols (Leipzig, 1903-1909) 
 
Suetonius, Vita Augusti, ed. J.C. Rolfe, Suetonius: De Vita Caesarum (London, 1914), pp. 122-
286 
 
Sallust, Bellum Catilinae, ed. J.C. Rolfe, Sallust: The war with Catiline; The War with Jugurtha 
(Cambridge, M.A., 1921), pp. 1-128 
 
Sallust, Bellum Jugurthinum, ed. Rolfe, Sallust, pp. 132-380 
 
Sedulius Scotus, De Rectoribus Christianis, ed. (and trans.) R. Dyson, Sedulius Scottus: De 
Rectoribus (‘On Christian Rulers’) (Woodbridge, 2010) 
 
Sedulius Scotus, Carmina, ed. L. Traube, MGH Poet. 3 (Berlin, 1896), pp. 151-237 
 
Smaragdus, Vita Benedicti, ed. G. Waitz, Vita Benedicti abbatis Anianensis et Indensis auctore 
Ardone, MGH SS 15 (Hanover, 1887), pp. 190-220 
 
Sulpicius Severus, Vita Martini, ed. K. Halm, Sulpici Severi Opera, CSEL 1 (Vienna, 1866) 
 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, ed. T. Gibly, Summa theologiae, vol. 8, creation, variety 
and evil (1a.44-49) (London, 1967) 
 
Thegan, Gesta Hludowici imperatoris, ed. E. Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus (Hanover, 1995), 
pp. 167-278 
 
Theodulf of Orléans, Carmina, ed. E. Dümmler, MGH Poet. 1 (Berlin, 1881), pp. 437-568 
 



292 
 

Theodulf of Orléans, Opus Caroli Regis contra Synodum (Libri Carolini), ed. A. Freeman, 
MGH Conc. 2. Suppl. I (Hannover, 1998) 
 
Walahfrid Strabo, De Exordiis, ed. and trans. A.L. Harting-Correa, Walahfrid Strabo's Libellus 
de exordiis et incrementis quarundam in observationibus ecclesiasticis rerum, Mittelateinische 
Studien und Text 19 (Leiden, 1996) 
 
Walahfrid Strabo, Prologus, ed. Tremp, Thegan und Astronomus, p. 168 
 
Waltharius, ed. K. Strecker, MGH Nachträge zu den Poetae aevi Carolini (Weimar, 1951), pp. 
1-83 
 

SECONDARY BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Abrams, L., ‘Germanic Christianities’, in T.F.X. Noble and J.M.H. Smith (eds), Cambridge 
History of Christianity, vol. 3: Early Medieval Christianities, c.600–c.1100 (Cambridge, 
2008), pp. 107-129 
 
Adams, J.N. ‘The vocabulary of the Annales regni francorum’, Glotta 55 (1977), pp. 257-8 
 
 Adams, J.N., An Anthology of informal Latin, 200 BC-AD 900: fifty texts with translations and 
linguistic commentary (Cambridge, 2016) 
 
Airlie, S., ‘Bonds of power and bonds of association in the court circle of Louis the Pious’, in 
Godman and Collins (eds), Charlemagne’s heir, pp. 191-204 
 
Airlie, S., ‘The Anxiety of Sanctity: St Gerald of Aurillac and his Maker’, JEccH 43 (1992), 
pp. 372-395 
 
Airlie, S., ‘The Aristocracy’, in NCMH II, pp. 431-450 
 
Airlie, S., ‘Private Bodies and the Body Politic in the Divorce Case of Lothar II’, P&P 161 
(1998), pp. 3-38 
 
Airlie, S., ‘The Palace of Memory: The Carolingian Court as a Political Centre’, in S. Rees 
Jones, R. Marks, and A.J. Minnis (eds), Courts and Regions in Medieval Europe (Rochester, 
2000), pp. 1-20  
 
Airlie, S., ‘The Nearly Men: Boso of Vienne and Arnulf of Bavaria’, in A.J. Duggan (ed.), 
Nobles and Nobility in Medieval Europe: Concepts, Origins, Transformations (Woodbridge, 
2000), pp. 25-41 
 
Airlie, S. ‘True teachers and pious kings: Salzburg, Louis the German, and Christian order’, in 
Gameson and Leyser (eds), Belief and Culture, pp. 89-105  
 
Airlie, S., ‘The history of emotions and emotional history’, EME 10 (2001), pp. 235-41 



293 
 

 
Airlie, S., ‘The Captains and the Kings: the aristocracy in Charlemagne's reign’, in Empire and 
Society, pp. 90-102 
 
Airlie, S., ‘Les élites en 888 et après, ou comment pense-t-on la crise carolingienne?’ in 
Bougard, Feller, and Le Jan (eds), Crises et Renouvellements, pp. 425-437 
 
Airlie, S., ‘“Sad stories of the death of kings”: narrative patterns and structures of authority in 
Regino of Prüm's Chronicle’, in Tyler and Balzetti (eds), Narrative and History, pp. 105-165 
 
Airlie, S., ‘Towards a Carolingian aristocracy’, in Becher and Jarnut (eds), Dynastiewechsel, 
pp. 109-128 
 
Airlie, S., ‘Aristocracy in the service of the state in the Carolingian period’, in Airlie and Pohl 
(eds), Staat im frühen Mittelalter, pp. 93-112 
 
Airlie, S., “Not rendering unto Caesar”: challenges to early medieval rulers’, in Pohl and 
Wieser (eds), Der frühmittelalterliche Staat, pp. 489-502 
 
Airlie, S., ‘The world, the text and the Carolingian: royal, aristocratic and masculine identities 
in Nithard’s Histories’, in Lay Intellectuals, pp. 51-76 
 
Airlie, S., Power and its Problems in Carolingian Europe (Aldershot, 2012) 
 
Airlie, S., and W. Pohl (eds), Staat im frühen Mittelalter: Forschungen zur Geschichte des 
Mittelalters (Vienna, 2006) 
 
Akenson, D.H., God’s peoples: covenant and land in South Africa, Israel, and Ulster (Ithaca, 
1992) 
 
Alberi, M., “The Better Paths of Wisdom”: Alcuin’s Monastic “True Philosophy” and the 
worldly court’, Speculum 76 (2001), pp. 896-910. 
 
Alberi, M., “The sword which you hold in your hand”: Alcuin’s exegesis of the two swords 
and the lay miles Christi’, in C. Chazelle, and B. Van Name Edwards (eds), The Study of the 
bible in the Carolingian Era (Turnhout, 2003), pp. 117-31 
 
Amit, Y., ‘Narrative Art of Israel’s Historians’, in Arnold and Williamson (eds), Historical 
Books, pp. 708-15 
 
Andersson, T. M., ‘The Viking image in Carolingian poetry’, in M. Delbouille (ed.), Les 
relations littéraires Franco-Scandinaves au moyen âge (Paris, 1975), pp. 217-246 
 
Andel, G.K. van, The Christian Concept of History in the Chronicle of Sulpicius Severus 
(Amsterdam, 1976) 
 



294 
 

Angenendt, A., Das Frühmittelalter: Die abendländische Christenheit von 400 bis 900 
(Stuttgart, 1990) 
 
Angenendt, A., ‘Libelli bene correcti: Der richtige Kult als ein Motiv der karolingischen 
Reform’ in P. Ganz (ed.), Das Buch als magisches und als Repräsentationsobjekt (Wiesbaden, 
1992), pp. 117-35 
 
Angenendt, A., ‘Gesta Dei-Gesta Hominum’: Religions- und theologiegeschichtliche 
Ammerkungen’, in Scharer and Scheibelreiter (eds), Historiographie, pp. 41-67 
 
Ankersmitm, F., History and Tropology: The Rise and Fall of Metaphor (Berkeley, 1994), 
 
Anton, H.H., Fürstenspiegel und Herrscherethos in der Karolingerzeit (Bonn, 1968) 
 
Anton, H.H., ‘Pseudo-Cyprian: De duodecim abusivis saeculi und sein Einfluss auf den 
Kontinent, insbesondere auf die karolingischen Fürstenspiegel’, in H. Löwe (ed.), Die Iren und 
Europa im früheren Mittelalter (Stuttgart, 1982), pp. 568-617 
 
Arnold, W., and H. Williamson (eds), Dictionary of the Old Testament Historical Books 
(Leicester, 2005) 
 
Arquillière, H.-X., L’Augustinisme Politique: essai sur la formation des théories politiques du 
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