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‘Not rendering unto Caesar’: challenges to early medieval rulers 

I. 

To examine the limits of authority, rebellion against it and challenges to it is not simply to reveal the 
weakness of public authority in the early medieval west. As Janet L. Nelson has shown, “working with 
negatives can be a useful pedagogic device in highlighting positives”1. So, in this article, the chal-
lenges to their authority faced by rulers and political actors should certainly be understood as chal-
lenges, but my focus on them is also a heuristic device to explore aspects of ‘Staatlichkeit’; to examine 
such features is a way of charting a profile, a silhouette, of authority. Problems and challenges are the 
flashes of dialectical lightning by which we can see structures. Systems can best be understood 
through exploring tensions within them, rather than trying to render them as smoothly coherent. Here 
Theodor Adorno’s pregnant formulation remains true: “the whole is the false.”2 We shall focus here 
on two challenges: rebellion and the clashes between rulers and bishops or holy men. These are 
weighty topics and can only be treated briefly within the confines of this article which should be seen 
as very much a preliminary study. 

                     

We begin with rebellion. For our concerns here, some of the most interesting recent work has been 
Chris Wickham’s survey of peasant rebellions. For him, the relative lack of “large-scale armed peasant 
revolt” in the early Middle Ages is a sure sign of weak state power. After all, the great revolts of the 
later Middle Ages were “reactions to taxation and other manifestations of state power”. So lack of 
state power equals no big peasant rebellions. Chris Wickham goes on to provide a comprehensive 
survey and typology of early medieval peasant revolt (from the Bacaudae to the Stellinga and beyond) 
which also sheds much light on aristocratic power, class struggle, etc.3 One of the merits of Chris 
Wickham’s survey is that it is founded on a clear definition of state power (to which we shall return), 
but it is tempting to push his essentially institutional definition a bit further and to add to his list the 
upheavals of 1074 in the Harzburg when peasants desecrated the royal tombs there. Contemporaries 
were deeply shocked by this; they grasped that this struck at the roots of authority, at the entire cul-
tural and social order.4 

But perhaps that order is too general to be understood as the state in a helpful sense. Anyway, the 
assault on the Harzburg was not a peasant revolt, but part of the general political upheaval against 
Henry IV, and this takes us into the world of political, i.e., aristocratic, rebellion. A survey and typol-
ogy of such rebellions, such as Chris Wickham has given us for peasants, would be very welcome.5 

 

 

 1  Janet L. Nelson, Bad kingship in the earlier Middle Ages, in: Haskins Society Journal 8 (1996) 1–26. 
 2  Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia. Reflections on a Damaged Life, trans. Edmund F.N. Jephcott (London 1974) 50. For 
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But I can only offer a few brief comments here. First, such rebellions do not look subversive. Aristo-
crats did not want to depose kings and set up a republic of nobles. The temporary disappearance of 
Lombard kingship in 574 is indeed an interesting episode but it was only an episode as kings returned 
after a decade and the Lombard kings then remained central to the political structures and identity of 
that kingdom.6 Nonetheless, the late Timothy Reuter was right to warn us against assuming that the 
oligarchic consensus between kings and aristocracies was always cosy.7 Secondly, the different pat-
terns in aristocratic rebellion across the west reveal the essence of particular political structures. Thus 
Gregory of Tours noted that the Visigoths “had adopted the reprehensible habit of killing out of hand 
any king who displeased them and replacing him on the throne by some-one whom they preferred”. 
Gregory here highlights a distinctive feature of the Visigothic polity, and the same view was taken by 
Fredegar who saw political instability in ethnic terms, as a feature of Gothic identity, a morbus Gotho-
rum that showed that the Goths needed the smack of firm government. All this is described by Roger 
Collins in pretty much the same terms as Gregory: “an oligarchy of wealthy families … trying to ma-
nipulate a monarchical system in such a way as to produce effective but non-hereditary kings while 
maintaining a balance of power among their own membership.”8 The Frankish kingdom was not like 
Spain; for the Franks, hereditary kingship was a potent badge of ethnic and political identity, and they 
cited Gregory the Great’s testimony to this effect; dynastic sentiment was so strong that even child 
kings were acceptable.9 In such a polity the pattern of rebellion was, generally speaking, rather differ-
ent. But Frankish hereditary kingship did not necessarily succeed in canalizing all rebellions in the 
direction of the dynasty, whether Merovingian or Carolingian. Ian Wood has shown how some seem-
ingly Merovingian figures may have been manufactured by members of the aristocracy while the 
claims of possibly genuine ones could be denied.10 And while in the period after the conspiracy of 
Hardrad in 785 up until the usurpation of Boso in 879, all revolts were led, or fronted, by members of 
the royal Carolingian kin, members of the aristocracy may have been less mesmerised by that kin than 
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some historians have thought.11 Those west Frankish magnates who rose up against Charles the Bald 
in the 850s did hope that Louis the German would back them but they stuck to their guns when his 
backing evaporated; they were themselves a societas; it turned out that they did not need a king to lead 
them or give them continuing cohesion.12 And that leads us to a final point here. Aristocratic rebellion 
need not always be the result of factional politics but could certainly be a way of criticising bad king-
ship. The aristocracy’s articulation of discontent over aspects of royal rule points to political self-
consciousness and an awareness that the regnum was bigger than the ruler; thus we can indeed some-
times see “fürstliche Opposition … als Gestalterin mittelalterlicher Staatlichkeit”, to cite the title of 
Monika Suchan’s article.13  

Where can we find real challenge to the established order as such? One place to look for this might 
be in the Arian kingdoms of the west. On the eve of the take-off of early medieval studies in the Eng-
lish-speaking academy Peter Brown proclaimed that the tensions between Arian barbarians and ortho-
dox Romans was precisely what permitted the existence of barbarian kingdoms: “The barbarian … 
was also a heretic… (the barbarians) were encapsulated by a wall of dumb hatred…. (They) ruled ef-
fectively as heretical kingdoms precisely because they were well hated”. Our views have changed in 
the decades since that was written, thanks not least to work produced and inspired by Peter Brown 
himself.14 A comprehensive view of the political significance of Arianism would be welcome but we 
can say that the relationship of religious identity to political attitudes in kingdoms ruled by Arians was 
not a simple one.15 How could Catholics tolerate the rule of heretical kings? Surely they would want 
such polities to be overthrown. The evidence suggests not. Gregory of Tours’ picture of Quintianus, 
bishop of Rodez, as a leading member of an anti-Arian front in Visigothic Aquitaine is not an accurate 
one.16 The rebellion of Hermenigild against his father Leovigild was not a Catholic rising against Ar-
ian tyranny. And even Gregory of Tours, who interpreted the rebellion in these terms, could not ap-
prove of this son rising against a heretical father.17 For Gregory the Great, Hermenigild was ‘king and 
martyr’ in a sequence of stories about Arian persecution in Spain, Africa and Italy but as such he was 
responsible for the conversion of the Visigoths to the true faith, not for the downfall of their king-
dom.18 
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rum, in: Les élites au haut Moyen Âge. Crises et renouvellement, ed. François Bougard/Laurent Feller/Régine Le Jan 
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But there are some signs of resistance to Arian rulers that suggest a fundamental critique of their 
rule. The grim fate of Boethius, Symmachus and pope John in Ostrogothic Italy was the outcome of 
power politics, though religious politics played a role. The Anonymous Valesianus is explicit on the 
occurrence of miracles at the pope’s funeral and this text’s vision of Arian persecutors, Catholic vic-
tims and the death of Theodoric makes it very like a martyr text, as Phoebe Robinson has recently 
claimed.19 Over time, Boethius and Symmachus were seen to have died pro catholica pietate at the 
hands of Theodoric; Boethius came to be seen as a martyr and all this cast a shadow on the representa-
tion of rule of Theodoric, seen as one Arian ruler amongst many in the past.20 In Africa, the Vandal 
kings were very nervous about Catholic sermons. Victor of Vita tells us that if catholic bishops men-
tioned the names of Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar or Holofernes, they were accused “of having said such 
things against the person of the king” (quod in persona regis ista dixissent) and immediately exiled.21  

II. 

But while there may have been an anti-Arian edge to such sermons in Vandal Africa, the dark exam-
ples of bad Biblical rulers, from Pharaoh along with the disappointing kings of Israel and the arrogant 
rulers denounced in the Psalms right through to Herod, were of course among the dramatis personae of 
the Catholic polities too. Gregory of Tours’ comparison of Chilperic to Herod is perhaps the best 
known example.22 And here we come to this article’s central concern. Christian thinking, despite its 
overwhelming stress on the need for obedience to the powers that be, and despite its central role in 
legitimating kingship, etc., still posed some very sharp challenges to the holders of power and author-
ity in this world. To some extent, these challenges and tensions were present on the level of values. As 
Janet L. Nelson and Patrick Wormald have argued, the ‘Angst’, the crises of confidence in secular 
values experienced by such figures as Charles the Fat, Alfred of Wessex and Gerbert of Aurillac show 
the disturbing impact on the lay elite of the “essentially monastic spirituality preached by the leaders 
of the Carolingian reform”23. But there were also fundamental tensions built into the structures of 
Christian kingdoms. The Bible, Augustine and Gregory did not all speak with one voice. In his magis-
terial survey of the political thought of the western Fathers Robert A. Markus contrasts Augustine’s 
vision of conflict and tension within temporal societies that must remain “radically ambiguous” with 
                      
 19  Anonymous Valesianus XV, 88–93 and XVI, 94–95 (ed. Ingemar König, Aus der Zeit Theoderichs des Großen. Einlei-
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zu Gregor von Tours, in: Nobilitas. Funktionen und Repräsentation des Adels in Alteuropa, ed. Otto Gerhard Oex-
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Gregory’s world of the rector where “no radical distinction is to be drawn between ruling in the two 
spheres”24. But if we can generalise and say that the political world that was built in the early medie-
val west was one where the ruler was a rector and where the ecclesia mapped on to the regnum this 
did not cause all tensions inherent in Christian rulership to dissolve. What this meant, in ideal terms, 
for a kingdom such as the Carolingian realm, which will be our concern here, has been helpfully ex-
pressed by Nikolaus Staubach: “there was no area of legitimate statehood (‘Staatlichkeit’) independent 
of the church and no secular purpose of the state, but merely a division of ecclesiastical and secular 
offices and functions which were bound in close co-operation.”25 Looking back on this period, Otto of 
Freising saw, with Augustine, not two cities but one: civitas permixta.26 But in this world of overlap-
ping spheres there could be tensions and clashes as well as co-operation between office-holders. Some 
of these tensions turned on the forms of institutionalisation of Christianity in the west though we 
should not seek to apply here a caricature of Gelasius’ famous formulation.27 Examining these ten-
sions can help us understand the nature of the Carolingian state as they reveal much about the “spe-
cialization of governmental roles”, “the concept of public power” and the “resources for rulers”, to cite 
some of Chris Wickham’s parameters for state definition. But they can also reveal some of the funda-
mental tensions and contradictions within a system of Christian power and authority that can seem all 
too coherent in, say, the pronouncements of the capitularies and synodal proceedings 28.   

                     

A good way of looking at all this is to consider clashes between rulers and bishops. Bishops and ru-
lers experienced some tensions even as the church settled into the institutions of the Roman Empire, 
and there is an exciting series of clashes from Ambrose to Gregory VII and indeed beyond, but here I 
can only focus on some Carolingian bishops in trouble as a preliminary sketch for a larger study.29 
Bishops regularly got into trouble with Frankish rulers, as seen in some spectacular cases from Greg-
ory of Tours’ time and later. As Paul Fouracre has shown, the grisly fate of some 18 bishops in the 
period 580–754, murdered or executed, was not repeated in the Carolingian world where rulers had 
now “introduced a taboo where before there had not been one” and these rulers became “bound by 
their own rules and … a genuine sense of rhetoric that they had helped to foster”30. This means, in-
cidentally, that the killing of Fulk of Reims in 900 was certainly a sign that the whole political order 
was in crisis.31 If Carolingian rulers did not have bishops killed they still clashed with them. Some ten 
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(Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 11, Wien 2006) 113–132, at 129–130; and Steffen Patzold, Die Bischöfe im 
karolingischen Staat, in: Staat im frühen Mittelalter, ed. Stuart Airlie/Walter Pohl/Helmut Reimitz (Forschungen zur Ge-
schichte des Mittelalters 11, Wien 2006) 133–162, at 142–143.  

 28  Wickham, Early Middle Ages 57; for thoughtful recent consideration of ‘church’ and ‘state’ see De Jong, Ecclesia and 
the early medieval polity. 

 29  On bishops, holy men and parrhesia in the later Roman Empire, Claudia Rapp, Holy Bishops in Late Antiquity. The 
Nature of Christian Leadership in an Age of Transition (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London 2005) 260–273; on bishops, rul-
ers and penance; Rudolf Schieffer, Von Mailand nach Canossa. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der christlichen Herrscher-
buße von Theodosius d. Gr. bis zu Heinrich IV., in: Deutsches Archiv für Erforschung des Mittelalters 28 (1972) 330–
370; Mayke de Jong, The Penitential State. Authority and Atonement in the Age of Louis the Pious, 814–840 (Cambridge 
2009), will shed a flood of light on this subject. On the Carolingian episcopate, Patzold, Bischöfe, and De Jong, Ecclesia. 

 30  Paul Fouracre, Why were so many bishops killed in Merovingian Francia?, in: Bischofsmord im Mittelalter. Murder of 
Bishops, ed. Natalie Fryde/Dirk Reitz (Veröffentlichungen des Max-Planck-Instituts für Geschichte 191, Göttingen 2003) 
13–35, at 33; Heinzelmann, Gregory of Tours 45–48, 181–191. 

 31  Airlie, Élites 428–229; on the killing of bishops as symptomatic of deepening crisis in the Salian Reich, Reuter, Medieval 
Polities 370. 
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bishops suffered exile or loss of office in the reign of Louis the Pious, so we have plenty of cases to 
work on.32 

Rulers did not always have to go through the process of having a bishop deposed in order to punish 
him. We know that in the 790s the bishop of Verdun lost honores and Charlemagne’s favour, but he 
does not seem to have lost his office as bishop. It was the king alone who restored honores and honor 
to the bishop at Frankfurt in 794.33 The bishop of Troyes was driven into exile in the 830s, but he may 
not have been deprived of his office.34  

But the surest way to get rid of a bishop was to have him deposed. The ruler could not do this on 
his own any more than he could get rid of secular aristocrats on his own. For them the ruler needed an 
assembly and the collective judgement of the Franks. But bishops were deposed by the “just judge-
ment of bishops”, as Thegan of Trier put it.35 Thus Theodulf of Orleans was deposed “by synodal 
decree” in 818, and when Charles the Bald wanted to punish the archbishop of Sens in 859, his bish-
ops were happy to fall in line behind the king but they were also keen to see that proper procedure was 
followed, and that procedure was to be their business.36 In 885, when Charles the Fat rashly planned 
“to depose certain bishops” on his own initiative, a chronicler judged him to be acting “unreasonably” 
(inrationabiliter). Kings could not get at bishops directly, a point emphasised in Pseudo-Isidore.37  

But the barriers surrounding bishops were not watertight. Nor was it simply political circumstances 
or power politics that gave rulers leverage over bishops. Of course such factors were important and it 
was probably a recognition of hard political realities that lay behind pope Sergius’ refusal to support 
either Ebbo or the former archbishop of Narbonne in their attempts to regain office. (The fact that we 
know almost nothing of the circumstances of the deposition of the archbishop of Narbonne is a sharp 
reminder of the limitations of our evidence).38 Procedures for investigating and judging bishops were 
not entirely under the control of bishops (or popes) alone. Charles the Bald’s fulminations against the 
disloyal archbishop of Sens were unleashed at a synod held in Savonnières in 859 where the assem-
bled bishops of twelve provinces all worried about this case as part of their general concern to restore 
“the episcopal order”. But their concerns over the archbishop evaporated when he made his own peace 
with the king later that year: “Wenilo of Sens was reconciled to the king without any episcopal 
hearing”, wrote the bishop of Troyes and this meant that the case was dropped.39  

Nor were procedures absolutely clear-cut. Louis the Pious’ fury against Archbishop Agobard of 
Lyon was not to be thwarted by the fact that Agobard shrewdly failed to turn up at the assembly of 
Thionville in 835 where he had been scheduled to take his punishment. Agobard was absent but was 
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duly removed from office: ab ecclesie semotus est praesulatu.40 But even after this, the Agobard case, 
together with that of the archbishop of Vienne, stubbornly remained on Louis’ agenda as unfinished 
business to be dealt with at another assembly later that year and this time, because the two prelates 
were absent, the case seems to have been shelved: res inperfecta remansit propter absentiam … epis-
coporum. Agobard was certainly in trouble, but the majestic machinery of ecclesiastical justice was 
not emitting clear signals here. This was probably because Louis the Pious was keen to find some 
wiggle room, i.e. not to burn all bridges with Lothar, Agobard’s erstwhile patron.41 But what is also 
obvious in the Agobard case is that ecclesiastical verdicts and procedures could be unclear. This being 
so, some contemporaries could understand that the will and action of the ruler were not merely force 
majeure but a positive aspect of rulership. It is a later archbishop of Vienne (Ado) who tells us that 
these archbishops returned to their sees “due to the actions of the pious emperors” (piis imperatoribus 
agentibus … Agobardus sedem recepit).42 It is the emperors who restore bishops and their action thus 
appears here in the representation of good rulership but the same could also be said, at times, of the 
ruler’s actions in deposing bishops. Let us return to the deposition of Theodulf of Orléans. The An-
nales regni Francorum say that he was deposed “by synodal decree”. But this phrase appears within a 
bloc of text where the active figure is the emperor. Rebellious magnates are “condemned by the jud-
gement of the Franks” but it is the emperor who orders their blinding; bishops such as Theodulf are 
“deposed by synodal decree” but it is the emperor who orders them to be handed over to monasteries 
just as he commands others to be exiled or tonsured. It is the emperor who directs the purge.43 It may 
not be all that great a step from this to the surprisingly explicit proclamation of a good ruler’s authority 
to strike down a manifestly bad bishop. We find this in East Francia in the 880s, in Notker’s Gesta 
Karoli, where Charlemagne, disappointed by a bishop’s party animal behaviour, abruptly dismisses 
him from office: divino et meo iudicio careat episcopatu. Simon MacLean has rightly concluded that 
not all of Charles the Fat’s contemporaries thought that his plans to depose bishops in 885 were “un-
reasonable”44. 

All this does not mean that Carolingian kings were trying to control ‘the Church’. Rather, as Mayke 
de Jong has put it recently, the Carolingian ecclesia, in its broad sense of the Christian people led by 
Carolingian kings, “yielded clear channels of command which in turn enabled the king to gain access 
to the resources of the sacred”. But such channels, as we have just seen, were not always clear; that is 
to say, there were changes, shifts and clashes over them during the Carolingian period. Mayke de Jong 
herself contrasts Paulinus of Aquileia’s view of Charlemagne as rex et sacerdos, that is, “the ascribing 
of episcopal qualities to the anointed ruler”, with the later view of Hincmar of Reims that “only Christ 
himself was both king and priest”45. When Carolingian kings moved in on episcopal privilege this was 
not necessarily because they wished to control bishops. Matters were not always heated. After all, it 
was the king’s responsibility for the spiritual and moral welfare of his people that led Charles the Bald, 
in a case spotted by Janet L. Nelson, to remove “a bad [i.e., mentally ill] bishop by royal administra-
tive action” in the 850s.46  

But clashes between kings and bishops can reveal the formers’ perception of bishops’ place in a 
greater whole, the right order in the regnum. Here we may return for a moment to Charles the Bald’s 
859 charges against the archbishop of Sens. One striking feature of this tirade is the explicit, and cas-
ual, reference to the fact that he, Charles, had appointed Wenilo (“I committed it to Wenilo who was 
then serving as my clerk in my chapel”); Charles was probably about 15 when he did so.47 Bishops 
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were not born such and this was a key aspect of ninth-century episcopal self-perception.48 Charles’ 
own bishops agreed with him that Wenilo had sworn oaths to him but Charles was also angry that 
Wenilo, during his period of defection, had trespassed on the royal sphere. He had plundered the walls 
of Melun as a source for stone; this sort of quarrying was ius regia.49 Furthermore, Wenilo had dared 
to “celebrate public masses for Louis [the German] in my palace of Attigny” (He had thus celebrated 
mass in another archbishop’s province). Interestingly, Charles’ bishops don’t seem to have made much 
of this accusation but it obviously mattered to Charles. Wenilo had hardly matched the outrages com-
mitted by rebels on the palace at Pavia in 1024 but, as a palace, Attigny functioned as a symbol and 
instrument of Charles’ authority. It was a sensitive organ and damage done to it alerted kings, and 
others, that authority was being challenged.50  

If clashes between kings and bishops generated heat for contemporaries, they can generate light for 
us, by illuminating the structures and apparatus of rule, the skeleton of the public world and also its 
fractures. In this light, we can see that the palace could cast a shadow over troubled bishops such as 
Hincmar of Laon in the 860s and 870s as he attempted to assert what he saw as his rights in the face of 
pressure from his king and his archbishop. For him, the palace could be a rather sinister place pre-
cisely because it was such a potent venue of royal authority: per bannum regium omnes mei homines 
in palatio retenti fuerant.51 No wonder that Hincmar of Laon himself fled the palace of Attigny by 
night, but this simply served to bring down the royal wrath upon his head. To flee the palace, where, 
as the king pointed out in his accusation, the bishops of ten provinces were gathered, was to improp-
erly abandon the site where public authority was being collectively performed.52  

In the increasingly bitter disputes between the king and the bishop of Laon, disputes that went be-
yond arguments over church property and erupted in treason charges against the bishop, the collectiv-
ity of bishops gathered at Douzy in 871 basically agreed with Charles the Bald. They shared his out-
rage that the bishop of Laon had not kept his oath to the king and they went on to refer to the perjury 
of Herod as well as to Roman law’s penalties for seditio. Harping on about the bishop’s oath to the 
king, they spelled out that paying tributum to Caesar was right and proper and that Christ had taught 
bishops by his example to honour and obey the king; “every soul is to be subject to the higher pow-
ers”.53 

Hincmar of Laon paid a heavy price for his political miscalculations and for provoking the king’s 
anger: he was deposed and eventually blinded by one of the king’s most trusted followers. But it tur-
ned out to be difficult for even the most determined ruler to make a bishop disappear entirely. Hincmar 
of Laon still had supporters who argued that his deposition had been unlawful and, after Charles’ 
death, he was eventually permitted to make an appearance, as the ghost of his own episcopal career, at 
the synod of Troyes in 878 and there to pronounce a public benediction.54 Hincmar’s sheer survival 
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made his case more complicated for his opponents. In some cases bishops who had fallen foul of the 
ruler simply ran out of time. Jesse of Amiens and Elias of Troyes, punished in 834 for their role in the 
revolt against Louis the Pious, died in exile in 836 and thus had no chance of inconveniencing their 
successors as Hincmar of Laon was to do.55 But the bishop whose fall from grace was the most spec-
tacular one of the entire ninth century managed to outlive his persecutor and to stage a return to office 
with the claim that his identity as bishop had only been suspended, not extinguished. This was the case 
of archbishop Ebbo of Reims. Ebbo’s case is a complex one, not least because the dossier of evidence 
on his career has problematic aspects.56  

This case deserves extended comment, but here I can only use it to shed some suggestive light on 
the fault-lines of kingly and episcopal authority in the crisis years of the 830s and early 840s. Ebbo’s 
career and fate are well known: a close associate of the emperor, but he turned against him in 833 and 
then had the misfortune to be caught by Louis’ supporters as the tide turned back in Louis’ favour, 
Ebbo was the fall guy as other former rebels distanced themselves from their actions. His trial took 
place in 835 at a synod held, interestingly enough, at a palace (Thionville) but, as Mayke de Jong has 
reminded us, gatherings convened by kings could be seen as synods rather than mere assemblies, whi-
le synods had a regnal character and Louis’ palaces were of course sacred.57 The accusations against 
Ebbo were made by the emperor himself and they focused on his unjust deposition of Louis in 833.58 
Looking back from the tenth century, Flodoard summed it all up as simple infidelitas.59 There was, 
however, a discrepancy, a disjuncture, between these accusations and the substance of Ebbo’s admis-
sion of his own guilt at Thionville; at this stage the ground became purely episcopal and pastoral as it 
was an un-named sin that made Ebbo unworthy to hold office.60 But even with Ebbo’s resignation of 
Reims as an episcopal matter, the emperor had to be satisfied and informed: the bishops relayed Eb-
bo’s self-condemnation to Louis.61 Further, Louis the Pious continued to keep Ebbo subject to chilly 
scrutiny; he sent one of his hard men, count Adalbert of Metz, to check that Ebbo was under suffi-
ciently close watch at Fulda, and then he moved Ebbo further west to ever more secure locations, into 
what was planned to be the kingdom for his son Charles far from any potential sphere of influence of 
Lothar or other supporters of Ebbo. Louis was in charge throughout and he meant for Ebbo to disap-
pear.62 
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But Louis was not simply vindictive here; he was nervous. Ebbo had not been sent to a state prison 
and this was not just because, since there were no such prisons at this period, there was an institutional 
gap in the ruler’s arsenal. There was also a conceptual gap as people could see figures such as Ebbo as 
undergoing penance, not simple imprisonment.63 And this was something that Louis could not fully 
control. Even some of Ebbo’s ‘jailers’ seem to have been lobbying for an end to his punish-
ment/penance.64 When the political circumstances changed with Louis’ death in 840, Ebbo and his 
supporters could use the concept of penance as a wedge to be driven into the case against him and to 
split it apart. This was done at an assembly at Ingelheim and presided over by Lothar, the new emperor 
and a supporter of Ebbo. First of all, as Lothar said, the angels were known to rejoice over penitent 
sinners and Christ did not say that everyone who humbles himself will be condemned; rather, they will 
be exalted.65 Secondly, the old emperor had misused his power. Ebbo now claimed that he had been 
compulsus ad tribunal palatium, non ad synodalem sanctorum conventum, a charge still echoed by his 
supporters years later. He and his supporters also evoked the terrifying atmosphere generated by 
Louis’ anger (raptus a propria sede principum indignatione violenti; diu nimiis terroribus maceratus). 
Lay people of both sexes had been forced into monastic penance by merely the moderna … auctoritas 
palatina.66 But Ebbo and his supporters were not against the role of emperors and palaces as such. It 
was the emperor Lothar who restored Ebbo to Reims per edictum imperiale and he did so at a synod, 
summoned by proper authority, held – where else? – at Ingelheim, palatium publicum.67  

Mayke de Jong’s wonderfully appropriate and evocative label for all this is “the penitential state”. 
But, as we have seen, such a structure was shot through with all sorts of tensions and unresolved dis-
putes. These ninth-century cases were not simple examples of regnum versus sacerdotium but they 
highlighted the extents and limits of the authority and status of royal and episcopal office-holders in 
the Carolingian world and this, as well as the urgent agenda of power politics, troubled contemporar-
ies. This ninth-century picture was one of complexities and tensions. It is instructive to observe how 
that picture was later simplified, its complexities flattened out from the distant perspective of the late 
tenth century. The trial of archbishop Arnulf of Reims in 991 took place in a post-Carolingian world, 
in every sense. In 989 the archbishop had handed over his city of Reims to his Carolingian kinsman 
Charles of Lorraine, in defiance of his oath to the king, Hugh Capet. All this was part of the final dra-
ma of the extinguishing of Carolingian kingship. This last flickering of the Carolingian line was soon 
snuffed out; the new Capetian dynasty prevailed and the archbishop of Reims was to pay the price. A 
council was held in 991 at the abbey of Saint-Basle, attended by the bishops of the realm and by Hugh 
Capet and his son. For the bishop of Orléans, acting as chief prosecutor, the Arnulf case was very 
clear: he was accused of being a proditor, of crimen regiae maiestatis; the bishop of Orleans claimed 
that these were the very things that had cost two previous archbishops of Reims their office: Egidius 
(under Chilperic) and Ebbo.68 But, as we have seen, the Ebbo case had been more complex than that 
(and indeed the case of Arnulf of Reims turned out to be not so simple). The ninth-century clashes 
between kings and bishops did not produce clear definitions of authority and we might recall that even 
the great high medieval conflicts between sacerdotium and regnum did not always produce formulae 
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that isolated state features as such. But, in their settings – palaces, monastic prisons, assemblies – and 
in their performance, including their generation of copious documentation, these ninth-century cases 
help us to chart a clear profile of public authority of the period, even if aspects of that authority appear 
more riven by tensions than has been thought by historians or was welcome to contemporaries. 

III. 

We have looked at some clashes between Carolingian rulers and bishops and we have done so mainly 
from the perspective of the ruler. But was there a perspective in which the ruler’s earthly powers 
looked all too disturbing? For the late Antique and early medieval period such an angle might be pro-
vided by the holy man (or woman). But in the early medieval west there was not much room for mav-
ericks. The Carolingian system of institutionalised holiness seems to have been particularly tightly 
bound.69 It is hard to imagine a Carolingian parallel to the encounter between Otto III and Saint 
Nilus.70 Carolingian rulers, and their bishops, did not look upon unlicensed holy men with any favour; 
Boniface was not alone in his suspicious condemnation of Aldebert in the 740s.71 But one might be 
tempted to think of Boniface, with his criticisms of the Frankish episcopate and above all in his unease 
about the palace, as a bit of a holy man himself. This, however, should be resisted; encounters of ‘es-
tablishment’ holy men and women with the Carolingian court could in fact result in the articulation of 
support for, the acceptance of the public order.72 Texts were certainly written in the Carolingian period 
about the clashes between rulers and holy men but they looked back to an older period. They can, 
however, highlight and reveal features of contemporary state apparatus and conceptualisation of au-
thority. Hincmar’s Vita Remigii, for example, has much to say on the arrogance of royal servants and 
administrators such as foresters of Louis the Pious.73 Were such clashes always in the past? More spe-
cifically, did hagiographers feel no twinges of unease at the contact between holy abbot and pious 
ruler?  

I take three examples from texts whose richness can only be hinted at here, texts all written around 
roughly the same time (the 820s) and dealing with the same sort of (unusual) figure: a holy man at 
court: Alcuin, Benedict of Aniane and Adalhard of Corbie. These texts thus stem from the reign of 
Louis the Pious but they were written before the great crisis of his reign. They tell the story of holy 
men who had regular encounters with the ruler; none of these men were a bishop. How did the authors 
of these texts think through their heroes’ encounter with Carolingian rulers?74 All three texts take a 
positive view of the public order. They signal clearly that that order has an ethnic dimension. The Vita 
Alcuini celebrates Francia as a kingdom upon which God has showered earthly and spiritual glories; 
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the Vita Benedicti highlights its hero’s role as an example for Francia, above all in his restoring the 
Rule of Benedict in the regnum Francorum.75 Radbertus, in his Vita Adalhardi, is thrilled to describe 
Adalhard as one of the most morally eminent Franks and heralds his role in the moral-political health 
of the kingdom: videtur demum novus renasci Francorum ordo.76 After all, Adalhard’s own family 
had helped Charlemagne rule the Francorum imperium and he was himself related to kings, a point 
Paschasius stresses almost obsessively.77 The hereditary dynastic nature of Frankish kingship, a key 
aspect of Carolingian rule, also appears in all three Vitae.78 Further, something of the institutional 
nature of government surfaces in the narratives of the saint’s lives: they inhabit a landscape patrolled 
by royal agents, whose arrival they can predict, and one where news, whether of heresy or of holy 
deeds, cannot be hidden from the king’s ears and where royal orders are issued and obeyed on a regu-
lar basis.79 These holy men attend assemblies, deal with royal documents (even if absent-mindedly in 
Benedict’s case), send texts of spiritual advice to members of the royal family and, in Adalhard’s case, 
administer whole provinces of the empire.80 

                     

A key site in these texts is the palace. It makes only a brief, though telling, appearance in the Vita 
Alcuini, as the location where Charlemagne holds a synod to crush heresy, but it is a dominant pres-
ence in the other two lives.81 Both Benedict and Adalhard are brought up at the royal palace; Adal-
hard’s sister lives at the palace; Benedict’s monastery is deliberately built as near to the palace as pos-
sible.82 Indeed Ardo, in his preface to the text, says that he will have to polish his literary style since 
his (monastic) audience lives near the “sacred hall of the palace”83. Benedict even starts dying at the 
palace; his death scene is split between the worlds of the palace, crowded with dignitaries, where he 
had his own apartment (mansio), and of the monastery.84 And yet not all the aura of the palace is posi-
tive. Ardo knows that he has to justify his hero’s stays at the palace, which is also seen as a place of 
tumult and distraction.85 For Adalhard, the palace’s values had at times to be opposed (e.g. when 
Charlemagne abandoned his marriage to the Lombard princess) as these were the values of ‘Pharaoh’s 
kingdom’ which he had to resist as John the Baptist had done.86 For his sister, the palace was a place 
of carnal temptations, and even her admirable resistance to them could not save her from expulsion 
from the palace for it was a place of envy and instability.87 Even Alcuin was disturbed by the ostenta-
tious pride of the royal family, though this was on a visit to his monastery, and proclaimed that “who-
soever shall exalt himself shall be abased; and he that shall humble himself will be exalted”. The Bible 
meant what it said (even if one Carolingian commentary on this passage pointed out that this change in 
status wouldn’t be happening any time soon).88 Radbertus certainly understood that the representation 
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of Christian asceticism could include criticism of the ruler and the apparatus and settings of author-
ity.89 

Of course, such criticism was rare and perhaps it was not all that radical in its critique. After all, the 
martyrs, who had suffered under really bad rulers, were now the foundations on which the kingdom of 
the Franks rested, as the brassy fanfares of the Carolingian prologue to Lex Salica proclaimed.90 And 
the Frankish kingdom was not alone in having such supports. Even the heretical Lombards could rely 
on their kingdom being enfolded in the protection of John the Baptist.91 But, in contemplating the 
careers of heroic churchmen who had suffered under bad rulers, Carolingian thinkers could see dis-
turbing lessons for their own times (especially under Louis the Pious!). Writing his Life of St Maximin 
of Trier at the end of the 830s, Lupus marvelled at the way the saint had stood up to the emperors and 
he contrasted this with the “degenerate behaviour of our own age. Who would now dare to reveal the 
righteous sternness of the divine commandments to the emperors? Who would reveal their danger to 
them?”92 Not everything worked to the glorification of rulers and their world. But in the trials of bish-
ops, the careers of ascetics and the memorialising of the martyrs we can hear a faint music that under-
cuts the endless melody of the state, something discordant and questioning. We may, if we choose, 
hear and understand this music as Theodor Adorno, in his austere view of our own culture, understood 
modern music, that is, “the shocks of incomprehension, emitted by artistic technique in the age of its 
meaninglessness, undergo a sudden change. They illuminate the meaningless world. … [this music] 
has taken upon itself all the darkness and guilt of the world. Its fortune lies in the perception of misfor-
tune; all of its beauty lies in denying itself the illusion of beauty. … [this music] is the surviving mes-
sage of despair from the shipwrecked.”93 
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