
M A T T H E W  I N N E S  

Property, politics and the problem of the Carolingian state* 

It is no accident that modern studies of the early medieval state have focussed on the mechanisms 
whereby kings and aristocrats articulated, negotiated and legitimated their relationships with one an-
other.1 After all, in a world without dedicated bureaucracies or systems of tax assessment and land 
registration, the very viability of states rested on the mutual ties between kings and the landed elites 
who monopolised local and military power. It is well known that, in the aftermath of the atrophy of 
late antique fiscal structures in early medieval west, the relationship between land and power was un-
usually direct and unmediated; as a result, we can discern no major qualitative differences between the 
material resources available to kings and landowning elites.2 

Of course, we now know that any analysis that ends here, and posits a wholly patrimonial reading 
of early medieval ‘Staatlichkeit’ where the viability of the state is a direct reflection of the relative 
extent of royal and aristocratic landholding, is so impoverished and simplistic as to be utterly mislead-
ing.3 For one thing, even if social and political changes mean that the central aspect of the late antique 
state system – regular and repeatable systems of tax assessment and collection – had ended across the 
west by 700, the wider political legacy of the Roman Empire to the early medieval west was directly 
inherited and never forgotten.4 The kingdoms of the early medieval west were thus true successors to 
Rome, not primary or pristine attempts at state-formation, and the notion of legitimate and sovereign 
public power, inherited from Rome and reshaped in distinctively ecclesiological terms by early medie-
val churchmen, informed the ambitions of early medieval ruling elites. After 700, early medieval 
kingdoms may have lacked the fiscal mechanisms of redistribution which had animated political prac-
tice in the late Roman world, and relied to a greater or lesser extent on the loyalties and spoils of the 
wartrail instead.5 But states remained viable, albeit prone to internal conflict, even when there was no 
plunder or tribute to redistribute. Ultimately, landowners remained tied into a system of public offices 
– above all, those of count and bishop – which were the product of continuous adaptation and evolu-
tion from Roman practice.6 Office-holding now centred on the administration of justice, and so the 

                      
 *  I would like to thank Helena Carr, Paul Fouracre and Simon MacLean for their comments and help. 
 1  See most recently the contributions to Staat im frühen Mittelalter, ed. Stuart Airlie/Walter Pohl/Helmut Reimitz (For-

schungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 11, Wien 2006), with bibliography and discussion of recent debates. 
 2  The modality between late antique fiscal systems of surplus redistribution, and the patrimonial structures of the early 

medieval west, are massively analysed by Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterra-
nean, 400–800 (Oxford 2005), esp.for our purposes in part 1: ‘The structures of the state’.  

 3  Though such assumptions still remain in some modern studies, and are particularly embedded where established grand 
narratives of national history coincide with a dearth of evidence for royal activity as traditionally understood, as with late 
Merovingian Francia or post-Carolingian France. 

 4  For the transformation of Roman systems of tax assessment and collection see Matthew Innes, Land, freedom and the 
making of the Early Medieval West, in: Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 16 (2006) 39–74; and Walter Gof-
fart, Old and New in Merovingian taxation, in: Past & Present 96 (1982) 3–21, repr. in: Walter Goffart, Rome’s Fall and 
After (London 1989). For the problems of Francophone theories of enduring and unchanging fiscality as essayed by Jean 
Durliat and Élisabeth Magnou-Nortier, see Chris Wickham, The fall of Rome will not take place, in: Debating the Middle 
Ages, ed. Lester K. Little/Barbara Rosenwein (London 1998) 45–57. 

 5  See the seminal discussion of Timothy Reuter, Plunder and tribute in the Carolingian Empire, in: Transactions of the 
Royal Historical Society 35 (1985) 75–94. 

 6  This was the fundamental point repeatedly emphasised by Karl-Ferdinand Werner e.g. in his fundamental Missus – 
marchio – comes. Entre l’administration centrale et l’adminstration locale de l’Empire carolingienne, in: Histoire com-
pare de l’administration, VI–XVIII siècles, ed. id./Werner Paracivinci (Beihefte der Francia 9, München 1980) 191–239. 
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ability to judge, fine and punish, plus the oversight of military service; these practices created small-
scale networks of obligation and redistribution within both county and kingdom. 

The exercise of public office of this type, and the workings of the networks that radiated around of-
fice-holders, remain understudied, and if we are to further our understanding of the early medieval 
state this neglect must be corrected.7 But it is already clear that office of this type did not rest on any 
dedicated administrative infrastructure, nor could it be simply devolved from above. Even where im-
posts or tributes which might be seen as fossilised fragments of late Roman practice survived, by the 
Carolingian period they had the character of customary imposts, tied to particular individuals or pieces 
of property; they were neither defined by fiscal law nor subject to any systematic inventorying or ac-
counting, but embedded in a world of face-to-face exchanges.8 To be exercised effectively, therefore, 
public office needed to be held by men with local traction, able to sway public meetings and persuade 
locals to implement their decisions. As a result, early medieval ‘Staatlichkeit’ becomes frustratingly 
intangible in its most practical manifestations, the implementation of central orders and the extraction 
of local resources, for here it cannot be identified with a self-standing or identifiable domain of institu-
tions and practices separable from the totality of collective activity: it was not an ‘instituted process’, 
but remained inextricably interwoven into the fabric of social intercourse.9 

The unique trajectory of state-formation in the early medieval west thus means that it is probably 
inevitable that historians of early medieval Europe will continue to agonise over the problem of ‘Staat-
lichkeit’: the extent to which systems of rule can be seen as meeting our expectations of the state as a 
separate, sovereign body of legitimate practices of formalised rule. So long as we acknowledge that 
our criteria here are culture-bound products of our own time and place and our differing national and 
ideological traditions of academic analysis, mediated through our distinct experiences of modern states 
– such agonising may be useful. If nothing else, the fact that the early medieval state is now a matter 
of international debate should make us more aware than ever of the subjectivity of our all-too-often 
unquestioned preconceptions. Such self-awareness can help free our analyses from the constraints of 
inherited grand narratives and individual national historiographies. 

The outcome of such agonising may well largely turn on the balance we strike between ideological 
and material factors in our analysis, for the realm of ideology was the one major area where kings, as 
legitimate rulers who were responsible to God, could present themselves in significantly different 
ways from their most powerful subjects.10 As a result, studies of royal legitimation and representation 

                      

 

 7  This is, of course, not the only way to analyse the early medieval state, and needs to be complemented by studies of (for 
example) the functions of royal courts and the use of ideological resources. But it is vital if we are to be able to attempt a 
broadly sociological analysis of its functioning and social purchase. For one way forward, focussing on networks of pro-
perty around royal officials, see Matthew Innes, Practices of property in the Carolingian Empire, in: The Long Morning 
of the Middle Ages, ed. Jennifer Davies/Michael McCormick (Aldershot 2008) 247–267, with extended discussion of 
‘Staatlichkeit’ at 262–267. For potential economic implications, see Matthew Innes, Framing the Frankish economy, in: 
Journal of Agrarian Change 9/1 (2009). 

 8  Demonstrations of connections between early medieval customary imposts and late Roman fiscal practices have been the 
mainstay of arguments for administrative continuity, although the nature of the evidence means that the case for direct 
and uninterrupted development from one into the other remains unproven; more critically, such connections are primarily 
formal, particularly relating to terminology, and should not obscure the real problems in relating the early medieval evi-
dence to a continuing sphere of administrative or fiscal law. The fundamental discussion – Ferdinand Lot, L’impôt fon-
cière et la capitation personelle sous le Bas-Empire et à l’époque franque (Paris 1928) esp. 101–117 – clearly sees the 
now customary and localised nature of these Carolingian relics, which in any case are better evidenced east of the Rhine 
where tribute-payments had been fossilised as personal dues paid by some landowners.  

 9  For this as a problem in analysis of medieval states more generally, see Rees Davies, The medieval state: the tyranny of a 
concept?, in: Journal of Historical Sociology 16 (2003) 280–300; note Susan Reynolds’ response, that notwithstanding 
these problems it is still profitable to analyse medieval polities as states, ead., There were states in medieval Europe: a re-
sponse to Rees Davies, in: Journal of Historical Sociology 16 (2003) 550–555. The notion of ‘instituted process’ comes 
from the economic anthropology of Karl Polanyi, The economy as instituted process, in: Trade and the Market in Early 
Empires, ed. id./Conrad Arensberg/Harry Pearson (Glencoe-Illinois, 1957) 143–169; on which see the excellent discus-
sion of S.C. Humphrey, History, economics and anthropology: the work of Karl Polanyi, in: History & Theory 8 (1969) 
165–212. 

 10  Though the distinctive forms of political discourse about legitimate power thus generated of course did not correspond to 
later theories of state sovereignty: this was the point underpinning Johannes Fried’s seminal Der karolingische Herr-
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have been central to recent attempts to reframe early medieval ‘Staatlichkeit’. Our increased know-
ledge of the mechanisms by which kings sought to relate to the wider political constituency, creating 
networks of obligation and patronage which attempted to shape the leaders of landowning factions and 
ecclesiastical institutions into a ‘state elite’, has placed political analysis on a new footing.11 Theories 
of symbolic communication have promised to open up the ‘rules of the game’ in which kings, 
churchmen and aristocrats negotiated their position, and led to lively debate about the extent to which 
presentations of rituals of power as generating consensus are anything more than an interested gloss 
designed to legitimate the viewpoints of their authors.12 Such work has drawn on the fruits of over half 
a century’s aristocratic prosopography inspired by the ‘Freiburg School’, which have enabled students 
of the political centre to fill out the connections and interests of figures who had previously been little 
more than names.13 And the activities of these figures as landowners and officials are now beginning 
to be more fully understood, as prosopographical data has been enriched by charter-based work draw-
ing on ‘Landesgeschichte’ and ‘Annales’ regional history, but using new insights gleaned from studies 
of dispute settlement and property transfers.14 Such studies have provided an important demonstration 
that the exercise of power in the localities had its own dynamic, which cannot be reduced to either a 
reflex of the royal will or an unchanging edifice of family power; they are thus an important corrective 
to the uncritical use of prosopographical data, in which property and kinship networks are read as in-
dices of monolithic and stable systems of patrimonial dominance, or official titles used to indicate the 

                      
schaftsverband im 9. Jahrhundert zwischen Kirche und Königshaus, in: Historische Zeitschrift 235 (1982) 1–43, whose 
vocabulary harks bark to older mid-twentieth century German-language controversies about the personal versus territorial 
elements in early medieval ‘Staatlichkeit’. Fried is one of the major points of departure for the contributors to Staat im 
frühen Mittelalter, ed. Stuart Airlie/Walter Pohl/Helmut Reimitz (Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 11, Wien 
2006). As scholars such as Mayke de Jong (Sacrum palatium et ecclesia. Sur l’authorité religeuse royale sous les carolin-
giens [790–840], in: Annales HSS 58 [2003] 1243–1269), Hans-Werner Goetz (Regnum. Zum politischen Denken der 
Karolingerzeit, in: Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte, Germ. Abt. 104 [1987] 110–187) and Janet L. 
Nelson (throughout her works but notably in Kingship and Empire, in: Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought, 
ed. Jimmy H. Burns [Cambridge 1988] 211–251) have pointed out in response to Fried, Carolingian authors in reflecting 
on political practice could still analyse and discuss a sphere of governmental action which was a lineal predecessor of la-
ter ‘Staatlichkeit’. See also, for the ideological significance of royal legitimacy even in a context where the patrimonial 
resources of kings were limited, Geoffrey Koziol, Begging Pardon and Favour. Ritual Order in Early Medieval France 
(Ithaca 1992).  

 11  The bibliography is huge, and any referencing necessarily selective. More sophisticated political analysis has largely been 
inspired by Janet L. Nelson’s path-breaking work on Carolingian kingship, whilst has inspired a ‘new political history’ 
exemplified by e.g. Simon MacLean, Kingship and Politics in the Late Ninth Century: Charles the Fat and the End of the 
Carolingian Empire (Cambridge 2003); or Eric Goldberg, Struggle for Empire: Kingship and Conflict under Louis the 
German, 817–876 (Ithaca 2006); on the ‘state elite’ see Stuart Airlie, The aristocracy in service of the state in the Caro-
lingian period in: Staat im frühen Mittelalter, ed. Stuart Airlie/Walter Pohl/Helmut Reimitz (Forschungen zur Geschichte 
des Mittelalters 11, Wien 2006) 93–112. 

 12  For ‘symbolic communication’ see Gerd Althoff, Spielregeln der Politik im Mittelalter. Kommunikation im Frieden und 
Fehde (Darmstadt 1997); note the self-consciously controversial contribution by Philippe Buc, The Dangers of Ritual: 
Between Early Medieval Texts and Social Scientific Theory (Princeton 2001); with subsequent exchanges e.g. Geoffrey 
Koziol, The dangers of polemic: is ritual still an interesting topic of historical study?, in: Early Medieval Europe 11 
(2002) 367–388; and Philippe Buc, The monster and his critics: a ritual reply, in: Early Medieval Europe 15 (2007) 441–
452. 

 13  For the historiography of the ‘Tellenbach School’ see Timothy Reuter, The medieval nobility in twentieth-century histo-
riography, in: Companion to Historiography, ed. Michael Bentley (London 1997) 179–212; for current thinking see Stu-
art Airlie, The aristocracy, in: The New Cambridge Medieval History 2: c. 700–c. 900, ed. Rosamond McKitterick (Cam-
bridge 1997) 431–450; and Régine Le Jan, Famille et pouvoir dans le monde franc (Paris 1995). 

 14  See e.g. Warren Brown, Unjust Seizure. Conflict, Interest and Authority in an Early Medieval Society (Ithaca 2001); 
Marios Costambeys, Power and Patronage in Early Medieval Italy: Local Society, Italian Politics and the Abbey of Farfa, 
700–900 (Cambridge 2007); Hans Hummer, Politics and Power in Early Medieval Europe: Alsace and the Frankish 
Realm 600–1000 (Cambridge 2005); and Matthew Innes, State and Society in the Early Middle Ages. The Middle Rhine 
Valley, 400–1000 (Cambridge 2000). For historical antecedents, see Thomas N. Bisson, La terre et les hommes: a pro-
gramme fulfilled?, in: French History 14 (2000) 322–345; and John Freed, Medieval German social history: generaliza-
tions and particularism, in: Central European History 25 (1992) 1–26; but in the recent wave of Carolingian regional 
studies the state plays a far more prominent and dynamic role than in previous structural-regional histories focused on the 
high middle ages. 
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straightforward and unquestioned delegation of clearly defined administrative competences. The first 
attempts to synthesise our increasingly sophisticated understandings of court politics with our new 
sensitivity to the contested and diffused nature of local power are beginning to appear, raising the pos-
sibility of a truly three-dimensional understanding of early medieval ‘Staatlichkeit’ which embraces 
both court and county.15 

For students of both court and county, the Carolingian period has occupied centre stage, in part be-
cause of the richness of its evidence, both documentary and literary; in part, too, because for any early 
medieval historian anxious about the problem of the state, the Carolingian period presents a crucial 
test-case of kingship at its most aggressive and ambitious. In the remainder of this discussion, I focus 
on one key index of the relationship between kings and aristocrats which opens up crucial issues in the 
definition of the Carolingian state: the oscillation of favour and disgrace that was a basic rhythm of 
politics both at the royal court and in the counties. Whilst the bestowal of royal favour was a phe-
nomenon occasioning little more than generic comment in contemporary accounts of politics, dramatic 
episodes of aristocratic disgrace punctuate such narratives, albeit with far less anecdotal detail than the 
better studied accounts of post-Carolingian political ritual.16 The currency of favour and disgrace at 
court was status and office, honour and honores, but in the documentary evidence it is acts of giving 
and taking land which are visible. Disgrace might go hand in hand with expropriation and subsequent 
rehabilitation with restoration, both activities which could give rise to legal claim and counter-claims 
and so leave a documentary footprint. In particular, the reclamation of confiscated land is a major fea-
ture of the charter evidence, and a preoccupation of royal justice in particular in the ninth century; the 
documentary record, moveover, provides a graphic illustration that expropriation and reclamation 
were not just a matter of favour and disgrace at court, but a fundamental aspect of the exercise of pub-
lic office on a local level. Nonetheless, there is no sustained modern analysis of the legal, political or 
ideological aspects of expropriation or reclamation, either at the royal court or in the localities. The 
extent to which such actions were defined by arguments over objective rules rooted in formal law, and 
the degree to which they were embedded in an ultimately interpersonal calculus of honour and status, 
thus remains obscure.17 The chronological and regional patterns of expropriation and reclamation evi-
dent in the charters, moreover, suggest that if we attune our ears we can discern distinct rhythms of 
favour and disgrace which structured the symphonic drama of Carolingian politics. 

Expropriation and reclamation are thus potentially invaluable topics for analysis for a number of 
reasons. Firstly, they were fundamental mechanisms whereby kings ruled their aristocracies, and 
counts governed their localities. In carrying out acts of expropriation or restoration kings and counts 
actively embodied their claims to be legitimate sources of public authority, and redistributing the basic 
political resource in this society. The mechanisms whereby early medieval rulers, royal or aristocratic, 
redistributed land are thus equivalent to the processes of fiscal adjustment and allocation that were 
central to the distribution of power in the later Roman Empire and its Byzantine and Islamic succes-
sor-states. Secondly, favour and disgrace were articulated through political rituals of the type that have 
been the subject of so much study of late; a focus on the material consequences of favour and disgrace 
reminds us that analysis of ‘symbolic communication’ in terms of discourse alone misleads, as it ig-
nores a crucial part of what was at stake in such ‘struggles for meaning’. Finally, land could be confis-
cated or restored by different agencies claiming to represent legitimate public authority, counts as well 
as kings; indeed, the ability to judge claims over land, and so effect its confiscation or return, was cen-
tral to the exercise of public power on all levels. Analysis of confiscation and restoration thus provides 

                      
 15  See, e.g., from the complementary vantage points of court and locality, Stuart Airlie, Aristocracy and Innes, Practices of 

property. 
 16  Quite why Carolingian accounts of ritual were relatively laconic compared to their successors remained unclear, but 

perhaps it was because the meaning of Carolingian ritual was less subject to interpretation, and more routinely fixed, than 
was the case thereafter; just as the rise of ‘narrativité’ in charters may link to the fracturing of common legal culture 
which those with public authority were committed to enforcing?  

 17  Though for another aspect of royal anger as rooted in the ideological needs of kingship, see Geneviève Bührer-Thierry, 
“Just anger” or “vengeful anger”? The punishment of blinding in the early medieval west, in: Anger’s Past. The Social 
Uses of an Emotion in the Middle Ages, ed. Barbara Rosenwein (Ithaca 1999) 75–91; more light will be shed on this is-
sue by Christina Pössel’s forthcoming work on honour. 
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an invaluable reminder that the ‘state’ cannot be reduced any one individual or location; it was not a 
tangible, first-order, object but a second-order phenomenon, the reification of a range of practices un-
dertaken by diverse agencies which existed inside the heads of contemporaries.18 

I. 

In investigating the mechanisms of favour and disgrace, let us begin with one of the most memorable 
passages of Notker of St Gallen’s Deeds of Charlemagne. Writing in the mid-880s, Notker embroi-
dered the skeletal outlines of his written sources with a rich store of anecdotes, carefully retold so as to 
instruct Charles the Fat, Notker’s patron, with a series of political lessons.19 In book II chapter 8, Not-
ker launches into a gleeful account of the visit of envoys from the Caliph to Charlemagne’s court.20 
The envoys, in Notker’s telling, were deceived and mistreated by the abbots and counts they encoun-
tered as they journeyed north from Italy, after a wearying year arriving, fortuitously, at Easter Eve, one 
of the major ceremonial occasions of the Carolingian court and one which was particularly emphasised 
by Notker.21 Amazed at the (to them) strange magnificence of the season, they are received into the 
Emperor’s favour, and bestow on Charles oriental luxuries.22 

Notker’s account of their stay at court is split by an apparently unrelated anecdote, inserted here as 
a digression. Impatient at the magnificent celebrations which had so awestruck his eastern visitors, 
Charlemagne “who could never endure idleness and sloth”, decides to go hunting in the royal game 
reserves around the palace. The envoys disappear from the following action: Notker claims they were 
stricken with fear when they saw the immense animals on the hunt and fled. Charles, in contrast, rode 
after the game, drawing his sword to kill a “monstrous beast”; missing his aim, however, the Em-
peror’s calf is gored and the beast flees to a thicketed valley. The proceres who were accompanying 
Charles sought to ingratiate themselves with the Emperor by offering him their hose, but he manfully 
refuses, saying that he will return to his queen, Hildegard, in this state. However one Isanbard pursued 
the offending beast “and not daring to approach it more closely, threw his lance” with deadly effect 
and brought the animal “yet warm” to the emperor. Charles, having “seemed to pay no attention to the 
incident”, tells his queen, Hildegard, of it on his return home, showing her the enormous horns of the 
dead animal. “When she heard that is was Isanbard who had saved him from this terrible enemy, who 
was in ill favour with the Emperor and who had been deprived of all his honours (honores), she threw 
himself at Charlemagne’s feet and induced him to restore all, and to make a gift (munera) besides.” 

It is no accident that Notker chooses to locate Isanbard’s rehabilitation as taking place whilst hunt-
ing, for the royal hunt was a primary mechanism for political consensus building, and his anecdote 
offers real insight into the workings of royal ceremonial at court and on the chase.23 Isanbard, how-
ever, was a real historical figure whose family loomed large in the history of early Carolingian Ale-
mannia, and Notker was evidently here drawing on a well-known episode.24 This much, indeed, is 

                      
 18  For the state as reification in modern political theory see Philip Abrams, Notes on the difficulty of studying the state 

(1977), in: Journal of Historical Sociology 1 (1988) 58–89.  
 19  For the political context and function of Notker’s work, see now MacLean, Kingship and politics 199–229; the following 

discussion is also much indebted to Hans-Werner Goetz’s analysis of Notker’s text as a window on the mentalities and 
structures of his world: id., Strukturen der spätkarolingischen Epoche im Spiegel der Vorstellungen eines zeitgenös-
sischen Mönches. Eine Interpretation der Gesta Karoli Notkers von Sankt Gallen (Bonn 1981). 

 20  Notker Balbulus, Gesta Karoli magni imperatoris II, 8 (ed. Hans Haefele, MGH SS rer. Germ. NS 12, Berlin 1959/repr. 
1980) 59–62. 

 21  For royal celebration of Easter see also Notker Balbulus, Gesta Karoli magni imperatoris II, 7, 19, 21, ed. Haefele 58, 89–
90, 91–92; and the comments of Matthew Innes, “He never even allowed his white teeth to be bared in laughter”. The 
politics of humour in the Carolingian renaissance, in: Humour, History and Politics in Late Antiquity and the Early Mid-
dle Ages, ed. Guy Halsall (Cambridge 2003) 131–156, at 147–154. 

 22  For growing Frankish consumption of oriental luxuries in the eighth and ninth centuries, see Michael McCormick, Ori-
gins of the European Economy: Communications and Commerce, 400–900 (Cambridge 2001); Notker is frequently criti-
cal of ostentatious demonstrations of such fashions. 

 23  I have a study of this in preparation. 
 24  For Notker’s use of oral sources see Matthew Innes, Memory, orality and literacy in an early medieval society, in: Past & 

Present 158 (1998) 3–38. 
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implied in Notker’s direct address to Charles the Fat when introducing Isanbard, “son of that same 
Warin who persecuted your patron St Otmar”. Otmar, with the backing of Victor, the count-bishop of 
Chur, Nebi, a member of the Alemannian ducal family, and most probably Charles Martell, had been 
responsible for the effective foundation of the Carolingian abbey of St Gallen in the decades after 719, 
on the site of a church dedicated to the Irishman Gallus, a disciple of Columbanus; after his death in 
759, he was culted by the monks, with a “Life” composed in the 830s, and a church within the abbey 
constructed and dedicated in his honour in 867.25 Charles the Fat, who had enjoyed close links with 
Alemannia and St Gallen since his youth, was himself a devotee of Otmar, whom he saw as special 
saintly patron: according to St Gallen tradition, Charles had funded an annual feast on Otmar’s festival 
which he had attended as a lay brother each year to 879, thereafter sending a royal legate to the feast 
when he could not attend and funding eight monks to serve Otmar and pray for Charles as King.26 So, 
by playing on Charles the Fat’s personal relationship with Otmar, Notker was highlighting the Em-
peror’s personal ties to St Gallen, and his knowledge of shared stories about Otmar’s deeds which 
defined membership of a wider community around the abbey. But, contrary to first impressions, the 
appearance of the tale of Isanbard and the royal hunt here, in the middle of an apparently unrelated 
story about Abbasid envoys in Francia, is not simply a matter of clumsy cut-and-paste being used to 
bring in a favourite fireside tradition uncritically reported.27 

In fact, both the Isanbard episode and the story of the Abbasid envoys in which it is sandwiched 
turn on similar oppositions, and are used to hammer home a similar message to their reader. Central to 
Notker’s telling of both anecdotes is a highly gendered code of behaviour in which the virile bravado 
exemplified by Charles is opposed to the softening femininity of Hildegard and the court. Just as the 
cloying obsequies of the proceres at court counterpoint the values demonstrated by Isanbard and lead-
ing to his rehabilitation, so the Abbasid envoys portrayed as figures of orientalising and feminising 
luxury ill at ease with the mores of Frankish masculinity.28 Thus Charles’ very decision to go hunting, 
rather than continue with the magnificent feasting and celebrations, is motivated by his loathing of 
“idleness and sloth”, whilst the envoys prepared to go with Charles but “when they saw the immense 
animals they were stricken with a mighty fear and fled”. A similar set of oppositions run through sev-
eral other of Notker’s stories. In his account of Charles’ conquest of Italy, for example, an impatient 
Charles similarly decides to escape the silken tongues of Italian bishops at Pavia with the words ‘let us 
not let leisure lead us into slothful habits, let us go hunting and kill something’. There then follows a 
story in which Charles, wearing an everyday sheepskin, enjoys the hunt in spite of the blustery 
weather, whereas his retinue, decked out in festal gear of oriental finery acquired from Venetian mer-
chants, return soaking and ripped to shreds, their pride humbled. Here, contemporary tastes for the 
conspicuous display of eastern luxuries are unfavorably contrasted with unadorned traditional Frank-
ish masculinity.29 

                      
 25  On Otmar and the development of his cult see Johannes Duft, Die Lebensgeschichten der Heiligen Gallus und Otmar (St. 

Gallen 1988). Nebi and Charles Martell are named as supporting Otmar by Walahfrid Strabo, Vita sancti Galli 10 (ed. 
Bruno Krusch, MGH SS rer. Merov. 4, Berlin 1902) 280–337, at 318f., but neither plays a significant role in the hagiog-
raphy of Otmar or in later St Gallen house-histories, all of which postdate Walahfrid’s Vita sancti Galli; as their naming 
here plays no obvious role in supporting any literary or political agenda of Walahfrid’s, hence its omission in later St 
Gallen works, I would be inclined to accept this tradition. 

 26  Notker’s allusions here are worked out by Maclean, Kingship and Politics 216f. For Charles the Fat and the feast of 
Otmar, see Ekkehard, Casus sancti Galli 6 (ed. Hans Haefele, St Galler Klostergeschichte, Darmstadt 1980) 28; with D 
Karl. 13 (ed. Paul Kehr, MGH Diplomata regum et imperatorum Germaniae ex stirpe Karolinorum 2, Berlin 1937); and, 
on these arrangements, Karl Schmid, Brüderschaften mit den Mönchen aus der Sicht des Kaiserbesuchs im Galluskloster 
vom Jahre 883, in: Churrätisches und St Gallisches Mittelalter. Festschrift Otto P. Clavadetscher, ed. Helmut Maurer 
(Sigmaringen 1984) 173–194. 

 27  Though most likely the Isanbard story and the story of the envoys were distinct anecdotes elided by Notker: the link 
between Isanbard’s rehabilitation (which can be dated to 798 or shortly before), Hildegard (who died in 783) and the 
Abbasid embassy at Aachen (normally identified with that of 801), is quite ahistorical. 

 28  Cf. Chris Wickham’s discussion of Notker’s presentation of Byzantium in terms of ‘orientalism’: Ninth-century Byzan-
tium through western eyes, in: Byzantium in the Ninth Century: Dead or Alive?, ed. Leslie Brubaker (London 1998) 245–
256. 

 29  Notker Balbulus, Gesta Karoli magni imperatoris II, 17, ed. Haefele 58. 



Property, politics and the problem of the Carolingian state 305 

Not only do common themes running through Notker’s work unite the stories of Isanbard and the 
Abbasid envoys: the two anecdotes are retold together so as to reinforce a shared moral. After the di-
gression about the hunt, Notker returns to the Abbasid envoys, who come to enjoy Charles’ confi-
dence. Encouraged by alcohol-fuelled joking banter, they let slip to Charles that although he is feared 
in Baghdad and Constantinople, “the primores of your own kingdom, it seems to us, care very little 
about you except in your presence: for when we came as strangers to them, and begged them to show 
us some kindness for the love of you, to whom we desired to make our way, they gave no heed to us 
and sent us away empty-handed”. Enraged, Charles “denuded all the counts and abbots, through 
whose territories those envoys had come, of all the honores that they held; and levied a huge fine on 
the bishops”. So, whereas the Isanbard episode shows fitting manly behaviour being properly re-
warded with gifts and offices, the denouement of the story of the envoys shows removal from favour – 
the kind of dishonour suffered by Isanbard prior to his rehabilitation – as a necessary mechanism 
whereby rulers disciplined their aristocracies. 

Notker, of course, wrote in a very specific late Carolingian context. Removal from office had a 
much higher profile in the political process of the last two thirds of the ninth century than hitherto. The 
straightforwardness of Notker’s Charlemagne, and his awareness of the potentially slippery nature of 
courtly flattery, similarly point to a specific phase of late Carolingian politics in which traditional me-
chanisms of access to the king were becoming more fiercely contested, and more easily clogged by 
intermediaries.30 It is no accident that Notker’s one other anecdote about an aristocrat suffering dis-
honour before undergoing rehabilitation had direct contemporary echoes which reflected on current 
political practice: he comments that Count Udalrich, Hildegard’s brother, was the one exception to 
Charlemagne’s general rule of only granting aristocrats one county or benefice, before telling the story 
of Udalrich’s fall from favour and subsequent return when a jester at court shamed the king, in a tell-
ing commentary on the contemporary practice of granting multiple counties to one individual.31 

II. 

Notker’s stories of Isanbard and Udalrich may have reflected contemporary practices and immediate 
concerns. But the underlying dynamics on which they turned – the oscillation of favour and disgrace, 
the giving and taking back of gifts, the granting and removing of office – would have been familiar to 
any early medieval reader. By couching this piece of political advice for Charles the Fat in the retell-
ing of story about a local personage who had flourished almost a century earlier, Notker tapped into 
traditions reaching back to the aftermath of Carolingian conquest. The flowering of St Gallen hagiog-
raphy and house-history allows us to reconstruct some of the vectors of memory on which Notker 
drew, whilst thanks to the rich seam of St Gallen charters, and Michael Borgolte’s indispensable stud-
ies using this material to elucidate the administrative and political development of Alemannia under 
Carolingian rule, St Gallen tradition can be placed in a wider regional political context.32 As a result, 

                      
 30  For analysis on these lines see Innes, State and Society; MacLean, Kingship and Politics; and The Carolingian World, ed. 

Marios Costambeys/Matthew Innes/Simon MacLean (Cambridge 2008) chapter 8. 
 31  Notker Balbulus, Gesta Karoli magni imperatoris I, 13, ed. Haefele 17; and for this as contemporary comment, MacLean, 

Kingship and politics 216f., seeing here a reflection of the career of the Count Udalrich who was the dominant aristocrat 
in Notker’s Alemannia. 

 32  Hagiography: see Duft, Lebensgeschichten; plus the MGH editions by Bruno Krusch of the material relating to the cult of 
St Gall (MGH SS rer. Merov. 4, Berlin 1902) 229–337, and by Ildefons von Arx, on the vita and miracula of St Otmar 
(MGH SS 2, Hannover 1829) 40–58. House-histories: Ratpert, Casus sancti Galli (ed. Hannes Steiner, St. Galler Klos-
tergeschichte, MGH SS rer. Germ. in us. schol. 75, Hannover 2002); and for its later continuations Ekkehard, Casus 
sancti Galli, ed. Haefele. The standard edition of the charters remains Urkundenbuch des Klosters St. Gallen (ed. Helmut 
Wartmann, St. Gallen 1863–1866), though an update is a desideratum; see Michael Borgolte’s indispensable companion, 
Kommentar zu Ausstellungsdaten, Actum- und Güterorten der älteren St Galler Urkunden, in: Subsidia Sangallensia 1: 
Materialien und Untersuchungen zu den Verbrüderungsbüchern und zu den älteren Urkunden des Stiftsarchivs St. Gallen, 
ed. id./Dieter Geuenich/Karl Schmid (St. Galler Kultur und Geschichte 16, St. Gallen 1986) 323–475. For Alemannia’s 
administrative and political development see Michael Borgolte, Geschichte der Grafschaften Alemanniens in fränkischer 
Zeit (Vorträge und Forschungen 31, Sigmaringen 1984); and Michael Borgolte, Die Grafen Alemanniens im merowingi-
scher und karolingischer Zeit. Eine Prosopographie (Sigmaringen 1986). 
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we can see Notker’s stories about dishonour, expropriation and removal from office, and rehabilita-
tion, as part of a longer continuum. 

Isanbard himself was a relatively minor personage, whose notoriety primarily rested – as Notker 
reminded his audience – on his paternity. Isanbard’s father, Warin, was one of the two crucial Frank-
ish interlopers through whom Pippin established direct rule over Alemannia at some point in the pe-
riod after the Frankish victory at Cannstatt in 746 and the removal of the last dux.33 As the charters 
make clear, the abbey was the focal point for a wide-reaching network of Alemannian landowners.34 
Tension between this grouping and Alemannia’s new rulers was probably inevitable, not least as the 
web of gift-giving and precarial regrants which were its material expression were obvious targets for 
conquering outsiders needing to acquire the landed muscle to rule the region. This latent conflict inter-
acted with the designs of the bishop of Constance, Sidonius, to establish direct episcopal control over 
St Gallen, which had close links with the prince-bishops of Chur but lay in Constance’s immediate 
vicinity and had, indeed, supplied Sidonius’ predecessor as bishop. At the end of the 750s, matters 
boiled over. Otmar was accused and found guilty of illicit sexual activity at a judicial assembly before 
Warin and Ruthard, and imprisoned in isolation in their residence at Bodman, before the intervention 
of Gozbert, a powerful landowner aligned with St Gallen, succeeded in having the abbot placed in a 
form of ‘internal exile’ on an island in the Rhine, where he died shortly afterwards in 759.35 

With Otmar removed from the scene and St Gallen in the hands of Sidonius, there was scope for 
fairly systematic expropriation of the abbey’s lands. St Gallen tradition laid claim on six properties 
that were lost to Warin, Ruthard and their followers in these years. Charter evidence survives to this 
day in the St Gallen archive elucidating the nature of one of these expropriations. In the years before 
747 Beata and her son Lampert had made a series of donations of land at Uznach and a number of 
other sites near Zurich to St Gallen. Beata and Lampert were leading members of the Alemannian elite 
with extensive landholdings across the region, and their gifts were guaranteed by leading figures, and 
several redacted at their family monastery at Benken. These gifts are eloquent testimony to the ab-
bey’s role as something approaching a ‘land-bank’ for this grouping, the major potential losers from 

                      
 33  On Warin and Ruthard, see Borgolte, Grafen Alemanniens 282–287 and 229–236 respectively; on their administration, 

Borgolte, Geschichte der Grafschaften Alemanniens; they are only securely attested in the charter evidence from c. 754, 
so we should not assume that political change was instantaneous after Cannstatt. Cannstatt is presented in most modern 
studies as marking a cataclysmic break, with the Alemannian landowning class devastated in its aftermath in a manner 
comparable to the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy at the battle of Hastings. The charter evidence indicates landowning elites 
suffering some disruption, but not being subjected to decimation or large-scale replacement. Near-contemporary narra-
tives such as the continuations of Fredegar and the Moselle Annals suggest that Cannstatt was a bitter and fierce battle, 
but against place it against the backdrop of several generations of oscillating ‘hot’ conflict and political negotiation be-
tween Alemannian dukes and Carolingian mayors; later Carolingian historiography, notably the Annales Mettenses Pri-
ores, tends to add emphasis to the battle as demonstrating God’s backing for the Carolingians, and it has continued to en-
joy a high profile in modern historiography because of a postulated but never unequivocally demonstrated link with Car-
loman’s ‘resignation’. St Gallen sources, in fact, avoid mentioning Cannstatt, instead focusing on the depredations of 
Warin and Ruthard, and when they allude to devastation they locate it in earlier Carolingian campaigns in Alemannia, no-
tably those of Pippin II. There is probably an element of conscious suppression in this, conditioned by the overwhelm-
ingly positive portrayal of King Pippin in ninth-century St Gallen, although it would have been relatively easily to cast 
Carloman as the fall guy. But this most support the view that the ending of the Alemannian duchy, then the arrival of Wa-
rin and Ruthard, not the destruction wrought by Cannstatt, were the major impetuses for change. 

 34  See Rolf Sprandel, Das Kloster St. Gallen in der Verfassung des karolingischen Reiches (Forschungen zur ober-
rheinischen Landesgeschichte 7, Freiburg im Breisgau 1958) 9–27, although extent to which this network represented a 
dedicated Alemannian ‘opposition’ to the Carolingians must remain open to question, in part because the extent of Caro-
lingian interaction with the Alemannian duchy prior to 746 remains obscure.  

 35  The crucial accounts are Walahfrid Strabo, Vita sancti Otmari 4–6, von Arx 43f.; and Ratpert, Casus sancti Galli 2, ed. 
Steiner 154–157. Walahfrid has Warin and Ruthard menacing St Gallen’s lands, Otmar asking for Pippin’s intervention, 
but a traitorous monk Lambert denouncing him in an assembly before Warin and Ruthard, and Gozbert then intervening; 
Ratpert refers to the Vita Otmari but differs in his emphases, having bishop Sidonius of Constance, egged on by Warin 
and Ruthard, bringing the accusations as he wished St Gallen, like Reichenau, to become an episcopal property. The dic-
tates of genre (the need for evil judges and traitorous witnesses in hagiography versus Ratpert’s focus on the history of 
the St Gallen-Constance issue) explain most of these differences. The best discussion of the complex relationship be-
tween Constance and St Gallen in this period remains Theodor Mayer, Konstanz und St. Gallen in der Frühzeit, in: 
Schweizerische Zeitschrift für Geschichte 2 (1952) 472–524. 
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Carolingian aggression. The lands at Uznach were therefore obvious targets for Frankish expropria-
tion, for seizing them deprived not only the abbey, but also the family of Beata and Lampert which 
enjoyed continuing claims to have the land granted back from its new owners. Beata and Lampert’s 
gifts at Uznach were thus seized and added to the holdings of the fisc of Zurich, alongside Bodman a 
major centre of Warin and Ruthard’s power.36 Our evidence for Warin and Ruthard’s expropriation, 
consisting of later attempts at reclamation plus the carefully constructed denunciations of St Gallen 
tradition, tends to present these activities as inherently illegal, but we should pause before accepting 
this verdict at face value. One ninth-century court hearing, for example, recalled how the lands of one 
Isingrim had been forfeit to the fisc as their owner had died whilst in a state of infidelity, whilst a con-
cern for legal form is also evident in the accusation and exile of Otmar.37  

Otmar’s fate meant that he could be remembered by the St Gallen community as a martyr. By the 
reign of Louis the Pious, Otmar’s career could be written up in such terms, with Warin and Ruthard 
cast as the stereotypical persecutors of hagiographical tradition.38 This portrayal was possible partly 
because the passage of time meant that the conflicts of Pippin’s reign were now sufficiently distant for 
safe discussion. Probably more importantly, by the ninth century the political system created by Warin 
and Ruthard as Pippin’s agents had been transformed. Warin and Ruthard dominated Alemannia from 
a small number of fiscal complexes whose creation cut across existing patterns of landholding, and 
destroyed the now obscure mechanisms whereby Alemannian churches and landowners had been tied 
to the ducal court. In Charlemagne’s reign, however, the Alemannian elite were embraced at the Caro-
lingian court, and a network of local counts appeared for the first time in Alemannia’s history. Of 
course, on a local level rapprochement between local elites and Frankish agents was the inevitable by-
product of successful rule, but under Charlemagne this was carried on side by side with structural 
change, as the pyramids of rule leading back to the ducal court prior to 746, or to Warin and Ruthard 
under Pippin, were replaced by an array of counts directly responsible to the king for their individual 
counties, counties which emerged in a piecemeal process which was not completed until the first years 
of Louis the Pious.39 In this new dispensation, landowners could avail themselves of judicial assem-
blies presided over by these local counts, and claim back lands lost in the first years of Frankish rule: a 
remarkable pair of royal charters from 790 concern diverse lands in the Breisgau which had been 
seized by Ruthard and sold on to the abbeys of St Denis and St Martin’s at Tours, and show the dis-
possessed and their descendents availing themselves of new opportunities to assert their title.40 

                      

 

 36  See Urkundenbuch St. Gallen 7, 10–12, ed. Wartmann 7f. and 11–15 for the gifts, with leading figures such as Count Pebo, 
and Cancor, founder of Lorsch, witnessing; the subsequent expropriation is evident from the eventual act of restitution to 
St Gallen in 821, 263, and Uznach is among the properties listed by Ratpert, Casus sancti Galli 2, ed. Steiner 156f.; Ratpert 
has Sidonius treating the abbey’s estates as episcopal lands and granting benefices, but the charter evidence suggests differ-
rently. On Beata and Lampert’s circle, see Sprandel, Kloster St. Gallen 9–27; for the role of land gifts and regrants in prim-
ing networks around monasteries, the pathbreaking study was of course Barbara Rosenwein, To Be a Neighbor of St Peter. 
The Social Meaning of Cluny’s Property, 909–1049 (Ithaca 1989); and cf. two recent studies of the impact of Carolingian 
‘conquest’ on networks around Freising and Wissembourg, Brown, Unjust seizure, and Hummer, Politics and power. 

 37  For Isingrim see Louis the Pious’ restoration of his gifts to St Gallen in 818, Urkundenbuch St. Gallen 233, ed. Wart-
mann 225f. Whether this means he died at Cannstatt, or was killed by rivals whilst in alleged rebellion, remains unclear, 
but the use of force claimed as legitimate because it was exercised in defence of legal judgement and public authority is 
striking, as in Otmar’s case. 

 38  See Walahfrid Strabo, Vita sancti Otmari, ed. von Arx, written c. 830 and apparently drawing on a slightly earlier but 
now lost vita by Gozbert. 

 39  On administrative development, Borgolte, Geschichte der Grafschaften Alemanniens, is fundamental. In spite of Stuart 
Airlie’s comments, Towards a Carolingian aristocracy, in: Der Dynastiewechsel von 751. Vorgeschichte, Legitimationss-
trategien und Erinnerung, ed. Matthias Becher/Jörg Jarnut (Sigmaringen 2004) 109–127, I would still characterise aristo-
cratic hierarchies in the mid-eighth century as essentially pyramidal, with a royal power mediated through a small num-
ber of regional strongmen, not least Warin and Ruthard in Alemannia; the distribution of the ‘sub N. com.’ formula used 
by Alemannian charter scribes seems to me to indicate exactly such a structure, rather than a thicker system of officials 
charged with the systematic enforcement of the royal will suggested by Airlie, not least as the appearance of individuals 
styled count before the 770s tends to be a matter of political conjuncture (e.g. in the cases of Cancor and Pebo in the 
Beata-Lambert charters discussed above).  

 40  See D KdGr. 166 (790 August 31), D KdGr. 167 (790 August 31) (ed. Engelbert Mühlbacher, MGH DD Karolinorum 1, 
Die Urkunden Pippins, Karlmanns und Karls des Großen, Hannover 1906) 224–226. In both cases Charlemagne ac-
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Isanbard’s career can in many ways stand for this process of change. Just two years after Otmar’s 
death, in the first known act of Isanbard’s career, we have a hint of rapprochement. In a surviving 
charter from 761 Isanbard sold St Gallen lands at Stammheim and two other locations. In return, Isan-
bard received from the monks a sword and a horse. This exchange was richly symbolic of mutual rec-
ognition, and reminds us that ‘symbolic communication’ was a crucial aspect in the articulation of 
power locally as well as at court. The sword and the horse were constitutive of male aristocratic iden-
tity, and their receipt by the monks at the outset of Isanbard’s public life thus acknowledged his stand-
ing; in return, Isanbard gave the monks land in a gesture of atonement. Warin himself may well have 
played a significant role in choreographing this reconciliation for his earlier actions against Otmar. 
Stammheim, strategically overlooking the Rhine valley downstream from Lake Constance, was a cen-
tre of Warin’s rule, and the whole transaction was “enacted under [the jurisdiction of] Count Warin”. 
Later tradition associated Stammheim with the humiliations visited upon Otmar by Warin and Rut-
hard, and Stammheim was also a site where claims about the unjust seizure of land by royal agents 
clustered. The charter documenting the exchange of 761 presented the land given to the monks as hav-
ing been received by Isanbard “in inheritance” from his father, who of course was still active and 
alive. In effect, in accepting the gift the monks were allowing Warin, through his son, to return dis-
puted land and end a state of enmity, but at the same time in the document they were implicitly ac-
knowledging the legitimacy of Isanbard’s inheritance of property from his father, and the expectation 
that he would succeed his father in public office.41 

Warin did not die until 774, six years after his royal master, Pippin. But the jostling for position be-
tween Pippin’s sons Carloman and Charlemagne had already begun to loosen the iron grip in which 
the region had previously been held. Carloman, attempting to court the Alemannian elite in a struggle 
for political support against his brother, in 769 issuing a mandate directly instructing Warin, his agents 
and his successors to respect specific holdings of the abbey of Münster-in-Gregorienthal which had 
evidently been under threat; in the same year the remains of Otmar were moved from the island where 
he had died in exile to St Gallen itself in an act of translation which constituted a direct claim of saint-
ly status.42 Carloman’s subsequent death and Charlemagne’s emergence as sole ruler did not reverse 
the process, rather accelerating it. Charlemagne elected to marry into the Alemannian landowning elite 
by wedding Hildegard, a descendent of the former ducal line, in 771, and the following decades saw 
several of her male kin acting as local counts in the region.43 

Although Isanbard succeeded his father as a count in 774, he was now active primarily in the Thur-
gau, working as a new-style ‘county count’, not a regional strongman mediating contact between the 
Alemannian elite and the king on the model of his father. Isanbard’s career even in this more circum-
scribed position was shortlived, for in the rich charter evidence he disappears as a count from 779, 
reemerging almost two decades later, in 798. Notker’s story of Isanbard’s disgrace and subsequent 
rehabilitation thus has a historical basis, although Hildegard, who died in 783, can scarcely have been 
directly responsible for his return shortly before 800. Notker’s focus on Hildegard may in part rest of 
the kind of foreshortening we would expect from a century of oral transmission, and in part on Not-
ker’s literary technique of using Hildegard to stand for the static centre of the royal court. But the ups 
and downs of Isanbard’s career were inextricably linked to Hildegard and her kin, for after 779 Isan-

                      
knowledged the legitimacy of the successful cases of reclamation, and castigated the initial seizures as illicit, but none-
theless granted the land to St Denis and St Martin’s in acknowledgement of their status as major patrons of Frankish 
kingship; we have no contextual detail indicating possible local compromises or compensation to sweeten these decisions 
for the re-dispossessed. 

 41  Urkundenbuch St. Gallen 1, 31, ed. Wartmann 34f. this is drafted as a charter of sale (perhaps because it was an exchange 
between individuals who had previously been in a state of enmity?), but the sword and horse have more of the character 
of a counter-gift than a price for the lands at Stammheim and two other locations. For land grants at Stammheim being 
closely associated to acts of atonement for Otmar’s fate, see below. 

 42  See, D Karlmann 45 (769 March 22), ed. Mühlbacher 64f., transmitted in the original; for Otmar’s translation ten years 
after his death see Walahfrid Strabo, Vita sancti Otmari 7, ed. von Arx 44. 

 43  For Hildegard’s paternty, Thegan, Gesta Hludowici imperatoris 2 (ed. Ernst Tremp, MGH SS rer. Germ. in us. schol. 64, 
Hannover 1995) 1–52, 168–277, at 176–179; for her kinsmen’s influence, see Borgolte, Geschichte Alemanniens, plus 
the biographies in his Grafen Alemanniens. 
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bard had been replaced in the Thurgau by one of Hildegard’s male relatives, and his reappearance in 
798 coincided with the death of Hildegard’s brother, Gerold.44 Hildegard and her kin can thus be more 
plausibly seen as the agents of Isanbard’s downfall than the advocates of his rehabilitation, and in 
Notker’s anecdote his queenly heroine makes ahistorical and posthumous amends.  

The charter evidence indicates that to effect his rehabilitation Isanbard found it necessary to engage 
in continued negotiation with St Gallen, and deal with the thick web of claims and enmities left by his 
father’s career. A series of charters from 798-806 show Isanbard granting St Gallen possessions in the 
Thurgau and Hegau, the area which he, and previously his father, had previously dominated, but whe-
re kinsmen of Hildegard, notably Count Udalrich, now held jurisdiction. In these documents, Isan-
bard’s gifts are linked to prayers for the souls of his close kin, and residual rights over the gifted land 
are articulated in clauses reserving to Isanbard the right to buy it back from the monks. Isanbard is 
thus trying to work with St Gallen, publicly making atonement for his father’s career and in return 
receiving public forgiveness through prayer, and public acknowledgement of his status as a count, 
from the monks. Nonetheless, hot tempers and long-running conflicts over the property and status of 
Isanbard and his kin are evident. Under the jurisdiction of his erstwhile enemies Isanbard’s hold on the 
property which he had inherited from his parents, but which his opponents claimed had been illegally 
seized by his father half a century earlier, was under threat. In 806, in a complex agreement, Isanbard 
gifted lands to St Gallen, some left by Warin and agreed to have been held by Isanbard in current ti-
mes, some “acquired” by Warin and then left to his son in lawful and legitimate inheritance. The 
agreement – subscribed by now fewer than 42 witnesses - goes on to allude to accusations that had 
been made against Isanbard regarding a “particular place in the Thurgau”, which St Gallen agreed not 
to repeat against either Isanbard or his heirs on receipt of his gift. A further, undated, document lists 
the dozen individuals who could testify to “that investiture [which concluded] the quarrel between 
Isanbard and St Gallen”.45 

Notker wrote over three quarters of a century after these events, and after Isanbard – whose last ap-
pearance comes in the document of 806 – no segments of the regional elite harked on Warin and Isan-
bard’s memory, or claimed descent from these architects of Carolingian ‘order’ in the region. Hence 
the impunity with which St Gallen authors from the time of Louis the Pious onwards could blacken 
their reputations. Notker’s interest in stories about Hildegard and her kin – which dominate those sec-
tions of his work not solely dependent on traditions from within the cloister - is easily explainable in 
terms of his family’s position as clients of Hildegard’s descendents, who continued to enjoy a leading 
position within Alemannia.46 But why remember a relatively minor figure like Isanbard, whose sig-
nificance primarily lay in his ancestry, a good three generations after his family’s disappearance from 
any position of power in the region? Notker’s identification of Isanbard as the subject of the story only 
makes sense if there was a genuine tradition about the disgrace and subsequent rehabilitation of 
Warin’s son circulating in late ninth-century Alemannia, yet there is no evidence of any aristocratic 
grouping or ecclesiastical institution with an interest in cultivating Isanbard’s memory.  

The key here is not people, but place. The memories of Warin and Ruthard’s expropriations, which 
had defined Isanbard’s career, did not pass away with the descendents of the expropriators, for the 
crucial royal resources through which Alemannia was ruled had either been created by those expro-
priations in the middle decades of the eighth century, or were coloured by the memory of the regime 
of those Frankish strongmen. Isanbard’s complex and tense relationship with St Gallen had revolved 
around half a century of contestation about property in Stammheim and its vicinity, and it was through 

                      
 44  On Isanbard’s career and the historicity of Notker’s story see Borgolte, Grafen Alemanniens 150–156. 
 45  Urkundenbuch St. Gallen 190 (806), ed. Wartmann 1, 180f.; and ibid., Anhang 20, ed. Wartmann 2, 397 undated; the 

earlier gifts from this period are 154 and 178, ed. Wartmann 1, 154 and 168. Isanbard is given the comital title in these 
documents, but, as the ‘sub N. com.’ clauses make clear, was not count in his former stamping ground of the Thurgau. 
The area where he was a count in these years remains unclear, as he is not attested as such in any ‘sub N. com.’ clause 
from this period: did his quarrels with St Gallen involve the monks not acknowledging his position, or not attesting to it 
in their charters ? Or was his rehabilitation primarily honorific ? It is notable what was remembered by Notker as a return 
of lost honores appears from the charters to have involved the recovery of status rather than a specific jurisdiction.  

 46  Innes, Memory, orality and literacy. 
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gifts here that repeated attempts at reconciliation with the monks were articulated.47 These memories 
remained live over half a century after Isanbard’s death, in the time of Charles the Fat, for it was with 
the proceeds of fiscal holdings at Stammheim that Charles funded an annual feast at St Gallen on the 
anniversary of Otmar’s death, an arrangement made permanent with the grant of royal land at Stamm-
heim to St Otmar (in the person of the monks of St Gallen) in 879, and the formalisation of arrange-
ments for Charles’ representation at the feast and his and Otmar’s commemoration in prayer. As Si-
mon Maclean puts it, “the gift at Stammheim not only strengthened Charles’s relationship with Otmar, 
but also symbolically reached back across the whole Carolingian era to the beginnings of the dynasty’s 
influence in Alemannia, connecting the king to local political traditions and legitimising his author-
ity”48. 

The political and symbolic significance of royal land at Stammheim is confirmed by the conflict 
occasioned by Conrad I’s subsequent attempt to make further gifts of fiscal land at the site to com-
memorate Otmar. Not only does Conrad’s action confirm the linkage between Otmar’s fate, early Ca-
rolingian expropriations, and Stammheim in local tradition, but its consequences also underline the 
extent to which the events of the early Carolingian period had created the material resources on which 
any successful ruler in Alemannia needed to draw. For Counts Berthold and Ercangar, the aristocrats 
building up a regional system in the form of the new Alemannian duchy, had fortified the fiscal hold-
ings at Stammheim which Conrad sought to give away; Stammheim was a centre of their rule, just as 
it had been for Warin and Ruthard a century and a half earlier.49 

III. 

Isanbard’s career is highly unusual, because we have narratives with which to flesh out the patterns of 
activity evident in the charters, and so we can evoke the cycle of favour and disgrace more richly than 
is usual, and follow the local and material ramifications of court politics in some detail. Were it not for 
the context supplied by the memories reworked by Notker, Isanbard’s appearances and disappearances 
would be more enigmatic; indeed, he would in all probability have been doomed to life as one of those 
strange ciphers who populate prosopographies, perhaps even a two-headed hybrid who may have been 
one man with a long career or two who flourished more briefly. Teasing out a sense of social networks 
and political action from conjunctions in appearances and disappearances and patterns of activity can 
all too easily be a dizzying and dry business. Notker, if nothing else, confirms that we are not chasing 
a mirage. 

And yet our study of Isanbard’s tale suggests far more than that. Here is a political landscape which 
both inscribed Carolingian kingship as the uncontested framework within which political power was 
exercised, yet was at its own point of origin fundamentally contested. Memories of the conflicts of the 
first years of Carolingian rule in Alemannia remained right through the Carolingian period not only 
because of the culting of Otmar, whose fate was inextricably linked to the Carolingian takeover, but 
also because claims over property confiscated in this period reverberated down the subsequent century 
and a half. After all, Carolingian rule in Alemannia rested, in its material and physical aspects, on ex-
propriation. Carolingian order was, of course, far from static, with political renegotiation under Char-
lemagne followed by further changes in the relationship between the region and the royal court under 
Louis the Pious, Alemannia taking on a new role in the eastern kingdom which coalesced around 
Louis the German from the 830s, and finally supplying its own Emperor Charles in the 880s.50 But the 

                      

 

 47  It is also at Stammheim that distant descendents of Isanbard are evident in the charter evidence, as middling landowners, 
into the middle decades of the ninth century: see Borgolte, Grafen Alemanniens 150–156. 

 48  D Karl. 13 (879 November 23), ed. Kehr 20f., with Ekkehard, Casus sancti Galli 6, ed. Haefele 28; on these arrangements 
see Schmid, Brüderschaften mit den Mönchen; and on the significance of Stammheim see MacLean, Kingship and poli-
tics 87f., 90, at 88.  

 49  Ekkehard, Casus sancti Galli 16, ed. Haefele 42–44; and Schmid, Brüderschaften mit den Mönchen 179–181; I am grate-
ful to Simon MacLean for drawing this episode to my attention. 

 50  In addition to Borgolte, Geschichte der Grafschaften Alemanniens, see MacLean, Kingship and Politics esp. 83–90; and 
Thomas Zotz, Grundlagen und Zentren der Königsherrschaft im deutschen Südwesten im karolingischer und ottonischer 
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nodal points of the political landscape created in the middle decades of eighth century, the fiscal cen-
tres and palaces established then, remained the crucial resources on which different political settle-
ments were based. Such sites remained visible mnemonics of royal power even when kings were ab-
sent, and favoured counts who worked from them were thus tangibly linked to a legitimating infra-
structure of royal authority.51 Yet a palace like Bodman, so central to the practices of both royal and 
aristocratic rule within Alemannia, was also the site of Otmar’s incarceration, whilst Stammheim, 
another vital fiscal centre, was likewise linked to the maltreatment of Otmar at the hands of royal a-
gents. And, as we saw at Stammheim, memories of early Carolingian expropriations remained live, 
with piecemeal and incomplete restitution taking place over the remainder of the Carolingian period. 
The contents of St Gallen archive graphically illustrate that Stammheim was anything but an isolated 
case. The gifts made by Beata and Lambert in the early 740s, for example, had been added to the fisc 
of Zurich – another important political centre – under Warin and Ruthard, but were successfully re-
claimed by St Gallen in 821 after intensive lobbying of Louis the Pious had led to a formal investiga-
tion by the royal agent Gerold; but a part of the restored lands were subsequently seized by Gerold, 
now count of Zurich, before Louis the German’s missi ordered their return for the second time in 
875.52 The complex histories of such claims are inevitably most visible where the ultimate winners 
were ecclesiastical institutions like St Gallen with the archival capacity to preserve documentation to 
the present. But all landowners could attempt to reclaim land by such means, and all attempts at rec-
lamation involved the wider community of landowners whose collective testimony on the rights and 
wrongs of tenurial history determined the outcome of judicial assemblies.53 

Of course, the drip, drip, drip of restitution was never allowed to undermine the viability of Caro-
lingian rule. Indeed, the process was far from detrimental to Carolingian kingship. By selectively al-
lowing land to be returned thus, kings were living up to their own self-representation, and distancing 
themselves from agents who had fallen from grace and could thus be condemned as having acted un-
lawfully. The St Gallen material, indeed, shows just how actively they might collude in this process. 
There is little room for doubt that Warin and Ruthard’s actions in Alemannia had Pippin’s active sup-
port. After all, no complaint against either, nor any act of reclamation, had been made in Pippin’s 
reign, but immediately on the accession of Carloman and Charlemagne things changed rapidly. None-
theless, by the reign of Louis the Pious, when St Gallen gained the prized status of a royal abbey and 
sought to use the apparatus of royal justice systematically to reclaim lands lost over half a century 
earlier, the monks were able to cast Pippin as a model ruler, a historical template for emulation by 
current kings. In this tradition, Pippin was credited, quite ahistorically, with granting St Gallen immu-
nity, bringing it under royal protection, guaranteeing free abbatial elections, and supplying a copy of 
the Rule of Benedict, in fact granting precisely those privileges and rights now eagerly sought from 
Louis the Pious and, after the 830s, Louis the German. In this account, it was the machinations of evil 
counts and jealous bishops which had cost it the privileges Pippin was claimed to have granted.54 Lay 

                      
Zeit, in: Archäologie und Geschichte des ersten Jahrtausends im Südwestdeutschland, ed. Hans-Ulrich Nuber/Karl 
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 51  See the stimulating comments of Stuart Airlie, The palace of memory. The Carolingian court as political centre, in: 
Courts and Regions in Medieval Europe, ed. Sarah Rees Jones/Richard Marks/Alistair Minnis (York 2000) 1–20; for 
Alemannia in particular, MacLean, Kingship and politics 83–90, both drawing on the remarkable illustration of the inter-
locking networks of royal and aristocratic legitimation in, Urkundenbuch St. Gallen, Anhang 8, ed. Wartmann 2, 387. 

 52  The initial gifts are, Urkundenbuch St. Gallen 7 and 10–12, ed. Wartmann 1, 7f. and 11–15, and the restoration of 821, 
ibid. 263, ed. Wartmann 1, 249f. and that of 875, ibid. 586, ed. Wartmann 2, 198f. 

 53  Though we should never forget that monastic archival memory and familial claim were differently structured. Further 
work is needed but we might suppose that the horizons of the latter at 2–3 generations, the limits that witness testimony 
could traverse; and that ‘lay’ reclamations tended to be a matter of rolling claim and counter-claim, rather than the pro-
grammatic pursuit of claims anchored at a fixed point in the past.  

 54  This version of St. Gallen’s early history is fully developed by Ratpert, Casus sancti Galli, ed. Steiner, though most of its 
elements are present in the earlier ninth century hagiographical sources (the lives of Gallus and Otmar) which Ratpert 
drew on. In fact, the reign of Louis the Pious, when St Gallen did finally enter royal protection and gain immunity, was 
crucial here, and the Pippin of St Gallen tradition in fact grants privileges that reflect the new template for royal protec-
tion and immunity developed under Louis. Subsequent campaigns focused on the right to hold sworn inquests to effect 
the restoration of illegally seized land, eventually granted by Louis the German. 
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landowners, unlike monks, lacked the means to essay the historical fictions in which they colluded in 
written form, but when they acted collectively in judicial assemblies they did so in the name of an 
ideal of equitable and universal royal justice, giving sworn testimony in accordance with the norms 
implicit in their oath to the lord king. 

By the ninth century, Carolingian kingship was thus projected as a model for the clean exercise of 
power. Specific claims of red-blooded seizure were recast as individual examples of unlawful agents 
behaving illicitly and against the royal will. Memories of expropriation remained, indeed the ideal of 
royal justice as a disinterested check on the unjust activities of evil royal agents encouraged their use 
to advance claims on long-lost property. But these memories were now unable to sustain a narrative of 
systematic and sometimes violent expropriation, a ‘hidden transcript’ which ran counter to the legiti-
mising teleology of Carolingian rule. For those who wished to reclaim land did so by appealing to the 
‘public transcript’ of royal power as disinterested justice, and so alleged that expropriators had acted 
illegally and against the royal will. As a result, kings were able to embody their own claims to provide 
equitable justice for all and to protect of the church, and those landowners involved in the interpreta-
tion and recitation of Alemannia’s earlier history before judicial assemblies colluded in, indeed helped 
perform, this ‘public transcript’ of power. These developments, which began under Charlemagne but 
reached fruition under Louis the Pious and his ninth-century successors, enabled Carolingian kingship 
to become the defining and dominant category in the discussion of public power. In them, we witness 
the creation of a self-legitimating ideological hegemony, which forced those who harboured com-
plaints about the historical basis of Carolingian power to appeal to the self-representation of those who 
now exercised that power. The diverse practices whereby Alemannia was integrated into the Carolin-
gian realm were thus reified as manifestations of a single, imagined, phenomenon, the state.55  

IV. 

Were these social and ideological processes unique to Alemannia, or can the insights gleaned from this 
discussion of Carolingian rule in Alemannia be applied to the problems of early medieval ‘Staatlich-
keit’ more generally ? Of course, Alemannia was different. The precise mechanisms whereby property 
was turned over the support a new political system in the middle decades of the eighth century – over 
the careers of Warin and Ruthard – make sense only in the context of a specific regional history, and 
subsequent Alemannian experiences of Carolingian kingship were likewise determined by the region’s 
changing place within the wider Frankish Empire. But is the fact of a large-scale and fairly systematic 
turnover of property underwriting Carolingian order, and yet leaving in its wake a series of conflicting 
claims, so unusual ? Elsewhere the impact of Carolingian conquest is less visible, for the richness of 
the St Gallen material and the fact that the career of one of the abbey’s two major supernatural pa-
trons, Otmar, was defined by his suffering at the hands of Carolingian agents give us unusually vivid 
evidence. Nonetheless, a systematic reading of the dozens, if not hundreds, of reclamations detailed in 
eighth and ninth-century records of dispute resolution from across the Empire leaves little room for 
doubt as to the underlying similarities.56 The question then becomes not whether, but how, Alemannia 
was different, in terms of the chronology of conquest, expropriation and reclamation, and the contrast-
ing legal, tenurial and political forms that these phenomena took in the various regna that made up the 
Empire. 

These regional histories obeyed their own logic, and had their own rhythms. But they were also 
part of a wider Carolingian history, and so at crucial points they interacted and interlocked. Royal acts 
of restitution, for example, are not spread evenly across reigns, but tend to bunch, in small and tight 
chronologically clusters, regardless of the region concerned or the identity of the recipient. Isanbard’s 

                      
 55  The preceding paragraph draws on the work of James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance. Hidden Tran-

scripts (Yale 1990), in its discussion of the creation and consequences of ideological hegemony. 
 56  For all its problems, Rudolf Hübner’s Gerichtsurkunden der fränkischer Zeit 1: Die Gerichtsurkunden aus Deutschland 

und Frankreich bis zum Jahre 1000, in: Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte, Germ. Abt. 12 (1891) ap-
pendix 1–118, remains indispensable; I am currently involved in a collaborative project to database and update its con-
tents, the first fruits of which should be forthcoming shortly. 
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rehabilitation shortly before 798, for example, comes alongside that of a Count Theodold who had 
been involved in the rebellion of Pippin the Hunchback and had his property confiscated in punish-
ment; that of the Lombard Adoin who, fearing Charlemagne, had fled Italy for the Avar realm, once 
again having his property seized as a result; and the resolution of a long-running dispute between over 
properties near Angers which originated in confiscations made in the time of Pippin on charges of 
infidelity.57 Presumably individuals and institutions might nurse dormant claims for years, but oppor-
tunities to make them live and take them to royal ears came only at those rare moments when a range 
of factors were serendipitously aligned, notably when the death or fall of previously dominant figures 
at court meant that the regime was being reshaped. By the ninth century, in the last years of Charle-
magne and the reign of Louis the Pious, it is clear that kings were aware of this basic dynamic, and 
attempted to manipulate the cycles inherent in it through the dispatch of missi and the issuing of circu-
lar exhortations about the accessibility of royal justice to all. Rebellion, civil war and then political 
division from 830 onwards altered the dynamic, as expropriation and restitution operated across inter-
nal political divisions, for the realignment at one king’s court had implications for his kin, and the 
great and good could kingdom-hop.  

Analysis of this type need not be confined to the Carolingian world, for the dialectic of favour and 
disgrace was fundamental to all early medieval states, and the closely related cycles of expropriation 
and restitution provide sufficient documentation for comparison between different regimes. The work 
of historians of eleventh-century England on the Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman kingdom currently 
stands alone, inspired by the uniquely far-reaching tenurial turnover effected by the Norman conquest, 
and the similarly uniquely exhaustive cataloguing of its effects in Domesday Book, but the potential of 
systematic investigation.58 The size and scope of the patterns revealed by research of this kind would, 
of course, vary between early medieval kingdoms, with post-1066 England doubtless at an extreme 
both for the scale of expropriation, and its focus on a single chronological horizon. Establishing a pro-
per comparative grid might prove a valuable analytical tool allowing us to develop a tentative typol-
ogy of early medieval states, and revealing the stakes of the political game – the speed with which 
favour turned to disgrace, and the forms that disgrace might take, loss of office or confiscation of 
property, tonsure or exile, humiliation or enslavement, maiming or death. If nothing else, such a pro-
ject should remind us that symbolic communication between kings and aristocrats, the struggle to im-
pose meaning through political ritual, were not simply activities undertaken for their own inherent 
pleasures. They mattered because they articulated, effected and legitimated the distribution of that 
most vital of resources, land.  

 
 57  D KdGr. 181 (797 [March 31–April 12], Theodold), D KdGr. 183 (797 [January–June]), D KdGr. 187 (799 February 2, 

Adoin, the former restoring gifts he had made to Nonantula, the latter his remaining property in Friuli, Verona and 
Piacenza), D KdGr. 180 (797 February 17, Angers dispute, which deserves fuller study), ed. Mühlbacher 242–252. 

 58  The literature is massive, but the major recent contribution is that of Robin Fleming, Kings and Lords in Conquest Eng-
land (Cambridge 1990). 






