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A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S  
 

 

When I began this project, I expected to come to know Pippin the Short – that 
influential mayor of the palace who seized the Frankish throne around 750 and 
founded the Carolingian dynasty. Along the way, however, I came to realize that 
this was a rather naive expectation. Or perhaps, having carefully studied the 
texts composed by learned Carolingian writers, I should say that I have come to 
know a great many Pippins. This thesis has ended being up not so much a study 
of Pippin’s life and politics, but a study of the way in which Carolingian history-
writers shaped and reshaped their society’s past, preserving and nurturing the 
bonds that were to give the realities of the present their historical foundation. 
What is more, not only have I diverted attention away from Pippin as a 
historical actor, I also forced him to share the limelight with his brothers, 
Carloman and Grifo. Their lives and fates proved so thoroughly intertwined that 
one is hard-pressed to discuss the one without referring to the others. Not just 
the historiographical perception of Pippin, then, but that of all three of Charles 
Martel’s heirs form the subject of this dissertation.  
 I consider these and other adjustments great improvements, but they 
would never have been made had it not been for all those who, each in their 
own way, contributed to the journey that for me began on 1 November 2008, 
and I fear that these words will not do justice to the gratitude I experience 
when thinking back of these past years. First of all, I am fortunate to have had 
committed supervisors, who were willing to invest time in a young academic 
looking to find his way. They not only provided me with the advice I needed to 
successfully complete a dissertation, but also kept me focused on all those other 
requirements one has to meet, if one aspires to reach the next rung on the 
academic ladder. I am grateful to Guy Geltner, whose most important lesson 
may well have been that ‘the enemy of good is perfect.’ Indeed, were it not for 
that sagely advice, I would probably still be caught in that endless circle of 
writing and re-writing.  



A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S  

viii 

 Most special thanks go out to Mayke de Jong. It was under Mayke’s 
tutelage that I developed a strong interest in eighth-century Francia and it was 
in her office that the idea for this project was born. I owe her an intellectual 
debt beyond that which a student owes his teacher; one that has accumulated 
over many years, during which she never ceased to provide me with advice, 
help and (though asked, but occasionally much needed) uplifting words.  
 Very special thanks also go out to Janneke Raaijmakers, who, despite her 
own demanding workload, nevertheless found the energy and time to supervise 
me, almost from start to finish. Like no other, Janneke has critically read almost 
every draft I produced and largely took over my supervision when the chair of 
medieval history at the University of Amsterdam became temporarily vacant. 
On that note, I also wish to exoress my gratitude towards Frans Theuws, for 
accepting me into his group of PhD-students at the department of archeology 
until Guy was installed as the new professor of medieval history in Amsterdam.  
 I am certainly grateful to my colleagues at the UvA, Maaike van Berkel, 
Mario Damen, Frans Camphuijsen, Jinna Smit, Claire Weeda, Jan Burgers, Bert 
Demyttenaere en Rudi Künzel, for their input whenever we got to discuss my 
work, but above all for making me feel at home at the P.C. Hoofthuis. Thanks 
also go out to the dedicated staff of the Institute for Culture and History, for 
providing a stimulating research environment and for making sure this young 
academic always had everything he could ask for. 
 I look back with great fondness to the many stimulating papers and 
discussions I had with my fellow members of the Texts & Identities network. 
Our annual meetings were as intensive as they were fun, and I always returned 
from meetings fully motivated and inspired. I truly consider myself fortunate to 
have able to participate in that community. The same certainly goes for our 
own little circle of young medievalists, the Emeralds. I thoroughly enjoyed 
participating in each of our sessions, which time and again sparked passionate, 
but aways friendly, debates about each other’s work. Thank you all for your 
support, advice and comments. 
 In my fourth year, I spent a few wonderful months at Oxford and I am 
extremely grateful for the hospitality offered by Kate Cooper and Conrad 
Leyser, and their family. In particular, I thank Conrad for taking the time to 
critically discuss my research with me. It ended up being a crucial turning point 
in the writing of my thesis: thanks to these discussions, I returned from Oxford 
with a clear focus and a renewed determination to bring this project to its close. 
 That mad, final year of finishing the thesis I spent at the University of 
Utrecht, having become a member of the HERA-project Cultural Memory and the 
Resources of the Past. For this wonderful opportunity I am grateful to the 
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leaders of this project, professors Walter Pohl, Ian Wood, Rosamond 
McKitterick and Mayke de Jong. It was also wonderful to return to my alma 
mater, and be able to greet former teachers as colleagues and friends. I thank 
you all, especially Dorine van Espelo and Carine van Rhijn, who were fortunate 
enough to get to share their office with a stressed-out PhD-student in the final 
year of his thesis. That I did not break down altogether is largely due to the 
company of Robert Flierman, Joanna Thornborough and, above all, Giorgia 
Vocino, who like no-one else understood the importance of a three o’clock 
coffee ritual, and who made coming to the office a joy every day. This thesis 
benefitted enormously from the sharp comments, corrections and suggestions 
of many friends and colleagues throughout the years and any mistakes that 
remain are, of course, entirely my own. 
 On a final note, I occasionally had to be reminded that there also existed a 
world outside the university, inhabited by family and friends. I thank you all for 
your support and your understanding, and I apologize for having been more of 
a stranger than you deserve. But above all, I wish to thank Nora for her endless 
support, and for her ability to put up with me bringing Pippin home from work 
every day, all these years. The time has finally come to put Pippin to rest. 
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To be the successful founder of a 
new dynasty demands a genius 
which we may justly entitle heroic, 
expressive as that word is of 
strength of character merely, with-
out regard to moral worth. Pepin, 
however, was not devoid of the 
latter, to a limited extent, and has 
left a memory which, if not remarka-
ble for virtue, is at least not dis-
figured by vice. 

 
 

H.G. Hewlett, ‘Pepin the Short (714-
768),’ in C.F. Horne (ed.), Great men 
and famous women, I (New York 
1894). 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 
 
 

Nicht die Geschichte (…), sondern deren Memorierung,  
das Geschichtsbild – mit all seinen Verklärungen und Missdeutungen –  

prägt das Bewußtsein der Menschen.1 
 
 
In October, 826, Emperor Louis the Pious (d. 840) presided over a general 
assembly that convened in the palace of Ingelheim, located just west of Mainz 
on the southern bank of the Rhine. Perhaps during these proceedings, an envoy 
from Strasbourg presented the emperor with a gift from Ermold the Black 
(Nigellus), an Aquitanian cleric and former homo palatinus.2 Ermold could not, 
or rather dared not, attend the assembly himself, for he had been exiled from 
the court for reasons our sources no longer reveal.3 Ermold’s gift, with which 
he hoped to regain the emperor’s favour, was a four-volume elegiac poem 
dedicated to Louis’s accomplishments.4 While the poem addresses the emperor, 
it was not intended for Louis’s ears alone, but meant to be read aloud at his 
court. This, at least, would explain why Ermold so excessively dropped the 
names of many powerful men and women who made up the emperor’s inner 
circle, as he once had himself. To be accepted back, Ermold needed not only to 
regain the emperor’s favour, but also that of his former peers. Whether 
Ermold’s appeal for clemency was successful remains unknown.5 

                                                                    
1 Goetz, ‘Dynastiewechsel’, p. 323. 
2 This date is speculative. Ermold’s In honorem Hludowici Christianissimi Caesaris Augusti was 
composed between the summer of 826 and February 828. The poem’s focus on Ingelheim and the 
baptism of King Harald at the Church of St Alban at Mainz suggest that Ermold’s poem was intended 
to be read aloud at Ingelheim. After the baptism in the summer of 826, Louis returned to Ingelheim 
in October for an assembly and again in June 828. Because Harald’s baptism is the centrepiece of 
the poem, Ermold probably composed his poem before Harald was dethroned in 827. 
3 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 89-96. De Jong argues that Ermold may have been exiled on account 
of dogmatic error.  
4 Ermold, In honorem, lines 1-35. 
5 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 90. 
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 In the fourth book of this long poem, Ermold recounts the baptism of the 
Danish king Harald, whom Emperor Louis had personally raised from the 
baptismal font. Building up to this momentous event, Ermold first described the 
décor by taking his audience on a tour through the splendid palace of 
Ingelheim.6 After an account of the exterior of the building – with its hundred 
columns, thousand entries, copper doors and golden portals – Ermold has his 
readers enter the building and directs their attention to ‘the glorious deeds of 
God and of a long line of memorable men [that] may be read there again and 
again in distinguished paintings.’7 Ermold’s tour begins in the palace chapel and 
he relates how the left wall displayed the stories from the Old Testament, 
whereas on the right the life of Christ and the stories of the New Testament are 
depicted. Ermold then enters the domus regia, or royal hall, where Louis would 
have held his banquets, deliberated with his councillors and received foreign 
embassies. The walls and carvings of this room were of a different theme. They 
no longer revealed the sacred history of the Bible; the picturae that decorated 
the royal hall were dedicated ‘to the greatest deeds of men.’8  
 Ermold’s history of men’s great deeds begins in a minor key. The first 
tableau displays the deeds of impious and unjust tyrants of the Persian, Greek 
and early Roman past. They depict violent scenes from the reign of the Persian 
king Cyrus and the ‘wicked deeds of horrid Phalaris’ (impia gesta Falaris 
nefandi), the Sicilian tyrant. It also depicts the founding of Rome by Romulus 
and Remus, and how one brother impiously killed the other. Lastly, Hannibal is 
displayed, ‘who always pursued unjust wars.’9 With Alexander the Great, who 
‘punished the world with his wars’ (bello sibi vindicat orbem), the air begins to 
clear, since ‘the wall on the other side gloried in ancestral deeds and in the 
pious faith of more recent times.’10 Here, the Christian emperors of Rome and 
the early Carolingians are grouped into a single category: ‘The extraordinary 
deeds of the Franks are combined with the acts of the Caesars who resided at 
the rich Roman capital.’11 Ermold recounts ‘how Constantine departed, 
dismissed Rome from his affections, and built Constantinople for himself. 
                                                                    
6 Thegan, Gesta, c. 33, identifies St Alban’s of Mainz as the location of Harald’s baptism. Ermold is 
(intentionally) unspecific about the location of the baptismal rite, perhaps to keep the focus on 
Ingelheim. After the rite, Ermold, lines 2239-2240, has Louis and Harald enter the palace. See also: 
Lammers, ‘Bildprogramm’, 248-9. 
7 Ermold, In honorem, lines 2070-1: ‘Inclita gesta Dei, series memoranda vivorum| Pictura insigni 
quo relegenda patent’, trans. Noble, Charlemagne and Louis, p. 174. 
8 Ibid., line 2127: ‘maxima gesta virum.’ 
9 Ibid., line 2144: ‘Hannibal ut bellis semper persuetus iniquis.’ 
10 Ibid., lines 2148-9: ‘Parte alia tecti mirantur gesta paterna| Atque piae fidei proximiora magis.’ 
Trans. Noble, Charlemagne and Louis, p. 176. 
11 Ibid., lines 2150-1: ‘Caesareis actis Romanae sedis opimae| Junguntur Franci gestaque mira 
simul.’ 
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Happy Theodosius is being depicted there with his own deeds added to their 
distinguished accomplishments.’12 Without pause, Ermold proceeds with the 
history of the Carolingians: 

Here the first Charles is painted, master of the Frisians in war (Marte 
magister), and the grand deeds of his warriors along with him. Here 
Pippin, you shine, giving laws to Aquitaine and once more joining 
them to your kingdom with the aid of Mars. And the face of wise 
Charles appears clearly, his head bearing the crown of his ancestral 
line. Here the Saxons stand opposite, contemplating battle, but he 
brings it on, dominates, and subjects them to his law.13 

Thus, upon leaving the chapel and entering the royal hall, divine history was 
replaced with the history of men, which is not the same as saying that religious 
history was replaced by secular history. Together, these depictions formed ‘a 
vivid iconography of an imperial ideal,’ designed to impress all those attending 
Louis’s court.14 As the Carolingians had been keenly aware, new dynasties not 
only had to claim control over the present, they also had to claim the past – and 
they were remarkably successful in this respect.15 
 Traces of paint have been found in the ruins of Ingelheim, but it is 
impossible to confirm whether Ermold’s description is accurate.16 Real or 
imagined, the iconography of Louis’s palace testifies to the discrepant attitude 
of the Carolingian elite towards classical literature: its members were 
enthralled by its epic histories, yet viewed these with distrust on account of 
their unchristian character. In (Ermold’s) Ingelheim, this tension could be eased 
as these ancient histories were part of a bigger Christian truth: without the 
guidance of the Christian God, mankind was bound to live in chaos and tyranny. 
Only Alexander, that iconic hero of the Hellenistic past, takes up a unique and 
transitional position. Though obviously not a Christian himself, his ‘punishment 
of the world with his wars’ paved the way for the great Christian emperors of 
Rome, with the Carolingians following in their wake.  

                                                                    
12 Ibid., lines 2152-5: ‘Constantinus uti Romam dimittit amore,| Constantinopolim construit ipse 
sibi;| Theodosius felix illuc depictus habetur,| Actis praeclaris addita gesta suis.’ Trans. Noble, 
Charlemagne and Louis, p. 176. 
13 Ibid., lines 2155-2163: ‘Hinc Carolus primus Frisonum Marte magister| Pingitur, et secum grandia 
gesta manus;| Hinc Pippine micas, Aquitanis iura remittens,| Et regno socia[s], Marte favente, tuo;| 
Et Carolus sapiens vultus praetendit apertos,| Fertque coronatum stemmate rite caput;| Hinc 
Saxona cohors contra stat, proelia temptat,| Ille ferit, domitat, ad sua iura trahit.’ Trans. Noble, 
Charlemagne and Louis, p. 176, with minor alterations by the author. 
14 Godman, Poetry, pp. 45-47. 
15 Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, 179-80. 
16 Lammers, ‘Bildprogramm’, 229-32.  
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 The climax of Ingelheim’s pictorial programme was a triptych of Louis’s 
bellicose ancestors, Charles Martel (r. 715-741), Pippin III (r. 741-768; later 
known as ‘the Short’), and Charlemagne (r. 768-814). Each Carolingian ruler is 
praised for having conquered a people: Charles conquered the Frisians, Pippin 
the Aquitanians, and Charlemagne the Saxons. Their depictions probably 
occupied the apse of the royal hall. Ermold’s description makes it clear that he 
did not consider them equals. History was progressive: Pippin outshone 
Charles Martel, and Charlemagne outdid Pippin.17 His reign not only 
represented the triumph of Christianity, but also that of Empire, with 
Charlemagne presented as Constantine’s successor and the empire of the 
Franks standing in direct succession to the four great empires of the world – 
Babylon, Carthage, Macedonia and Rome. It was, of course, no coincidence that 
the theme of these palace picturae ran parallel to the event that, according to 
Ermold, was hosted within these very walls in the summer of 826. Through the 
rite of baptism, Harald underwent a similar transition: from being an impious 
tyrant of the Danes, he became their just Christian ruler. It must have frustrated 
Louis to no small extent that within a year’s time this Danish neophyte was 
overthrown by his pagan rivals.18 
 Pippin was not the brightest star in Ermold’s historical firmament. For 
Ermold, Louis’s grandfather was but a rung on the ladder from Constantine to 
Charlemagne. Ermold’s outlook on the past was distinctly imperial, something 
that greatly affected the way Pippin was represented in this tableau. In 
Carolingian historiography, Pippin is chiefly remembered as having been the 
first of his line to be elevated to the kingship. Ermold, however, was anxious to 
preserve the illusion that the Carolingians were the natural successors to the 
Christian emperors of Rome and no longer had room for kings in his vision of 
the Frankish past. For his purposes, it sufficed to present Pippin as the 
conqueror of Aquitaine – which in itself was no small accomplishment, after all. 
In addition to having him royally neutered, Ermold also thoroughly classicized 
Pippin, who, in bringing the Aquitanians back under the Frankish law, is said to 
have enjoyed Mars’s favour.19 However formative Pippin’s royal inauguration 
in 751 may have been for the Carolingian identity, Ermold considered it to have 
been soundly trumped by Charlemagne’s imperial coronation in 800. Moreover, 
had Ermold reminded his audience of Pippin’s royal inauguration, he would 
also have reminded them of the inconvenient fact that the Carolingians had, in 
fact, not inherited the world from Rome at all, but had seized it from their 
                                                                    
17 Ibid., 282-4. 
18 ARF, s.a. 827. 
19 A similar strategy underlies the narrative of the Annales Mettenses priores (composed 806). 
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Merovingian predecessors – something the Carolingian ideologues of the ninth 
century preferred to forget.20 
  
In this thesis, I research the way in which Frankish history-writers 
retroactively dealt with the more contentious elements that underlie the 
formation of the Carolingian dynasty, by focusing on three moments of crisis 
that occurred during the reign of Pippin the Short (c. 714-768), the first 
Carolingian to be elevated to the kingship. In other words, I study the literary 
perception of Pippin’s reign in Carolingian historiography, from the mid-eighth 
to the early tenth centuries. These narratives were court-oriented; they were 
produced and consumed by members of the upper echelon of the Carolingian 
literate elite, in the competitive environment of the Carolingian court, for whom 
historiography formed a key instrument to express group identity and deter-
mine social hierarchy.21 The questions central to this investigation are 
therefore the following: how did later Carolingian generations engage with the 
dynasty’s past? And, more specifically: which literary strategies were used to 
shape the cultural memory of the Frankish elite, and how were their memories 
affected? Also, how might we account for these strategies or how can they be 
explained from a contemporary political context? Raising these questions will 
allow us to understand better how the Carolingian literate elite interacted with 
its (contemporary) past, in particular the more controversial elements thereof. 
In turn, this provides a better understanding of who the sons of Charles Martel 
were and who they were not. On a more general level, this project critically 
assesses the nature of the information that these narrative sources contain and 
that form the bedrock of our current perception of the Carolingian Period. 
 Pippin the Short was born c. 715 as the second son of the maior domus 
Charles Martel (r. c. 715-741).22 He inherited his father’s land and titles 
together with his older brother Carloman and, had they respected their father’s 
wishes, his half-brother Grifo. Instead, Pippin and Carloman teamed up, 
arrested Grifo and divided Charles’s realm between them. It ushered in a 
decade of civil war to which eventually Carloman would fall victim. Five years 
in to his reign, Carloman announced his abdication and converted to a life in the 
                                                                    
20 Ermold, In honorem, line 2161. Ermold may have referred to Pippin’s acquisition of the royal title 
indirectly, stating that Charles wore his crown ‘by his family’s right’. 
21 The following works are central to this view: Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing of history’; Nelson, 
‘History-writing’; De Jong; Penitential State.  
22 For a full account of Pippin’s reign, the best works to date remain the two Jahrbücher by Heinrich 
Hahn (1863) and Ludwig Oelsner (1871). A more readable, if less critical, work has been published 
in French: Gobry, Pépin le Bref. Gobry’s book cannot be considered a satisfactory answer to the 
recent call for a new study of Pippin’s reign, voiced by Dierkens, ‘Mort’, 37, and Innes, Introduction, 
p. 420. 
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monastery, leaving Pippin in sole command of the Frankish realm, albeit under 
the nominal authority of King Childeric III (r. c. 743-751) – a puppet king if ever 
the Franks had one. This situation ended in 751, when Pippin staged a palace 
coup and assumed the title of king, thus replacing Clovis’s royal lineage with 
that of his own. Pippin’s potentially contentious elevation demanded extensive 
justification, lest his claims would be found illegal and he himself a usurper. As 
a result, Pippin’s reign was central to the articulation of an enduring ideology 
based on the pillars of moral correction, dogmatic rectitude and a close 
association with Apostolic Rome. Nevertheless, when Pippin died in September 
768, the problematic origin of Carolingian authority had become part of his 
legacy. 
 Most of the narratives that inform us of the events of Pippin’s reign were 
composed during the reigns of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious. These 
narratives were part of ‘a veritable explosion in history-writing’23 – and with 
Pippin’s reign standing in the centre of the blast. The increase in historio-
graphical production is no coincidence. The dynasty Pippin had founded was, 
after all, one of parvenus. Unlike that of their predecessors, the Carolingian 
‘right to rule’ was not supported by an ancient custom dating back to time 
immemorial. The Carolingian claim to the Frankish throne was founded in the 
family’s superior force and resources. In order to consolidate their claim, they 
needed to tap into a more lasting resource of legitimacy, namely the past.24 The 
past is a powerful resource for any regime, either as something to claim or as 
something to react against. The Carolingians did both. As the example of 
Ermold’s description of Ingelheim has shown, the Carolingians were presented 
as the successors to an authoritative past that was both biblical and classical. 
On the path from Creation to Salvation, the Carolingians modeled themselves 
after the heroic kings of the Old Testament and powerful Christian emperors of 
Rome. What they reacted against, however, was a more contemporary past, 
namely that of the Merovingian dynasty or, to be more exact, the reigns of the 
last descendants of Clovis. Because of these degenerate kings, or so it was 
claimed, the once great kingdom of the Franks had descended into a dilapidated 
state of moral and spiritual decay and political anarchy. With ideological 
concepts like correctio and renevatio as its hallmark, the new dynasty 
vigorously proposed to restore the Franks to their former greatness in order to 
ensure continued divine benevolence. 

                                                                    
23 Innes and McKitterick, ‘History’, 193; McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 36. 
24 See the contributions in Hen and Innes (eds.), Uses of the Past. 
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 Looking back, a later generation recognized Pippin’s reign as a period of 
transition and an important link in the historical chain that connected the 
present to the authoritative past. Pippin, after all, was the first Carolingian to be 
elevated to the kingship and, in a formal sense, the founder of the Carolingian 
royal dynasty. Returning to Ermold’s poem, however, we must concede that 
Pippin’s presentation in the poem’s historical panorama is somewhat subdued. 
In fact, Ermold’s approach to Pippin’s reign is in many ways symptomatic of 
Pippin’s role in Carolingian historiography in general: although he was cer-
tainly considered an important member of the Carolingian ancestral pantheon, 
his literary representation pales in comparison to that of his immediate 
successors, Charlemagne and Louis the Pious.  
 Three explanations may account for the reticent attitude in Carolingian 
historiography towards the dynasty’s founder. First, as has already been 
observed in Ermold’s poem, is the imperial panache of the dynasty after 
Charlemagne’s imperial coronation on Christmas Day 800, which strongly 
affected the Frankish outlook on their past. Before 800, Pippin’s reign had 
formed a natural point of origin for Carolingian dynastic history and an 
indispensable prelude to the reign of Charlemagne.25 After 800, Carolingian 
historiographers began to experiment with new and distinctly imperial out-
looks on Frankish history that allowed for alternative and less controversial 
dynastic beginnings. The Annales Mettenses priores (806), for example, begin 
their account of Carolingian history with the mayoral reign of Pippin’s 
grandfather, Pippin II (d. 714), in whom the author already recognized the 
family’s august qualities. From a ninth-century perspective, Pippin II belonged 
to a distant past, which made it easier to appropriate and embellish as the 
rivalries and animosities of that age would have been forgotten or replaced by 
new ones.26 Others, like Ermold, simply omitted any reference to the 
Merovingian past, linking the Carolingians directly to the Caesars. This is also 
the case in a ninth-century adaptation of Bede’s Minor Chronicle, in which 
Bede’s list of Roman emperors was seamlessly linked to Carolingian history by 
presenting Pippin II as the successor to Emperor Justinian II (d. 711).27 Thus, 
while contemporaries had no doubt marvelled at Pippin’s elevation to the 

                                                                    
25 On the meaning of ‘origin’ in this context, see Airlie, ‘Aristocracy’, 127. Airlie uses the definition 
by Walter Benjamin. Cf. Goetz, ‘Dynastiewechsel’, p. 358. 
26 Fouracre, ‘Long shadow’, p. 11. 
27 Chronicon breve, p. 127. DuChesne noted that the manuscript, which is no longer extant, 
originated from St Denis and contained Bede’s De temporum ratione. The text combines an 
extended version of Bede’s Chronica minora and the Annals of St Amand. For a similar process in the 
context of Fulda, see Raaijmakers, Monastic Community, pp. 58-61. 
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kingship, a post-800 generation came to regard it as a step on the path to 
empire. 
 The second reason why Pippin is underrepresented in Carolingian 
historiography is the contemporary focus of Carolingian historiography, in 
combination with the absence of historiographical production during Pippin’s 
reign. The historiographical upsurge occurred during the reigns of Pippin’s 
successors, in particular that of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious. Pippin had 
not yet surrounded himself with learned courtiers; his court was still an 
itinerant one, primarily geared towards the combination of warfare and gover-
nance.28 There is very little evidence that Pippin’s court was also a centre of 
learning, as Charlemagne’s Aachen would become at the end of the eighth 
century.29 No biographies or panegyrics were therefore written to com-
memorate Pippin’s deeds, which, figuratively speaking, ended up occupying the 
margins of Carolingian historiography. Pippin’s reign formed a convenient 
point of departure for the dynasty’s history and a fitting prologue to 
Charlemagne’s reign, but it never stood on its own – something that has not 
changed in modern historiography. 
 The third and final explanation was the contentiousness of Pippin’s reign. 
Later generations looked back on Pippin’s reign with a mixed sense of 
reverence and foreboding. Pippin’s achievements made him a valued ancestor. 
His reign formed an indispensable link between contemporary events and an 
older Merovingian past that in turn could be traced back to the Trojan origins of 
the Franks, if not to Creation itself. That being said, many events in Pippin’s 
reign that were indispensable for the dynasty’s formation, could not stand the 
light of day. Remove the polished rhetoric from the accounts that describe 
Pippin’s royal elevation and the New David becomes another Phalaris; unpick 
the streamlined testimonies of the eighth-century chroniclers, and suddenly 
Charles Martel had three heirs instead of two, of which the youngest was 
violently barred from his rightful inheritance by his older brothers, making 
Pippin a successor to Romulus. The less commendable aspects of Pippin’s reign 
relegated his memory to the backdrop of the Carolingian historiographical 
canvas, where his deeds were drawn up in broad, unrevealing pen-strokes that 
were meant to magnify royal virtue and mask mayoral vice. ‘The perception of 
Christian kingship,’ as Matthias Becher noted, ‘(…) did not allow that its 
                                                                    
28 A possible exception are the Continuations of the Chronicle of Fredegar. The first section may have 
been composed during Pippin’s reign. 
29 Nelson, ‘Aachen’, p. 219. Note the case of the Irish bishop Virgil, who spent two years at Pippin’s 
court in Quierzy before being installed as bishop of Salzburg. Jahn, Ducatus Baiuvariorum, p. 142. 
Advocating Pippin’s court as a budding centre of culture are Riché, ‘Renouveau culturel’ and 
Hubert, ‘Renaissance Carolingienne’. Cf. Brown, ‘Carolingian Renaissance’. 
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incumbents had come to the throne through guile and treachery – especially 
towards their own kin, whom they had vowed to protect.’30 
 
The studies of Patrick Geary, Walter Pohl and Rosamond McKitterick have 
amply demonstrated that the link between past and present was subject to 
highly creative processes of remembering and forgetting.31 Add to this the 
fundamental critique of post-structuralism, known as the Linguistic Turn, 
which further challenged the relationship between text and reality (or between 
signifier and signified), and we might ask ourselves whether the highly stylized 
textual constructs that we have as our sources are capable of informing us of 
the historical reality that these texts claim to signify. While taking the post-
structuralist critique to heart, Gabrielle Spiegel’s response to ‘post-
structuralism’s dissolution of history’ has been to focus on the social logic of 
texts, by which she meant that the historian must ‘seek to locate texts within 
specific social sites that themselves disclose the political, economic, and social 
pressures that condition a culture’s discourse at any given moment.’32 
Moreover, Hans Robert Jauss’s Reception Theory argues that the meaning of a 
text changes over time, as new audiences interpret existing texts on the basis of 
different cultural norms, assumptions and criteria, forming what Jauss called a 
readership’s ‘horizon of expectation.’33 With regard to medieval ritual, Phillipe 
Buc has warned us that the meaning of ritual acts is not fixed, but subject to 
constant reinterpretation.34 The same holds true for the interpretation of 
important historical events; the meaning of the past is always open to 
renegotiation, whether because of changing horizons of expectation or because 
changing social or political circumstances demanded it. Without abandoning 
the link between the historiographical text and the historical event it claims to 
describe, these historical dimensions – the audience’s horizon of expectation 
and the social logic of the text – will be at the forefront of my analysis of 
Carolingian historiographical narrative. 
 The choice to study the perception of Pippin’s reign from the mid-eighth 
to early tenth century, or from Childebrand’s Continuations to the Chronicle of 
Fredegar to Regino of Prüm’s monumental Chronicle (908), is not an arbitrary 
one. It is within this period that the perception of Pippin’s reign was modified 

                                                                    
30 Becher, ‘Drogo’, 151: ‘Die Vorstellung von einem christlichen Königtum (...) ließ anscheinend 
nicht zu, daß seine Amtsinhaber durch List und Verrat – insbesondere an Schutzbefohlenen der 
eigenen Familie – auf den Thron gekommen waren.’ 
31 Geary, Phantoms; Pohl, Werkstätte; McKitterick, History and Memory. 
32 Spiegel, ‘Social logic of text’, 85. See also: Reimitz, ‘Social logic’. 
33 ‘Horizon of expectations’ in Baldick (ed.), Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms. 
34 Buc, Dangers of Ritual; Pössel, ‘Early medieval ritual’, 113-14. 
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most significantly. Not coincidentally, this period roughly matches the time it 
requires for a community’s highly unstable communicative memory to develop 
into a more stable and durable form of collective memory, known as a 
community’s cultural memory.35 According to Jan Assman’s theory of cultural 
memory, communicative memory is formed through daily communication and 
shared experience. It is, so to speak, ‘the talk of the day.’ The implication is 
therefore that, as new days brought new topics for discussion, yesterday’s 
topics were gradually forgotten. In order to preserve information that was con-
sidered important  to a group’s identity, these inherently unstable communi-
cative memories (due to a host of neurological and social factors)36 first needed 
to be embedded in ‘objectivised culture’, for example by capturing memory in 
ritual, commemorative statues or historiographical writings. Of course, merely 
attaching a memory to an inanimate object does not ensure that it is also taken 
up in a society’s memorial canon. The formation of cultural memory, as this 
study means to illustrate, is an arduous and highly dynamic process, in need of 
constant attention and re-evaluation or, in the case of written memories, 
rewriting and manipulation.37 
 To approach historiographical narrative from the angle of cultural 
memory theory, as the literary component to the process of memory objectivi-
zation, presupposes a link between the textual content and the communicative 
memory of its intended readership. Although the latter cannot be equated with 
objective reality, communicative memory can be perceived as its social 
counterpart, or that which a community considers to be real, or at least 
realistic, on the basis of a shared repository of social facts.38 Reality, if defined 
as a socially accepted truth on the basis of collective experience and 
remembrance, forms the framework within which historiography is written, 
but it is a framework with very flexible boundaries. Historiographical text does 
not necessarily reflect its readership’s communicative memory, which would 
deny the performative potential of these texts. The purpose of Carolingian 
historiography is not to record the collective memory of the Frankish elite 
passively, but rather to influence it and give it a specific shape. Historiography, 

                                                                    
35 Assmann, ‘Collective memory’. 
36 Wickham and Fentress, Social Memory, pp. 1-40. 
37 Rigney, ‘Portable monuments’, 364-9. 
38 Fentress and Wickham, Social Memory, p. 25. Social memory is considered ‘an expression of 
collective experience.’ 
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in other words, is meant actively to stimulate the processes of remembering 
and forgetting of its readership.39 

The margins for manipulating the historical record were nevertheless 
small. Discrepancies between the historiographical narrative and its reader-
ship’s knowledge or expectations create tension, since historiography is 
ultimately bound to its truth claim. Monica Otter defined this as ‘a kind of 
“contract” between author and reader, governing the reader's expectations as 
to the verifiability of the author's assertions. (…) If you discover serious and 
unexplained discrepancies, you legitimately feel betrayed by the author: he or 
she has violated the contract between you and you declare the history false.’40 
In many cases, however, there is little to be gained by trying to assess whether 
historiographical narratives, or the statements therein, are objectively true or 
false. Verifiability is not the only relevant factor for a narrative’s acceptance or 
rejection by a community: authorship or association, stylistic form and moral 
values were also criteria that determined the success of a narrative. Only the 
successful narratives were copied and became dominant in a society’s 
perception of its past.  

Perceptions of important events tend to change for a reason. The events 
that are central to this thesis – the succession crisis of 741, Carloman’s 
abdication in 747, and Pippin’s coup of 751 – were defining moments in the 
formation of the Carolingian dynasty, but at the same time posed a threat to its 
reputation and identity. These events were political crises, but memorable 
ones. If we desire to understand why their memory was contentious and to 
what extent the earliest Carolingian commentators already attempted to 
manipulate the collective memory of their readership, it is necessary to recon-
struct these events, however tentative or speculative the outcome. Whenever 
possible, these reconstructions will rely strongly on contemporary and non-
historiographical sources, such as letters, capitularies and charters, allow us to 
momentarily escape the rhetoric specific to Carolingian historiography. But 
although the testimony of these sources can be used to contrast with those 
encountered in later historiographical narratives, the outcome of such a 
comparison might not allow us to discern fact from fiction. Contemporary 
letters, charters and even law codes present us with distorted mirrors just the 
same – these texts were written for a specific purpose and structured according 
to established literary conventions – but at least these are different distortions. 

                                                                    
39 McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 102; McKitterick, ‘Political ideology’, 173. On the relation 
between narrative (not necessarily historiographical) and authority: White, Content of the Form, p. 
13 
40 Otter, ‘Functions of fiction’, p. 114. 
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These various contemporary source types and what they have to tell us of 
Pippin’s reign, will be introduced in the first section of chapter one. 
 The remainder of chapter one offers an introduction to the chronicle and 
the medieval annals, the two historiographical genres on which this study 
focuses, and to the context in which these texts were composed and circulated. 
Medieval annals only arrived on the Contintent in the middle of the eighth 
century and, compared to the much older chronicle, were structured very 
differently. It should be noted, though, that these strict typological categori-
zations are foremost modern preoccupations: medieval typological hybrids 
were a common phenomenon. Contrary to the chronicle, the narrative in the 
medieval annals does not rest primarily on literay principles, but on a 
numerical list of years through which time is measured in relation to the 
Incarnation of Christ. This had significant consequences for these texts’ outlook 
on the past and the information they contained. The main selection of texts that 
will be studied, belong to a select group of court-oriented narratives, written by 
and for the members of a small circle of learned courtiers that made up the 
upper echelon of Carolingian elite society. Far from being passive observers, 
these men and women were themselves actors in the histories they wrote, or 
had written, down. They were also intimately familiar with each other’s work 
and, as the three case studies will demonstrate, did not write their accounts in a 
social or conceptual vacuum. Rather, they tended to build on pre-existing 
historical conceptions and considered the written testimonies of their peers 
just as much as a reality to be reckoned with as their own recollection of the 
events they sought to describe. 
 In chapter two, I investigate the compositional background, function and 
manuscript transmission of the Continuations to the Chronicle of Fredegar and 
the Annales regni Francorum (or ARF). Both texts were composed in the second 
half of the eighth century. The elaborate testimonies of these two accounts form 
the basis of Pippin’s later remembrance, from the Carolingian period up to the 
present. In terms of manuscript transmission, they were highly successful, not 
least because of their close association with the Carolingian court. But while it 
is likely that they came to circulate shortly after their composition, presumably 
in the form of frail libelli, these earliest textual witnesses have not survived. 
Instead, the earliest extant copies date to the ninth century, when these texts 
came to be incorporated in stout historiographical compendia. By studying the 
way in which ninth- and early tenth-century compilors integrated these 
accounts into their historiographical compendia, much can be learned about 
the reception of Pippin’s reign at their time of composition. These reveal, 
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moreover, that in the ninth century, Pippin’s reign came to mark the historical 
divide between the Carolingian present and the Merovingian past. 
 Chapters three to five are event-based case studies. The purpose of each of 
these cases is not to reconstruct the event itself, but rather to analyse its 
literary perception in Carolingian historiography and explain its trans-
formation. Chapter three revolves around the succession crisis of 741. After the 
death of Charles Martel, Pippin and Carloman prevented Grifo, their younger 
half-brother and co-heir, from claiming his inheritance by arresting him. The 
event sparked a civil war that ended the fragile political order Charles had 
established. After several years order was restored, leaving Carloman 
abdicated, Grifo killed and Pippin in control of the kingdom. The earliest 
historiographical accounts attempted to ban Grifo from Carolingian history. 
Over time, however, Grifo was readmitted into the narratives and eventually 
rehabilitated to some extent. This gradual transformation, occurring over a 
span of about eighthy years, suggests that a society’s collective memory placed 
a check on the extent to which history could be manipulated.  
 Chapter four, the second of the case studies, focuses on the identity of 
Carloman in Carolingian historiography. After a reign of five years alongside his 
younger brother Pippin, Carloman abdicated in 747 and proceeded to Rome, 
where he received the tonsure and took the monastic profession. In 753, 
Carloman returned to the Frankish court as an ambassador to the Lombard 
king Aistulf to plead against the formation of a Franco-papal pact. For Pippin, 
Carloman’s return was as unexpected as it was politically inopportune. 
Carloman soon found himself in a Frankish monastery, where he died in 755. 
 Carloman’s history posed a challenge to later Carolingian history-writers. 
Frankish society had hitherto discarded its unwanted rulers in a similar way, 
through forced tonsure and conversion, but Carolingian historiography stresses 
that Carloman’s case was different: because he had converted willingly, he left 
the corridors of power with his honour intact. As to his motives, the sources 
initially remain silent. Only in the course of the ninth century did Carloman’s 
conversion came to be regarded in a context of penance. This transition 
occurred, not coincidentally, during the reign of Louis the Pious, whose reign 
was characterized by his public public acts of penance. Carloman’s involvement 
in 753 posed a very different challenge. His confinement to a monastery in 
Vienne had an obvious punitive character (especially because his sons, too, 
were now tonsured and confined to monasteries), which threathened to 
impede on his reputation as a model Carolingian. The solution, first to justify 
his arrest and later to rehabilitate him, was found in his identity as a 
Benedictine monk. Regardless of Carloman’s ‘true’ history, Carolingian historio-
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graphers were quick to turn Carloman into a symbol of Carolingian piety, 
worthy of emulation, though rarely emulated. As a Carolingian prince, a willing 
penitent and a model monk, Carloman’s history became a highly useful 
resource of the past, and Carolingian history-writers highly resourceful in 
utilizing that past for their purposes. 
 In chapter five, the final case study, we turn to the dynastic transition of 
751 and its remembrance in Carolingian historiography. The event itself was, 
and is to this day, perceived as a watershed moment in western political 
history. More than a dynastic transition alone, the coup of 751 has often been 
considered a fundamental ideological shift in western political thought. It has 
long been assumed that Pippin had dethroned the last of the arcane and archaic 
Merovingian kings and defined his own legitimacy on overtly Christian prin-
ciples that would remain current in Western Europe throughout the medieval 
period.41 More recently, however, historians have argued that our perception of 
the event of 751 is deeply influenced by the rhetoric of a new dynasty that had 
yet to prove itself on the royal stage.42 
 The events of 751 and 754, when Pope Stephen re-anointed Pippin and 
anointed his sons, posed a challenge to Carolingian history-writers: how to 
justify the deposition of a lawful king and the usurpation of his throne? It 
required every ounce of rhetorical ingenuity and dexterity of its commentators. 
In the process, discrediting the old dynasty was every bit as important as 
promoting the new one. A definition of proper kingship was formulated that 
posited that the potestas regia and the nomen regium should reside in the same 
person. This, it was now claimed, had not been the case under the last 
Merovingian kings. Though the statement itself may not have surprised 
contemporaries, the fact that it was cast in the form of an accusation was new. 
This was necessary, however, to present Pippin’s coup, for which he ostensibly 
had received papal approval, as a restoration of the natural order. This 
discourse was a double-edged sword, as became especially clear during the 
reign of Emperor Louis the Pious, who proved powerless himself when the 
Frankish bishops had him publically atone for his sins in 833. Although Louis 
quickly managed to regain his former dignity, the rhetoric of nomen and 
potestas moved to the background and Carolingian royal authority came to rely 
exclusively on its religious sanction, as administered and controlled by the 
episcopacy. 

                                                                    
41 For the traditional view, see Luscombe, ‘Formation of political thought’, p. 167; Ullmann, 
Carolingian Renaissance; Cf. Enright, Royal Anointment Ritual, p. 137. Enright argues that the 
anointment ritual was meant to confer ‘a Germanic type of sacrality’ onto Pippin.  
42 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’; Hen, ‘Christianisation of kingship’, p. 176. 
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 Attached to this thesis are three appendices, as well as an aide mémoire 
meant  to aid the reader in keeping track of the chronology of the sources 
central to this dissertation. The first appendix accompanies chapter two, and 
consists of a list of the extant Carolingian manuscripts that contain the 
Continuations and the ARF. Appendix two discusses a set of minor annals 
known as Massay recension of the Annales Petaviani, but to which I shall refer 
as the Annals of Massay. These annals play an important role in chapter four, as 
they are the first account that indisputably presents Carloman’s conversion in a 
penitential context. Because little research has been done on this text, I will 
introduce these annals in appendix two and argue that they were composed 
during the reign of Louis the Pious. Lastly, appendix three introduces the 
Breviarium Erchanberti (c. 827), a small treatise that on account of its 
unoriginal account of Merovingian history and its fantastical account of the 
early history of the Carolingians, has largely been ignored in modern 
scholarship. However, as I shall also argue in chapter five, the Breviary not only 
offers an extraordinary account of Pippin’s elevation to the kingship, but, 
through the compiler’s strategies of composition, creates a unique juxtaposition 
between Clovis I and Pippin the Short, the two founders of the great royal 
dynasties of the Franks, that has hitherto gone unnoticed by modern historians. 
Both are presented as champions of Christianity; it was a history of Constantine 
being invoked again and again. 
 This thesis will thus illustrate how the perception of specific historical 
events are subject to continuous reinterpretation. Both in Carolingian 
historiography and our own, the memory of the past is subject to the needs of 
the present and the expectations for the future. Given the variety of textual 
interpretations and the ever changing horizons of expectation, we might in the 
end ask whether the historical Pippin can actually be known. Though we might 
have to lower our expectations, the careful study of literary strategies, authorial 
intent and the political, moral and social circumstances that prompted the 
creation of our sources, form the key to reconstructing not just that which was 
meant to be remembered, but perhaps also that which was meant to be 
forgotten. Still, the true merit of understanding the forces at work in a society’s 
historiography is that it not only allows us to understand the object of memory 
and the processes of memory formation and transformation, but it also 
provides us with a much better understanding of that society itself. 
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C H A P T E R  O N E  
 

‘Hinc Pippine Micas’ 
Pippin and His Sources 

Relatively little is known about the origins of the Carolingian family. In 
Carolingian historiography, the family’s origins tends to be retraced to the early 
seventh century, a vision of genealogical continuity that depends heavily on the 
family’s women.1 This narrative begins in early seventh-century Austrasia, with 
the mayor of the palace Pippin I (d. 639/640) and Duke Arnulf (d. 640>647), 
who later became bishop of Metz and ended up becoming a Carolingian saint. 
Under the mayoralty of Pippin’s son, Grimoald I (d. 662), the family’s reputation 
took a beating: Grimoald, accused of having supplanted the legitimate 
Merovingian king with his own son, Childebert ‘the Adopted’, was arrested and 
brutally executed.2 Fortunately, Pippin had a daughter as well, Begga, who 
married Arnulf’s son Ansegisel. Little is known of the latter, but they allegedly 
had son whom they also named Pippin. Admittedly, the identity of Ansegisel as 
Pippin’s father rests on the testimony of the Lombard Paul the Deacon, who 
recorded it in the Gesta episcoporum Mettensium (c. 784).3 Pippin II (d. 714) 
succeeded to the Austrasian mayoralty and, after his victory at the Battle of 
Tertry (687), to that of Neustria, too. For the first time, as the chronicle known 
as the Annales Mettenses priores states in celebratory tones, a ‘Carolingian’ 
governed a united Frankish realm.4 
 Contrary to all expectations, Pippin II was succeeded by Charles Martel, 
who in some contemporary accounts is discredited as Pippin’s illegitimate son, 

                                                                    
1 Wood, ‘Geneaology’, 255-6. 
2 Wood, ‘Usurpers’, 27-31. See for a radically different interpratation: Becher, ‘Staatsstreich’. 
3 Paul, Gesta, p. 265, lines 4-5. 
4 AMP, s.a. 691: ‘Pippinus singularem Francorum obtinuit principatum.’ 
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born from a union with a concubine named Alphaida.5 Whatever the legal 
status of their relation, two things should be emphasized: first, that both 
Alphaida and Charles were prominent members of the Austrasian elite, and 
second, that her status as ‘concubine’ may only have meant to reflect that the 
rights to Pippin’s succession went to the sons of his union with Plectrud. 
However, they had all died, leaving behind very young sons in whom the 
Austrasian nobility soon lost faith. Charles, in turn, also had multiple sons of 
multiple wives, which made his succession in 741 as messy as the one in which 
he rose to power. Of Charles’s three successors – Carloman (d. 755), Pippin (d. 
768) and Grifo (d. 753) – Pippin was the most successful. With one brother 
having abdicated in 747 and the other living either as a captive or a fugitive 
since Charles’s death, Pippin was able to claim sole domination over the 
Frankish territories, for which he claimed the title of king in 751. On his 
deathbed at St Denis, Pippin was able to pass on uncontestedly his title and 
possessions to his sons, Charlemagne and Carloman (d. 771). 
 Though not much is known about Pippin, we do know that his contem-
poraries did not address him as ‘the Short’. The earliest reference to Pippin’s 
alleged small stature comes from Notker the Stammerer’s Gesta Karoli Magni, 
composed between 883 and 887.6 The context for Notker’s remark is revealing: 
it follows a heroic episode in which Pippin restored order at his court by 
stepping into an arena with two ferocious animals, killing both beasts with one 
mighty hew of his sword. What drove Pippin to his act of bravery was a rumour 
that ‘the leaders of his army were accustomed in secret to speak con-
temptuously of him.’7 After Notker had Pippin show his nobles that their leader 
was actually made of the right stuff, Pippin addressed his noblemen with the 
following words: ‘Have you not heard what little (parvus) David did to the giant 
Goliath, or what tiny (brevissimus) Alexander did to his nobles?’8 From what 
Notker tells us, Pippin’s nobles had apparently picked on their leader because 
of his small size. It allowed Notker, however, to make Pippin’s martial prowess 
seem all the more impressive, and to set up Pippin as an equal to David or 
Alexander – though neither is known to have been particularly small.  
 If the origins of Pippin’s dubious epitaph might be traced back to Notker’s 
late ninth-century account, the epitaph itself came in to use in the literary 

                                                                    
5 Fouracre, Charles Martel, pp. 55-6; Fischer, Karl Martell, pp. 43-9. 
6 Ganz, Einhard and Notker, p. 48. 
7 Notker, Gesta Karoli, l. 2, c. 15: ‘quod primates exercitus eum clanculo despicientes carpere 
solerent.’ Trans. Ganz, Einhard and Notker, p. 106.  
8 Ibid.: ‘Non audistis, quid fecerit parvus David ingenti illi Goliath vel brevissimus Alexander 
procerissimis satellitibus suis?’ Trans. Ganz, Einhard and Notker, p. 106. 
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context of the high medieval chansons de geste.9 Such epitaphs were needed to 
be able to distinguish retrospectively between the various leading members of 
a family that shared a very restricted name pool. It is for this reason that I shall 
persist in anachronistically using these names – i.e. Pippin ‘the Short’, Charles 
‘Martel’, Louis ‘the Pious’ – especially where there is a risk of confusion 
between the various Charleses and Pippins that ruled Francia during the eighth 
and ninth centuries. 
 Pippin’s reign left more traces than merely those that had been drawn up 
from memory by later Carolingian historians. Although the focus of the present 
study will be on later Carolingian historiography, it is nonetheless important to 
emphasize that there also exists a limited body of more contemporary texts, 
comprising various letters, diplomas and capitularies. Some of these texts 
contain a highly programmatic content that allows the historian a glimpse of 
the ideological kitchen of Pippin’s administration, from which it might be 
deduced that many of the ingredients commonly associated with the reign of 
Charlemagne, were already present under his predecessor. It shows that the 
challenge to justify some of the more controversial events of Pippin’s reign was 
not just felt by later Carolingian historiographers looking back at the complex 
and at times messy history of the dynasty, but that these challenges were 
already addressed by Pippin’s own contemporaries – the spin doctors who 
sought to turn Grifo into a rebellious prince, Carloman into a pious monk and 
Pippin into a just king. 
 We must assume, however, that only a tiny fraction of the administrative 
output of Pippin’s chancery survives. These by themselves do not allow for a 
detailed reconstruction of Pippin’s reign; for that we have to rely on later 
historiographical narratives. Nevertheless, the information contained in these 
documents is a valuable addition. In many cases, the written remnants of 
Pippin’s own lifetime reveal unique aspects of his reign that we would 
otherwise not have known. For example, though Charlemagne’s historio-
graphers carefully recorded when and where Pippin’s armies had marched to 
war, they did not relate the diplomatic activities that preceded these 
campaigns, for which we need to turn to the letters Pippin received from the 
papal court.10 More relevant to the present study, which concentrates on the 
literary strategies that underlie historiographical narratives, are those 
instances in which these varied contemporary records can be used either to 
corroborate or contradict the statements posited in later Carolingian historio-

                                                                    
9 Stoclet, ‘Pépin dit “le Bref”’. 
10 See below, chapter 1.1. 
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graphy. It should be stressed, however, that the main purpose for doing so will 
not be to judge whether such statements are ‘true’ or ‘false’, but to establish 
that historical perceptions were subject to manipulation and, if possible, to 
determine how this was accomplished. 
 In this chapter I shall begin by introducing the two letter collections that 
inform us of specific aspects of Pippin’s reign, namely the Codex epistolaris 
carolinus and the letter collection of Boniface. I shall then turn to the evidence 
of the charters, focussing in particular on the significance of a group of charters 
dedicated to the monastery of St Denis, which was of special importance to 
Pippin. Section 1.3 introduces the extant capitularies, which contain the acts of 
the earliest Carolingian reform councils. These texts reveal how Carloman and 
Pippin wished to organize religion and society – an aspect of their reigns that is 
hardly visible in the later accounts of Carolingian historiography. In section 1.4 
attention will go out to the programmatic prologues of a number of court-
associated texts through which royal ideology was expressed. In the final 
sections of this chapter, I turn to Carolingian historiography. Section 1.5 
introduces the genres of the medieval chronicle and the medieval annals, 
whereas in section 1.6 focusses on the context in which these texts were 
composed and their intended function in Carolingian elite society. 

1.1. Letters 

Only one letter has survived that was sent in Pippin’s name, concerning a 
donation made to the community of Fleury in exchange for their prayers.11 We 
have more letters that were sent to Pippin or his court. Many of these came 
from the papacy, and we owe their preservation to Charlemagne, who in 791 
ordered the by then tattered collection of papal epistles to be collected and 
copied into a single collection to ensure their preservation.12 This collection, 
known as the Codex epistolaris carolinus, presently survives in a single 
manuscript and contains about forty letters addressed to Pippin and/or the 
Frankish elite.13 In addition to these, there is one papal letter addressed to 
Pippin, in response to Pippin’s petition to Pope Zachary (741-752) for advice on 
certain canonical matters.14 Together, these letters attest to the formation of 
the bond between the Carolingian dynasty, starting with Pippin, and the 
papacy. 
                                                                    
11 EM, no. 19. 
12 CC, prologue. 
13 MS ÖNB, Codex 449; facsimile edition: Unterkircher (ed.), Codex epistolaris Carolinus. For 
background: Garrison, ‘New Israel’, 123-9; Noble, ‘Bible’; Hack, Codex Carolinus; Espelo, ‘Testimony’. 
14 CC, no. 3. 
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 As these letters reveal, after Pippin and Pope Stephen II had made their 
pact in the winter of 753/4, Rome had initially been concerned that Pippin was 
unwilling or unable to live up to his promise to restore and protect the 
patrimony of Saint Peter.15 When Pippin finally did come to the aid of the 
Romans, praise was lavished upon him, and he was hailed as a new David.16 
Following the death of the Lombard king Aistulf in 756, his successor, 
Desiderius (r. 756-774), was installed with the consent of the Frankish king and 
the Roman pope. However, Desiderius soon turned out to be as much a threat 
to Rome as his predecessor had been. Again, a flurry of letters was sent to the 
Frankish court, and again Pippin was implored to live up to his promise.17 By 
then, it would seem, he must have begun to regret having made it.  
 The Lombard threat to Rome is an ever-present theme in the letters sent 
to Pippin by Stephen’s brother and successor, Pope Paul I (757-767), and the 
political situation in Italy grew even more complex when the Byzantines began 
to get actively involved. At the same time, though, these letters also testify to 
the growing bond between the Carolingian family and the bishops of Rome. For 
example, when in 761 Pippin entered into a relation of co-paternity with Pope 
Paul I over his daughter Gisela.18 These letters are not just an invaluable source 
for the early involvement of the Carolingians in Italy, but of mid-eighth-century 
Italian politics in general and the formation of the papal state.19 They open our 
eyes to the complexities of eighth-century politics, which, contrary to the image 
derived from Carolingian annals and chronicles, did not revolve exclusively 
around warfare, but may actually have perceived diplomacy as the chief means 
of conflict resolution. From 753 to long after Pippin’s death, numerous legates, 
missi and ambassadors, often headed by powerful Frankish officials or even the 
lesser members of the dynasty, crossed the Alps to promote the interests of the 
dynasty. Had it not been for Charlemagne’s zeal to preserve these letters for 
posterity, we would have known very little about this vital aspect of eighth-
century Carolingian politics. 
 A second letter collection survives containing the letters of the missionary 
archbishop and papal legate Boniface (d. 754), whose base of operations was 
located on the eastern fringes of the Frankish world. The collection is a 
contemporary one, and was probably compiled in Mainz in the 760s, on the 
instruction of Bishop Lull (d. 786), Boniface’s successor.20 These letters mostly 
                                                                    
15 CC, nos. 5-10. 
16 CC, nos. 11-13; compare with ARF, s.a. 756; Continuations, c. 39. 
17 CC. nos. 15-22. 
18 CC. no. 14. On the spiritual bond of compartenity: Angenendt, ‘Geistliche Bündnis’, esp. 10-32. 
19 Noble, Republic, 75. 
20 Noble, ‘Introduction’, xxxiv-v. See Palmer, ‘Bishop Lull’. 
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inform us of Boniface’s mission east of the Rhine and his attempt to correct 
what he considered to be the derelict state of the Frankish Church and its 
wanton clergy.21 It was on Carloman’s instruction that Boniface presided over 
the first two Carolingian councils, and Boniface’s own testimony allows us to 
identify him as the main architect of the early programme of Carolingian 
correctio.  
 Admittedly, most of Boniface’s letters tell us very little of Pippin’s reign; 
there can be no doubt that Boniface was above all Carloman’s man.22 Once the 
latter abdicated in 747, Boniface retired to his see in Mainz and his monastery 
at Fulda.23 In his old age Boniface stopped being the driving force behind 
church reform, possibly because there was no room anymore for an aged 
Anglo-Saxon critic at Pippin’s court. Instead, new men took over, most notably 
Bishop Chrodegang of Metz (d. 766).24 On two occasions, however, Boniface 
sought Pippin’s by then royal ear: in one letter, he requested the king’s 
permission to attend a synod, which suggests that his presence at these 
assemblies was no longer self-evident. The second letter is not even directed to 
Pippin personally, but to archchaplain Fulrad, whom Boniface asked to act as an 
intermediary. Feeling death approaching, Boniface asked for Pippin’s 
permission to allow Lull to succeed him in Mainz, and to have the king’s 
insurance that the communities living on the Saxon frontier would continue to 
be maintained in Boniface’s absence.25 

1.2. Royal diplomas  

Jacques Le Goff, in his monumental biography of Louis IX (r. 1214-1270), 
remarked that ‘Saint Louis’s person expressed itself through his administrative 
activity. He existed through it and it is at least in part thanks to it that he 
continues to exist for us.’26 The extant diplomas of Saint Louis number in the 
thousands. Pippin’s extant diplomas, on the other hand, amount to only thirty-
eight, of which only a handful are original documents.27 In addition to these, we 
have references to another thirty-odd lost diplomas (deperdita), and there may 

                                                                    
21 Letters of Boniface, no. 50. On the political context behind Boniface’s accusations towards the 
Frankish clergy: Ewig, ‘Milo’; Zeddies, ‘Nutzliche Rebellen’; De Jong, ‘Bonifatius’, 20-1. 
22 De Jong, ‘Bonifatius’, 11-13. Boniface was active in Carloman’s territories.  
23 On Fulda: Raaijmakers, Fulda, esp. pp. 28-32. 
24 Ewig, ‘Saint Chrodegang’; idem, ‘Entwicklung der Fränkische Reichskirch’, pp. 222-8; Claussen, 
Reform, pp. 19-57. 
25 Letters of Boniface, nos. 93 and 107. 
26 Le Goff, Saint Louis, p. 243. 
27 For Pippin’s mayoral charters, see Heidrich, Urkunden; for Pippin’s royal charters, see DKar. 1, 
nos. 1-42. 
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have been many more. But even when we compare this number to the c. 250 
extant diplomas signed by Charlemagne, Pippin’s diplomas remain a modest 
corpus that might help to illuminate, but will not make manifest, ‘Pippin’s 
person’. 
 Harry Bresslau defined charters as ‘written declarations meant to serve as 
evidence of actions of a legal kind, recorded in specific forms, which are, 
however, changing according to the various persons, times, places and topics 
concerned.’28 Yet the function and meaning of a charter is not limited to it being 
a transcript of a legal transaction, especially in the case of the royal charter, or 
diploma. Recent developments in Urkundenforschung and the study of legal 
texts have shown that these documents must not merely be understood as the 
descriptive or normative records of an early medieval bureaucracy, but as 
performative texts, to be used as a political instrument through which a ruler 
was able to promote his authority – something we should consider for all extant 
texts of the period.29 This becomes especially clear if we look beyond the text of 
the diploma and consider the object, its context and its audiences: from the 
formal petitio, to a diploma’s public authentication at the court and its local 
preservation by the beneficiary and its community. More than a legal report 
alone, the diploma is a lasting symbol of royal authority in general, and a 
symbol of the ruler’s relation to the beneficiary in particular.30 
 When viewed from this perspective, Pippin’s diplomas, rare as they may 
be, still tell us much about his reign. Take for example the diplomas issued to 
the monastery of St Denis, a beneficiary that is particularly well represented 
among Pippin’s extant diplomas, making up almost half of the collection. Such 
statistics are easily misleading: they may say more about the monastery’s 
exceptional archival strategy (or the archive’s exceptional fortune), than about 
Pippin’s policy. In this case, however, there are various other indications that 
Pippin had a special bond with this Neustrian monastery. St Denis was where 
he spent part of his childhood in the 720s, where he and his sons were anointed 
by Pope Stephen II in the summer of 754 and where he was buried in 
September 768. It was also the site where his father and several Merovingian 
kings had chosen to be buried, making the monastery an important symbol of 
Frankish royal power. St Denis was probably not unique in the attention it 
received from the early Carolingians – its charters are merely uniquely 
                                                                    
28 Bresslau, Urkundenlehre, 1, p. 1. Reference and translation from: Heidecker (ed.), Charters, p. 2. 
29 Koziol, Politics of Memory, pp. 3-5. A similar approach has been advocated for other genres of 
legal and/or administrative text. See Pössel, ‘Capitularies’, 253. 
30 Heidecker (ed.), Charters; Koziol, Politics of Memory, esp. chapter one; on the symbolic 
significance of the dates on which diplomas were issued: Stoclet, ‘Dies Unctionis’; Heidrich, ‘Synode 
und Hoftag’, 440. 



1. P I P P I N  A N D  H I S  S O U R C E S  

24 

preserved –, but there can be little doubt that this particular monastery enjoyed 
a privileged status in the eyes of Pippin and his contemporaries. 
 If studied together, the diplomas of St Denis form a unique set of 
documents of which the earliest were issued only months before Pippin was 
elevated to the kingship and the last were issued from his deathbed, in order to 
secure his memoria. None of these charters can be explicitly linked to Pippin’s 
bid for the throne in 751. Nevertheless, they do testify to the political 
manoeuvring that was necessary to accumulate the support Pippin would have 
needed to claim, and afterwards consolidate, the royal title.31  
 The first of these diplomas was issued in August 750 and describes the 
proceedings of a legal dispute between the monastery of St Denis, represented 
by an advocatus named Chrodgarius, and a certain lady Christiana.32 Their 
dispute had been brought before the court at Verneuil, over which Pippin 
presided as mayor of the palace. The subject of their dispute was the Villa 
Mariolo, which both parties claimed as their own. However, Chrodgarius had 
not come to court empty-handed. He presented a charter to be reread by Pippin 
and his officials, which stated that its previous owner had donated the estate 
and its belongings to the monastery of St Denis. Pippin confirmed the charter’s 
authenticity and had Christiana publically do the same, thereby deciding the 
matter in favour of the monastery. In the period 750-754, five more such 
diplomas were issued, almost on a yearly basis, each dealing with property 
disputes and each having Pippin rule in favour of St Denis.33 Unique in this 
context is a diploma issued in 751, on the eve of Pippin’s coup, which confirmed 
all of St Denis’s property claims after an inquiry had been made by a pair of 
Pippin’s missi at the request of Abbot Fulrad.34 The Alemannian annals refer to 
this event in their entry for 751, where it states: ‘Pippin was made king; the 
property of the churches was described and divided.’35 It might not have been a 
coincidence that Abbot Fulrad was promoted to the position of archchaplain at 
Pippin’s new court; Fulrad had found a powerful and loyal patron in Pippin 
around the time of his royal inauguration and Pippin a loyal and influential 
subject in the abbot of St Denis.36  

                                                                    
31 Most narrative sources are silent about the events surrounding Pippin’s coup of 751, mentioning 
only the event itself. 
32 Heidrich, Urkunden, no. 18. 
33 It should be noted that there may have been additional disputes involving St Denis in which 
Pippin ruled in favour of the other party. If so, the resulting diplomas are less likely to have 
survived in the archives of St Denis and may have been lost. 
34 Heidrich, no. 23. 
35 Annales Alamannici, s.a. 751: ‘Pippinus rex elevatus. Res ecclesiarum descriptas atque divisas.’ 
36 Heidrich, Urkunden, nos. 21-23; DKar. 1, nos. 6 and 7. 
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 After Pippin’s royal confirmation in St Denis, in 754, his interest in the 
monastery appears to have abated somewhat. In 755 he donated confiscated 
property to the monastery.37 In 759, an old dispute between the monastery and 
the count of Paris, concerning the right to collect the annual market tolls, was 
put before the king and settled in favour of the monks.38 Seven years later, in 
766, Pippin issued two diplomas to the monks, a donation and a confirmation of 
that donation, for which he requested that they commemorate his late brother 
Carloman in their prayers.39 Last, in 768, the year in which Pippin got ill and 
died, he issued a final cluster of diplomas, in which Pippin confirmed the 
monastery’s privileges and donated property to its abbot, Fulrad, who was also 
Pippin’s archchaplain. He also donated property to the community as 
compensation for his burial in the basilica and to motivate the monks to pray 
for his soul’s salvation.40 These diplomas reveal the amount of energy and cost 
that went into maintaining the bonds of patronage on which Carolingian 
authority ultimately rested. The community of St Denis was but one actor in a 
sizeable network consisting of the secular and religious elite. 
 The other half of Pippin’s extant charters had been issued to various 
monasteries and churches across the Frankish realm. Apart from St Denis, the 
Alsatian monastery of Honau and the Austrasian monastery of Prüm stand out. 
Honau managed to preserve four of Pippin’s diplomas, Prüm managed to 
preserve five. Prüm, as these diplomas make clear, was of special significance to 
Pippin and in particular to his wife Bertrada, whose grandmother had founded 
the monastery in 721. Other ecclesiastical institutions are represented by one 
or occasionally two charters. In most cases, they record how Pippin either 
granted or confirmed the privileges and possessions of these communities. 
They reveal a strategy that goes back to the policy of Pippin II, which enabled 
Pippinid/Carolingian leaders to sustain and expand their authority, wealth and 
influence by controlling monastic resources in exchange for protection and 
privileges, and which Josef Semmler has called karolingische Klosterpolitik.41 
What these charters also reveal is that the dynastic transition of 751 did not 
lead to any significant stylistic or formulaic changes in Merovingian and 
Carolingian diplomas. If anything, and as might perhaps be expected of a new 
                                                                    
37 DKar. 1, no. 8. 
38 Ibid. no. 12. Also see DKar-I, no. 6. 
39 Ibid., nos 22 and 23. 
40 Ibid., nos. 25-28. On Pippin’s death an burial: Dierkens, ‘Mort’; Nelson, ‘Royal funerals’, 142-5. 
41 Semmler, ‘Klosterpolitik’. The phrase was originally coined by Ewig, ‘Klosterpolitik’, to describe 
the politics of Queen Balthild (d. >680). On the accumulation of spiritual capital by the Frankish 
elite in the seventh and eighth centuries: Fouracre, ‘Cult of saints’, 143-65; Rosenwein, Negotiating 
Space, pp. 99-114. See also Fouracre, ‘Regulating’, on the political use of sanctity by the early 
Carolingians. 
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king bent on consolidating his position, Pippin’s diplomas became more 
conservative –more distinctly royal – after 751. While Carolingian kingship 
brought with it a series of changes with regard to the organization of the court, 
royal diplomas, whose primary function it was to record and preserve the legal 
agreements between individuals and institutions, depended on continuity, 
especially in politically turbulent times. 

1.3. Capitularies 

Unique to Carloman’s and Pippin’s joint mayoral rule were the capitularies they 
issued. The Carolingian capitularies were subtly different from the conciliar 
proceedings that survived from the Merovingian period, which had been 
drafted up by the attending bishops of a council or synod and were afterwards 
presented to the king for his formal consent. In the Carolingian capitulary, it 
was the Carolingian mayor (and, after 751, the king) who occupied the limelight 
and is presented as being directly involved with the conciliar proceedings and 
the promulgation of its outcome as law. The ecclesiastical and secular elites 
played an important role in this process, but operated in the background by 
providing the ruler with advice and consent.42 Carloman and Pippin were thus 
placing themselves prominently at the foreground of church correctio, as the 
protectors of orthodoxy in a Constantinian fashion.43  
 These texts’ function and legal character have been a subject of debate 
among historians. In 1961, François-Louis Ganshof defined capitularies as 
‘expressions of governmental power, arranged in articles (capitula), which 
several Carolingian rulers used as a means to implement their laws and govern-
mental policies.’44 This is now considered too narrow a definition. More 
recently, Christina Pössel focused on the communicative aspects of these texts, 
defining them as ‘decrees, collections of chapters on a wide range of legal, 
administrative or pastoral topics, which were to be sent out from the centre 
into the regions of the Carolingian empire.’45 It can be questioned to what 
extent the Carolingian leadership could enforce the decrees it promulgated. 
Instead of perceiving such texts as legal prescriptions, capitularies can perhaps 
                                                                    
42 Mordek, ‘Kapitularien’, 28; Geary, Before France and Germany, p. 217. 
43 Ewig, ‘Bild Constantins’, esp. pp. 18-29; The earliest reference to Constantine as a model for a 
Frankish king is found in Gregory of Tours, Histories, book II, c. 31, p. 77. Such references are rare in 
Carolingian literature. See: Staubach, ‘Karolingische Reform’, 570-71, n. 83. However, note that 
Gregory’s comparison was copied into the Liber historiae Francorum, and that both texts circulated 
profusely in the Carolingian period. 
44 Ganshof, Kapitularien, p. 13. For an overview of the debate, see Mordek, ‘Kapitularien’, 25-9. Also 
see: McKitterick, Written Word, pp. 27-33; McKitterick, ‘Politics’, 41. 
45 Pössel, ‘Capitularies’, 267. 
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also be seen as performative documents – statements of intent and identity – 
much like the diplomas discussed above. Given the diversity within this genre, 
Pössel proposed that ‘instead of defining capitularies as legislation (…) we 
should see as the lowest common denominator of all texts found in capitulary 
collections the royal sponsorship of a text, specifically of its publication and 
dissemination.’46 
 The initiative to reform or, more aptly put, to correct the organization of 
the Frankish Church and the conduct of its officials came from Boniface.47 With 
few allies among the indigenous clergy, Boniface’s allegiance was foremost to 
Rome, in whose service he acted as legate for the province of Germania.48 
Having crossed the Channel in 716, Boniface found a willing, if perhaps not 
overeager, patron in Charles Martel. However, Boniface’s potential was recog-
nized by the Bavarian duke Odilo, a close ally of Charles, who invited the 
missionary to reorganize the Bavarian Church in 739 and to convene a synod 
there.49 These activities may in turn have inspired Carloman, who had 
succeeded Charles in 741, to summon Boniface to do the same in his territory. 
In a letter to Pope Zachary, Boniface could report that ‘[Carloman] promised 
that he would do something toward reforming and re-establishing the 
ecclesiastical discipline, which for a long time, not less than sixty or seventy 
years, has been despoiled and trampled upon.’50 Even though Boniface’s 
portrait of the dilapidated state of the Frankish Church was somewhat 
exaggerated, his Carolingian patrons nonetheless acted upon its urgency and 
stated in the prologues of their first capitularies that it was their intention ‘to 
restore the law of God and the ecclesiastical cult, which in the days of former 
rulers has fallen into ruin.’51  
 Carolingian mayoral support for these ‘Bonifacian reforms’ should not be 
dismissed as mere political opportunism. The importance of a properly main-
tained divine cult, or religio ecclesiastica, was of central importance in 
Carolingian society. But while Carloman and Pippin will have carried out their 
self-appointed guardianship of the divine cult with the utmost conviction, they 
cannot have been blind to the moral legitimacy it bestowed on their positions 

                                                                    
46 Ibid., 267. 
47 On the concept of medieval church reform: Reuter, ‘Kirchenreform’. Wood, Missionary Life, pp. 
58-60 argues that Boniface was more a church reformer than a missionary. 
48 Ewig, ‘Milo’. 
49 Letters of Boniface, no. 45; Willibald, Life of Boniface, pp. 36-41. 
50 Letters of Boniface, no. 50. 
51 Concilium Germanicum (742), prologue: ‘lex Dei et aecclesiastica relegio recuperetur, quae in 
diebus praeteritorum principum dissipata corruit.’ See also: Council of Soissons (744), c. 1: 
‘quomodo lex Dei et ecclesiastica regula recuperetur, quae in diebus priorum principum dissipata 
corruit.’ 
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as de-facto leaders of the Franks. For the first time in Frankish history, councils 
convened and capitularies were issued on the authority of mayors of the palace 
instead of kings. Their impact notwithstanding, the promulgation of these 
decrees in their own names says much about Carolingian authority at this time. 
Also, their involvement with and proximity to the church and its personnel 
allowed them to restructure church hierarchy and, more importantly, it granted 
them access to the vast landed resources they needed to keep the Carolingian 
war machine at full steam. 
 In the 740s, the mayoral phase of Pippin’s reign, there is evidence for at 
least five Frankish councils or synods, though there may have been more. At the 
so-called Concilium Germanicum of 742 it was decreed that a synod would be 
held on a yearly basis.52 This would later be extended to two synods a year, one 
in March and the other in October.53 Of these five mayoral synods, only the 
capitularies of the first three have survived.54 The first of these, the Concilium 
Germanicum, had a strong provincial character and was probably not attended 
by Carloman personally.55 The outcome, which Carloman later confirmed with a 
capitulary, would nevertheless form the blueprint for the Carolingian reform 
programme. It dealt with issues of church organization, the struggle against 
paganism and above all clerical conduct. The decrees formulated at the 
Concilium Germanicum were ratified the next year, at the Council at Les 
Estinnes (743), at which representatives from the whole of Carloman’s realm 
were present. In addition to this, its capitulary also contained a chapter that 
allowed Carloman to redistribute church land to his armed retainers in 
precaria, in return for a modest annual compensation of one solidus per farm 
and on the condition that the affected ecclesiastical houses remain capable of 
performing their sacred duties. In theory, the ecclesiastical institutions retained 
ownership of the land, but in practice Carloman had gained access to the 
immense landed reserves of the church, which he claimed he needed ‘because 

                                                                    
52 Cf. Schieffer, Angelsachsen und Franken, pp. 1463-71, argues for 743 as the date of this council. 
For an overview of the debate: Hartmann, Synoden, p. 51, n. 14. Dierkens, ‘Superstitions’. 
53 Concilium Germanicum (742), c. 1; Councilium Suessionense (744), c. 2. Cf. Hincmar, De Ordine 
Palatii, cc. 29-30. Hincmar noted that he based his work on an earlier work by Adalhard (d. 826), a 
contemporary and relative of Pippin and Charlemagne. 
54 The capitularies of the Councilium Germanicum (742) and the Council of Les Estinnes (743) 
survive exclusively in the letter collection of Boniface. The capitulary of the Council of Soissons 
(744) survives in the canonical law collections of the ninth century. For manuscripts, see: Mordek, 
Bibliotheca capitularium. The different transmission context of these capitularies and the 
differences in language support the idea that Boniface was not directly involved with the Council of 
Soissons. 
55 De Clercq, Législation religieuse, pp. 117-8. 
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of the looming wars and persecutions of the various peoples (gentium) that 
surround us.’56 
 In 744 Pippin organized his own council at Soissons, joining his older 
brother in the spirit of correctio. Pippin and his clergy, however, were 
concerned about the moral conduct of not just the clergy, but of the laity as 
well, focussing especially on matters of adultery and incest.57 Owing to the 
letters of Boniface, we have evidence for at least two more councils that 
convened in 745 and 747.58 The first of these was a joint council and in 747 two 
separate councils may have convened: one by Carloman in Düren and the other 
by Pippin, who for the occasion had requested Pope Zachary to send him 
canons on various topics.59 As king, Pippin issued a set of edicts that addressed 
a number of topics, ranging from the collection of tolls, to the measurement of 
coins, to the Frankish justice system.60 The Council of Compiègne of 757, on the 
other hand, is primarily concerned with the regulations of marriage and 
divorce. Whether or not these were actually implemented during Pippin’s 
realm – and the language of these texts certainly suggests that this was the plan 
– or whether these decrees should merely be understood as statements of 
intent, they nonetheless offer a wealth of information with regard to the moral 
code and social values of Pippin’s polity. 

1.4. Baddilo’s pen and the return of Clovis 

In addition to letters and administrative texts, Pippin’s royal chancery also 
produced three highly programmatic prologues that expres the core values of 
Pippin’s royal ideology. The first of these is the prologue to the capitulary of the 
Council of Ver, issued on 11 July 755.61 Its content is very similar to that of the 
prologues of the capitularies issued in the 740s, though perhaps more 
outspoken and royal in tone. It opens by invoking that same foreboding sense 
of urgency we have seen in Boniface’s letters and the early capitularies. These 
had been ‘restless times’ (tempora inquieta), which had led to a general ‘neglect’ 
(neglegentia) of the ‘rules of the ancient fathers’ (priscorum patrum regulae) 
and ‘the most orthodox norms of the holy Catholic Church’ (sanctae aecclesiae 
                                                                    
56 Council of Les Estinnes (743), c.2: ‘Propter inminentia bella et persecutiones ceterarum gentium 
quae in circuitu nostro sint.’ 
57 Council of Soissons (744): [on heresy:] cc. 1 (Nicene Creed), 2 and 7; [on lay conduct:] cc. 4 and 9. 
Ubl, Inzestverbot, chapter five, pp. 217-90. 
58 Letters of Boniface, nos. 60-1. Letter no. 79 may allude to a possible third council, but this can also 
be interpreted as a reference to the council of 747. 
59 Ibid., no. 77. Pope Zachary’s reply to Pippin’s petition survives as CC, no. 3. 
60 Pippini regis capitulare (754-755) and Council of Ver (755). 
61 Council of Ver (755), prologue. 



1. P I P P I N  A N D  H I S  S O U R C E S  

30 

catholicae rectissimae normae). Of course, it was Pippin’s intention to turn the 
tide and establish ‘peaceful and calm times’ (tempora serena spatiaque 
tranquilla) in his kingdom, which meant restoring canon law, ‘undistorted and 
inviolable’ (inconvulsa atque inviolata). 
 The second prologue is actually an arenga to an exceptional charter that 
Pippin issued for the monastery of Prüm on 13 August 762.62 As noted, this 
monastery was of special interest to Pippin and his wife, who enriched it with 
many lands and privileges and effectively refounded it.63 The circumstances 
leading up to this unusual charter, which is something between a royal diploma 
and private charter, was Pippin’s recent capture of the city of Bourges on the 
Aquitanians.64 The diploma’s unusually long arenga begins with a clear 
definition of how Pippin perceived his royal mission: 

And since it is clear to us that Divine Providence has anointed [us] to 
the throne of the kingdom, it is right to exercise these things in God’s 
name, in so far as we may be able to follow the grace and will of the 
Highest. For we have remembered that Gospel, in which it said: “He 
that does the will of My Father, who is in heaven, shall himself enter 
into the heavenly kingdom” [Matt. 7:21]. And since kings reign 
because of God and He in his mercy has entrusted to us nations and 
realms to be governed and looked after, so that we may be exalted 
rulers (rectores) for the poor and needy, let us not fail to govern and 
educate [them] for the love of Christ.65 

The diploma is authenticated by Baddilo, chief notary at Pippin’s court. 
Baddilo’s subscription furthermore features in diplomas issued in the period 
757-766.66 Although the Capitulary of Ver is an anonymous document issued in 

                                                                    
62 DKar-I, no. 16. Facsimile edition: Nolden (ed.), Goldene Buch, fol. 2a-4a. 
63 Prüm had been founded in 721 by Bertrada, the grandmother of Queen Bertrada, wife of Pippin 
the Short. Heinrich, Urkundenbuch, no. 8; Nolden (ed.), Goldene Buch, fol. 82a-83a. The foundation 
charter was not part of the original ninth-century Carolingian cartulary, but was added in the 
twelfth century. Prüm’s continuity in the period 721-762 is subject to debate. See: Isphording, 
Prüm, pp. 60-3. Discontinuity is a possibility, but the charter’s re-emergence in the twelfth-century 
reworking of the cartulary suggests that it was intentionally left out in the ninth-century 
composition, possibly to promote the site’s identity as a royal Carolingian monastery. 
64 Continuations, c. 43. 
65 DKar-I, no. 16, p. 22, lines 18-27: ‘Et quia divina nobis providentia in solium regni unxisse 
manifestum est, oportet ea in dei nomine exercere, in quae potius gratiam atque voluntatem 
altissimi consequi valeamus. Meminimus enim ipsius evangelii, in quo ait: “qui facit voluntatem 
patris mei, qui in caelis est, ipse intrabit in regnum caelorum.” Et quia reges ex deo regnant 
nobisque gentes et regna pro sua misericordia ad gubernandum commisit, providendum, ut et 
sublimes rectores simus, inopibus et pauperibus pro amore Christi gubernare atque educare non 
neglegamus.’ Trans. Garrison, ‘New Israel’, pp. 131-2, with an addition by the author. 
66 Ibid., nos 9, 10, 16 and 21-23. Baddilo replaced by another scribe (subscribing ‘in vice 
Baddilonis’): nos. 13 and 18. 
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755, its exceptional prologue might suggest that Baddilo may have been 
involved here as well. This is also the case for the prologue attached to a 
reworking of the Lex Salica, which Pippin reissued in 763/4 (the so-called D-
recension).67 Whether Baddilo or one of his co-notaries had composed these 
programmatic texts (three or four notaries appear to have been active at this 
time), it is clear that these notaries were charged with more than merely 
documenting legal transactions: they were promoting Pippin’s royal identity 
and articulating his royal ideology. 
 As important as the actual content of the Lex Salica was the royal act of 
promulgating it. It is not at all clear how these ethnic law codes actually func-
tioned in early medieval societies, but it has been suspected that their function 
was geared more towards identity formation, than as an applicable set of legal 
statutes.68 The original date of composition is unknown, but certain elements of 
the Lex Salica almost certainly predate the reign of Clovis (c. 466-511).69 As the 
eighth-century prologue shows, a Frankish audience associated the text with 
the origins of their people and its earliest kings, who are credited with having 
promulgated the Lex Salica, no doubt to express their royal task as lawgivers 
and keepers of the peace.70  
 The extended prologue of 763/4 begins with a eulogy of the Frankish 
people, praising for their strength in war, love for peace, wisdom in counsel and 
overall nobility. In particular, the Franks are praised for their conversion to 
Catholicism, which left them ‘immune from heresy’ (emunis ab heresa).71 The 
prologue then reuses a section from the older prologue, recounting the 
mythological origins of the text, namely that it was created by the four 
lawmakers Wisogast, Bodogast, Salegast and Widogast – whose names eerily 
resemble the places these men are said to have come from. Especially telling is 
the homage to Clovis that the Reviser added: ‘favoured by God, Clovis, king of 
the Franks, fierce and beautiful and glorious, was the first who received the 
Catholic baptism, and that which was considered less appropriate in the pact, 
was removed and corrected by Clovis, Childebert and Chlotharius by royal 

                                                                    
67 Eckhard (ed.), Pactus Legis Salicae, 1. The D-recension is extant in three manuscripts: D7: 
Montpellier, Faculté de Médicine H 136, ff. 156r-172v; D8: Paris, BnF, Lat. 4627 (ff. 32r-59v; and 
D9: Sankt Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. Sang. 731 (ff. 235-292). Digital facsimile of the latter MS: 
http://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/list/one/csg/0731. 
68 McKitterick, Frankish kingdoms, p. 99; King, ‘Barbarian Kingdoms’, 138-40. 
69 Ubl, ‘Loi salique’. 
70 Pactus Legis Salica, short prologue, c. 1, p. 2. 
71 See in this context: Innes, ‘Heresy’. 



1. P I P P I N  A N D  H I S  S O U R C E S  

32 

force.’72 The prologue then concludes with an invocation of Christ in order to 
protect the Franks, who  

have cast from their necks the heavy yoke of the Romans by fighting, 
and after their acknowledgement of the baptism, the Franks have 
decorated the [rediscovered] bodies of the holy martyrs with gold 
and precious stones, which the Romans burned with fire or maimed 
with iron or threw before beasts to be tormented.73 

No longer merely Rome’s successors, Pippin’s Franks had superseded them in 
both warfare and faith. 
 The act of reissuing the Lex Salica and equipping it with an ideologically 
charged prologue was not only meant to stimulate a sense of collective 
Frankish identity after a long period of internal division, but may also have 
served to present Pippin as a new Clovis. Pippin and his circle flirted with the 
idea that they were reviving a heroic chapter in the Frankish past – a chapter 
vividly recalled in the work of Gregory of Tours and subsequently copied into a 
host of other chronicles and historiographical compilations.74 The parallels 
between their two reigns were there for all to see: Pippin’s holy unction 
mirrored the baptism of Clovis, both rulers founded a royal line, and both were 
exceptional conquerors.75 It might have been no coincidence that Pippin had his 
prologue composed in the heat of his epic conquest of Aquitaine, just as Clovis 
before him had conquered it from the Visigoths. A further argument indicating 
that the Franks were not blind to these similarities dates to c. 827, when an 
Alemannian monk named Erchanbert composed a short history of the Franks, 
in which he juxtaposed the reigns of Clovis and Pippin.76 By then, however, 
Pippin’s royal triumph had already become yesterday’s news: with the advent 
of empire, the Franks no longer anticipated a second Clovis, but looked for a 
new Constantine. 

                                                                    
72 Pactus Lex Salica, 2, prologue: ‘Deo favendi rex Francorum Chlodovius, torrens et pulcher [et 
inclitus], primus recepit catholicum baptismum, et quod minus in pactum habebatur idoneum, per 
perculsus regis Chlodvio et Childeberto et Chlothario fuit lucidis emendatum.’ 
73 Pactus Lex Salica, 2, prologue: ‘Romanorum iugum durissimum de suis cervicibus excusserunt 
pugnando, atque post agnicionem baptismi sanctorum martyrum corpora, quem Romani igne 
cremaverunt vel ferro truncaverunt vel besteis lacerando proiecerunt, Franci [reperta] super eos 
aurum et lapides preciosos ornaverunt.’ 
74 Contreni, ‘Reading Gregory’, 422-5. As will be discussed in chapter 2, Gregory’s Histories were an 
important source for later compilers, and came to be connected to such texts as the Continuations 
and the Liber historiae Francorum. 
75 Enright, Royal Anointing Ritual, p. 153. 
76 Erchanbert, Breviarium. On this text, see below, chapter 5.2.4, pp. 180-5, and appendix three. 
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1.5. Annals and chronicles 

Central to this study are the annals and chronicles in which a later generation of 
Franks recorded the history of the Carolingian dynasty. This was not a process 
of passive recording of the past, but of actively justifying it and of occasionally 
assigning the past new meaning. In the next chapter, I will study the contexts in 
which the Continuations and the ARF, the two key historiographical accounts 
for Pippin’s reign, were written and circulated. But even though both texts were 
composed in a similar environment, namely by members of the Carolingian 
court community, they nonetheless belonged to different genres. Medieval 
annals, which should not be confused with the more elaborate and literary 
classical annals as composed by Tacitus, and chronicles looked to the past from 
different angles and used different structuring principles, which had impli-
cations for their meaning. At the same time, though, such typological 
distinctions should not be applied too strictly, as they are essentially modern 
constructs. And even if annals and chronicles were registered as fundamentally 
different categories originally, the medieval historiographer may have felt no 
inhibition about composing hybrid texts. The difficulty for modern scholars to 
define and maintain solid typological classifications is in itself evidence for the 
liberty early medieval historiographers had in shaping their histories, which 
left them ample room for modification, adaptation and ‘hybridisation’.77  
 Medieval annals are essentially no more than collections of annual entries, 
chronologically organized and dated in relation to the Incarnation of Christ. In 
terms of function and organization, they have much in common with the 
classical chronicle, which only stimulated their hybridization. The medieval 
chronicle took its inspiration from Eusebius-Jerome’s Chronicle, a text which it, 
in one form or another, often meant to continue.78 Bishop Isidore of Seville (d. 
636), himself the author of several larger and lesser chronicles, was not yet 
familiar with the annalistic genre as we recognize it today, which came to be 
introduced on the Continent in the 740s. Isidore instead used the word annales 
as the Latin translation of the Greek chronicle (χρονικά). As Isidore defined the 
genre in his Etymologies, ‘whatever domestic or military matters on sea or land, 
worthy of memory are treated year by year in records they are called “annals” 
from yearly (anniversaries) deeds.’79 Moreover, annals were not to be confused 

                                                                    
77 Guenée, ‘Genres historiques’, 1015-6. 
78 McKitterick, Perceptions, p. 68. 
79 Isidorus, Etymologiarum, book 1, c. 44: ‘Quaequae enim digna memoriae domi militiaeque, mari 
ac terrae per annos in commentariis acta sunt, ab anniversariis gestis annales nominaverunt.’ 
Translation by Barney et al., Etymologies, p. 67. 
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with histories, as ‘annals (annales) are the actions of individual years (annus) 
(...), but history (historia) concerns itself with many years or ages.’80 For 
Isidore, the main distinction between the chronicle and the history was their 
temporal horizon. Writing a century earlier, Cassiodorus also distinguished 
between the chronicle and the history, but did so in terms of style and function, 
arguing that the chronicle was the chronological and descriptive work of the 
historiographer, whereas the history was a more literary genre, that actually 
reflected on past events.81  
 Responsible for the introduction of the medieval annalistic genre on the 
Continent in the mid-eighth-century were the Anglo-Saxon missionaries.82 As 
these missionaries came to enjoy the support of the Frankish regime, and as 
their monastic foundations became important cultural centres firmly 
embedded in the Frankish royal infrastructure, the success of the annalistic 
genre grew, though they never completely replaced the chronicle as a historio-
graphical genre. Their success was particularly stimulated by their close 
association with chronology and time reckoning, or computus, for which the 
Frankish learned elite showed a particularly strong interest around the turn of 
the century.83 The implications of this relation for the origins and evolution of 
the annalistic genre are subject to debate. The traditional view, which holds 
that annals evolved from being mere notes in the margins of expired Easter 
Tables, to more emancipated minor annals, to elaborate major annals, such as 
the ARF, has been judged by McKitterick as being too simplistic and too linear, 
arguing instead for a more diversified and parallel process of annalistic 
development in return.84 
 In terms of form and structure, medieval annals offer a radical alternative 
to the more conventional chronicle. Both genres adhere to a strict chronological 

                                                                    
80 Ibid.: ‘Annales sunt res singulorum annorum. (...) Historia autem multorum annorum vel 
temporum est.’ 
81 Cassiodorus, Institutiones, book 1, c. 17; Foot, ‘Meaning of form’, 89; Dumville, ‘Chronicle’, 2. 
82 Ganshof, ‘Historiographie’, 667-8; Story, ‘Frankish annals’, 105-6. Many of the earliest examples 
of annalistic writing on the Continent note the deaths of Anglo-Saxon or Irish clergymen. E.g. 
Annales Laureshamenses, s.a. 704-708, p. 22. 
83 Corradini, ‘Zeiträume - Schrifträume’, 119-23. 
84 For the traditional view, see: McCormick, Annales. This view has been criticized by McKitterick, 
History and Memory, pp. 98-99. While McCormick argues for a linear development from a single 
source (the Easter table), McKitterick argues for parallel developments, with multiple sources of 
inspiration. Also key in this debate is the relation between the ‘minor’ and ‘major’ annals. The 
traditional German view, articulated in Kurze, Karolingischen Annalen, argues that the ARF was 
based on (older) minor annals. Cf. Halphen, Études critiques, pp. 3-15, argues for the opposite, 
namely that minor annals derived from the ARF. McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 102, follows 
Halphen in this matter. McKitterick also warns that the (modern) designations ‘minor’ and ‘major’ 
in relation to annals should not be interpreted as value judgments. These names merely reflect the 
average length of the annal entries. 
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ordering of their information. However, chronicles are structured on the basis 
of literary and syntactical principles, using conjunctions to connect the various 
events, whereas the annals are structured on the basis of a numerical list of 
year numbers, purposefully calibrated to the year of the Incarnation of Christ.85 
One significant consequence of this is that the chronicle is better suited to 
create an account that a reader would recognize as a narrative. Annals, 
however, often lacked these syntactical connectors, with an incoherent story as 
a result. Especially in the case of the so-called minor annals – called so because 
of their very short and succinct year entries – coherence is derived almost 
exclusively from the numerical sequence of year numbers.86 
 In a historiographical context, dating according to the Annus Domini was 
nothing less than revolutionary. It ensured a loose cohesion between individual 
entries, which could therefore be written in an extremely contracted style 
requiring very little space on the parchment, which would otherwise have 
reduced the text to a meaningless series of seemingly unrelated statements.87 
In addition to this, the AD dating scheme embedded the annals’ contents in a 
broader, but very specific, historical framework, namely that of the history of 
salvation. If anything, this had the practical advantage of not having to replicate 
such a framework each time a new set of annals was created, as was the case 
with the universal chronicle that often applied a variety of dating techniques to 
keep track of time.88 Because annals used a dating system that was specifically 
linked to the Incarnation of Christ, a reference point central to contemporary 
perceptions of historical and liturgical time, and because the passing of time 
was restricted to a numerical sequence, annals could begin at any desired point 
in time. The numerical reference to a specific year thus made it instantly clear 
when the corresponding event had occurred, allowing for a more contemporary 
focus. 
 The application of the AD system also affected the interpretation of the 
content of annals. The events related in these texts were directly connected to 
the life of Christ – the Word made Flesh – and therefore to the history of 
salvation itself. It made annals yet another expression of how ‘human history is 

                                                                    
85 McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 90-5; McKitterick, Perceptions, p. 68; Declercq, ‘Dionysius 
Exiguus’, 165-246; Corradini, ‘Rhetoric of crisis’, 303. An oddity are the Carolingian capitularies of 
the 740s, which also use the AD-system: Concilium Germanicum (742), prologue; Council of Soissoins 
(744), prologue. Note that chronicles occasionally do break chronology (e.g. Continuatonis, c. 17; 
some regard this as the starting point of a new section). 
86 Dutton, Charlemagne's Mustache, p. 110 
87 Foot, ‘Meaning of form’, 102. 
88 Krüger, Universalchroniken, p. 13. 
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understood as part of divine history.’89 This same eschatological dimension was 
already present in the conventional chronicle and the structure of both genres 
was, in theory, designed to be continued until the end of time. Isidore of Seville, 
for example, was well aware of this eschatological outlook of annales (i.e. 
chronicles), stating that ‘there is this difference between history and annals, 
namely, that history is of those times that we have seen, but annals are of those 
years that our age has not known.’90 
 Due to their direct relation to the Incarnation of Christ, this eschatological 
dimension is much more pronounced in medieval annals, which might explain 
why their production increased in the years leading up to 800, when according 
to some Christ would return.91 Instead of providing an account of the whole of 
Creation, annals, as it were, pick up where the Bible left off; they were a record 
of what Augustine had labeled the Sixth Age, i.e. the period between the First 
and Second Coming of Christ. This close link between contemporary history 
and the history of salvation has led to the very plausible assumption that 
authors of annals (minor annals in particular) did not seek to record the deeds 
of men, but to register the signs of God’s work in the world, as revealed through 
miracles, the deaths of holy men, extraordinary natural phenomena and the 
movements of kings – the latter being understood as someone to whom God 
had entrusted the governance of His people.92 It fell to the authors of these 
histories ‘to interpret the works of God and His signs correctly, so that kings 
might be well-informed rulers.’93 If so, annals and biblical exegesis, as Mayke de 
Jong has argued, may have been more closely related genres than we tend to 
think.94  
 If indeed annals were originally designed as histories of the divine, and 
the actions of kings were considered a key expression of divine will, it would 
not have been long before these same kings and their learned entourage came 
to realize the vast sacral potential of this historiographical format. After all, if a 
Carolingian ruler was recognized as a divine instrument, his actions would be 
justified. If annals interpreted Carolingian authority as divinely sanctioned, 

                                                                    
89 Werner, ‘Gott, Herrscher und Historiograph’, 109; Ganz (ed.), Einhard and Notker, p. 49. 
90 Isidorus, Etymologiarum, book 2, c. 44: ‘Inter historiam autem et annales hoc interest, quod 
historia est eorum temporum quae vidimus, annales vero sunt eorum annorum quos aetas nostra 
non novit.’ Trans. Barney et al., Etymologies, p. 67. On the interpretation of this text, see also: Foot, 
‘Meaning of form’, 89; Guenée, ‘Genres historiques’, 1001. 
91 Heil, Reconceptualizing eschatology’, 74-8; Palmer, ‘Calculating Time’, 1307-8. 
92 See above, n. 62. 
93 Werner, ‘Geschichtsschreiber’, 103-4 and 106: ‘Ihre Aufgabe ist es, Gottes Wirken und seine 
Zeichen recht zu interpretieren, damit die Könige gutberatene Hersscher sein können.’ See also: 
Garrison, ‘New Israel’. 
94 De Jong, ‘Emperor Lothar’, 229; De Jong, ‘Karolingische annalen’, 37-8. 
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they were by definition intolerant of political opposition, as opposition to 
Carolingian authority would amount to opposition against divine authority 
itself. A final advantage, from a Carolingian perspective, to use annals as a 
historiographical format to recount Carolingian history, was that they allowed 
for an isolated narrative that could begin at any given moment in time, without 
breaking the link between the events described and the authoritative and 
sacred history of the Bible. The possibility of a contemporary starting point in 
combination with a strongly Carolingian focus thus allowed the new dynasty to 
embed its own past in an authoritative Christian framework that allowed them 
to pass over their Merovingian predecessors in silence. 
 Although a direct relation between the success of the annals and the 
advent of the Carolingian dynasty is difficult to prove, their synchronicity can 
hardly be considered a coincidence. The Carolingians feature very prominently 
in these texts and most Frankish annals start with an entry relating specifically 
to an event that was of special significance to dynastic history. Although annals 
originated in a monastic, contemplative context, its potential as a historio-
graphical format with which to commemorate and promote the deeds of kings 
was quickly realized.95 For this purpose, however, the contracted style of minor 
annals, often considered to represent an early phase in the evolution of the 
genre, was poorly suited. Keeping many of the original characteristics, some 
annals came to be designed to commemorate the deeds of kings, while others 
continued to monitor the deeds of God. The former group contracted an 
increasingly rich prose, adopting moralizing features normally associated with 
the genre of the history and, to a lesser extent, the chronicle. It is on account of 
these differences that this type of annals is commonly referred to as ‘major 
annals’, of which the ARF are a prime example. 
 This type of historiography was foremost a court-oriented affair. Ardo, 
abbot of St Mihiel (809-819) wrote that ‘no learned man would doubt (…) that 
it is the most ancient practice, habitual for kings up to now, to have whatever 
things are done or happen to be written down in annals for posterity to learn 
about.’96 Ardo’s definition of the term annales was probably a broad one; like 
Isidore, he referred to chronographic historiography in general, which also 
included the chronicle. It should also not be assumed that the kings of which 
Ardo wrote had written down ‘whatever things are done’ on account of some 

                                                                    
95 I follow McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 97-100. McKitterick argues that the development of 
Carolingian annals was a parallel and pluriform, rather than linear, proces. 
96 Ardo, Life of Benedict, prologue: ‘Perantiquam siquidem fore consuetudinem actenus regibus 
usitatam, quaeque geruntur acciduntve annalibus tradi posteris cognoscenda, nemo, ut reor, 
ambigit doctus.’ Trans. Nelson, ‘The Annals of St Bertin’, 23. 
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antiquarian or conceited interest. Historiography had a wide array of functions 
that were often overlapping and seldom mutually exclusive. With the biblical 
past understood as a linear precursor to, and a prefiguration of, present and 
future events, contemporary events required exegesis as much as biblical ones 
did.97 Because both chronicles and, especially, annals only provide their 
readership with a selection and sequencing of events, Karl-Ferdinand Werner 
may well be right in arguing that it was left to the ruler and his inner circle of 
advisers to interpret these occurrences, distil divine tokens and forebodings 
from them, and use these as a basis for future policy. 
 The more elaborate ‘major’ annals acquired a moralizing quality due to 
the occasional introduction of interpretive elements that are absent in ‘minor’ 
annals, and which they appear to have borrowed from the chronicle. In a case 
where a set of minor annals would typically state that ‘in year “x” king “y” [and 
one is to assume his army, too] proceeded to “z”’, the authors of major annals 
would sometimes add a motive, explaining that duke ‘z’ had caused offense to 
king ‘y’. These explanations (or more properly: justifications), though common-
ly encountered in the narrative of the Continuations, only occasionally feature 
in the earliest section of the ARF. After all, their purpose was no longer 
exclusively to contemplate the visible expressions of divine providence, but to 
promote – and occasionally protect – the reputation of the Carolingian dynasty 
by justifying and commemorating its triumphs. 

1.6. Carolingian historiography in context 

The audience for which Carolingian historiography was written belonged to the 
same group of privileged people that produced it: the court community. 
Membership of this community far exceeded the king’s inner circle of palace-
dwellers and included the entire network of secular and ecclesiastical elites, or 
all those who occupied a position of authority that relied on the wealth and 
privileges bestowed upon them by the ruler. But although the members of this 
community ‘shared an awareness of collective interests,’ they ‘also had their 
factional or individual goals to pursue, in competition with others.’98  
 Carolingians may have dominated the limelight of these narratives, other 
members of the court community significantly operated in the background of 
these texts. Historiography was part of a semi-public polemical discourse, in 
which the Frankish elite, often through subtle signals, vied for royal favour, 
incriminated or humiliated rivals, confirmed alliances, or made overtures for 
                                                                    
97 See above, note 94. 
98 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 60-62; Nelson, ‘History-writing’, 437. 
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future ones.99 To an outsider looking in, for example the modern historian, such 
signals might prove difficult to register. Court-oriented historiography offered a 
semi-public stage that allowed its authors and readership to reflect on the 
social hierarchies within their community, in a context of commemoration and 
celebration of the ruling dynasty’s successes. For example, Childebrand, writing 
for a contemporary readership, can be seen to claim a dominant position in the 
social hierarchy by expressing his close association with the dynasty. In the 
Continuations, he presents himself as the brother of Charles Martel, a duke of 
Burgundy, and a mentor of Pippin.100 This was also a successful strategy to 
ensure his commemoration in the long run: men like Childebrand or Ermold are 
known almost exclusively through their own writings.101 
 The close link between Frankish historiography and the Carolingian court 
is reflected in the identities of the authors, insofar these are known. The 
majority of our sources remain anonymous. In most cases, history was written 
by prominent men closely associated with the court, if not directly related to 
the dynasty itself.102 The Continuations, for example, were composed under the 
aegis of Childebrand, who claimed to have been a half-brother of Charles 
Martel.103 The identity of the authors of the ARF, or those who oversaw their 
composition, has been the subject of much debate, but it is generally assumed 
that these annals must have been composed under the supervision of someone 
high-up the hierarchical ladder.104 When the Carolingian empire was divided in 
841, the ARF was continued in the western kingdom under the auspices of high-
ranking men such as Archbishop Drogo of Metz (d. 855), Bishop Prudentius of 
Troyes (d. 861) and Archbishop Hincmar of Rheims (d. 882).  
 In some cases rulers personally commissioned a historiographical work. 
Nithard’s Histories, for example, had been commissioned by Emperor Charles 
the Bald (823-877) in the early 840s.105 Like Childebrand, Nithard was an il-
legitimate member of the dynasty. Notker’s Gesta Karoli was commissioned by 
Emperor Charles the Fat (839-888). Conversely, as the example of Ermold the 
Black’s poems reveals, histories were also written to gain or regain royal 
favour. Regino, formerly abbot of Prüm, may be another example of an exile 
looking for a way back into the royal court. Having been deposed as abbot of 
                                                                    
99 Innes and McKitterick, ‘The writing of history’, 194; Nelson, ‘History-writing’, 435; Airlie, ‘Semper 
fideles’; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 59-63. 
100 Continuations, cc. 20 and 24. 
101 On Ermold: Noble, Charlemagne and Louis, p. 119. 
102 Airlie, ‘The world, the text and the Carolingian’, 61-2. 
103 See n. 100. 
104 The argument was first made in Ranke, ‘Kritik’, 434. See also: McKitterick, ‘Constructing the 
past’, esp. 114-15; Reimitz, ‘Weg zum Königtum’, pp. 279-89; De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 63-72. 
105 Nithard, Histories, prologue. 
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Prüm, he composed his bulky chronicle in nearby Trier, dedicating it to Bishop 
Adalbero of Augsburg, the tutor of Louis IV, the Child (893-911).106 Recently, it 
has been argued that Hincmar of Rheims wrote his treatise De ordine palatii, 
though not a work of history per se, for a similar purpose.107 
 Einhard, the author of the Vita Karoli, had been his protagonist’s loyal 
courtier for most of his life and referred to him in the prologue of his work as 
his ‘lord and provider’ (dominus et nutritor).108 His biography illustrates how 
the writing of history was used to strengthen the social and political relations 
between members of the community.109 After he completed the Vita Karoli, 
Einhard sent it to Walahfrid Strabo (abbot of Reichenau, c. 807-849), who 
commended Einhard on his literary masterpiece and in turn added a preface to 
his work.110 When Lupus of Ferrières managed to obtain the Life, he wrote to 
Einhard: ‘your work came into my hand, in which (may I speak without 
suspicion of flattery) you gloriously set forth the glorious deeds of the aforesaid 
emperor.’111 While their compliments were no doubt sincere, neither Walahfrid 
nor Lupus was writing a book review, but, through their positive and very 
public association with Einhard’s work, was signalling their allegiance to 
Einhard and his network. In this context, the history of the Carolingians was a 
common ground – a lingua franca – to be used by all men of influence to convey 
messages of association or disassociation to other members of the court 
community.  
 As Innes and McKitterick have noted, early medieval audiences consisted 
of ‘a series of concentric circles which comprised different audiences for a text, 
received the text in different ways and reached different conclusions from 
reading it.’112 Although most extant Carolingian historiography shows few signs 
of having been read by a very large audience, for example because many works 
survive in just one or two manuscripts, there were also ‘bestsellers’ in 
circulation, such as the ARF or Einhard’s Vita Karoli.113 The high-ranking men 
associated with these texts as authors, patrons or commissioners, gave these 
writings a degree of authority that other texts – composed or promoted by less 
                                                                    
106 MacLean, Kingship and Politics, pp. 7-8. 
107 Patzold, ‘Konsens und Konkurrenz’, 87-8. 
108 Einhard, VK, prologue. 
109 Patzold, ‘Einhards erste Leser’. 
110 Einhard, VK, pp. xxvii-xxix. 
111 Lupus of Ferrières, Letters, no. 1: ‘Venit in manus meas opus vestrum, quo memorati imperatoris 
clarissima gesta (liceat mihi absque suspicione adulationis dicere) clarissime litteris allegastis.’ 
Trans. Regenos, Letters, p. 2. 
112 Innes and McKitterick, ‘The writing of history’, 202. 
113 On the manuscript dissemination of Einhard’s Vita Karoli, see: Tischler, Einharts Vita Karoli. For 
an overview of the manuscript dissemination of the ARF, the best study remains Kurze, 
‘Reichsannalen, 1’. Also see: chapter two and appendix 1.  



1. P I P P I N  A N D  H I S  S O U R C E S  

41 

prominent men – probably lacked. The success of the Vita Karoli probably owed 
to a combination of the quality of Einhard’s Latin, the subject matter and the 
prominence of the author and his high-placed sponsors. Such personal associa-
tions were key to the successful dissemination of historiographical texts and an 
important factor in the formation process of a select corpus of texts from which 
could eventually derive a consensus view on the Frankish past.114 
  
As we have seen, the extant letters, diplomas and law texts from Pippin’s reign, 
though limited in number, can be used to complement the image of Pippin and 
his siblings as constructed in later Carolingian historiography. This is not to say 
that contemporary sources – even those of the administrative kind – are any 
less ‘constructed’ than later ones. If anything, the prologues ascribed to the 
court notary Baddilo reveal that Pippin’s own scribes were just as adamant 
about constructing an embellished image of the new regime in the texts they 
produced. In the three case studies of this thesis, I occasionally compare the 
testimony of Carolingian historiographical narratives against the claims made 
in contemporary, non-historiographical accounts. But just as two corroborating 
testimonies are by themselves not evidence that their claims are objectively 
true, I am equally reluctant to pass judgment should these testimonies contra-
dict. Rather than to accept one claim as ‘true’ and discard the other as ‘false’, it 
suffices to merely establish their dissimilarity and proceed with the question 
why they are different. But before we begin to investigate the changing literary 
reception of the three major crises of Pippin’s reign, I first turn to the 
Continuations to the Chronicle of Fredegar and the Annales Regni Francorum (or 
ARF). These are the two most contemporary Frankish historiographical narra-
tives that tell us about Pippin’s reign and have had a very significant impact on 
the way later generations, up to the present one, came to view the reign of 
Pippin the Short. 
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C H A P T E R  T W O  
 

Down the Rabbit Hole 
The Continuations and the ARF 

The modern perception of the reign of Pippin the Short is firmly grounded in 
the narratives of the Continuations to the Chronicle of Fredegar and the Annales 
Regni Francorum (ARF). Both texts, at least with regard to their description of 
Pippin’s reign, date to the second half of the eighth century. Their contem-
poraneity, detail and composition by authors who stood in close proximity to 
the king, gave these texts a distinct authority in the minds of a contemporary 
and younger readership. Of course, none of these qualities ensure that these 
texts offer a more reliable account of events. Quite the contrary, it would 
appear. The Continuations and the ARF were composed at a time when the 
Carolingian dynasty was still struggling to secure its footing. They were written 
by and for members of an elite whose fate was tied with that of the dynasty to 
which they had pledged their allegiance. Neither the Continuations nor the ARF 
were meant to provide their readers with an objective rendering of past events. 
Rather, these authors craftily shaped and reshaped the collective memory and 
identity of the Frankish literary elite and securely embedded it within the vast 
expanse of Frankish and Christian history. 
 Since it is not the aim of this study to reconstruct the history of Pippin’s 
reign, but to investigate how it was presented in Carolingian historiography, 
questions about the reception, adaptation and dissemination of these texts 
become as important as questions about their composition and the identity of 
their authors. Ample attention will go out to the manuscript transmission of the 
Continuations and the ARF, and to the formation of textual variations during 
this process. Rather than to dismiss such textual dissimilarities as inferior 
copies of an authoritative autograph text – of the kind that philologists have 



2 .  T H E  C O N T I N U A T I O N S  A N D  T H E  A R F  

44 

traditionally sought to create – these textual dissimilarities will instead be 
accepted and considered as conscious recensions by intelligent scribes who 
actively engaged with their texts.1 
 In recent decades, historians have become increasingly aware of the 
heavily biased outlook of Carolingian historiography in general and the 
Continuations and ARF in particular. This, in combination with their close 
association with the Carolingian court and their relatively profuse transmission 
across the Carolingian world, has led to the notion that these texts had an 
official character and may have been meant to broadcast the court view of the 
Frankish past to a literary elite in order to promote a common identity centred 
around Carolingian leadership. Although identity formation might be con-
sidered an important function of Carolingian historiography, there is, as Janet 
Nelson stated with regard to the ARF: ‘no sign of any central interest in 
disseminating an “official” view of the recent past, or of local concern to acquire 
“up-to-date” copies of the ongoing work.’2  
 Compared to most other Carolingian annals and chronicles, relatively 
many manuscripts of the Continuations and the ARF survive (See the list in 
appendix 1). The vast majority of these, however, date to the second quarter of 
the ninth century and beyond, and are therefore decades younger than the 
supposed original text. It must be assumed that vast quantities of Carolingian 
manuscripts did not survive, especially if we consider the possibility that these 
texts, in early stages of their transmission, circulated in frail libelli.3 With one 
possible exception, the ten textual witnesses from the Carolingian period are 
extant in robust codices, which have proven capable of withstanding the test of 
time.4  
 This chapter will not deal with what the Continuations or the ARF have to 
say about Pippin’s reign itself, but rather it explores some of the complexities 
that surround the historiographical medium, as a first and necessary step to 
problematize the sources on which historians traditionally have relied to 
reconstruct the events of Pippin’s reign. These accounts were far from the 
stable and uniform texts that the modern philologist has made them out to be. 
Historiographical narratives like the Continuations or the ARF circulated in a 
variety of different forms, recensions and compilations with other texts, which 

                                                                    
1 Spiegel, Past as text, chapter one; Pohl, ‘History in fragments’, 343-54; McKitterick, History and 
Memory, pp. 102, 111 and 129; Reimitz, ‘Social logic’, 17-21. 
2 Nelson, Annals of St-Bertin, pp. 4-5. 
3 Poulin, ‘Les Libelli’, 16. See also Reuter, Annals of Fulda, p. 7. 
4 Cologne, Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18 is a fragment consisting of a single folio that contains ARF, 
s.a. 824. It is ascribed to the court scriptorium of Louis the Pious. It may originally have been part of 
a small libellus. See below, n. 57. 
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further affected their meaning. The early medieval scribe, copyist or compiler 
appears to have been free to adapt existing historiographical narratives in 
order to adapt them to current norms, values and agendas. While this is true for 
all Carolingian historiography, I limited the scope of this chapter to the 
Continuations and the ARF, because these were probably the most widely 
disseminated accounts to contain the early history of the Carolingian dynasty 
and because these texts had, and still have, the greatest impact on how Pippin’s 
reign was remembered and perceived. 
 Exploring this topic will proceed in three sections. The first section is 
dedicated to the Continuations and explores their composition, the political 
context in which they were created and the message their original compilers 
wished to convey. The second section concerns the Annales Regni Francorum, a 
text that ever since it was first edited by Georg Pertz in 1826 has been the 
subject of intense debate. The ARF were not only composed in a different 
context compared to the Continuations, but they also presented Carolingian 
history in a new format and from a new perspective. Although these texts were 
composed within decades of each other, it might be argued that the 
Continuations and the ARF represent two different epochs: while the former, 
structured in the traditional form of the chronicle, presents Pippin’s reign as 
the successor to an ancient Frankish tradition, the latter, in the new form of 
annalistic genre, presents Pippin’s reign as the beginning of a new, Carolingian 
era. Finally, in the third section of this chapter, I turn to three ninth-century 
manuscripts that have been referred to as Carolingian composite history books, 
and explore the practical application of the Continuations and the ARF in their 
original codicological contexts. Neither text ended up being read as an isolated 
account; rather, they constituted literary building blocks with which medieval 
compilers were able to construct vast historiographical edifices, each offering a 
unique vision of the past. 

2.1. The Continuations to the Chronicle of Fredegar 

The Continuations are the most contemporary account of the reigns of Charles 
Martel and Pippin the Short. Its composition is generally associated with 
Childebrand, whom this chronicle presents as Charles’s half-brother and mili-
tary strongman, and who later figures as Pippin’s mentor at the beginning of his 
reign.5 Because of the close personal bond between Childebrand and the 
Carolingian protagonists who stand at the heart of this chronicle, and because 

                                                                    
5 Continuations, cc. 20, 24 and 34 [= colophon; extant only in Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213]. 
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the Continuations presents Carolingian history in a most favourable light, 
Wilhelm Levison understandably referred to this text as a Carolingian family 
chronicle.6 However, the main argument for this text’s attribution to 
Childebrand is a colophon that is only extant in one tenth-century manuscript. 
It states that ‘the illustrious Count Childebrand, uncle of the aforesaid king 
Pippin, has diligently administered to compose (scribere procuravit) this 
history or deeds of the Franks. From here on the authority should pass on to 
the illustrious Nibelung, son of Childebrand and likewise count.’7 I shall return 
to this colophon shortly, but for now let us assume that Childebrand and later 
Nibelung were indeed behind the composition of the Continuations.8  
 The colophon (c. 34) was inserted into the text after the account of 
Pippin’s royal inauguration in 751 (c. 33). It therefore leads us to believe that it 
was after this momentous event in his family’s history that Childebrand 
reflected back on what had been a tumultuous past and had it committed to 
writing. The first decade of Pippin’s reign certainly had been rife with conflict, 
in which Childebrand had actively participated. In 740, when Charles Martel’s 
impending death loomed large over the realm and his succession needed to be 
arranged, Childebrand accompanied Pippin at the head of a military force into 
Burgundy to lay claim to Pippin’s inheritance.9 He was probably involved in 
some of Pippin’s other campaigns as well. As a family member and important 
military figure, Childebrand knew well that his family history was not one of 
unremitting success. There had been the occasional faltering, military defeat 
and certainly no shortage of internal rivalry. But that was not what Childebrand 
wanted to have spelled out in his Historia vel gesta Francorum, as the 
Continuations are called in the colophon. The Continuations give wide berth to 
the potholes on the Carolingian road to success: they were a triumphant eulogy 
on the successes of the reigns of Charles Martel and Pippin, which the author 
wished to present as the pinnacle of Frankish achievement. 

                                                                    
6 Wattenbach, Levison and Löwe, Deutschlands Geschichtsquellen, 2, p. 162. 
7 Continuations, c. 34: ‘Abhinc ab inlustre viro Nibelungo, filium ipsius Childebrando itemque 
comite, succedat auctoritas. Usque nunc inluster vir Childebrandus comes avunculus praedicto rege 
Pippino hanc historiam vel Gesta Francorum diligentissime scribere procuravit.’ 
8 See the discussion in Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, pp. xxv-xxviii. Wallace-Hadrill points to the 
stylistic changes in the text of the Continuations, stating that Childebrand and Nibelung were merely 
the commissioners of the tex; they had not written it themselves. However, assuming they were 
closely involved with its contents, I will refer to them as authors. 
9 Continuations, c. 24; AMP, s.a. 741. 
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2.1.1. The composition of the Chronicle of Fredegar  

The Continuations are famous for providing a highly original account of the 
early history of the Carolingian dynasty. However, as Roger Collins noted, its 
title accurately reflects how modern editors have perceived this text; it does 
little justice to the more complex reality of the medieval manuscript.10 The 
Continuations were designed to be part of a universal history of the Franks for 
which the author used and reworked a pre-existing and partly composite work 
known as the Chronicle of Fredegar, composed c. 660. In other words, the 
Continuations are more than an addendum to a pre-existing text; they rather 
constitute a new and original historiographical rendering of the Frankish past. 
To make the modern readership of this text aware of the integrated character of 
this eighth-century chronicle, Collins suggested we should use the title 
encountered in the colophon mentioned above, therefore calling it the Historia 
vel Gesta Francorum. If, for now, we leave aside the question of whether this 
unique colophon is authentic, Collins does have a point. Too often historians 
have mined this text for specific details, seemingly unaware that the actual 
message of the chronicle lay in composition as a whole, and not in its individual 
chapters. But although it cannot hurt to remind us that the seventh-century 
chronicle was extensively revised into a new text, it might be argued that 
Collins’s proposed alternative is perhaps no less misleading, as it in turn 
implies the existence of a uniform eighth-century redaction. This, however, is 
not the case. Childebrand had devised a specific compilation based on the 
Chronicle of Fredegar and his own testimony of the events he had experienced; 
later copyists and compilers were free to alter the compilation as they saw fit. 
In the remainder of this study, I shall retain the title Continuations, with which I 
refer specifically to the section that deals with the events from c. 660, where the 
account of the seventh-century Chronicle of Fredegar ended, to Pippin’s death in 
768. It should be kept in mind, however, that this section of the text was 
integrated into a broader outlook on the past, which began with Creation and 
recalled the Trojan diaspora, from which the Franks, and ultimately the 
Carolingians, emerged triumphantly. 
 The Chronicle of Fredegar and its Continuations, in its various recensions, 
survive in thirty-four manuscripts. Of these, twenty-five date to the 
Merovingian and Carolingian periods (see the list in appendix 1).11 Our current 
understanding of this text continues to rest on the work of Bruno Krusch, who 
                                                                    
10 Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 1-7. 
11 The number becomes 26 if the manuscripts are counted that have become divided over time and 
are presently preserved at different institutions. 
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recognized five distinct recensions or manuscript groups.12 The first three 
manuscript groups do not contain the Continuations and are considered to 
derive from the oldest, seventh-century redaction of the Chronicle. In total, they 
are represented by no more than six Carolingian manuscripts and one pre-
Carolingian manuscript.13 Groups four and five do contain the Continuations 
and are more numerous. Group four, the recension commonly associated with 
Childebrand and Nibelung, is represented by eight manuscripts and group five 
is extant in seven manuscripts. The three Carolingian manuscripts that remain 
each contain a unique compilation that includes part of the Continuations and 
are commonly grouped together only because they resemble none of the other 
categories. As this sixth group is evidence of, contemporaries did not view any 
of these compilations as particularly authoritative. 
 Let us first take a closer look at the different compilations of groups one to 
three, which are generally believed to predate Childebrand’s composition. They 
span the period from Creation up to c. 660, at which point the ‘original author’ 
whom we have come to call Fredegar completed his work.14 The autograph text 
is no longer extant, but the earliest copy, Paris, BnF lat. 10910, dates to 714/15 
and it alone represents group one. The chronicle is a compilation that consists 
of five books, opening with the Liber generationis, a third-century world 
chronicle listing the great men of Biblical, Greek, Persian and Roman history, 
followed by extracts from the chronicles of Jerome and Hydatius and a résumé 
of the Histories of Gregory of Tours. Together, these first three books form, as 
Michael Wallace-Hadrill noted, ‘a hand-book of world chronology of a kind that 
commonly acts as preface to the chronicles of the early Middle Ages.’15 To these 
were added an original Burgundian chronicle divided into ninety chapters 
(584-660) and, possibly at a later date, Isidore’s Chronicle. 
 Isidore’s Chronicle is missing in the manuscripts of group two and the 
Burgundian chronicle consists of only the first nine chapters.16 The 
manuscripts of group three also leave out Isidore, but contain the full text of the 
Burgundian chronicle. In addition, they also contain a calculation of the end 
                                                                    
12 Krusch, ‘Chronicae’, 249-50. This grouping was also used by Wallace-Hadrill (ed.), Fredegar, pp. 
xlvi-liv. 
13 Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, p. lv; Collins: Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 56-9. 
14 There is no consensus on the number of authors that were involved with the composition of the 
Continuations. Opinions vary from single authorship (Gabriel Monod), to three (Bruno Krusch), 
back to one (Ferdinand Lot/Marcel Baudot/Léon Levillain). For an overview of the debate, see: 
Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, pp. xvi-xxi. 
15 Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, p. xi. 
16 Group two consists of the following manuscripts: London, British Library, Harley 5251 and Bern, 
Burgerbibliothek 318. The main difference between groupes one and two is that the witnesses of 
the second group contain only the first nine chapters of the chronicle (= book four of the Chronicle 
of Fredegar). 
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time, known as the De cursu temporum, by Quintus Julius Hilarian, a late fourth-
century bishop from Africa.17 The author of this recension of the Chronicle of 
Fredegar added various interpolations throughout the work. Also significant is 
that the manuscripts of group three all appear to originate from the Bodensee 
region.18 
 Groups four and five constitute Carolingian redactions and both contain 
the Continuations. Group four is essentially a reworked version of group three, 
in which the five book structure had been reduced to three. The Liber 
generationis was left out and the compilation opens instead with Hilarian’s De 
cursu temporum. Also, the text known as the Historia Daretis Phrygii de origine 
Francorum – a history of the Trojan origins of the Franks, based on Dares 
Phrygius’ De Excidio Troiae Historiae – was grafted onto the Jerome/Hydatius 
epitome, giving voice to the claim that the Franks had descended from the 
Trojans. The third book in this recension consists of an integrated version of 
the shortened Histories by Gregory, to which the Burgundian chronicle and the 
Continuations were added. Lastly, group five contains a reworked version of 
Gregory’s Histories to which the Continuations are added.  
 The order of Krusch’s five groups reflect the order in which these 
recensions were believed to have been created, with group one being closest in 
time to the original and five the most distant. This is supported by the compo-
sition dates of the extant manuscripts, which reveal that the ‘Merovingian 
compilations’ (i.e. groups one to three) were mostly copied up to the beginning 
of the ninth century, and the ‘Carolingian compilations’ (i.e. groups four and 
five) become dominant from the mid ninth century onwards. 

2.1.2. The composition of the Continuations 

Having sketched the position of the Continuations within the larger 
compilations, let us now zoom in the better to understand how this eighth-
century section, which is in itself a compilation of various texts, was composed. 
The Continuations consist of fifty-four chapters if we include the colophon (c. 
34). The first ten chapters are a slightly augmented copy taken from the Liber 
historiae Francorum, a Neustrian chronicle composed c. 726, which served to 
bridge the gap that existed between the year 660, where ‘Fredegar’ had 
stopped, and 727, where the first continuator’s recollection presumably was 

                                                                    
17 Frick (ed.), Chronica Minora, p. 151. 
18 Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 89-90, argues that the origins of the manuscripts of group three, 
from what presently is the region of southern-Germany, could be a valuable clue for the 
geographical origins of group four. 
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able to take over. Not including this borrowed section, opinions vary whether 
the remainder of the Continuations consist of two or three distinct continua-
tions.19 This number might increase further if we would take into account the 
various stylistic changes that occur in the text. Thierry Ruinart and Theodor 
Breysig, for example, recognized four different hands in the Continuations on 
the basis of stylistic changes in the text; others, like Gabriel Monod and 
Heinrich Hahn, argued for a single scribe on the basis of the same criteria.20 It 
would indeed seem, as McKitterick critically remarked, that arguments based 
on stylistic features are ‘inevitably somewhat subjective’.21 Most therefore now 
follow Wallace-Hadrill, who argued that ‘it is more profitable to think in terms 
of continuations than of continuators in the post-Fredegarian section of the 
chronicle.’22 In other words, to accept that someone like Childebrand acted as a 
commissioner who oversaw the production of this text by a succession of 
employed scribes allows for a better understanding of the compositional 
background of the Continuations.  
 Ignoring any stylistic changes therefore, two additional breaks in the 
narrative of the Continuations can be distinguished. The first is a computation 
(c. 16), counting the years from Creation to the present (i.e. 735), and from the 
present to the conclusion of the sixth Age (i.e. 6.000 anno mundi = 799 anno 
domini). The computation is somewhat messy, because the author based it on 
an older computation that used the fifth-century computistical system of 
Victorius, with which the author appears to have had little experience. By the 
eighth century, Francia had come under the influence of Bede’s computistical 
works, which were in turn based on the sixth-century computistical model of 
the Roman monk Dionysius Exiguus.23 To our author’s frustration, Victorius 
calculated on the basis of the year of Christ’s Passion and Resurrection, 
whereas Dionysius/Bede had opted for the year of the Incarnation. Not sure 
how to synchronize these two systems, the author simply chose to switch in 
mid-stride by changing passionem domini into adventus domini.24 But while this 
should then have amounted to the year 736, which would have confirmed the 
compiler’s conclusion that ‘63 years remain to complete this millennium’, the 
current year is instead said to have been 735, which Krusch ascribed to a later 
interpolator.25 The inclusion of this extraordinary computation certainly raises 

                                                                    
19 For an overview of this debate, see: Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, pp. xxv-xxviii. 
20 Ibidem. 
21 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 102. 
22 Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, p. xxvii. 
23 Declercq, ‘Dionysius Exiguus’, esp. 181 (on Victorius). 
24 Krusch, ‘Chronicae’, 2, 515. 
25 Ibid., 496-7. 
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questions and is in and by itself not evidence that at this point one continuation 
ended and another began. Collins, moreover, refuted the idea that chapters 12-
15 could have been written by a contemporary author, arguing instead that the 
computation had been copied into the Continuations from another source.26 
 A more obvious and also more problematic break in the narrative of the 
Continuations is the aforementioned colophon. It is problematic because the 
colophon is only extant in Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213, a late ninth- or possibly 
tenth-century manuscript from Rheims. As we have seen in the introduction to 
this chapter, the colophon ascribes the text up to Pippin’s royal inauguration 
(usque nunc) to Childebrand, and the remainder of the text (abhinc) to 
Childebrand’s son, Nibelung. The huge impact of this colophon on our inter-
pretation of the compositional background of the Continuations begs the 
question whether we may rely on a piece of information that is only extant in a 
single manuscript of late date. However, even if we assume that the colophon 
itself was an interpolation by a late ninth-century scribe from Rheims, this does 
not mean that the information it contains is inaccurate. By then, knowledge of 
the authorship of a text that was already over a century old and not extensively 
copied may have been fleeting and the colophon could have been an attempt to 
fix this knowledge to the text being copied. However, a far from extraordinary 
alternative would be that this scribe from Rheims attempted to boost the 
authority of his text by connecting it to men known to be in close proximity to 
the text’s main protagonists, Charles Martel and Pippin. 
 I advocate the former scenario, if only because Childebrand and Nibelung 
are relatively obscure figures in Carolingian historiography and therefore 
perhaps not the most obvious candidates to have promote a text.27 Apart from a 
reference in a single charter of St-Germain-des-Prés, dating to 791, Nibelung’s 
name is only mentioned in the colophon.28 Childebrand, on the other hand, also 
plays a prominent role in the narrative of the Continuations, in which he is 
presented as a duke and member of the Carolingian family, who stood in close 
proximity to both Charles Martel and Pippin the Short.29 Had it not been for the 
Continuations, Childebrand would, like his son Nibelung, be just another name 
in a charter. This might have been an important motive for Childebrand to com-
pose the Continuations: in promoting the Carolingian cause, Childebrand also 
immortalized himself.  

                                                                    
26 Collins, ‘Fredegar’, 114-16. 
27 Collins, ‘Fredegar’, 113-14. 
28 Lévellain, ‘Nibelunges’, 343-4. 
29 Continuations, cc. 20 and 24. Cf. AMP, s.a. 741. 
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 Collins added a third argument by noting that even though the colophon is 
extant in only one manuscript, several other copies of the Continuations also 
have a blank space between c. 33 and c. 35.30 However, this feature is not 
unique to the Continuations alone. Various copies of the ARF also contain a 
blank space after the entry for 750, the year in which according to these annals 
Pippin became king.31 The ARF offer no information of the events that occurred 
in the years surrounding Pippin’s coup. While the entry numbers for the years 
751 and 752 are usually listed in the manuscript, they were intentionally left 
blank. This gap might owe to a lack of knowledge on the part of the original 
author, whose ignorance was then faithfully copied, hoping perhaps that 
someday the missing data would be recovered. But this never happened and, 
centuries later, scribes began to use these spaces to add short historical notes, 
genealogical tables, or other unrelated texts. A more likely scenario would be 
that the author and later copyists of both the Continuations and the ARF 
intentionally left the space that followed the account of Pippin’s coup blank, 
probably because they wished to present the dynastic transition as an 
uncontested event (which it might not have been), and perhaps to signal a 
historical, if not epochal, break between a Merovingian and a Carolingian 
period in Frankish history. The Continuations may well have inspired the 
authors of the ARF in this respect.32 Therefore, the likeliest scenario would be 
that the Rhemish scribe had added a colophon where his exemplar had shown a 
blank space. 
 Although the colophon may have been added at a later date, this does not 
necessarily mean that its content is untrue. According to this scribe, 
Childebrand was responsible for the Continuations up to c. 33 and Nibelung for 
the section from c. 35 to c. 54. I also accept Collins’s refutation of the com-
putation that marked the break between two continuations.33 This means that 
Childebrand had overseen the reorganization of the Chronicle of Fredegar (in 
its third recension) and the production of the Continuations up to c. 33, after 
which Nibelung succeeded him. Although the stylistic changes in the text imply 
that several scribes worked on the text, I will nonetheless assume that 
Childebrand and Nibelung kept a close eye on the contents of their family 
                                                                    
30 Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, 87. 
31 See below, n. 65. 
32 I consider the Continuations to have been a source for the ARF. Though the precise composition 
dates of both accounts are unclear, the year 786 can be considered a terminus ante quem for the 
composition of the Continuations, as argued by Levillain (as in n. 28). Furthermore, I agree with 
Giesebrecht, ‘Königsannalen’, 194, that the likeliest date for the composition of the first section of 
the ARF is 793. The ARF can therefore not have been used as a source for the Continuations. Cf. 
McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 100. 
33 See above, note 26. 
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chronicle, allowing me to refer to them in the following as the authors of the 
Continuations. 
 Having established (tentative) authorship, the question when these two 
continuations were composed remains. On the basis of the testimony of the 
colophon, it has often been presumed that Childebrand commissioned his 
section of the Continuations in 751. Some have even stated that he must have 
died at this point, though there is no evidence to substantiate such a claim.34 
Collins argued that Childebrand composed his chronicle on the occasion of 
Pippin’s royal inauguration in 751 and suggested that Nibelung may have done 
the same in celebration of the inauguration of Pippin’s successors, Carloman 
and Charlemagne, in 768.35  
 However, the Latin of the colophon is difficult to decipher and open to 
multiple interpretations. As McKitterick has pointed out, the words usque nunc 
and abhinc might also refer to a specific point in the narrative, rather than to a 
specific point in (real) time.36 That these words often have been interpreted as 
referring to both at the same time can be attributed to then-current ideas on 
historiographical production, according to which historiography – annals 
especially – were written contemporaneously and on a year-by-year basis. As a 
consequence, the date of writing is near-identical to date of the events 
described.37 Today, historians tend to favour the idea that most year-entries 
were written in batches.38 At best, therefore, the year 751 can serve as a 
terminus post quam for the first continuation, though a date of composition 
after 768 might more easily explain why the Continuations only circulate in 
their complete form. The terminus ante quem is Childebrand’s and Nibelung’s 
death. The date of Childebrand’s death is unknown, but the abovementioned 
charter from St-Germain-des-Prés suggests that both Childebrand and Nibelung 
had died before 786.39 Thus, the Continuations can be dated to sometime 
between 751/68 and 786.40 

                                                                    
34 Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, p. xxvi. 
35 Collins, ‘Fredegar’, 113-16; Collins, ‘Deception’, 212-13. 
36 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 5-6. 
37 Having abandoned the notion that Carolingian historiography is produced contemporaneously 
and chronologically, Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, p. 4, argues that the different sections of the 
Continuations may not have been contemporary writings, composed in chronological order. By the 
same reasoning it can be argued, however, that the colophon might not have been contemporary to 
the text, but composed at a (much) later time and inserted retrospectively. Cf. Wallace-Hadrill, 
Fredegar, p. xxvi: ‘But in 751/2 we must suppose that Childebrand died, and the family-chronicle is 
continued for his son, Nibelung.’ 
38 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 102. 
39 Levillain, ‘Nibelungen’, pp. 434-3. 
40 Various more specific dates have been proposed for the date of composition of Nibelung’s 
continuation. Collins, ‘Fredegar’, 116-17, proposes 768, associating its composition with the 
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The Continuations of the Chronicle of Fredegar: composition 
chapters 1-10 Liber Historiae Francorum  

(Austrasian/B-recension) 
c. 660-727 

chapters 11-33 First continuation (Childebrand) 728- 751 
chapter 34 Colophon (Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213, s. ixex/x) - 
chapters 35-54 Second continuation (Nibelung) c. 753-768 

 
 

2.1.3. Pippin, the son of Charles Martel 

The first of the two Continuations is as much about Charles Martel as it is about 
Pippin, if not more so. Childebrand’s continuation celebrates the reign of 
Charles in epic tones. Hostile encounters with the Saracens, ‘that mighty race of 
Ishmael,’ inspired the author to employ a dramatic and biblically inspired 
language that is lacking in later sections of the Continuations.41 Childebrand 
was personally involved with routing the Saracens out of Gaul and, if perhaps 
not the highpoint of the Carolingian dynasty, this event may well have been the 
highpoint of Childebrand’s career, meriting the author’s special attention.42 As 
soon as Carloman and Pippin took over in 741, however, this triumphant tone 
was tempered as the dynasty entered into a difficult chapter in its history. As 
the subsequent chapters will argue, Childebrand tip-toed around the various 
internal and external crises that threatened Charles’s legacy and did his best to 
correct on parchment what in reality had brought the Carolingians to the brink 
of destruction. For instance, Childebrand did not hesitate to remove problema-
tic figures, whom he believed stood at the root of the crises of the 740s, from 
his chronicle.43 Thus the Continuations do not mention Grifo, Childeric III and 
Drogo. As a consequence, the author struggled to maintain the integrity of his 
narrative, which now threatened to unravel into a series of seemingly unrelated 
and unexplained events.44 
 The stylistic and thematic differences between Childebrand’s continuation 
and that of Nibelung are striking. As soon as Nibelung takes over, the chapters 
increase in length and some of the jubilant tones that had earlier accompanied 

                                                                                                                                                               
elevation of Carloman (d. 771), which would explain why it was not continued. Buc, ‘Nach 754’, 29, 
posits a date before 774. Cf. McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 100. 
41 Continuations, cc. 13 and 20. 
42 Childebrand is mentioned in Continuations, c. 20. 
43 See chapter 3, p. 103. 
44 Collins, ‘Pippin III’, 78-9. 

Fig. 1: The Continuations to the Chronicle of Fredegar: composition 
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the deeds of Charles Martel are reintroduced. Grifo, though banned from the 
first continuation, made an appearance in the second, but only to report of his 
violent demise (c. 35). Nibelung is above all interested in the military exploits of 
the Franks, especially with regard to campaigns in Italy and southern Gaul. 
Unlike his father, Nibelung is not mentioned in the narrative apart from the 
reference in the colophon, and it is possible that he did not enjoy a similarly 
privileged status as his father had. Nevertheless, as count of Melun, Nibelung 
would have actively participated in the events mentioned in his continuation. 
The Frankish campaigns against the Lombards (cc. 36-9) and Aquitanians (cc. 
41-53) were drawn up in hitherto unseen detail that reminds one of the later 
accounts in the ARF of Charlemagne’s wars against the Saxons.  
 Nibelung furthermore shows interest in the military feats of local counts, 
revealing something of the regional organization of Pippin’s realm that would 
otherwise have remained invisible in a historiographical tradition that revolves 
primarily around the figure of the ruler. But despite these differences, Nibelung 
is mindful of the themes that were already present in his father’s work. For 
example, while attention goes out to the adventus of Pope Stephen II in 753 (c. 
36), Pippin’s reanointing the following year is not recorded, perhaps because 
this would have undermined the significance of his earlier inauguration in 
751.45 There is also much attention to the division of Pippin’s realm, noting that 
the dying king assembled his leading men and publically divided his kingdom 
between his sons, Charlemagne and Carloman (c. 53). As will be discussed in 
the following chapter, the memory of the succession crisis of 741 would have 
been reason enough for king and history-writers to stress the nobility’s 
participation in matters of succession. On the other hand, Nibelung did not 
mention Neustria in his account of the division and he wrongly dated the 
inauguration of Pippin’s sons (c. 54) to 18 September, when Pippin was still 
alive.46 
 The Continuations offer a highly stylized account of the past. It eulogizes 
the Carolingian achievement and underlines the values shared by the ruler and 
his entourage. However, as will be argued below, in terms of manuscript 
diffusion the Continuations were not nearly as successful as the slightly later 
ARF. If the Continuations circulated at all in the eighth century – the earliest 
extant manuscript dates to c. 800 – it may have been limited to a small group of 
insiders. Nevertheless, texts like those aided these courtiers in forming a 
Carolingian aristocracy.47 The message that Childebrand and his son broad-
                                                                    
45 On this matter, see chapter 5.1.1.  
46 ARF, s.a. 768; DKar-I, nos. 25-27.  
47 Airlie, ‘towards a Carolingian aristocracy’. 
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casted by revising, reordering and continuing the seventh-century Chronicle of 
Fredegar was integral to this development. It stated that although the 
Carolingians may have been new to their positions as leaders of the Franks, 
they were nonetheless presented as the heirs of a long and unbroken tradition 
that, via the Merovingian dynasty, could be traced all the way back to Classical 
and Biblical Antiquity. 
 It was this aspect of linking contemporary Carolingian history to a distant 
and authoritative past that set the Continuations apart from the ARF. The stress 
on continuity was a central aspect of the message the Continuations wished to 
convey, and would have been difficult to achieve if cast in the new annalistic 
format that appeared on the Continent in the course of the eighth century.48 
Childebrand was probably the first to compose a history meant to justify 
Carolingian authority. In his pioneering work, he presented these Carolingian 
newcomers – despite their violent arrival, brutal ambition and blatant 
disregard for the almost three-century-old dynasty that they succeeded – not as 
a radical disruption from traditional norms, but as the product of the very time-
honoured practices that their critics accused them of trampling. 

2.2. The Annales Regni Francorum 

The annals known as the ARF recount the history of the Carolingian dynasty 
from 741, when the reign of its founder, Pippin the Short, began, up to 829, 
when work on these annals was interrupted, presumably because of the conflict 
between Louis the Pious and his sons in the early 830s. Their scope and 
reputation as an ‘official’ history closely connected to the Carolingian court 
have made the ARF hugely influential in shaping the modern perception of 
Carolingian history.49 In terms of manuscript dissemination, the ARF were the 
most successful set of Carolingian annals, and they were readily used as a 
source for new historiographical texts or as a building block in historio-
graphical compendia. That the ARF were often transmitted in the company of 
other historiographical narratives tends to be ignored in modern scholarship, 
which is probably the result of their ready availability in modern critical 
editions, in which these annals are presented as an isolated and uniform text. 
But this is not how the ARF was read by the Carolingian literary elite. 
Throughout the medieval period the ARF circulated in various textual 
                                                                    
48 McCormick, Annales, p. 15; Story, ‘Frankish Annals’, 60-1. McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 97, 
argues for a later introduction of Frankish annal-writing, because she considers the late eighth-
century ARF to be ‘the first to use the year of the Incarnation as the organising principle of the 
narrative on a yearly basis’. See chapter 1.5. 
49 Ranke, ‘Kritik’, 434; McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 31-2. 
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recensions and selections, and were copied in combination with various other 
historiographical texts, from Einhard’s hugely popular Vita Karoli to local 
accounts such as the Annalium Fragmentum Chesnii composed at Lorsch. 
 The variations in style, language, and theme within these recensions 
suggest that the ARF were the product of several authors who wrote and 
revised at different intervals during the reigns of Charlemagne and Louis the 
Pious. The annalistic structure of the genre, and the old notion that annals 
originated as a way to re-use Easter tables after the feast had passed, has for a 
long time misled historians into thinking that their entries contained 
contemporary testimonies of the events they recount.50 Most have now 
abandoned the idea that these entries were written on a year-by-year basis and 
it is generally accepted that the section 741-793, which covers Pippin’s reign, 
was written by a single person at one go.51 Overall, however, the ARF (and 
annals in general) offer very few clues about the text’s authorship, function and 
intended audience.52 This helps to explain why this text has enjoyed – and 
occasionally suffered from – a two centuries long debate.  
 Although the Continuations are significantly better represented in the 
extant Carolingian manuscripts, the ARF continued to be copied throughout the 
medieval period.53 What may have helped in this respect was that the ARF came 
to be connected to popular biographies of Charlemagne, in what have been 
called ‘Charlemagne compendia.’54 But even within this limited corpus of 
Carolingian manuscripts, one might observe that the ARF is something of late 
bloomer. This could merely owe to chance: there is no telling how many 
Carolingian manuscripts are now lost or in private hands and certainly 
statistical arguments based on a dataset as meagre as early medieval 
manuscripts will have little persuasive power. Still, it is worthwhile to 
contemplate the possibility that the ARF was not yet in circulation during the 
reign of Charlemagne, when the first sections of these annals were composed. It 
would have significant repercussions for the text’s original function and 
intended audiences. Also, what changed during the reign of Louis the Pious, to 

                                                                    
50 See above, n. 36. 
51 McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 116. 
52 Foot, ‘Finding the meaning of form’; Davis, ‘Conceptions’. 
53 See appendix 1. McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 113, has suggested the possibility that the 
title Gesta Francorum, which occupies many ninth-century book catalogues, might point to a copy of 
the ARF. However, note that the tenth-century colophon in MS Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213 refers to the 
Continuations as ‘historia vel gesta Francorum’. 
54 The texts associated with these Charlemagne-compendia are: Einhard, VK, Notker, Gesta Karoli, 
Astronomer, Vita Hludowici and Thegan, Gesta Hludowici. See: Collins, ‘Reviser’, 200-2; Tischler, 
Einharts Vita Karoli. 
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whose court scriptorium the earliest extant copy of the ARF has been traced?55 
Given that the ARF was created over a period of several decades, we should at 
least allow for the possibility of changes in what these annals were meant to 
relate and who they were meant to address. A sharper distinction between 
processes of composition and transmission might stimulate the debate on the 
ARF. 

2.2.1. Recensions 

None of the forty manuscripts and manuscript fragments that contain a copy or 
a partial copy of the ARF can be identified as the archetype. What is more, only 
ten of these manuscripts date to the Carolingian period.56 Some of these textual 
witnesses contain the complete set of entries, from 741 to 829; others consist of 
no more than a single leaf of parchment containing a single entry.57 To 
medieval compilers looking to compose a universal history through which they 
could link contemporary events back to Creation, the ARF were a formidable 
resource that covered almost ninety years, or three generations, of Carolingian 
history. Compilers fortunate enough to have access to a well-stocked library 
may even have had the luxury of choice. For instance, with regard to Pippin’s 
reign one might have been able to choose between the narratives of the ARF, 
the Continuations, or possibly even a combination of the two, such as the 
Annales Mettenses priores.58 
 Also, not every copy of the ARF is the same. While minor spelling 
variations will not have drastically affected the meaning of the text, other 
changes point to conscious reworkings with the intention of altering its 
meaning. On the basis of such textual dissimilarities, Friedrich Kurze has identi-
fied five distinct manuscript classes or recensions to which he assigned the 
letters A to E.59 The first four of these recensions (ARFA-D), contain relatively 
minor variations and can be grouped together as recensions of essentially the 
same text, which is commonly referred to simply as ARF. ARFE, on the other 

                                                                    
55 MS Cologne, Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18. See: McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 21-2 and 
130. 
56 Pertz argued that his manuscript 1 (Kurze’s A1) is the archetype. The text ‘survives’ in the form of 
a seventeenth-century transcription: Canisius, Antiquae Lectionis, 3, pp. 190-217. Kurze, 
‘Reichsannalen, I’, 298-9, later refuted this assumption. 
57 Fragments: Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18 contains the entry for 824 in the recension of ARFE; 
Leiden, BPL 2391b contains the entries for 825-826 in the recension of ARFD; Verdun, BM 3 
contains traces of the ARF(?). In this manuscript, the text of the ARF was removed and replaced with 
Sigibert of Gembloux’ Chronicle. See: Collins, ‘Reviser’, 200, n. 37. 
58 The Annales Mettenses priores are poorly attested in early medieval manuscripts. 
59 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, I’. 



2 .  T H E  C O N T I N U A T I O N S  A N D  T H E  A R F  

59 

hand, represents a more substantial revision of these annals and is more 
commonly known as the Revised ARF. Note furthermore that the letters A to E 
were not arbitrarily assigned: they reflect Kurze’s views on the chronology of 
the ARF’s composition. Apart from their textual dissimilarities, Kurze 
distinguished between the various recensions on the basis of their historical 
coverage. For example, ARFA was considered the earliest stage in the evolution 
of the ARF because its extant copies do not reach beyond the entry for 788.60 
Similarly, Kurze argued that ARFB represented the second stage, because its 
extant witnesses would not go beyond the entry for 814. However, ARFD-E are 
extant in manuscripts that contain the full range of entries, from 741 to 829. As 
we shall see, not everyone agrees with Kurze’s method and the significance of 
the entries for 788 and 814 as meaningful breaks in the compositional history 
of the ARF has come under attack.61 
 Kurze’s A-recension is notoriously problematic. It consists of three 
textual witnesses, of which the most significant is a seventeenth-century trans-
cription by Heinrich Canisius, containing ARFA from 741-788.62 The other two 
manuscripts are short fragments that only contain the entries for 741-749, and 
of which one is a direct copy of the other.63 Canisius did not base his tran-
scription on a medieval manuscript, but on a transcription that used to belong 
to the Bavarian Ducal Library, but now is lost. This transcription, in turn, was 
allegedly based on a manuscript from Lorsch that is also no longer extant. 
Canisius furthermore was unaware that his exemplar, which he gave the title 
Francicorum annalium fragmentum (741-793), had been a composite text. It 
was made up of two texts, the ARFA (741-788) and the Annals of Lorsch (789-
793), which it seamlessly connected, thus creating a single, coherent narrative 
from 741 to 793.64 This compilation was probably preceded by other historio-
graphical accounts that traced Frankish history further back in time. The 
Continuations make for a likely candidate, but this must remain speculative. All 
that might be said is that if Canisius’s Francicorum annalium fragmentum used 
to be part of a bigger compilation, the break between the opening entry of 741 
and the preceding text was obvious enough for Canisius to recognize.65 What is 

                                                                    
60 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, I’, 298, was aware that the evidentiary basis for ARFA was frail.  
61 McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 20 and 103. 
62Canisius, Antiquae Lectionis, 3, pp. 190-217 [= Kurze’s A1].  
63 Florence, Bibliothecae Laurentianae LXV, 35 [= Kurze’s A2], and its copy Vienna, ÖNB cod. 3126 
[= A2a]. 
64 Pertz, ‘Annales Laurissenses’, 128. 
65 Note how in other Carolingian historiographical compendia, such as Paris, BnF lat. 10911 and St 
Petersburg, NLR F v IV. 4, several folios were left blank between these texts. In the Paris codex, 
these folios occupied the end of a quire and might signify a compositional break. In the St 
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nevertheless clear, is that Canisius’s exemplar (i.e. the Bavarian transcription) 
or the original Lorsch manuscript ended abruptly, in mid-sentence, as Canisius 
added in cursive script that ‘the rest is missing’ (cetera desunt).66 
 Given the limited and problematic evidence for ARFA, the impact of this 
recension on the current perceptions of the ARFs compositional background is, 
perhaps, disproportionate. For some reason, Georg Pertz, the first editor of the 
ARF, did not consider that the abrupt ending to Canisius’s transcription may 
have been the result of a damaged exemplar (whether the Bavarian tran-
scription or the Lorsch manuscript). Instead, he concluded that 793 was the 
date of the Lorsch manuscript, which to his mind made it not just the earliest 
textual witness of the ARF, but the archetype text.67 This unfounded assumption 
was later corrected by Kurze, although he too consented to the view that ARFA 
represented the earliest phase in the composition of these annals, based on the 
argument that the ARF in Canisius’s transcription did not go beyond the entry 
for 788.68 
 More recently, McKitterick has questioned the significance of the year 788 
as a break in the composition of the ARF and argued that the original text of 
ARFA may well have reached beyond this point, possibly even all the way up to 
829.69 She noted that in Canisius’s transcription the entry for 788 concludes 
with the words: et alios in Danubio flumine submerserunt. In the other 
recensions this entry is continued with a short summary of the remainder of 
Charlemagne’s campaign in Bavaria, followed by a note on where the king 
celebrated Christmas and Easter and concluded with the formula ‘et immutavit 
se numerus annorum in.’ The absence of these formulaic elements in the entry 
for 788, otherwise a common feature for section 758-808, constitutes a sharp 
stylistic break and might more easily be explained as the result of a damaged 
text that occurred at some point during its transmission.70 There are many 
scenarios that can account for this. For instance, the compiler may have 
deliberately sought to connect the narrative of ARFA to that of the Annals of 
Lorsch. Alternatively, he may also have been forced to work with a limited, or 
damaged, exemplar of ARFA, which he patched up with another set of annals. 
Not every early medieval compiler may have had access to a vast library and 
                                                                                                                                                               
Petersburg manuscript, however, these empty folios occupy the middle leaves of the quire. See: 
Reimitz, ‘Social logic’, 23-5. 
66 Canisius, Antiquae Lectionis, 3, p. 217. 
67 Pertz, ‘Annales Laurissenses’, 124. Cf. Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 2’, 39 and 42; McKitterick, History 
and Memory, p. 110. 
68 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 1’, 298-9. Kurze also relied on the arguments of Giesebrecht, 
‘Königsannalen’. 
69 See above, n. 61. 
70 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 34-5. 
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may need to have worked with the limited materials at his disposal. Of course, 
Kurze’s assumption that the compiler had an early version of the ARF at his 
disposal, copied in the early stages of their composition, remains a possibility, if 
perhaps not the likeliest one. 
 What the two fragments have in common with Canisius’s transcription is a 
unique rendering of the events of 748.71 In this year, Grifo, to Pippin’s great 
dismay, usurped the Bavarian ducal seat. Pippin responded by summoning an 
army with which he invaded Bavaria and arrested his half-brother Grifo, in 
whose place he installed his infant nephew, Tassilo. According to every 
recension except for ARFA, Grifo received help from Swidger, a nobleman from 
the neighbouring Nordgau.72 Another accomplice appears to have been 
Lantfrid, a nobleman of Alemannian origins, who in every recension of the ARF 
is reported to have been arrested and escorted back to Francia along with Grifo. 
Whether Swidger was also made prisoner the ARF do not relate. However, in 
ARFA Swidger’s name is not mentioned at all, and instead replaced with that of 
Lantfrid (see: fig. 2). As Kurze argued, by naming Lantfrid both Grifo’s 
accomplice and the person receiving punishment by Pippin afterwards, the 
narrative of ARFA gains greater coherence than that of the other recensions.73 
 

748: ARFB-D 748: ARFA 
 
Swidger ad eum venit in solatio supra-
dicti Grifonis. Haec audiens Pippinus iter 
illuc arripiens cum exercitu suo, supra 
nominatos totos sibi subiugavit, 
Grifonem secum adduxit, Lantfridum 
similiter. 

 
Landfridus ad eum venit in solatio 
supradicti Grifonis. Hoc audiens Pippinus 
iter illuc arripiens cum exercitu suo, 
supra nominatos totos sibi subiugavit, 
Grifonem secum abduxit, Lantfridum 
similiter. 

 
 
Swidger’s participation in Grifo’s rebellion is not unthinkable. Especially in the 
south-eastern regions of the Frankish world, Grifo had many supporters as well 
as a valid claim to the Bavarian duchy.74 But even if Swidger had sided with the 
wrong Carolingian, he was not without friends either. Swidger is mentioned 
most favourably in Huneberc of Heidenheim’s Life of Saint Willibald, composed 
                                                                    
71 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 1’, 297-300 and 307. A further characteristic of ARFA is the omission of 
two miracle accounts that occurred in Fitzlar (774) and Sigisburg (776). If Kurze is correct in his 
chronology of the five redactions, these miracle stories may have been added at a later date. Again, 
however, this assumption rests on the problematic transcription by Canisius (A1). In ARFC, the 
miracle at Fitzlar was added to the entry for 773. 
72 Palmer, Anglo-Saxons, pp. 99-100, 105. 
73 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 1’, 299. 

Fig. 2: ARF, s.a. 748. 
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c. 786, where he is presented in the company of Saints Willibald and Boniface.75 
It is possible that such connections shielded his reputation from the stains of 
treason. Was Swidger’s absence in ARFA an attempt to repair an already sullied 
reputation, or was his inclusion in ARFB-E a sign that Swidger’s descendants no 
longer enjoyed such a privileged status?76  
 The evidence for Kurze’s B-recension is only slightly less problematic, as 
this version is represented by three independent textual witnesses.77 A fourth 
witness is the Chronicle by Regino of Prüm, finished in 908 and relying on ARFB 
as a source.78 Apart from minor spelling variations, the reading of ARFB is 
similar to that of ARFC. Kurze grouped these manuscripts together because 
none of them – not even Regino’s exemplar – contained a copy of the ARF that 
extended beyond the entry for 813. Of these, two manuscripts and Regino’s 
exemplar end with the words: ‘et multis suorum amissis recesserunt.’79 
However, in the ARFC-E the entry for 813 does not stop at this point, but 
continues with an account on the political situation in the Byzantine Empire. 
The third independent witness of ARFB, the codex Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213, ends 
abruptly in 806, making it likely that this copy was damaged at some point 
during its transmission.80 Kurze thus concluded that the second compositional 
phase of the ARF ended with the (partial) entry for the year 813. However, 
because ARFB is only extant in a very limited number of manuscripts, and 
because its narrative is almost identical to that of the ARFC, McKitterick has 
argued instead that the three manuscripts of ARFB might simply be closely 
related copies, rather than constitute an independent recension. If these 
manuscripts shared a common ancestor that only contained the entries for 741- 
813, the ending of ARFB only informs us of this particular event and does not 
constitute a distinct break in the compositional history of the ARF as a whole.81 

                                                                                                                                                               
74 AMP, s.a. 748. Grifo was the son of Charles Martel and Swanahild, who in turn was a cousin of 
Duke Odilo of Bavaria. 
75 Huneberc, Vita Willibaldi, c. 5.  
76 Note that the author of ARFE mentions Swidger as Grifo’s accomplice, but does not mention 
Landfrid’s arrest. 
77 N.B. the term ‘independent’ is used to signify a textual witness that is not a direct derivative of 
any of the other extant manuscripts of a recension. The independent MSS of ARFB: Rome, BAV Reg. 
lat. 617 [= Kurze’s B1]; Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213 [= B3]; and Paris, BnF lat. 5941 A [= B4]. 
78 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 1’, 302. 
79 This is the case in Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 617 [= B1] and Paris, BnF lat. 5941 A [= B4]. 
80 The entry for 806 ends on the final line of fol. 137v, in mid-sentence, which suggests that the final 
section of the manuscript is missing. 
81 Cf. McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 35. 
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 Kurze’s C- and D-recensions contain the full range of entries, from 741 to 
829.82 The most significant distinction between the two is that ARFD mentions 
the rebellions that had been staged against Charlemagne in 785 and 792, 
whereas ARFC does not.83 ARFA-B also do not mention Hardrad’s rebellion in 
785, nor does ARFB mention the Pippin the Hunchback’s revolt in 792. Both 
events, however, are mentioned in ARFE, which for this reason is believed to 
have been textually more akin to ARFD. In addition to these events, the burning 
of the bridge over the Rhine near Mainz in 813 might also be added to this list 
of setbacks for Charlemagne, since this calamitous event was also omitted from 
ARFB and ARFC, but again not from ARFD and ARFE. That some scribes chose to 
write down what others chose to ignore should not be seen as a sign of critique 
against the Carolingian leadership. Though it acknowledged the existence of 
Carolingian opposition during the reign of Charlemagne – something most 
contemporaries would surely have been aware of – it at least presented an 
opportunity to illustrate the royal wrath that was in store for those who 
resisted or opposed Carolingian authority.84  
 One might question the extent to which Pippin’s revolt can be considered 
anti-Carolingian, as he was Charlemagne’s son and therefore very much a 
Carolingian himself.85 Still, for the purpose of this study, it should be noted that 
these and other distinctive features that distinguish ARFC from ARFB and ARFD 
do not pertain to events that occurred during Pippin’s reign and therefore did 
not affect the way his reign was perceived.86 The only exception is found in 
ARFC, which notes that Pippin celebrated the major liturgical feasts of 757 in 
the palace of Corbeny. In the other recensions, such information is only 
provided for the entries 758-808.87 We might conclude, therefore, that the 
scribes who, delicately or not, manipulated the contents of the ARF were more 
interested in tweaking their audience’s perception of the reign of Charlemagne 
than that of his father. 

                                                                    
82 The independent MSS of ARFC: Paris, BnF lat. 10911 [= Kurze’s C1]; St Petersburg, NRL F.v.IV.4 [= 
C2]; St Omer, BM MS 706 [= C3]; Douai, n. 753 [= C4]. The independent MSS of ARFD: Vienna, ÖNB 
cod. 473 [= D1]; Vienna, ÖNB cod. 612 [= D3]. The Annals of Fulda constitute Kurze’s D2. 
83 N.B. The rebellion of Pippin the Hunchback is also mentioned in Rome, BAV reg. lat. 213 [= B3], 
though not in the same words. 
84 Collins, ‘Reviser’, 209; McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 117-18. 
85 Airlie, ‘Aristocracy’ uses a similar argument to account for the attention for Grifo in Carolingian 
historiography. With regard to Hardrad, who did not back any Carolingian, see: Airlie, ‘Aristocracy’, 
127. 
86 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 1’. 
87 ARF, s.a. 757: ‘Eodem anno celebravit natalem Domini in Corbonaco et pascha. Et inmutavit se 
numerus annorum.’ MS Vienna, ÖNB cod. 473 [= D1] contains the same information, but formulates 
it differently: ‘Natalem Domini et pascha Corbonaco celebravit.’ 
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 Assuming that the extant number of manuscripts of the various 
recensions of the ARF is proportional to their success as the dominant narrative 
of Carolingian history, Kurze’s E-recension must be considered the most 
successful. ARFE is extant in twelve, closely related manuscripts.88 Kurze argued 
that all but one codex derived from the same exemplar.89 However, at that point 
he had no knowledge of the fragment known as Cologne, Sankt Maria in Kapitol 
AII/18, which was discovered later by Bernard Bischoff and survives as a single 
leaf that only contains the entry for 824. On palaeographic grounds, Bischoff 
associated this fragment with the court scriptorium of Louis the Pious; if he is 
correct, this fragment is not only the earliest extant witness of the ARF, but, as 
McKitterick argued, may have been part of Kurze’s suspected archetype (Ex), 
which would mean that Louis’s court was the source of distribution for ARFE.90 
 Kurze established that ARFE is most closely related to ARFD.91 But unlike 
the minor changes in the narrative of these annals that we encountered in the 
other recensions, ARFE reveals a thorough revision of the entries 741-801 in 
terms of both style and content. A new and expanded rendition of Pippin’s reign 
is presented in this recension, written down in the classicized Latin suggestive 
of someone educated in the atmosphere of the Carolingian cultural renovatio. 
The vocabulary used perhaps recalls the language of the court of Louis the 
Pious more than it does that of Charlemagne.92 It reminded Pertz above all of 
Einhard’s highly praised Vita Karoli and it was initially argued that Einhard was 
also the author of ARFE.93 In the course of the nineteenth century, however, a 
series of studies have pointed to a number of stylistic dissimilarities between 

                                                                    
88 Kurze found seventeen MSS. He concluded that eight MSS stood in an independent tradition, and 
argued that all except one (E9) derived from the same archetype (Ex). This missing archetype, 
according to Kurze, must already have been attached to Einhard’s Vita Karoli. Listing only the 
independent MSS: Vienna, ÖNB cod. 510 [= Kurze’s E1]; Vienna, ÖNB cod. 9020 [= E2]; Trier, 
Stadtbibl. 1286/43 [= E3]; London, BL Add. 21, 109 [= E4]; Paris, BnF lat. 15, 425 [= E5]; MS 
Hanover n. 13, 858 [= E6]; Munich, BSB lat. 17736 [= E7]; Munich, BSB, Clm. 23618 [= E9]. Four 
additional manuscripts were later discovered: Cologne, Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18; Verdun, BM 
3; Troyes, BM, Ms. 294; Montpellier, Bibliothtéque de l'École Médécine Ms. 142. 
89 The exception is Munich, BSB, Clm. 23618 [= E9]. Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, I’, 323-3. 
90 Bischoff, ‘Court library’, 90; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 21, n. 45. McKitterick also points 
to St Petersburg, NRL F.v.IV.4 [=C2] and Vienna, ÖNB cod. 473 [= D1], both produced in direct 
connection to the Carolingian court of Charles the Bald. On the former, see: McKitterick, ‘Charles the 
Bald’, 32; on the latter, see: Reimitz, ‘Karolingisches Geschichtsbuch; McKitterick, History and 
Memory, 121-3. 
91 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 1’, 323. 
92 A comparative analysis of the language and vocabulary of ARF and the Revised ARF has recently 
been undertaken by Živkovic, ‘Annales Regni Francorum’. See also below, n. 105. 
93 Hence Pertz originally referred to this revision as the Annales Einhardi, which Kurze, due to 
growing doubts about Einhard’s authorship of this revision, altered in Annales qui dicuntur 
Einhardi. 
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ARFE and Einhard’s Vita Karoli, proving that Einhard is not the author of these 
annals.94 
  It can be concluded from this brief survey that the basis for a classification 
of the forty manuscripts containing ARF into five distinct manuscript groups is 
not as solid as is sometimes suggested. In terms of extant manuscript witnesses, 
as the list in appendix 1 illustrates, both ARFA and ARFB are underrepresented 
when compared to ARFC, ARFD and especially ARFE. In fact, the limited number 
of manuscripts containing ARFA and ARFB hardly allows us to conclude that 
these recensions had originally been limited to the entry for 788 and 813 
respectively, let alone that these dates represent the earliest stages in the 
composition of the ARF. Of these five recensions of the ARF, only three offer an 
alternative reading of the history of Pippin’s reign. Of these, the alternatives 
presented in ARFA and ARFC are of minor significance: the first concerns 
Swidger’s history more than it does Pippin’s and the second adds only that 
Pippin celebrated Easter and Christmas at the royal villa of Corbeny in 757. For 
the purpose of this study on the changing representation of the events that 
occurred during Pippin’s reign, it will be sufficient to refer to ARFA-D simply as 
the ARF; these four manuscript groups, keeping in mind the above-stated 
exceptions, offer an identical reading of Pippin’s reign. The big exception, 
however, is ARFE, also known as the Revised ARF. This recension offers a 
significantly different reading for most of the events that occurred during 
Pippin’s reign. The effects thereof, and the motives that prompted these 
changes, will be analyzed further in the remainder of this study.  

2.2.2. Composition 

In addition to looking at the range of these annals in the extant manuscripts, 
philologists have also been looking for disruptions in style, syntax and 
grammar, searching for clues that might shed light on the texts’ origins, 

                                                                    
94 The question of authorship of the ARF was heavily debated throughout the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries: Pertz, ‘Annales Laurisenses’ argued for a composition in Lorsch in 788. L. 
Giesebrecht, Wendische Geschichte, 2, pp. 282 ff. argued that the first section of the ARF did not run 
up to 768, as Pertze believed, but up to 788. Frese, De Einhardi Vita, argued against Einhard’s 
authorship of these annals. Ranke, ‘Kritik’, did not question Einhard’s authorship, but argued for the 
Frankish court rather than Lorsch as the place of composition. Waitz, ‘Lorscher und Einhards 
Annalen’, supported Ranke, but also argued against Einhard’s authorship of the section 789-795. 
Simson, De statu quaestionis, agreed with Frese and also argued against Einhard’s authorship of 
these annals. Manitius, ‘Einhards Werke’, argued that the court itinerary was the direct source for 
ARF and both he and Dorr, ‘Einhardsfrage’, argued for ARF as a source for Einhard’s Vita Karoli. 
Kurze, ‘Annales Einhardi’, argued that Einhard’s Vita Karoli was used as a source for ARFE. Recently, 
McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 116 has done away with 788 and argued that the first section, 
written in one effort by an anonymous scribe, spanned the entries 741-793. 
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compositional background and authorship. Especially with regard to style, 
there is no shortage of discontinuities. In fact, there are so many stylistic 
discontinuities that can be identified throughout the text that a consensus has 
yet to be reached on which discontinuities are meaningful with regard to the 
annals’ composition, and which are not. Pertz was the first to reconstruct how 
the ARF had been composed.95 His theory, which, as we have seen, rested on 
incorrect assumptions with regard to the edition by Canisius, quickly became 
outdated and replaced by others.96 As more scholars began to scrutinize the 
ARF and recognize different stylistic markers, new discontinuities were 
discovered. However, these rarely supported earlier conclusions.97 It goes 
beyond the scope of this study to track the subtle intricacies of this debate, but 
the short version of it is that, as new observations competed with older ones, 
the outcome was not one of a greater understanding of the compositional 
processes behind the ARF, but rather it has raised more questions and doubts 
with regard to the method used to study these annals’ background, up to the 
point where the myriad stylistic ‘discontinuities’ littering the debate has led to 
a general fatigue among scholars, making them reluctant to pursue this method 
any further.98 As McKitterick noted, there is an inherently subjective element to 
the perception and analysis of style.99  
 Fortunately, for a study on the reign of Pippin the Short, the debate on 
authorship and composition becomes much easier, due to the by now 
consensus view that the section 741-793 was written by a single author, who 
wrote this section in one effort.100 For the purposes of this study, it is sufficient 
to know that the ARF present us with a late eighth-century perspective on 
Pippin’s reign. Wilhelm Giesebrecht has argued that this first section of the ARF 
was originally composed as a justification of the Carolingian annexation of 
Bavaria and in particular of Charlemagne’s deposition of his cousin Tassilo.101 
Memories of the latter’s crimes were projected all the way back to Pippin’s 
reign.102 
                                                                    
95 Pertz, ‘Annales Laurissenses’. 
96 See above, n. 86.  
97 For an overview, see: Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, 2’, 31; Wattenbach, Levison and Löwe, Deutschlands 
Geschichtsquellen, 2, pp. 245-66; McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 115-29. 
98 McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 38-9. 
99 McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 117. 
100 Giesebrecht, ‘Königsannalen’, 194; McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 116. Some argue that 788 
constitutes a stylistic break: Collins, ‘Reviser’, 193. 
101 Giesebrecht, ‘Königsannalen’, 194-6. Giesebrecht argued for a composition in Bavaria rather 
than Lorsch or the Carolingian court. See also: Becher, Eid und Herrschaft. Becher accepts the view 
that the crisis with Tassilo/Bavaria of the late eighth-century was the main reason for the ARF’s 
composition.  
102 ARF, s.a. 788. 
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 If the ARFA-D (741-793) can be accepted as the view from the mid-790s, 
the relation between ARFA-D and ARFE still needs to be explored. While ARFE 
offers a heavily revised account for the section 741-801, the remaining section 
of these annals (802-829) is almost identical in terms of style and content to 
the entries encountered in ARFC-D.103 Because of this, McKitterick has come to 
refer to this section as the ‘common continuation’ and argues that ARFE was 
initially composed in 802, after which the Reviser, as this author is commonly 
called, continued the narrative up to 829.104 It was at this point that the section 
802-829 also came to be attached to an older version of the ARF that originally 
ran from 741-801.105 It would also mean that the branching out of the ARF into 
its various recensions would most likely have occurred after 829.  
 Other scenarios are also possible, since this model is founded on the 
assumption that the author revised the pre-802 section of the ARF before 
continuing the work up to 829. But what if the Reviser did not work in a 
chronological order? This would mean that ARFE (741-801) could have been 
written at any point between 802 and 829. For now, I will follow De Jong, who 
argues that ARFE (741-801) was composed during the reign of Louis the 
Pious.106 The Reviser’s interest in penance, as will be discussed in chapter four, 
might further point to a date of composition after 822, when the emperor 
resorted to public penance as a strategy of reconciliation with the Frankish 
nobility.107 Under Louis, moreover, the Frankish-Bavarian conflict of the late 
eighth century had come to belong to a distant past. The political reality of 
Louis’s reign was that Bavaria was an integral part of the empire over which 
Louis could install his own son as king. As old wounds healed, gaps in the 
earlier narrative of these annals could be filled with information that was no 
longer able to hurt the polity.108 The ARFE was as much a revision of content, as 
it was one of style.109  

                                                                    
103 Note that where the contents of ARFC is different from that of ARFD, ARFE follows the latter. 
104 McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 27. 
105 Collins, ‘Reviser’, 202-3; McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 32-9. Cf. Živkovic, ‘Annales Regni 
Francorum’, argues that ARFE formed the basis for ARFA-D. While this idea has some merit, if only to 
rethink old orthodoxies, Živkovic’s methodology and opening assumptions with regard to the ARF 
are open to criticism. 
106 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 64. This assumption is based on the language of the text, which De 
Jong believes is more in tune with the vocabulary used during the reing of Louis the Pious, and the 
relation between Einhard’s Vita Karoli and the Revised ARF. Cf. McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 27-31.   
107 See below, chapter 4, p. 133. 
108 On the classical elements that characterize both ARFE and the ‘common continuation’, see: 
Manitius, ‘Einharts Werke’; Collins, ‘Reviser’, 203-8. 
109 McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 34, argues that ARFE (741-801) was written to replace the outdated 
original ARF.  
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 With regard to the authorship of these annals in general, there is by now 
some consensus that they were not the product of a single scribe, but of several 
scribes, working at different intervals between 793 and c. 829. Yet the idea that 
each stylistic change points to a different author has proven to be unworkable, 
unless we are willing to concede that almost every entry had been written by a 
different scribe. That medieval scribes were not blind to notions of textual 
coherence and stylistic uniformity is evident from the overall thematic unity of 
the ARF.110 On the level of the manuscript, for instance in the case of Vienna 
ÖNB Cod. 473, one notices how the three scribes responsible for this 
historiographical compendium sought to create an optical harmony by synchro-
nizing the layout of the various texts they copied and by mimicking each other’s 
handwriting.111 If aware of uniformity in layout and writing, why should they 
not also have pursued greater symmetry in style and language? Stylistic 
mimicry might offer a solution for the problem of the ARF’s stylistic pluralism. 
Though it maintained a sense of thematic continuity throughout the work, new 
cultural and political winds could, over the years, easily have affected stylistic 
changes or thematic reorientations. Even if authors worked years apart from 
each other, they might nonetheless have been aware that they worked within a 
tradition and tried to adapt their style and language accordingly. In other 
words, instead of recognizing a new author in every stylistic oddity, it might be 
more productive to widen the meshes of the net somewhat, and allow instead 
for zones of stylistic transition. 
 The homogeneous character of the ARF in combination with a phased 
composition points to these annals having been created in an institutional 
context. If this is the case, searching for individual authors might be less 
productive. Instead, we should shift our attention to the specific environment in 
which these individual scribes operated, namely the Carolingian court. 
Carolingian rulers not only featured prominently, and favourably, in these 
annals, but at least two of the extant manuscripts that contain the ARF have 
been associated with the royal court in its broader meaning: the script of the 
fragment known as Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18 has been identified as that of 
the palace scriptorium of Louis the Pious and the historiographical 
compendium known as Vienna ÖNB Cod. 473, though probably produced at St 
Amand in 869, was likely composed for the imperial coronation of Charles the 
Bald.112  

                                                                    
110 McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 117. 
111 Reimitz, ‘Karolingisches Geschichtsbuch’, pp. 42 and 47. 
112 Reimitz, ‘Karolingisches Geschichtsbuch’, pp. 60-76.  
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 Production in the vicinity of the royal court does not automatically imply 
royal involvement, nor can this be excluded. The oft-heard argument for royal 
involvement is the prologue in Ardo’s Life of Benedict, stating that ‘no learned 
men would doubt, I think, that it is a most ancient practice, habitual for kings 
from then to now, to have their deeds and the events [of their reign] committed 
to annals for posterity to learn about.’113 An obvious setting for the composition 
and upkeep of these annals within the infrastructure of the court is the royal 
chancellery, or possibly the palace chapel. This does not necessarily mean that 
the compilers, though they appear well-informed of the royal itinerary, also 
wrote in close physical proximity to the ruler.114 The final section of these 
annals, entries 820-829, is commonly associated with Abbot Hilduin of St Denis, 
who at the time also acted as Louis’s archchaplain. On the other hand, the 
earlier breaks in the narrative do not match the dates of Hilduin’s 
predecessors.115 However, if the upkeep and production of the royal annals was 
an institutional, rather than a personal, undertaking, its upkeep might have 
been able to withstand the occasional death, or banishment, of the head of the 
institute. 

2.2.3. Function 

According to Ardo, the king kept historical records for the instruction of his 
posterity. This posterity, we might imagine, consisted of the king’s sons, 
grandsons, and a select body of learned courtiers and advisors. The initial 
audience of the ARF may not have extended beyond this small circle of homines 
palatinus, and explains the lack of evidence for these annals having circulated 
widely during Charlemagne’s reign. But if not to instruct a realm-wide elite on 
the legitimacy of the ‘Carolingian identity’, why were the ARF composed? 
  In terms of historiographical production, Charlemagne’s court during the 
first half of the 790s was a fertile field. In the years 790-794, probably in 
anticipation of the Council of Frankfurt, the courtier Theodulf, who would later 
become bishop of Orléans, composed a response to the Second Council of 
Nicaea (787) known as the Libri Carolini or Opus Caroli.116 The notes in the 
margin of the autograph text, as are preserved in MS BAV lat. 7207, are thought 
to be Charlemagne’s own.117 The work has been regarded as the dogmatic 

                                                                    
113 Ardo, Vita Benedicti, prologue. Trans. De Jong, Penitential State, p. 67. 
114 Manitius, ‘Annales Laurissenses Majores’, 423-5, argued that the ARF used an administratitive 
account of the court itinerary as its source. 
115 McKitterick, ‘Constructing the past’, 116-7. 
116 Freeman, Opus Caroli, p. 36; Noble, Iconoclasm, pp. 163-9. 
117 Freeman, Opus Caroli, p. 3. 
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position of the Frankish court in the Iconoclasm controversy. Recently, 
however, Thomas Noble described it as ‘a metahistory that seeks to locate the 
Franks in their own time but also in all time.’118 As Theodulf was labouring on 
his treatise, Charlemagne ordered the compilation of a collection of papal 
letters that defined the special bond between the Carolingian rulers and the 
successors of Saint Peter. Its formation may have been triggered by the heresy 
of Adoptionism that was gaining influence in Francia at the time.119 The letter 
collection, known as the Codex epistolaris carolinus, opens with a prologue 
stating Charlemagne’s intentions:  

Because [Charlemagne] had observed that because of great age and 
carelessness [these letters] appeared partly destroyed and erased, he 
ordered to restore and rewrite them with great care onto parchment 
for [the purpose of] remembrance – beginning therefore (…) with the 
reign of the aforesaid ruler Charles, his grandfather, up to the present 
time, and so noting down everything, in order that no testimony 
whatsoever of the Holy Church should seem lacking to his future 
successors.120 

According to the prologue, this collection was not meant to flaunt a specific 
Carolingian ideology to outsiders, but to preserve a by then tattered group of 
letters that, in Carolingian eyes, contained a body of almost prophetic wisdom. 
Neither the Opus Caroli nor the Codex carolinus appear to have circulated much 
outside the court. In addition to the autograph text, the Opus Caroli is extant in a 
copy made by Hincmar of Rheims and a fragment from the monastery of 
Corbie.121 The Codex carolinus is only extant in a single, unadorned manuscript 
from the late ninth century that used to belong to Archbishop Willibert of 
Cologne (870-889).122 Like Theodulf’s Opus Caroli, the Codex carolinus therefore 
does not appear to have been designed to be distributed to the learned centres 
of the realm, and will have known limited readership.123 It should be noted, 
furthermore, that there is an obvious historical dimension to the Codex 
carolinus, too, as its contents – comprising letters from Pope Gregory III (731-
                                                                    
118 Noble, ‘Tradition and Learning’, 249. 
119 On the Codex carolinus, see Noble, ‘Bible’; Hack, Codex Carolinus; Van Espelo, ‘Testimony’. 
120 CC, prologue, lines 12-18: ‘Quod nimia vetustatae et per incuriam iam ex parte diruta atque 
deleta conspexerat, denuo memoralibus membranis summo cum certamine renovare ac rescribere 
decrevit – incipiens igitur (…) a principatu praefati principis Caroli avi sui, usque praesens tempus 
ita omnia exarans, ut nullum penitus testimonium sanctae ecclaesiae profuturum suis deesse 
successoribus videatur.’ 
121 Freeman, Opus Caroli, pp. 67-76. 
122 Vienna, ÖNB cod. 449. A study of the social logic of this manuscript is forthcoming as part of the 
PhD thesis of Dorine van Espelo, Utrecht University.  
123 Garrison, ‘New Israel’, 126. 
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741) to Pope Hadrian (772-795) – covers roughly the same period as the 
earliest section of the ARF.124 
 This was the climate in which the composition of the ARF was begun. It 
probably was not intended as a showcase for the triumphant history of the 
dynasty to be forced on the Frankish elite, but rather may have been an in-
house project, its circulation confined to a small community working within the 
royal household. By keeping a record of events, these annals anchored 
Carolingian history within a broader historiographical framework that was 
both Frankish and Christian. The composition of a systematic historiographical 
account – and annals are nothing if not systematic in their organization of time 
– fitted contemporary notions on correctio, in which the collection and 
preservation of all forms of knowledge (whether canonical, liturgical, astro-
nomical, computistical or historical) appears to have more important than its 
use as an instrument of indoctrination.125 As McKitterick noted, their 
‘insistence on precise chronology according to the year of the Incarnation is a 
deliberate device to enhance a very determined expression of the Franks’ 
identity and cultural affiliations.’126 The intended readership of the ARF 
consisted of prominent members of the Carolingian polity; they did not need to 
be convinced of the legitimacy of Carolingian rule, but these self-reflective 
writings did help to form a firm sense of collective identity that was essential to 
withstand the internal and external crises, heresies and unorthodoxies that 
threatened to destabilize the realm and the order the Carolingian polity tried to 
impose on the world. Charlemagne’s court, rather than a propaganda machine 
working at full steam, served as a vault of (historical) knowledge in which 
prestigious narratives that defined the ideology of the polity – like the Opus 
Caroli, the Codex carolinus and the ARF – were preserved for posterity. 
 This is not to say that the function of the ARF did not change over time. To 
return to the manuscript dissemination of the ARF: out of the forty extant 
manuscripts, only ten date to the Carolingian period. The earliest of these, a 
fragment containing a single entry, dates to the reign of Louis the Pious.127 
Apart from the ARFA, each of the recensions of the ARF is represented in these 
Carolingian manuscripts, though none appears to be particularly dominant, 
which might argue against a single source of distribution. If we plot the 
provenance of these manuscripts (insofar as can be reconstructed) geo-
graphically, it would appear that the circulation of the recensions of the ARF 

                                                                    
124 McKitterick, Charlemagne, p. 38 
125 Corradini, ‘Zeiträume - Schrifträume’, 119-23. 
126 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 23. 
127 Cologne, Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18. 
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was limited to specific regions in the Frankish realm: ARFA, ARFD and ARFE 
circulated in the east, whereas ARFB and ARFC appear to have circulated in the 
west.128 Even if many manuscripts were lost, this geographical differentiation is 
significant and, in combination with the dates of the extant manuscripts, it can 
be used to argue that these various recensions of the ARF were created during 
the reigns of Charlemagne’s grandsons, when the empire was governed from 
three centres of power. After all, had the recensions been created before the 
Carolingian empire was divided between the sons of Louis the Pious, their 
dissemination would probably have resulted in a more evenly spread pattern.  
 The upkeep of the ARF came to a halt when Louis’s sons rebelled against 
their father in the early 830s.129 The triumphant narrative of the ARF ends with 
a reference to Louis’s celebration of Christmas at Aachen in 829. In 833, the 
emperor was forced to submit to public penance, resulting in his de facto 
deposition, yet managed to regain his position the following year. Although 
Louis appears to have ruled vigorously in the years after this crisis, this episode 
had undoubtedly cast a shadow on the Carolingian reputation. The evident 
fallibility of Carolingian authority had in a profound sense corroded the 
foundation of Frankish identity; once emperors were seen to fall, it became 
difficult to feel particularly elect. The end of the political unity of the empire 
after Louis’s death in 840 is echoed in the separate continuations of the ARF. In 
the west, the ARF was continued under supervision of Prudentius (d. 861), who, 
after becoming bishop of Troyes in 843, moved the upkeep of these annals 
away from the royal household. After Prudentius’s death, Archbishop Hincmar 
of Rheims (d. 882) took over.130 In the east, the ARF were also continued, 
though apparently by a number of authors who cannot be readily located. At 
some point this continuation was associated with the monastery of Fulda, and 
hence has become known as the Annals of Fulda.131 The regional differentiation 

                                                                    
128 Ascribing ARFB to western Francia is problematic. Of the three MSS of ARFB (Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 
617 [= B1]; Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213 [= B3] and Paris, BnF lat. 5941 A [= B4]) only B3 can be 
securely located to Rheims. The provenance of B1 and B4 is unknown, but these MSS did come in 
the possession of French collectors, which makes a western provenance perhaps more likely, but 
can by no means be considered evidence. Regino of Prüm, working from Trier, also used ARFB. 
There are also two exceptions: Rome, BAV, Reg. lat. 550 and its copy, Paris, BnF lat. 5925, both 
containing ARFD, originate from St Denis and date to the thirteenth century. The middle realm, or 
Lotharingia, which included Trier, may have been influenced by both eastern and western 
traditions. 
129 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 64-6. 
130 Nelson, Annals of St-Bertin, pp. 5-13. As Nelson notes on p. 2, the title of these annals is 
misleading as these annals were never produced at the monastery of St Bertin. These annals have 
derived their name from this monastery because the sole copy of this work, St Omer BM MS 706, 
was kept there. 
131 Reuter, The Annals of Fulda, pp. 1-9. 
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of the various redactions of the ARF, combined with a gradual increase in their 
dissemination in the second and third quarters of the ninth century, based on 
the dates of the extant manuscript copies, might point to a change in their 
function: no longer a repository of historical knowledge to be preserved at the 
royal court, these annals came to be distributed to centres outside the court, 
possibly as an instrument to maintain, or perhaps redefine, the mental and 
political horizons of what now threatened to become a divided Frankish elite. It 
should be emphasized, however, that the limited number of manuscripts makes 
any such claims highly speculative. Nevertheless, in this later phase, the ARF 
may have adopted a function that can perhaps be called propagandistic after all. 
However, it should be emphasized that the dissemination of the ARF will not 
have been orchestrated by some high palace authority forcing its ideological 
outlook on the past on the wider body of the elite, but owed to the authority 
these annals had accumulated through their association with specific groups 
and persons that occupied the highest echelons of the elite, with whom the 
readership of this text wished to be associated.132  

2.2.4. Pippin, the father of Charlemagne 

Much like the Continuations, the first section of the ARF (741-788) also 
navigates around the obstacles that Pippin encountered during his reign.133 The 
annals open with a brief, but meaningful, statement that is characteristic of the 
annalistic genre: ‘In 741 Charles, mayor of the palace, died.’134 It is with this 
event that the history of the Carolingian royal dynasty – for that is what the ARF 
are – begins. In the entry for 742, Carloman and Pippin divide the realm 
between the two of them on their way back from a campaign in Aquitaine. This 
is of course something one would expect Charles to have already resolved 
during his lifetime, but, as we shall see in the next chapter, the succession of 
Charles Martel had proven to be a much more contested affair than the ARF 
wished to relate to their audience.  
 What follows are a series of year entries that report military campaigns 
being executed in the eastern regions of the Frankish world. However, where 
Childebrand had provided some kind of explanation why these alleged 

                                                                    
132 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 66. 
133 The date of composition for the first section of the ARF remains highly problematic and 
contested. With respect to the date of the first section of the ARF, I follow McKitterick, 
‘Construction’, 116. The argument of Giesebrecht, ‘Königsannalen’, 194, remains a valid one: the 
first section of ARF had to have been written before the great Saxon rebellion of 793, otherwise the 
author would probably not have written in the entry of 785 that ‘tunc tota Saxonia subiugata est.’ 
134 ARF, s.a. 741: ‘Carolus maior domus defunctus est.’ 
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rebellions sprung up, the annalist had contented himself with providing a 
rather detached record of the events. Carloman’s abdication – marking another 
major political crisis in Pippin’s reign – is related in a similar matter-of-fact 
tone. With Carloman gone, the annalist allowed Grifo to enter the scene, only to 
report of his rebellious flight into Saxony. Up to that point, the annalist had 
been as strict as Childebrand in refusing to acknowledge Grifo’s role in the 
succession of Charles Martel. Again, the author is not interested in what moved 
Grifo to take flight, treating us instead to a series of seemingly factual entries 
that relate how Pippin pursued Grifo through Thuringia, Saxony and finally 
Bavaria, where he was arrested.135 Contrary to what one might expect after all 
this, Grifo was offered a position subordinate to his half-brother, yet spurned 
the offer and fled to Aquitaine. Later, in the entry for 753, the annalist invokes 
Grifo’s name one last time, to inform us of his demise.136 
 In the meantime, the annalist recorded Pippin’s coup. The entry for 749 
mentions the famous embassy to Rome, where in answer to the question 
‘whether it was good or not’ that the kings in Francia at the time did not have 
royal power, Pope Zachary responded that ‘it would be better call him king who 
had the power, than him who was without royal power.’137 This was all Pippin 
and his circle needed to hear. The following year, we are told, a powerless 
Childeric III received the tonsure and was sent to a monastery, and Pippin was 
inaugurated as king. The entries for 751 and 752, however, are left empty– the 
only blank entries in the entire account – which might either mean nothing 
happened in these years, which is doubtful, or, more likely, that this transfer of 
power was less clear-cut than the narrative suggests. Either the annalist and all 
who copied and amended his work had collectively forgotten these events, or 
they were collectively trying to forget them. The entry for the year 753 spells 
again ‘business as usual,’ as Pippin set out to fight Saxons. On his way back, the 
new king received two encouraging messages: the first concerned his rebellious 
brother’s death (it is only at this point that the ARF identify Grifo as Pippin’s 
germanus); the second stated that Pope Stephen II was on his way to meet the 
Frankish king. That winter, the pope petitioned Pippin for help, to which Pippin 
consented, despite an attempt by Carloman – now a monk at Monte Cassino – to 
prevent this. Not coincidentally, Stephen confirmed Pippin and his sons as kings 
the next year through the rite of anointing (inungere).  

                                                                    
135 ARF, s.a. 747-748. 
136 ARF, s.a. 753. This is also mentioned in Nibelung’s Continuations, c. 35. 
137 ARF, s.a. 749: ‘interrogando de regibus in Francia, qui illis temporibus non habentes regalem 
potestatem, si bene fuisset an non’ and ‘ut melius esset illum regem vocari, qui potestatem haberet, 
quam illum, qui sine regali potestate manebat.’  
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 In 755, per apostolicam invitationem, we are reminded, Pippin set out for 
Italy. The annalist did not share Nibelung’s enthusiasm for – or possibly his 
experience with Pippin’s Italian wars (755-757), nor for the Aquitanian wars 
(760-768) that succeeded them. Although the annalist may not have 
participated in Pippin’s campaigns, he had recently witnessed a tribunal at 
which Charlemagne disposed of his cousin Tassilo. According to the ARF, the 
charges listed against Tassilo in 788 dated back to the 750s, when he is 
accussed of having abandoned his Pippin, his lord and uncle, on the 
battlefield.138 It is to these events, more than to Pippin’s military exploits, that 
the author’s interest was devoted. With regard to the Frankish assembly in 
Compiègne of 757, the annalist noted two events: Emperor Constantine V (r. 
741-775) had sent an exotic Greek organ as a sign of friendship (or at least that 
was how the Franks interpreted it),139 and Tassilo, whom Pippin had installed 
as duke over the Bavarians in 748, had come solemnly to pledge himself to 
Pippin in vassalage. In some detail and invoking a host of saints, Tassilo is 
described as having pledged his oath to Pippin and his sons, unwittingly setting 
the stage for his ultimate downfall. In 763, Tassilo is said to have abandoned 
Pippin on the battlefield, a particular shameful act referred to as harisliz in the 
native Frankish language.140 Although Tassilo’s treachery did not affect the 
outcome of Pippin’s campaign, the war effort was put on hold the following 
year to deliberate on the matter. Apparently no immediate action was taken 
against Tassilo, busy as Pippin was subduing Aquitaine, but Tassilo’s betrayal 
was not forgotten either. According to the ARF, twenty-five years later those 
who attended the assembly of Ingelheim (788) still remembered Tassilo’s 
betrayal.141 
 Despite the absence of the Bavarian contingent, Pippin managed to 
conquer Aquitaine. In 768 the Aquitanian duke Waifar was killed, though 
Pippin would soon follow him to the grave. That same year, or so the ARF 
reports, Pippin became ill and hurriedly travelled to St Denis, stopping only at 
Tours to pray at Saint Martin’s shrine. Having arrived in St Denis, Pippin is said 
to have died on 24 September and buried close to the same martyrs who had 
witnessed his inauguration as king in 754, and on whose relics Tassilo had 

                                                                    
138 ARF, s.a. 788. 
139 Compare ARF, s.a. 757 with Continuations, c. 40. The latter speaks of ties of friendship (amicitii 
causa). However, the author also states ‘Nescio quo faciente, postea amicitias quas inter se mutuo 
promisserant nullatenus sortita est effectu’. This might be an important to clue to account for the 
different foci in the final section of the Continuations: Nibelung may not have been part of Pippin’s 
inner circle. See also Williams, Organ, pp. 137-42, esp. 138. 
140 ARF, s.a. 787. 
141 ARF, s.a. 788. 
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sworn his oaths of loyalty. Unlike the Continuations, the ARF are not very 
concerned with the matter of the division of Pippin’s reign and only state that 
Charlemagne and Carloman succeeded their father in the kingship. 
 While both the Continuations and the ARF focus on the leading members of 
the dynasty, in other respects their narratives tend to be very dissimilar. Three 
general distinctions should be pointed out: first, the different style and form of 
these genres helps to explain why the ARF seems so much more concise in its 
presentation of events – although, as the narrative progresses and the events 
become more contemporary, its entries become significantly longer.142  
 Second, the political context in which these two accounts were composed 
was very different. Childebrand stood at the centre of his nephew’s polity; 
Nibelung appears only to have operated on the periphery, as a military 
commander in southern Gaul. The author of the ARF, as Ranke famously argued, 
gives off the impression that at least he stood in close proximity to the court. 
Also, he wrote with a specific purpose in mind, namely to write a history of the 
dynasty that at the same time acted as a justification for Charlemagne’s ousting 
of Tassilo. The Continuations did not yet recognize Tassilo as a threat – another 
signal, perhaps that they were composed before 788.143 Each author therefore 
responded to a different set of threats and challenges. By the time the ARF was 
composed, some of these had already come to belong to a distant past, as did 
the men who had been involved in these events. This was not the case with 
Tassilo, however, who is carefully set up in the ARF as a traitor to his uncle and 
benefactor. The first section of the ARF may therefore well have been composed 
in connection with the Council of Frankfurt in 794, at which Tassilo was 
condemned to a monastery in order to atone for his crimes.144 
 Last, the Continuations and the ARF present us with different outlooks on 
Frankish history and the position the Carolingian dynasty therein. As noted, 
Childebrand and, perhaps to a lesser extent, Nibelung presented Pippin’s reign 
as the apex of a long Frankish struggle that had begun with the destruction of 
Troy and concluded with the triumphant rule of the Carolingians. For the 
annalist, however, Pippin’s reign marked but the beginning of a new era – one 
that that we have come to recognize as Carolingian. It was written by someone 
who knew that the great experiment that had been Pippin’s reign had, in the 
end, turned out to be a success. The main difference between these two texts is, 

                                                                    
142 On the effects of form on the narrative, see: Guenée, ‘Genres historiques’; Foot, ‘Meaning of 
form’; Dumville, ‘Chronicle’. 
143 Continuations, c. 38 names Tassilo as Pippin’s associate in the second Lombard campaign of 756. 
144 Council of Frankfurt (794), p. 165-6. 



2 .  T H E  C O N T I N U A T I O N S  A N D  T H E  A R F  

77 

therefore, one of perspective: in the Continuations Pippin is presented as 
Charles Martel’s son, whereas the ARF present him as Charlemagne’s father. 
 In the early ninth century, a scribe unimpressed with what he read in the 
ARF rewrote the history of Pippin’s reign. Not only did he update the rustic 
Latin of his original to meet the latest standards among the Carolingian literary 
elites, but he also made significant alterations to the content of the account. 
Nowhere is this more evident than at the beginning of the text, where the 
Reviser openly admits to the succession crisis which the Continuations and the 
ARF sought so desperately to hide.145 This will be discussed in detail in chapter 
four. Other changes made to the original narrative of the ARF may not have 
been as spectacular, but they are nonetheless meaningful. They inform us that 
the sometimes dramatic events that occurred during Pippin’s reign continued 
to be of interest to a younger generation, and that the perception of this 
formative phase in Carolingian history was not static, but continued to develop 
over time. 

2.3. Historiographical compendia 

What authors write and a readership reads rarely amounts to the same thing. A 
variety of obstacles stands between the once so revered author and his oft-
neglected audience. Unfortunately, the historian is only capable of 
circumventing very few of these obstacles. While we may not, for example, be 
able to share in the thought-processes of a contemporary readership of a text, 
we are at least able to share in this readership’s observation by taking the 
extant manuscripts to hand. Having discussed the formation of the 
Continuations and the ARF from the perspective of their respective authors, it 
now needs to be assessed how, and why, these texts came to be transformed 
from independent libelli, circulating among the core members of the court elite, 
into components of larger historical compendia – the form in which most 
textual witnesses survive up to this day. What is certain, though, is that placing 
these historiographical texts in conjunction with others affects their meaning. 
In this section, the perspective therefore changes from the original text the 
modern philologist has sought to re-establish, to the specific medieval witness. 
 Historiographical compendia are characteristic of the Carolingian period, 
in which historiographers ‘tried to integrate these older competing histories 
[i.e. Merovingian historiography like Gregory of Tours’s Histories, the Chronicle 
of Fredegar or the Liber Historiae Francorum] into one common vision of 

                                                                    
145 See chapter 3.5.3. 
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Frankish history and future.’146 They consist of an assortment of 
historiographical texts that, taken together, form meta-histories in which 
contemporary events become part of a much broader historical framework. 
Moreover, these compendia were seldom random collections and often 
contained interpolations.147 They were specifically designed to cater to the 
political and ideological needs of their intended audiences.148  
 Although there might be no point in searching for a single authoritative 
version of a historiographical narrative, the patterns in their transmission 
reveal important clues about the reception and use of these texts by a 
contemporary audience. For now, I shall focus on the combination of the 
Continuations and the ARF, and begin by briefly reiterating the main character-
istics of various recensions, or manuscript groups, of the Continuations.149 All 
but one of the manuscripts of what Krusch had called the fourth group (and 
which Collins identified as the Historia vel gesta Francorum), contain the 
complete Continuations up to c. 54.150 An almost equal amount of Carolingian 
manuscripts survive of the fifth group, which combines the Continuations with a 
reworked version of Gregory’s Histories, using an interpolated account of the 
Liber historiae Francorum as a bridge. The sixth manuscript group is a residual 
group that, while being less true to form, uses the Continuations as an extension 
to the narrative of the Liber historiae Francorum. 
 St Omer, Bibliothèque Municipale MS 706, a codex written at St Bertin in 
the late tenth century, contains a copy of the Continuations of group five. 
Originally, this manuscript of 223 fols. was attached to St Omer BM, 697 (44 

                                                                    
146 Reimitz, ‘Social logic’, 22. This may hold equally true for Merovingian historiographers, as the 
Chronicle of Fredegar and the Liber historiae Francorum were hugely indebted to Gregory’s 
Histories, and the Chronicle of Fredegar, in its seventh-century redaction, is similarly constructed as 
a historiographical compendium. 
147 For example, Heidelberg, UB, Pal. lat. 864 (Lorsch, s. 8ex/9in), was used as the exemplar for Paris, 
BnF, lat. 9765 (Echternach, s. 9ex/10in). The copyist conveniently omitted cc. 3 and 4 of the 
Continuations, which describe the victory of the Neustrian mayor of the palace Ebroin (d.680/1) 
over two Carolingian ancestors, Pippin I (d. 639/40) and Martin, thus creating an account more 
favourable to a Carolingian or East-Frankish perspective. 
148 What Reimitz, following Spiegel, called the social logic of a compendium. For a demonstration, 
see: Reimitz, ‘Weg zum Königtum’; idem, ‘Social logic’, 21-8. 
149 Krusch had called these groups four to six. See above, chapter 2.1.1. and  appendix 1. 
150 The only exception is Montpellier, Bibliothèque Interuniversitaire, de Médicine 158, which ends 
with c. 53 (i.e. the inauguration of Charlemagne and Carloman is left out). I rely on the manuscript 
description by Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 106-7. This states that the last line originally ended 
abruptly in mid-sentence, which was later ‘restored’ by a late sixteenth- or seventeenth-century 
hand. At this point the manuscript ends. It is therefore possible that the ending of the Continuations 
in c. 53 was unintentional. 
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fols.) and possibly also to Brussels, Bibliothèque Royale 15835 (16 fols.).151 The 
original tenth-century compendium therefore contained the following texts: 
 

Saint-Omer, Bibliothèque Municipale, MS 697 (44 fols.) 
 Eutropius, Breviarium ab urbe condita  
 Paul the Deacon, Historia romana  
 Marcellinus Comes, Chronicle  
 Anonymous, Notitia Galliarum  
Saint-Omer, Bibliothèque Municipale MS 706 (223 fols.) 
 Gregory of Tours, Histories (in a Carolingian redaction)  
 Chronicle of Fredegar (IV), including the Continuations (cc.1-24)  
 ARFC (741-829)  
 Annals of St Bertin (830-882)  
Brussel, Bibliothèque Royale 15835 (16 fols.) 
 Bede, Chronica (excerpt)  
 Chronicle of Lorsch  
 Annals of St Vaast  

 
 
 
The compendium has been described as ‘a continuous history from the 
foundation of Rome to the Carolingians’, which casts some doubt on the idea 
that the Brussels manuscript was part of its original design.152 Its historical 
outlook is one in which Frankish society evolved from classical, rather than 
biblical, antiquity. The part of the collection that later came to be isolated as St 
Omer, BM 706 consists of two sections, of which one can be described as a pre-
Carolingian, and the other as a Carolingian history of the Franks. The first, 
Merovingian section consists of a reworked version of Gregory’s Histories, with 
interpolations borrowed from the Liber Historiae Francorum and the 
Continuations. It is an example of what Krusch had identified as the fifth 
manuscript group of the Chronicle of Fredegar.153 However, the compiler did 
not use the complete Continuations, but only the section up to c. 24, thus ending 
the narrative with the death of Charles Martel in 741. Not coincidentally, this is 
precisely where the narrative of the ARF begins. 

                                                                    
151 McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 50-1; Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 119-20. McKitterick 
is more reserved than Collins with regard to the likelihood that Brussels, Biblothèque Royale 15835 
used to be a part of the compilation. 
152 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 51. 
153 Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, p. 119. 

Fig. 3: Historiographical compendium (Saint-Omer, BM MS 697 + Saint-Omer, BM MS 706 + Brussels, 

Bibliothèque Royale 15835). 
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 Another historiographical compendium, codex Namur, Bibliothèque 
Communale 11, also contained a copy of the Continuations belonging to group 
five. It was composed in the third quarter of the ninth century at the monastery 
of St Hubert in the Ardennes.154 It is the only copy of the Continuations that 
ends with c. 21, which means that concludes with the statement that Charles’s 
health was in decline, but omits the fruitless papal embassies, Charles Martel’s 
plans for the division of his realm, Pippin’s armed entry into Burgundy and 
Charles’s death. It is possible that these chapters were omitted on account of 
some accident (a study of the manuscript is needed to exclude this notion), yet 
it is equally possible that their exclusion was intentional, as these events all 
relate to highly controversial matters, as we will come to see in chapters three 
to five. What is more, by omitting the reference to Charles’s death in the 
Continuations, ending instead with the statement that ‘Charles health was in 
decline,’ the compiler allowed for an even more seamless connection to the 
narrative of the ARF, which begins by reporting Charles’s death. A similar 
attempt to create a smooth transition between the narratives of the 
Continuations and the ARF can be witnessed in the codex Vienna, ÖNB lat. 473. 
In this case, however, the compiler chose the opposite solution: he left the 
narrative of the Continuations up to c. 24 intact and omitted instead the first 
entry of the ARF.155 What these compendia therefore reveal is that these texts 
were not slavishly copied and collated; copyists, or those who directed their 
work, made very conscious decisions about what they wanted to preserve in 
their histories and how these various ‘textual building blocks’ should be 
connected. 
 These three examples are hardly exceptional. In fact, each of the 
manuscripts that contain a copy of the Continuations belonging to either group 
five or six, end at c. 24, i.e. with the death of Charles Martel. Most of these 
compilations are then continued by the ARF. It would thus appear that, on the 
whole, Carolingian compilers preferred the narrative of the ARF over that of the 
Continuations to recount Pippin’s reign, even though the narrative of the former 
offers a much fuller account.156 Pippin’s reign stood at the crossroads of 
Frankish dynastic history and forced compilers who wished to connect the 
Continuations to the ARF to make a choice: either continue the narrative of the 
Continuations up to 768 (c. 54), or cut it short at 741 (c. 24) and continue with 
the ARF from the beginning. In virtually every case, the compiler opted for the 

                                                                    
154 Bischoff, Katalog, 2, nr. 3560, p. 305. 
155 See below, chapter 2.3.3. 
156 An alternative would be that the compiler used an incomplete exemplar of the Continuations, 
though I consider this highly unlikely. 
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latter. The ARF thus presented the dominant view on Pippin’s reign.157 
Apparently, a line could be drawn between rulers who belonged to an older, 
Merovingian past and those who belonged to a new dynastic age in Frankish 
history, one which we have come to call Carolingian. That line was quite 
systematically drawn between the reigns of Charles Martel and Pippin the 
Short, which meant that Carolingian history began in 741 with the succession of 
Charles Martel. 
 In the minds of historiographical compilers, working in the ninth and 
tenth centuries, the reign of Pippin the Short, that witnessed the end of the 
Merovingian dynasty, was recognized as a new beginning. This notion found 
expression in the conscious way these compilers cut and pasted their various 
sources with which they fashioned their meta-histories. Three additional 
examples of composite Carolingian history books, that benefit from having been 
studied in more detail, elucidate Pippin’s position within the wider framework 
of Frankish history and reveal the diversity with which that history could be 
given shape in Carolingian historiographical compendia. These examples are: 
Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213 (c. 900), Paris, BnF lat. 10911 (c. 830) and Vienna, ÖNB 
cod. 473 (869).  

2.3.1. Example 1: Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213  

Rome, BAV, Reg. lat. 213 consists of 157 fols. and was produced in late ninth-
century Rheims.158 The compilation, consisting of three sections, was written in 
two hands. The manuscript opens with a copy of the complete Continuations 
(cc. 1-54; fols. 1-148) and is followed by a set of annals known as the 
Fragmentum annalium Chesnii (768-791; fol. 149r-v).159 These annals are in turn 
continued by a section from ARFB (792-806; fols. 149v-157v).160 It has been 
argued that this manuscript is a copy of a damaged exemplar, because the 
changes of the hand do not match the stylistic breaks in the narrative, and 
because the narrative ends in mid-sentence on fol. 157v, on the middle of the 
page. After the prologue of the Chronicle of Fredegar (fol. 109v), all titles and 
headings were removed from the text, nor were there any other markers that 
allowed the reader to distinguish between the three texts that make up this 
compilation. The layout is uniform throughout the manuscript. An unsuspecting 

                                                                    
157 Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213 (group 4) contains the complete version of the Continuations and 
connects it to the annals known as the Fragentum Chesnii, in turn followed by a copy of ARFB. See 
below, chapter 2.3.1. 
158 Collins, Die Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 96-9. 
159 This is the only extant manuscript containing the Fragmentum annalium Chesnii.  
160 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, I’, at pp. 301-2. 
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reader might therefore easily be led into thinking that he was reading a single 
history, instead of a compilation of three distinct texts.161 
 An important, if perhaps unanswerable, question concerns the compiler’s 
motivation behind this selection. It is possible that the compiler simply had to 
work with what he had, and what he had may not have had much. And if he had 
the luxury of choice, what made him choose these specific components? Why 
were the entries of the Fragmentum annalium Chesnii preferred over those of 
ARFB? What is its effect on the meaning of the compilation as a whole?  
 A significant difference between the Fragmentum Chesnii and ARFB is that 
the former, like ARFD, mentions Hardrad’s rebellion against Charlemagne in 
786, whereas ARFB does not. If we were to assume that the compiler’s preferred 
choice for his compilation had been to copy ARFD, but did not have access to an 
exemplar, a combination of the Fragmentum Chesnium and an interpolated copy 
of ARFB would have created a similar effect. That this may have been the 
compiler’s intention finds support in the unique reference to Pippin the 
Hunchback’s rebellion in the entry of 792 of ARFB. This reference, moreover, 
was not a direct copy from an ARFD manuscript, as it occupies a different 
position in the entry and uses a different vocabulary.162 Another important 
theme that we find altered in this composition is the history of Tassilo. While 
the Fragmentum Chesnii mentions Tassilo’s fate, as well as that of his wife and 
children, it does not go into the causes of his downfall. These remain obscure 
due to the compiler’s preference for the narrative of the Continuations over that 
of the ARF. In using the Continuations, moreover, the compilation promotes 
more continuity with the pre-Carolingian past than other compilations do that 
use the ARF to describe Pippin’s reign. What this compilation originally looked 
like is unknown, since it was damaged at the entry for 806. However, as noted 
above, Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 213 is famous for its colophon (c. 33), which 
identifies Childebrand and Nibelung as the patrons of the Continuations. The 
unconventional character of this compilation may have given the compiler from 
Rheims additional incentive to include a colophon that reassured their 
readership that what they were reading might not stem from the ARF, but it 
was from an authoritative source, namely Pippin’s own uncle and cousin.  

                                                                    
161 Collins, ‘Fredegar’, 199, n. 133. The Continuations end on the final line of fol. 148, the 
Fragmentum starts on a new page. The ARF continues this text at the middle of folio 149v without 
any visible break, either in the text itself or the page layout. 
162 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen, I’, 301-2. 
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2.3.2. Example 2: Paris, BnF lat. 10911 

Paris, BnF lat. 10911 is the earliest extant Carolingian history compendium to 
contain a copy of the ARF. The manuscript consists of 121 fols. and was written 
by a single scribe who worked in the vicinity of Paris around 830.163 The 
compilation is made up of three texts: it opens with the Liber Historiae 
Francorum (in the Neustrian or A-recension), to which a full copy of ARFC (741-
829) was attached. The compiler used the Continuations (cc. 10-24) to bridge 
the gap between the two accounts, from 727-741. With regard to the 
Continuations, the Paris manuscript is therefore a representative of group six. 
The end result is a continuous history of the Franks, from the Trojan King 
Priamus to the reign of Emperor Louis the Pious (see fig. 3).  
 Unlike the uniform structure of the Vatican manuscript, the textual 
components of Paris, BnF lat. 10911 were not made to appear as a uniform text. 
As McKitterick has shown, the compiler thoroughly reorganized the narrative 
of the Continuations, for which he used different script types, capitals and 
elaborate headings.164 It is nevertheless clear that the compiler tried to inte-
grate the Continuations into the Liber historiae Francorum, by assigning the two 
texts with a continuous list of chapter numbers. The chapters of the Liber 
historiae Francorum were assigned the numbers 1-51, to which the abridgment 
from the Continuations were added as cc. 52-55. These texts were therefore 
organized to form a single historiographical narrative, even though they 
remained visibly distinct.  
 An even sharper transition exists between the first section of the 
compilation, containing the Liber historiae Francorum and the Continuations, 
and the second section containing the ARF. The ARF begin on a new quire, 
leaving the remaining pages of the last quire of the Continuations unused, until 
in the twelfth, or early thirteenth, century a scribe decided to use the empty 
space to copy a (seemingly unrelated) text.165 In the annalistic fashion, each 
entry of the ARF begins with a year number in relation to the Incarnation of 
Christ. However, in addition to this the scribe also added another number to the 
entries 741-813, from 1 (=741) to 73 (=813).  
 Following the entry for 750/10, the scribe again left 1½ pages empty. As 
is customary for all versions of the ARF, the entries for the years 751 and 752 
were left empty. Because the scribe took this hiatus into account when he 

                                                                    
163 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 15. 
164 For my description of the manuscript I rely on McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 16-19.  
165 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 17. The text contains a letter claimed to be from Alexander 
the Great to Aristotle. 
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numbered his entries, assigning the number 13 to the entry for the year 753, it 
is clear that the copyist was aware of these empty entries. It is nonetheless 
unlikely that the blank space was reserved to fill in the missing information at a 
later time, when the supposedly forgotten information was recovered, as the 
space reserved in the manuscript is disproportionate to the average length of 
the entries in this section of the ARF.166 Alternatively, could the compiler have 
intended to incorporate another short text – Einhard’s introduction to the Vita 
Karoli, perhaps? Paris, BnF lat. 10911 is not the only historiographical 
compendium that reserves an empty space at precisely this point in the 
narrative. Perhaps a more likely scenario is that the empty space was meant to 
signal an important historical break, or what Helmut Reimitz called an ‘optische 
Ernnerungslücke’, namely one that marked the end of Pippin’s reign as mayor 
of the palace and the beginning of his reign as king of the Franks.167 
 The numbers assigned to the entries of the ARF (741-813) appear not to 
have been intended as chapter numbers, even though this is the case in the 
section containing the Liber historiae Francorum and the Continuations. In 
relation to the ARF, these numbers may instead have been year numbers, 
similar to those encountered in contemporary chronicles, such as the Chronicle 
of Lorsch or the Chronicle of Moissac. Both chronicles were organized according 
to regnal years. Of course, in this case the numbering does not start anew when 
Pippin’s reign ends and that of his sons begins; it ends in 813, as Charlemagne 
is about to die and Louis takes over. McKitterick has argued ‘that one exemplar 
may have offered the text either only as far as 814 or distinguished it in some 
way with special headings.’168 Perhaps another possibility would be that this is 
the work of a compiler who wished to distinguish specific epochs in Frankish 
history: the first epoch, captured in 55 chapters, told of a pre-Carolingian past; 
the second epoch consisted of the reigns of Pippin the Short and Charlemagne 
and lasted 73 years; and the third epoch, which the compiler and his intended 
audience inhabited themselves, begun with the elevation of Emperor Louis the 
Pious. 
 

I-LI LHFA  
LII Continuations Chapter 10 
LIII Continuations Chapters 11 (final section), 12, 13. 
LIIII Continuations Chapters 14-19  
LV Continuations Chapters 20-24 

                                                                    
166 Reimitz, ‘Weg zum Königtum’, pp. 294-5. 
167 Reimitz, ‘Weg zum Königtum’, p. 298. 
168 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 17. 
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<..>  Blank 
I-X ARF 741-750: Reign of Pippin as maior domus 
<...>  Blank 
XIII-LXXIII ARF 753-813: Reigns of Pippin (as king) and Charlemagne 
- ARF 814-829: Reign of Louis the Pious 

 
 

2.3.3. Example 3: Vienna, ÖNB lat. 473 

The combination of the Liber historiae Francorum, Continuations and the ARF is 
also found in Vienna, ÖNB lat. 473. According to Helmut Reimitz, this 
manuscript was written by several hands that can be linked to the scriptorium 
of St Amand, where it was probably composed c. 869 for the occasion of the 
imperial inauguration of Charles the Bald.169 The manuscript’s 177 fols. provide 
its audience with a distinctly West-Frankish outlook on the past. It consists of 
the following texts: 
 

Fols. 1v-85v Liber Pontificalis  Up to Pope Stephen II  
(752-757) 

Fols. 85v-88v Epistola de revelatio Sancti Stephani  
Fols. 90r-107v Liber historiae FrancorumA Chapters 1-43 
Fols. 108r-114v Continuations Chapters 1-24 
Fols. 116r-120v ARFD 742-750 
Fol. 121 - - 
Fols. 122r-143v ARFD 753-814 
Fols. 144r-151v Einhard, Vita Karoli Chapters 18-33 
Fol. 152v-169r ARFD 814-829 
Fols. 169v-170v Carolingian genealogy of Metz  
Fols. 171r-172r Catalogus regum Francorum  

 
 
The introduction of the Liber pontificalis up to the pontificate of Pope Stephen 
II, who had personally confirmed Pippin’s royal authority in 754, added a new 
ideological strand to the identity of the Carolingian dynasty. In addition to 
being the successor of King Priamus and a new David, the dynasty could also 
boast an apostolic sanction of their authority. Like the Paris manuscript, the 
core section of this historiographical compendium also begins with the 
Neustrian redaction of the Liber historiae Francorum, which opens with a brief 

                                                                    
169 Reimitz, ‘Karolingisches Geschichtsbuch’, 63. I rely on Reimitz’s description of the manuscript. 

Fig. 4: Paris, BnF lat. 10911: composition 

Fig. 5: Vienna, ÖNB lat. 473: composition 
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reckoning of the years since Creation, before continuing with the history of the 
Trojans. The historical foundations of the Franks were therefore biblical as well 
as classical. However, unlike the Paris manuscript the Liber historiae Francorum 
ends in chapter 43, where it blends in with the narrative of the Continuations.170 
The result of this is, as Reimitz noted, that in doing so the scribe subtly avoided 
having to recall the painful memory of Grimoald’s failed coup and its 
aftermath.171  
 The compendium’s Carolingian history is predominantly ordered 
according to generation, as is indicated with various ‘incipits’ and ‘explicits’ that 
decorate the beginnings and endings of the reigns of most Carolingian rulers. 
For example, the Continuations (c. 24) conclude with an explicit written in a 
formal half-uncial that reads: ‘here ends the history of the deeds of Charles, 
mayor of the palace, who during the battle of Vincy put the defeated Ragamfred 
to flight, and achieved many other great and profitable things.’172 This explicit is 
followed by a blank folio, after which ARFD starts on a new quire with the entry 
for 742 – the entry for 741, which merely announces Charles’s death, may have 
been omitted to avoid an overlap in the narrative. In addition to a rubricated 
year number in relation to the Incarnation of Christ and an enlarged capital, 
another number is added in the margin that is reminiscent of Paris, BnF lat. 
10911. Because the opening entry (742) is numbered two, we might even 
consider the possibility that were are dealing with regnal numbers, as this was 
the second year of Pippin’s reign. However, no incipit or explicit adorns the 
section of Pippin’s reign, nor is the entry for 750 followed by an empty space. 
The numbering in the margins of the text also does not take into account that 
the entries for 751 and 752 are missing. Unlike in the Paris manuscript, it 
would therefore seem that the numbers in the margins of the Vienna 
manuscript were chapter numbers, though this does not explain why the 
compiler did not begin with the number 1 for his opening entry. 
 Because this compendium presumably was dedicated to Charles the Bald, 
the compiler took care to give special attention to historical namesakes, Charles 
Martel and Charlemagne especially. An incipit in the entry for 768 reads: ‘here 
begin the deeds of King Charlemagne and his brother Carloman’ and, in 814, it 
is written in a large half-uncial: ‘here end the deeds of Lord Charles the Great, 
the most exalted emperor of the Franks.’173 The ARF are then interrupted with a 
                                                                    
170 For the facsimile, see: Reimitz, ‘Karolinigsches Geschichtsbuch’, 81. 
171 See above, chapter one, n. 2. 
172 MS Vienna, ÖNB lat. 473, fol. 114v: ‘Explicit historia rerum gestarum Carli maioris domus. Qui 
bello vinciavo habito Ragemfredum victum fugavit. Et alia quam plurima fortiter et utiliter gessit.’ 
173 MS Vienna, ÖNB lat. 473, fol. 120r: ‘Incipit gesta Caroli magni regis et Carlomanni fratris eius’ and 
on fol. 143v.: ‘Finiunt gesta domni Karoli Magni et praecellentissimi Francorum imperatoris.’ 
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selection taken from Einhard’s Vita Karoli that passes over the opening 
chapters on the formation of the Carolingian dynasty as well as the accounts of 
Charlemagne’s great wars, since this was already covered in the ARF. Instead, 
the compiler copied Einhard’s account of Charlemagne’s domestic life. After-
wards, a truly monumental incipit announces the continuation of the ARF with 
the reign of Louis the Pious, the father of Charles the Bald.  
 The genealogy and catalogue of kings that conclude the Vienna 
manuscript can be understood as a summary of the manuscript’s narrative as a 
whole: it establishes a long and unbroken chain of Neustrian rulers, for which 
the author was willing to cut a few corners and manipulate the past to some 
extent.174 A specifically Neustrian identity, which had fallen into disuse after 
four successive generations of a unified Carolingian realm, was dusted off and 
reintroduced. After partition of the realm in 843, the unity that had once been a 
hallmark of Carolingian success became a thing of the past. The emphasis on 
Neustria meant creating a new vision of the past, and one that left little room 
for the earlier triumphs of unity, of which Pippin’s elevation to the kingship was 
a prime example. Hence Pippin was neither announced with an incipit nor 
commemorated with an explicit. The coup of 751, which an earlier generation 
had hailed as the beginning of a new era, was largely ignored by a compiler who 
looked longingly back to a more distant past, to which he attempted to 
reconnect the present.175 
 Pippin’s reign, which had come to be perceived as a watershed moment in 
Frankish history, now became an obstacle for the message that this 
historiographical compendium meant to convey. While it could not ignore the 
coup, the event was no longer considered something to which a compiler 
needed to direct his readership’s attention. Thus, no more blank spaces were 
inserted. Likewise, there was no more room for Einhard’s polarizing intro-
duction in the Vita Karoli, in which the Merovingians are cast aside as do-
nothing kings, to be replaced by the vigorous rule of Pippin the Short.176 In the 
Vienna manuscript, Pippin’s reign is reduced to an abridgement, linking the 
reign of Charles Martel to Charles the Great, all in anticipation of the glorious 
rule of their namesake and successor, Charles the Bald. Such restrictions and 
sensitivities might not have existed in the east, where the Carolingians had 
been the first to wield a royal sceptre and Merovingian rule never more than a 
distant reality.  

                                                                    
174 Reimitz, ‘Karolingisches Geschichtsbuch‘, 51-8. 
175 Note that a different tradition formed in East Francia, where Pippin could be remembered as ‘the 
first king of the Eastern Franks’, see: Passio Kiliani, c. 15. 
176 Reimitz, ‘Weg zum Königtum’, 305. 
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2.4. Conclusion 

What this chapter above all sought to illustrate, is that historical knowledge is 
not stable after it is set in writing. Neither the content of the Continuations nor 
that of the ARF remained fixed after their initial composition by Childebrand, 
Nibelung and the annalist who worked between 793 and 795. Together, these 
accounts, which owe their success to their close association with the 
Carolingian court, form the literary basis of the Carolingian perception of 
Pippin’s reign. While it is possible that these texts were in circulation shortly 
after their composition, possibly in the form of frail libelli, none has survived; 
the earliest witnesses of these important historiographical narratives date to 
the reign of Louis the Pious and later, when they come to be incorporated in 
historiographical compendia. 
 The meaning of these texts was affected when they became incorporated 
into larger historiographical compendia. The context of these compilations 
influenced the interpretation of its individual textual components, and the 
narratives of the latter were often reduced to what the compiler needed. The 
Continuations are an especially good example of the importance of dis-
tinguishing between the initial composition of a text and its later dissemination 
and reception. The Continuations as originally composed by Childebrand and 
Nibelung, is what has been recreated in the modern critical edition and consists 
of 54 chapters that recount the history of the Franks up to Pippin’s death in 
768. The extant manuscripts, on the other hand, are all of a later date and 
reveal the reception of this chronicle. They reflect a different state of affairs, as 
in most manuscripts the Continuations were not copied beyond c. 24, and 
therefore do not inform their readership of the events of Pippin’s reign. In 
ninth-century practice, the Continuations were used to recount the deeds of 
Charles Martel; for those of Pippin most compilers preferred to switch to the 
narrative of the ARF. The complete version of the Continuations is important, 
for it allows us to study the social logic of its original design in the second half 
of the eighth century. However, we have to keep in mind that its impact on the 
perception of Pippin’s reign in the ninth century was small. For that, we need to 
turn to the ARF. 
 For many ninth-century compilers, creating a historiographical com-
pendium ideally meant having to choose between the narratives of the 
Continuations and the ARF to recount the deeds of Pippin’s reign. The majority 
opted for the latter and, as argued in this chapter, they did so because from a 
ninth-century perspective a dynastic divide could be made between rulers of 
the Carolingian and a pre-Carolingian age. That line ran between the reigns of 
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Charles Martel and Pippin the Short; Pippin was presented by most compilers 
not as his father’s son, but as his son’s father. The preference for the ARF, 
which, compared to the Continuations, offers a very minimalistic account of 
Pippin’s reign, also owed to its form. While the Continuations captured past 
events in the traditional form of the chronicle, the ARF cast contemporary 
history in a new annalistic format. A significant difference was that it dated 
events in relation to the Incarnation of Christ, and in doing so linked the history 
of the Carolingians to that of the history of Salvation – something that tied in 
neatly with the religious aspirations of the new dynasty.177  
 As Hans-Werner Goetz observed, this divide was not dated to 751/754, 
the year of Pippin’s inauguration and confirmation as king of the Franks, but in 
741, when Charles Martel died and Pippin succeeded him as mayor of the 
palace.178 However, this does not necessarily mean that later generations were 
not impressed by Pippin’s royal inauguration, or that 751/4 was not considered 
the apex of Pippin’s reign. Frankish historiography, like the historical books of 
the Bible, was simply organized into generations, and Pippin’s began in 741. 
The weight of the events of 751/4 was expressed through visual breaks: in 
many of the extant manuscripts of both the ARF and the Continuations a blank 
space on the page followed the account of Pippin’s royal inauguration. 
 A second aspect that greatly affected the meaning of a text was its 
manipulation at the hands of later scribes and their patrons. As the apparatus of 
the modern critical edition reveals, the textual witnesses to the Continuations 
and the ARF contained a plethora of variations, not all of which can be ascribed 
to scribal ‘error’. Of these variations, only the successful adaptations endured in 
the copying process, while the unsuccessful ones disappeared, ultimately 
resulting in the distinct textual recensions, or manuscript groups, that we 
recognize today. These recensions allow for some degree of regional differen-
tiation, on the basis of which we might make tentative observations about the 
dissemination and reception of these texts. The complete Continuations survive 
in five Carolingian manuscripts that are said to have originated from the middle 
and eastern parts of the empire. Compilations that combine the Continuations 
and the ARFC+D mostly originate from the middle and western regions of the 
empire.179 The geographical differentiation of the ARF suggests that an 
important stage in their dissemination also occurred after Louis’s empire had 
been divided into three. ARFB+C appear to have mostly circulated in the west, 

                                                                    
177 McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 99. 
178 Goetz, ‘Dynastiewechsel’.  
179 It should be emphasized that the determined origins of a manuscript, unless based on explicit 
references in the MS itself, remains highly speculative. 
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whereas ARFD+E circulated in the east. However, not every recension is relevant 
to the purpose of this study. The textual variations in ARFA-D (741-768), with 
regard to the events of Pippin’s reign, are very small, hence there is little need 
to distinguish between these recensions. The ARFE, or the Revised ARF, are a 
different matter, though. This recension of the ARF, which was probably 
composed during the reign of Louis the Pious, offers a very different reading of 
Pippin’s reign. In the remainder of this study, I shall therefore distinguish 
between the ARF and the Revised ARF. 
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E  
 

Between History and Memory 
The Succession Crisis of 741 

741. Charles, mayor of the palace, died. 

742. When the mayors of the palace Carloman and Pippin led an army 
against Hunald, duke of the Aquitanians.1 

 
Thus begin the well-known Annales regni Francorum. Written in close 
proximity to the Carolingian court, these have been characterized as ‘a skilfully 
constructed and highly selective triumphal narrative and a subtly nuanced 
portrayal of the Carolingian rulers, whose success is identified with that of the 
Frankish people.’2 Their opening entries are succinct, but their message is not 
lacking in force: the history of the Carolingians begins with the succession of 
Charles Martel by his sons, Carloman and Pippin. The ARF create an image of 
dynastic continuity and uncompromised succession and are, in this respect, not 
unlike the more or less contemporary Continuations. According to the 
Continuations, when Charles’s health began to deteriorate, he divided the realm 
equally between his two sons. The primogenitus Carloman received Austrasia, 
Alemannia and Thuringia, while Pippin, the filius iunior, received Neustria, 
Burgundy and Provence.3 According to Childebrand, under whose supervision 
the first section of the Continuations were composed, the succession of 741 had 
gone according to these plans and he presented it as an uncontested transition 

                                                                    
1 ARF, s.a. 741: ‘Carolus maior domus defunctus est.’ Ibid., s.a. 742: ‘Quando Carlomannus et 
Pippinus maiores domus duxerunt exercitum contra Hunaldum ducem Aquitaniorum.’ 
2 McKitterick, ‘Political ideology’, 164. 
3 Continuations, c. 23. 
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of authority, from one Carolingian generation to the next. Childebrand had thus 
presented the succession of 741 as the very opposite of Charles’s own violently 
contested rise to power in 715/6.4 
 Contemporary evidence, however, paints a markedly different picture. As 
a letter from Boniface reveals, which he composed in response to the news of 
Charles’s demise, there had been a third heir named Grifo. Both the Continu-
ations and the ARF are initially silent about this third heir.5 Later narratives, 
however, reveal that Carloman and Pippin had denied Grifo his inheritance and 
instead had placed him under lock and key in a stronghold in the Ardennes – a 
situation eerily similar to Charles’s own arrest in 714/15, after the death of his 
father, Pippin II. The consequences of this in-house coup were not limited to the 
Carolingian family or the court elite, but affected the entire polity. Before the 
year was out, armies were mobilizing across the Frankish world, as political 
loyalties were tested, broken and created anew. Though Pippin would prevail in 
the end, this might not at all have been as self-evident as Carolingian authors 
made it appear in their narratives. Rather than an uncontested succession, 
those who had witnessed these events probably recalled a torn and divided 
realm, a decade of violence and armies on the march. Childebrand was such a 
witness, yet chose to invest in a highly stylized account to prevent of the 
opening years of Carloman’s and Pippin’s reign.  
 Mary Douglas once noted that ‘the revisionary effort [in history writing] is 
not aimed at producing the perfect optic flat. The mirror, if that is what history 
is, distorts as much after revision as it did before. The aim of revision is to get 
the distortions to match the mood of the present times.’6 Carolingian narratives 
were not meant to be ‘perfect optic flats,’ especially when it concerned the less 
flattering episodes of Carolingian history. What is more, the case of the 
succession crisis of 741 will make clear that the earliest testimonies of these 
events are also the least revealing ones. The main reason for this is that those 
responsible for their composition were not passive observers, but active 
participants in events in which they, too, had had a vested interest.7 It took 
several decades before the memory of the succession crisis and its aftermath 
stopped being a threat to the leading members of the polity, and Grifo could be 
admitted into the written records of Carolingian history. Whether or not these 

                                                                    
4 On Charles’s succession of Pippin II, see: Semmler, ‘Sukzessionskrise’; Gerberding, ‘716’; Fouracre, 
Charles Martel, chapter 3; Fischer, Karl Martell, pp. 50-66. 
5 Letters of Boniface, no. 48. See below, pp. 95-6. 
6 Douglas, Institutions, p. 69. 
7 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 4. 



3 .  T H E  S U C C E S S I O N  C R I S I S  O F  7 4 1  

93 

later accounts also provide a less distorted image of these events, is difficult to 
know; they may simply have been different distortions. 
 Matthias Becher, aptly referring to the succession crisis of 741 as a 
‘verschleierte Krise’, has argued that these later testimonies were in fact closer 
to the actual events.8 In his attempt to unveil them and lay bare the skeletons 
that were hiding in the Carolingian closet, Becher meticulously stripped the 
various written testimonies of their rhetorical veneer, observing that as time 
progressed and new narratives were composed to replace older ones, 
Carolingian histories became more open about their past. He ascribed this to 
the dynasty’s success, which allowed for ‘an apparently more open relation 
with their past and its darker sides.’9 Looking beyond the attempts at conceal-
ment, the half-truths and the falsities, Becher suspects that ‘according to 
Charles Martel’s will, Grifo was to become his chief or even only heir.’10 
Whether the picture that emerges from Becher’s convincing source-critical 
exercise merits such a hyper-critical conclusion is doubtful, but he certainly 
makes a convincing case for Grifo’s importance to Charles. I see no real 
evidence, however, to support the claim that Charles held Grifo in higher regard 
than his older half-brothers.11 
 The present chapter focuses in particular on the role of Grifo in the 
succession of 741 and how it came to be reflected in Carolingian historio-
graphy. As such, this chapter is heavily indebted to Becher’s work, although it 
does not share its conclusions or research aims. The purpose of this study is not 
to recover what was meant to be hidden, but to understand the social logic 
behind the long-term process of the construction of the past.12 The crisis of 741 
had been a dramatic event in Carolingian history, and those who had taken it 
upon themselves to put this history into writing struggled to give it a fitting 
place in the Frankish collective memory. Four extant historical narratives – the 
Continuations, the ARF, the Annales Mettenses priores and the Revised ARF – 
allow us to track the transformation of this event’s literary reflection over a 
period of roughly eighty years. This chapter will investigate how the 
Carolingian historiographical narrative changed over time, what caused these 
changes and how written history related to the collective memory of its 
                                                                    
8 Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’. 
9 Ibid., 109: ‘anscheinend einen offeneren Umgang mit ihrer Vergangenheit und deren dunklen 
Seiten.’ 
10 Ibid., 131: ‘Grifo sollte nach dem Willen Karl Martells sein Haupt- oder sogar Alleinerbe sein.’ 
11 Becher’s conclusion is based on the assumption that Swanahild became a dominant influence at 
the Frankish court, at the end of Charles’s life, and on the extant letter by Boniface to Grifo (Letters 
of Boniface, no. 48), which Becher interprets as evidence for Grifo’s privileged status among 
Charles’s sons. 
12 McKitterick, ‘Political ideology’, 173. 
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readership. I shall argue that the driving force behind this process of 
transformation was the impulse to alleviate the tension between social memory 
and historical (re)production, whilst remaining true to the authorial agenda. 
The production and circulation of historical texts among the Carolingian 
learned elite imply that the past was a matter of debate, through which the 
collective memory of the learned court elite could be influenced and 
manipulated. 
 In order to be able to assess the extreme measures taken by Childebrand 
and the author of the ARF to present the succession of 741 as an uncontested 
affair, by omitting Grifo from their narratives and disassociating the subsequent 
revolts of the 740s from Grifo’s arrest, it is first necessary to establish the 
political context in which these events occurred. Some insight into Charles 
Martel’s political agenda is necessary to explain Grifo’s central position within 
the Carolingian political constellation (3.1). Contemporary sources such as 
letters and charters will confirm that Grifo was not a second-rate member of 
the family (3.2). The political turmoil that erupted once Grifo had been arrested 
(3.3), and which received a second life after his escape in 747 (3.4), help to 
understand why the Continuations and the ARF resorted to the extreme 
measure of attempting a damnatio memoriae – and why, in the end, Grifo’s 
memory could not be banished. Against this backdrop, and by taking into 
account the unique context in which each narrative was composed, it becomes 
possible to understand why the history of Grifo and the succession of 741 was 
transformed the way it was and how these doctored testimonies related to the 
collective Frankish perception of their past. 

3.1. Ostpolitik 

Charles Martel took a special interest in the eastern provinces and their most 
prominent family, the Agilolfings.13 They were an ancient and well-established 
house, tied by marriage to royal families on both sides of the Alps, and by law 
entitled to the governance of Bavaria.14 In addition, the Agilolfings had close 
ties to the family of Plectrud and, if incited against Charles, posed a formidable 
threat. If, on the other hand, they were brought on board, Charles could settle 
the bad blood between him and Plectrud’s supporters, creating greater stability 
in the eastern Frankish world. Much like Charles’s own family, the Agilolfings 
were not a homogeneous group, but divided into various rivalling subgroups, 

                                                                    
13 On Agilolfing history, see: Zöllner, ‘Herkunft’; Jarnut, Agilolfingerstudien; Jahn, Ducatus 
Baiuvariorum; Hammer, Ducatus to Regnum. 
14 Lex Baiwariorum, pp. 312-13. Jarnut, Agilolfingerstudien, pp. 79-81. 
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each with interests and aspirations of its own. Therefore, when Charles 
intervened in Alemannian and Bavarian politics in 725 and 728, his aim was not 
to conquer, but to support the claims of the Agilolfing faction headed by 
Hugbert (d. 736).15 By helping Hugbert to best the competition, Charles 
managed to ally himself with the new duke of Bavaria, whose loyalty was 
ensured by his dependence on Carolingian support. 
 In addition to helping Hugbert obtain a seat of power, Charles would also 
marry one of his relatives. While still a lower-ranking son of Pippin II, Charles 
had married Chrotrud, his first wife. Almost nothing is known about her, except 
that she died in 725 and that she had born Charles three children: Carloman (b. 
c. 708), Pippin (b. 714/5) and Chiltrud (b. ≤725).16 The year Chrotrud died, 
Charles entered Bavaria. According to the Continuations, Charles, ‘when he had 
subjected this region and many treasures, returned with a certain matron 
named Beletrud and her niece Swanahild’17 This was no small catch. Beletrud 
(or Pilitrud) had been the wife of the Bavarian Duke Grimoald, Hugbert’s chief 
rival, and the widow of Grimoald’s brother, Theodebald.18 She is also known to 
have been a close relative of Plectrud and may therefore have represented the 
final pocket of resistance against Charles’s leadership over the former Pippinid 
domains.19 Beletrud ended up suffering a violent death, while her niece, 
Swanahild, became Charles’s new wife.20 For Charles, Swanahild constituted a 
dynastic treasure trove, having been related to both Plectrud’s kin and the 
illustrious Agilolfing dynasty.21 Perhaps their union elevated Charles’s social 
status, but it certainly provided him with a foothold in the political network in 
the east, which revolved around the Agilolfing family and which allowed him to 
mend some of the political affiliations that had been broken when he seized 
control of the Pippinid family at the cost of Plectrud’s descendants.22 

                                                                    
15 Jarnut, ‘Beitrage’, 350-1; Jahn, ‘Hausmeier und Herzöge’, 335. 
16 Hlawitschka, ‘Vorfahren’, 73-82. Information on Charles’s family largely derives from the 
Reichenau confraternity book: Zurich, Zentralbibliothek Ms. Rh. hist. 27. Facsimile edition: 
Autenrieth, Geuenich and Schmid (eds), Das Verbrüderungsbuch der Abtei Reichenau. Chrotrud’s 
death is recorded in AP, s.a. 725. This name is also used for several of Charles’s descendents, as does 
the name ‘Ruodhaid’, who is believed to be the mother of Charles’s illegitmate sons: Remigius, 
Bernard and Jerome. 
17 Continuations, c. 12: ‘Subacta regione illa thesauris multis cum matrona quondam nomine 
Beletrude et nepta sua Sunnichilde regreditur.’ 
18 Wallace-Hadrill, Fredegar, p. 90, n. 4. Jahn, ‘Hausmeier und Herzöge’, 334-7. 
19 Fouracre, Charles Martel, p. 108; Hammer, Ducatus to Regnum, pp. 66-9. 
20 Vita Corbiniani, c. 31. 
21 Jarnut, ‘Beitrage’, 351. 
22 Jarnut, ‘Herkunft Swanahilds’; Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’, 112-14; Hammer, Ducatus to Regnum, 
283-90. According to Becher, Swanahild was instrumental in offering Charles access to the 
Lombard court.  
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 Charles’s union with Swanahild soon produced a son. Grifo was probably 
born the following year, in 726, and personified the bond between Charles and 
Swanahild’s branch of the Agilolfing family – arguably the two most powerful 
families in the Frankish world.23 Charles maintained his good relations with 
Bavaria as Grifo was growing up. When Duke Hugbert died in 736, Charles 
supported Odilo, who is said to have been Swanahild’s cousin.24 If indeed Odilo 
originated from the Alemannian branch of the Agilolfing family, as Jörg Jarnut 
suspects, it would strengthen the idea that Charles, by supporting the claims of 
a semi-outsider, did not seek to promote Bavarian political stability to the point 
where it could be tempted to shake off its Carolingian collar.25 Charles could be 
relied upon to serve his own interests best: with Odilo in control of Bavaria, he 
was setting Grifo up with the support he needed after Charles was gone. 
 Charles and Odilo were close allies. In 740, Odilo ran afoul of certain 
elements within the Bavarian nobility.26 The Bavarian elite may have viewed 
Odilo as an agent of Charles and Odilo certainly knew whom to turn to for help. 
Between August 740 and March 741, Odilo resided at Charles’s court, and it was 
with Carolingian support that he was soon restored to the seat of the Bavarian 
duchy. Given the context, it becomes tempting to argue that on this occasion 
Charles arranged the union between Odilo and his daughter, Chiltrud.27 
However, there is no evidence to support this notion; only later testimonies by 
authors openly hostile to Odilo and any connection he may have had to the 
Carolingian family. According to Childebrand’s testimony in the Continuations, 
the marriage between Odilo and Chiltrud did not take place until immediately 
after Charles had died, later that year. He presents the affair as a scandal: 
‘Chiltrud, with the evil counsel of her stepmother, fraudulently crossed the 
Rhine with the help of her accomplices and went to Duke Odilo in Bavaria. To 
be sure, he married her against the will or counsel of her brothers.’28  
 The author of the Annales Mettenses priores, who leaned heavily on the 
testimony the Continuations, identified this ‘illicit marriage’ as one of two 
reasons for the conflict that would arise between Charles’s oldest sons and 
their unwanted brother-in-law – the other being Odilo’s alleged struggle ‘to 

                                                                    
23 As emphasized by Jarnut, ‘Beiträge’, 352. 
24 Revised ARF, s.a. 741; See also: Zöllner, ‘Herkunft. 
25 Jarnut, ‘Odilo’. 
26 Jarnut, ‘Odilo’, 281-4. 
27 Cf. Fouracre, Charles Martel, p. 162; Nonn, ‘Nachfolge’, 66. Kasten, Königssöhne, pp. 114-15.  
28 Continuations, c. 25: ‘Chiltrudis (...), faciente consilio nefario noverce sue fraudulenter per manus 
sodalium suorum Renum transiit et ad Odilonem ducem Bagoariis pervenit; ille vero eam ad 
conuigium copulavit contra voluntatem vel consilium fratrum suorum.’ 
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wrestle his duchy free from Frankish domination.’29 Even during the reign of 
Louis the Pious, the marriage between Odilo and Chiltrud was remembered as a 
scandalous affair. Allegedly, the event even had inspired Louis to evict his 
wanton sisters from the royal palace at Aachen after succeeding Charlemagne 
in 814.30 

3.2. The hybrid prince 

Grifo was in his mid-teens by the time Charles died. No law excluded the 
children of a second marriage from succeeding their father, but, as Birgitte 
Kasten argued, ‘with his first marriage a ruler clearly entered into a far-
reaching political coalition with the wife’s kin group, which – regardless 
whether the first wife was still alive or had died – had long-lasting implications 
for the succession arrangement.’31 Nonetheless, in the end the succession and 
the division of the realm was a matter to be settled in an arrangement between 
the ruler and his magnates.32 In light of Charles’s Ostpolitik, not considering 
Grifo as one of his successors becomes hard to explain. Charles had certainly 
made sure that Grifo’s bed was laid out for him.33  
 There is contemporary evidence to back this up. In September 741, as 
Charles made the final arrangements for his memoria by the monks of St Denis 
and his burial in the basilica’s royal crypt, he made a donation to the monastery 
consisting of the royal palace of Clichy, to assure the monks’ cooperation and 
the martyr’s favour. The grant was confirmed by charter, which carried the 
subscriptions of Charles and the leading members of the polity. Among these 
names also featured those of Swanahild and Grifo.34 If the document itself came 
to have a limited audience, its creation was a public event at which, it would 
                                                                    
29 AMP, s.a. 743: ‘Ogdilo dux Bawariorum, qui Hiltrudem filiam Caroli ad se fugientem in coniugium 
sibi copulaverat contra voluntatem Pippini et Carolomanni, ipsum etiam ducatum suum, quod 
largiente olim Carolo principe habuerat, a dominatione Francorum se subtrahere nitebatur. Qua de 
causa compulsi sunt gloriosi germani exercitum contra ipsum ducere.’ 
30 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, c. 21. 
31 Kasten, Königssöhne, p. 118: ‘Mit der ersten Ehe ging ein Herrschender offenbar zugleich eine 
weittragende politische Koalition mit den Anverwandten der Frau ein, die sich – unabhängig davon, 
ob die erste Frau noch lebte oder verstorben war – bis zur Regelung für die Nachfolge als langfristig 
wirksam erwies.’ 
32 The succession of Pippin II (d. 714), who had already installed the sons of his first marriage on 
high positions, was exceptional. Kasten, Königssöhne, p. 91. points to a parallel with the succession 
of the contemporary Bavarian Duke Theodo. 
33 Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’, p. 131, proposes that Grifo was Charles’s main, or even sole heir. 
However, in my opinion this position is unnecessarily extreme and cannot be sufficiently supported 
by the evidence. 
34 Heidrich, Urkunden , no. 14. Heidrich, pp. 90-1, recognized ‘deutliche Hinweise darauf, daß die 
derzeitige Umgebung Karls und die anwesenden Erben die eigentlich Handelnden waren, nicht der 
sterbende Hausmeier.’ See also: Fouracre, Charles Martel, pp. 161-5. 
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appear, Swanahild and Grifo held centre stage.35 The charter has been 
interpreted as evidence of Charles’s formal recognition of Grifo as his heir.36 
Carloman and Pippin do not appear to have been present, for their names are 
missing from the document. Because of this, Becher has argued that Grifo may 
not have been merely a successor, but Charles’s main, if not sole successor.37 
But Carloman’s and Pippin’s absence does not necessarily mean that Charles 
had rejected his oldest sons in favour of Grifo. Though Carloman’s whereabouts 
at that time are unknown, Pippin’s activities are well-documented in the 
Continuations and the Annales Mettenses priores. Moreover, as the latter text 
also states, Charles intended for Grifo to inherit a territory centred on Paris/St 
Denis, which goes a long way towards explaining why Grifo subscribed 
Charles’s final charter to this basilica, and not his half-brothers. 
 According to Childebrand, however, Charles’s plans for the division of his 
realm only included Carloman and Pippin.38 Having settled the divisio, Pippin is 
said to have entered Burgundy for a mission of considerable weight: ‘Duke 
Pippin, having assembled the army, directed it to Burgundy with his uncle, 
Duke Childebrand, a multitude of the leading men and a great score of 
followers, where they seized the lands of this region beforehand.’39 The more 
elaborate account of the Annales Mettenses priores adds additional detail and 
states that after the divisio, which it copied from the Continuations, ‘Pippin, now 
made a ruler (princeps), led the army into Burgundy to have some matters 
corrected and he corrected with a firm hand those which had to be amended in 
the territory.’40 
 Pippin’s expedition into Burgundy is open to interpretation. Becher 
argued that Pippin was not sent to Burgundy by his father to ‘correct an unruly 
eople,’ but rather retreated to that region (of which Childebrand was duke) 
because his father and stepmother had just stripped him of a considerable part 
of his inheritance.41 Kasten, on the other hand, put more stock in the accounts 

                                                                    
35 McKitterick, Written Word, p. 61. 
36 Heidrich, ‘Titulatur’, 150-1.  
37 Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’, 119-21. 
38 Continuations, c. 23. 
39 Continuations, c. 24: ‘Pippinus dux, commoto exercito, cum auunculo suo Childebrando duce et 
multitudine primatum et agminum satellitum plurimorum Burgundia dirigunt, fines regionum 
praeoccupant.’ 
40 AMP, s.a. 741: ‘Pippinus iam princeps factus pro quibusdam causis corrigendis exercitum in 
Burgundiam ducit et ea quae emendanda fuerant in principatu gentis illius solida gubernatione 
correxit.’ The meaning of the words ‘princeps’ and ‘principatu’ is problematic. In a Carolingian 
context, this vocabulary is used to reflect the exalted position of the Carolingian mayors before they 
obtained the royal title. For that reason, I translate ‘princeps’ and ‘principatu’ as ‘ruler’ and ‘realm’ 
respectively. See also: Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, pp. 68-9 
41 Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’, 122-3. 
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of the Continuations and the Annales Mettenses priores, and interpreted Pippin’s 
armed entry into Burgundy as an ‘Erhebungsakt’. It was, so to speak, merely a 
young prince flexing muscles.42 I support the latter interpretation, since there is 
no evidence that Pippin rebelled against Charles directly.  
 The words used by Childebrand to describe Charles’s succession are 
worthy of note. While Carloman was, in more conventional terms, ‘raised over’ 
(sublimare) his territories in the east, Pippin was actually ‘sent forth’ 
(praemittere) to Neustria, Burgundy and Provence. The wording of the 
Continuations seems deliberate. Carloman’s sublimare, as Paul Fouracre pointed 
out, had hitherto been used for royal and, more rarely, episcopal successions.43 
Though at first glance Pippin’s praemittere might suggest a difference in the 
status of the two heirs, Childebrand’s personal predisposition towards Pippin 
makes this unlikely. Rather, the verb praemittere resonates particularly well 
with Pippin’s subsequent entry into Burgundy on Charles’s instruction, and can 
be seen to emphasize Charles’s paternal authority over his son – a reading of 
events Childebrand would surely have sought to instil upon his readers. 
 Furthermore, the decision to ‘send Pippin to Burgundy’ while Charles was 
still alive made political sense. Burgundy and Provence, after all, had been 
recent conquests of Charles, who intended to integrate these provinces into his 
territories by supplanting the indigenous leadership with his own satellites, 
among whom Childebrand, who is referred to in his Continuations as the Duke 
of Burgundy. These new leaders were probably not grounded in the local 
political infrastructure and had to rely on the Carolingian centre for support. 
From this perspective, sending Pippin ahead to smooth over the transition 
becomes understandable. If indeed the St Denis charter was meant to confirm 
Grifo’s status as heir, another reason why Pippin’s name was not attached to it 
was that his status, unlike that of his teenaged half-brother, needed no 
confirmation: Pippin was already out there, leading Frankish armies across the 
fields of Burgundy. 
 In addition to the St Denis charter, a letter by Boniface survived that is 
addressed to Grifo and dated shortly after Charles’s death.44 In its extant form, 
the letter has been at the centre of an extensive debate.45 To summarize, this 

                                                                    
42 Kasten, Königssöhne, p. 112. Kasten argues that Carloman probably made a similar tour in his part 
of the realm. Childebrand’s personal interest, as Duke of Burgundy, and his predisposition towards 
Pippin, might explain why Carloman’s Erhebung was ignored. 
43 Cf. Fouracre, Charles Martel, p. 161. 
44 Letters of Boniface, no. 48. 
45 For an overview of the debate, see: Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’, 125-30; Hammer, Ducatus to 
Regnum, pp. 290-6. The latter argues that the contents of this letter was manipulated at a later stage 
in order to cover up that the well-remembered missionary had only sent a letter to Grifo. Becher, on 
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document appears to be a compilation of two separate letters. The first part is 
specifically directed at Grifo, whom Boniface asks to be the patron of his 
mission in Thuringia. The second section, however, consists mostly of a series 
of (from a political point of view) non-descript biblical citations. It addresses 
Charles’s sons (filii), consoling them about the death of their father.46  
 The interpretation of this letter depends on whether one is willing to 
assume that letters of similar content had also been sent to Carloman and 
Pippin, but have become lost. Alternatively, as Becher has argued, Grifo may 
have been the sole recipient of the political section of the letter. The former 
option would suggest that Boniface, far removed from the hustle and bustle of 
court life, did not know which of Charles’s sons would succeed him in the east.47 
Becher considers this unlikely, arguing that Boniface, who served as papal 
legate in Germania, would have been well informed on such important matters. 
Conversely, Boniface’s letter collection reveals two things: first, Boniface was 
not one to enjoy the comforts of life at court – nor do Frankish courtiers appear 
to have enjoyed his company.48 Second, the earliest sign that Boniface became 
closely involved with the Frankish leadership appears to have been after 
Charles’s death, when Boniface was asked by Carloman to restore the Frankish 
Church to its pristine glory in a series of councils. 
 The bishop may not have feigned his ignorance of Charles’s succession 
plans after all. But regardless of whether Boniface was informed of Charles’s 
plans for his succession, the letter proves that Grifo was not viewed as a 
peripheral son. Moreover, in persuading the young prince to support his 
mission, Boniface reminded Grifo ‘that we bear you in mind before God, as your 
father, during his lifetime, and your mother also desired me to do.’49 The letter 
therefore not only informs us that Grifo should be considered an heir to 
Charles, but also that the old mayor and his wife had ensured Grifo’s name was 
on the praying lips of important church prelates.50 Both the contemporary 
charter and the letter support the argument that Grifo had been groomed for 
office. 

                                                                                                                                                               
the other hand, argues that each of Charles’s heirs was sent a personalized letter, though also 
argues that only Grifo’s letter contained a political message. 
46 Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’, 127. 
47 Tangl, Briefe, p. 607, n. 1. 
48 Letters of Boniface, no. 63. 
49 Ibid., no. 48: ‘quod memoria vestra nobiscum est coram Deo, sicut et pater vester vivus et mater 
iam olim mihi commendarunt.’ Trans. Emerton, Letters, p. 54. Note Rau, Briefe, p. 139, n. 2. Rau 
relates ‘olim’ specifically to Swanahild. More likely, it related to both Swanahild and Charles. 
50 Airlie, ‘Aristocracy’, 116. 
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3.3. A dispossessed heir 

Charles’s plans for his succession survive in several versions that shall be 
discussed in detail below. The Annales Mettenses priores, however, are the only 
account that give a description of the territory that Charles’s allegedly had 
allotted to Grifo. A likely reason for the text’s emphasis on the succession of 741 
was that its first section, running up to 805, had been composed on the 
occasion of the Divisio regnorum of 806, in which Charlemagne laid down his 
plan for the division of his own realm between his then-living sons, Louis, 
Pippin and Charles. Concerning Grifo’s share, the author of the Annales 
Mettenses priores stated: 

But when Charles was still alive, when he was about to divide his 
realm between his sons Carloman and Pippin, he assigned to his third 
son, Grifo, whom he had from his concubine Swanahild, whom he had 
led away from Bavaria as a prisoner, on the advice of this concubine, a 
share to him in the middle of his realm, that is, some part of Neustria 
and a part of Austrasia and Burgundy.51  

Kasten identified Grifo’s territory as the duchy of Champagne, which Pippin II 
had earlier consigned to his son Drogo (d. 708). Becher, on the other hand, 
argued that Grifo had been assigned the lion’s share of Charles’s territories 
(using Boniface’s letter as proof that Thuringia was a part of it, too) and that 
Carloman’s and Pippin’s allotted territories, if any, amounted to marginal 
regions on the edges of the Frankish world.52 Both views are speculative, and 
one should bear in mind that the author of the Annales Mettenses priores had his 
own political agenda to tend to.53 Becher is right, though, in pointing out that 
the creation of a new realm for Grifo would have been problematic. Such a new 
territory, carved from the centre of the Frankish realm, would have lacked a 
viable political infrastructure that could sustain it, and would have disrupted 
the pre-existing networks and ties of reciprocity in the region. This in itself 
might explain why a crisis erupted in 741. Even if, according to this division, 
Grifo was assigned the centre of the Frankish realms, this does not 
automatically mean he was a privileged heir.54 Although the region at the heart 
                                                                    
51 AMP, s.a. 741: ‘Carolus autem adhuc vivens, cum inter filios suos Carolomannum et Pippinum 
principatum suum divideret, tertio filio suo Gripponi, quem ex concubina sua Sonihilde, quam de 
Bawaria captivam adduxerat, habuit, suadente eadem concubina, partem ei in medio principatus 
sui tribuit, partem videlicet aliquam Niustriae partemque Austriae et Burgundiae.’ 
52 Wood, Merovingian Kingdoms, p. 256; Kasten, Königssöhne, p. 116; Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’, 
121-2. 
53 See below, chapter 4.6.2. 
54 Cf. Fouracre, Charles Martel, p. 162. 
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of the Frankish world would have been rich in fiscal property, it was also locked 
in on all sides, leaving Grifo with no room for expansion or plunder, argued to 
have been the driving force behind the Carolingian economy.55 And what might 
also be significant in this matter: it would have isolated Grifo from the people 
who were most liable to support him. 
 The divisio as presented in the Annales Mettenses priores can thus be 
interpreted as a well-balanced partition in which Charles kept each of his sons 
out of the regions where they were most likely to find the strongest support, 
ensuring a more or less equal distribution of power and income. The division 
was meant to stimulate the integration between east and west, but, as 
harmonious as this sounded in theory, in practice Charles’s policies regarding 
the Bavarian elite met with strong opposition. A conservative faction within the 
Frankish elite that included Childebrand did not take kindly to the arrival and 
installation of their eastern colleagues in Francia proper.56 In the wake of 
Charles’s death, conflict erupted as his critics mobilized behind the sons of 
Chrotrud, demanding the expulsion of Grifo and his mother, as the figureheads 
of a large aristocratic constituency with Bavarian roots. With Charles gone, new 
– or perhaps old – political winds were again picking up. 
 Grifo’s arrest in the winter of 741 effectively beheaded the Agilolfing 
faction in Francia, which now regrouped in Bavaria under Duke Odilo – a 
Carolingian by marriage and Grifo’s uncle. While Grifo was imprisoned in the 
Ardennes (741-747), a series of armed conflicts erupted that Carloman and 
Pippin ultimately managed to overcome. Contemporary commentators, among 
whom Childebrand, presented these campaigns as a series of unrelated 
incidents, inflicted upon the Franks by peoples whose nature it was to either 
provoke (provocare) or rebel (rebellare) against Frankish authority. To account 
for the motive behind these insurgencies in the Frankish periphery, 
Childebrand merely stated that such was the ‘customary manner’ (mos 
consuetus) of its inhabitants.57 To antagonize the dynasty’s opponents further, 
they were systematically presented in Carolingian historiography as ‘non-
Franks’ with an unchristian demeanour. Stripped of their Frankish identity, 
they came to be referred to as Bavarians, Alemanni, Saxons, etc., despite the fact 
that their leaders had been well integrated into Frankish political culture. 
However, under the early Carolingians the definition of the Frankish identity 

                                                                    
55 Reuter, ‘Plunder’. 
56 Kasten, Königssöhne, pp. 113-14. 
57 Continuations, cc. 25-29 and 31. The ARF rarely state the motives behind Frankish military 
campaigns. 
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was reinvented: a Frank was not just someone who was subject to Carolingian 
leadership, but someone who was subject to the right Carolingian. 
 Writing six decades later, the author of the Annales Mettenses priores 
broke with this discourse. Instead of a series of isolated incidents with rebels 
operating in the margins of the Frankish world, the Annales Mettenses priores 
presented the opposition as a concerted conspiracy under the leadership of 
Duke Odilo. The author stresses that Odilo ‘held [the duchy] due to the largesse 
of the former leader Charles,’ making his later rebellion against Charles’s sons 
all the more damnable.58 Where earlier accounts presented Carloman’s and 
Pippin’s joint campaign against Odilo in 743 as business as usual, the Annales 
Mettenses priores presents it as the epic finale in which the sons of Chrotrud 
came to triumph over a united opposition.59 
 The opposition, moreover, was not inspired by Merovingian loyalism, nor 
would it have been born out of a separatist desire. In fact, it probably was not 
even opposed to Carolingian rule per se.60 Not ideology, but self-preservation 
and the preservation of their political, social and economic interests is what 
drove men like Odilo to take up arms against Carloman and Pippin. For the elite 
of the Frankish periphery, Grifo’s unexpected expulsion from power, whom 
they had considered their Carolingian representative, had posed a serious 
threat to their position. In the wake of Odilo’s defeat in 743, Carloman and 
Pippin launched several more campaigns in retaliation against those who had 
defied their authority. Odilo himself, however, appeared to have accepted the 
new regime and, perhaps owing to his status as brother-in-law, was allowed to 
remain in place as the leader of the Bavarians.61 The other ringleaders were 
less fortunate and faced relentless persecution. The Alemannian elite paid an 
especially high price for breaking the oaths they had sworn in 742; four years 
later, in 746, they were put to the sword by an irate Carloman.62 

3.4. Enfant terrible 

The following year, in the autumn of 747, Carloman abdicated and left for 
Rome. He appointed his oldest son Drogo as his successor, trusting Pippin to 
watch over him. But Pippin had much to worry about himself. If the Frankish 
realm was at peace for now, it was only because he and his brother had met 

                                                                    
58 AMP, s.a. 743: ‘quod largiente olim Carolo principe habuerat.’ Jarnut, ‘Odilo’, 273-8. 
59 AMP, s.a. 743. 
60 McKitterick, Frankish Kingdoms, p. 33. Rouche, L'Aquitaine, presents the history of Aquitaine as a 
struggle for independence from the Franks. Cf. Fouracre, Charles Martel, p. 79-80. 
61 Annales Mosellani, s.a. 744. 
62 See chapter, 4.1.2. 
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opposition with violence and terror; no sustainable solution had yet concluded 
this conflict. Once the eastern dukes recovered from recent blows, there was no 
telling how they would respond to Carloman’s absence. The political rift that 
divided the eastern and western elites cut right across the Carolingian family. 
Pippin may therefore have reasoned that if he could repair matters within his 
own household, the outside world would soon follow suit. Thus, picking up 
where Charles Martel had left off, Pippin released Grifo in 747/8 and offered 
him a position at his court. He did not go so far as to acknowledge Grifo as his 
equal, though. Pippin’s vision of order only had room for one leader. 
 Grifo, on the other hand, did not share Pippin’s vision. As the later Reviser 
of the ARF disapprovingly stated: ‘Grifo, who did not want to be subject to his 
brother Pippin, even though he would live honourably under him, collected a 
band of soldiers and escaped to Saxony.’63 Pippin’s plan thus backfired and 
Grifo escaped to where he was most likely to find support. Watching a 
precarious peace unravel, Pippin once more assembled the Frankish host and 
marched east. With the exception of the Continuations, whose author 
persistently remained silent about Grifo (noticeably struggling to keep his 
narrative standing) all the major court-oriented sources recorded in considera-
ble detail the cat-and-mouse game that now ensued. It made Stuart Airlie, 
thought-provokingly, speculate that once there may have existed ‘a Grifo “saga”, 
the stories of his journeys and escapes, circulating among his followers and 
enemies,’ which may have formed the basis of these later historiographical 
narratives.64 It would certainly account for the sudden enthusiasm with which 
Carolingian historians, from the 790s onwards, wrote of the adventurous 
history of this Carolingian rebel-prince. 
 While Grifo may have been kept out of Childebrand’s Continuations, the 
author of the ARF allowed Grifo to enter the annals at this point. The ARF 
describe how Grifo fled to Saxony in 747 and how he entered Bavaria the 
following year.65 According to the author of the Annales Mettenses priores, 
always a great one for drama, Grifo was a charismatic figure, who was ‘followed 
by many young men from the noble race of the Franks, led by fickleness, 
abandoning their own lords.’66 Grifo’s timing was fortunate, for Odilo had died 
earlier that year, leaving the widowed Chiltrud and their young son, Tassilo, in 
a precarious situation. With the help of powerful men like Swidger and 
                                                                    
63 Revised ARF, s.a. 747: ‘Grifo, Pippino fratri suo subiectus esse nolens, quamquam sub illo 
honorifice viveret, collecta manu in Saxoniam profugit.’ 
64 Airlie, ‘Aristocracy’, 120. 
65 ARF, s.a. 747 and 748. 
66 AMP, s.a. 748: ‘Quem plurimi iuvenes ex nobili genere Francorum inconstantia ducti, proprium 
dominum relinquentes, Gripponem subsecuti sunt.’ Airlie, ‘Aristocracy’, 120. 
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Landfrid, Grifo was able to briefly seize control of the duchy.67 It did not, 
however, allow him to ward of Pippin’s army and Grifo was captured a second 
time. A likely reason why the author of the ARF readmitted Grifo, was that his 
temporary occupation of Bavaria had formed the occasion for Pippin to install 
his young nephew as duke of the Bavarians, making Tassilo’s betrayal in 763 all 
the more shameful.68 
 There was to be a sequel to the Grifo saga. In an astonishing act of mercy 
that may have owed to the intervention of Carloman, now residing as a monk in 
Monte Cassino, and Pope Zachary, Pippin offered Grifo a second chance by 
assigning him the command over a duchy centred on Le Mans.69 Hope remained 
that Grifo could be useful to Pippin’s agenda and by having him command a 
duchy on the western frontier of the Frankish realm, Pippin isolated his half-
brother from his supporters in the east. It was an important position, as the 
duchy centred on Le Mans formed a defensive marcher designed to shield 
Neustria from opportunistic raids from Brittany and Aquitaine.70 But Grifo 
bolted a second time. Nibelung, who had at this point taken over his father’s 
patronage of the Continuations, at this point broke the silence and invoked his 
cousin’s name for the first time to report his demise: 

Meanwhile, a messenger came to the aforesaid king from the 
Burgundian territories, because this brother of the king named Grifo, 
who had recently fled to the leader Waifar in Wasconia [i.e. 
Aquitaine], was killed at the city of St Jean-de-Maurienne on the 
banks of the river Arc by Theodoenus, count of Vienne, and Frederic, 
count of Trans-Jura, when he sought to enter Lombard territory and 
prepared a plot against the aforesaid king.71 

Grifo died in 753. We may perhaps imagine how Pippin’s two counts, who had 
both also died in the fighting, would have been surprised to find Grifo at their 
backs, as their gazes would have been directed at the slopes of the Mont Blanc, 
in anticipation of the arrival of Pope Stephen II.72 As Grifo’s saga came to its 
end, a new and even more spectacular story would take its place, about how the 
                                                                    
67 See above, chapter 2.2.1. 
68 See above, chapter 2. 
69 EM, no. 18; Tangl, ‘Sendung’, 5; Hammer, ‘Chistmas Day 800’, 6. 
70 Rouche, L'Aquitaine, pp. 119-20; Smith, Province and Empire, pp. pp. 45 and 48. 
71 Continuations, c. 35: ‘Dum haec ageretur, nuntius veniens ad prefatum regem ex partibus 
Burgundie quod germanus ipsius regis nomine Gripho, quod dudum in Vasconia ad Waiofario 
principe confugium fecerat, a Theudoeno comite Viennense seu et Frederico Ultraiurano comite 
dum partibus Langobardie peteret et insidias contra ipso praedicto rege pararet Maurienna urbem 
super fluvium Arboris interfectus est.’ 
72 CC, nos. 4-5 and LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), cc. 15-27, are evidence that the visit of Pope Stephen II to 
the Frankish court was carefully arranged. 



3 .  T H E  S U C C E S S I O N  C R I S I S  O F  7 4 1  

106 

Franks heroically ventured south to rescue Saint Peter and his special people 
from the Lombards. 

3.5. The many divisiones regni of Charles Martel 

Modern preoccupations with the origins of the nation state (Verfassungs-
geschichte) have made dynastic succession and territorial division central 
research themes. However, the succession of Charles Martel and the divisio of 
741 have proven to be a complicated affair, as each source tells a different 
story. On the basis of source-critical grounds, some narratives have been 
judged more compelling than others. Nevertheless, a frequently encountered 
method in attempts at historical reconstruction, especially in cases where 
testimonies are scarce, has been to ‘blend’ a disparate array of narratives into a 
single collage, apparently under the assumption that each account at least 
presents a partially accurate description of the events being studied.73 During 
the past few decades, however, historians have become increasingly wary of 
the manipulative character of Carolingian historiography, which does not 
present its readership with an objective rendering of the contemporary past, 
but manipulates the memory of the past in support of presentist agendas.74 The 
early medieval historian thus became an ideologue. Reality, defined here as a 
socially accepted truth on the basis of collective experience and remembrance, 
continued to form the framework within which these authors composed their 
annals and chronicles, but it was a framework with very flexible boundaries.75  
 Having attempted above to sketch a loose historical framework, the 
remainder of this chapter will study the authorial strategies behind the 
different presentations of the succession crisis of 741 in Carolingian historio-
graphy. Each account sought to connect two fixed parameters: the death of 
Charles Martel, marking the beginning of this crisis, and its outcome, namely 
Carloman’s and Pippin’s consolidation of their claim as Charles’s heirs. Due to 
the continued importance of the outcome of this succession to the Carolingian 
identity, the first attempt to capture these events in writing did not im-
mediately result in a definitive rendering of historical events. The ever-
changing social and political contexts demanded that the past was continually 
adapted to the moral values and political agendas of the present. In the process, 
some Frankish authors cut one corner too many and risked severing the elastic 

                                                                    
73 Collins, ‘Imperial coronation’, 54; Buc, ‘Nach 754’, 28-31. 
74 See for example: Geary, Phantoms; McKitterick, ‘Political ideology’; Hen and Innes (eds), Uses of 
the Past; Collins, ‘Deception’. 
75 Fentress and Wickham, Social Memory, p. 25. 
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but vulnerable link between historical narrative they proposed and the 
collective memory of their readership. If this link broke, a narrative had lost its 
plausibility. Yet this appears to have been an important function of these 
narratives: to influence and manipulate the Carolingian identity and the 
perception of its past, by correcting on parchment what in practice had spelled 
disaster. 
 The four central narratives in this debate – the Continuations, the ARF, the 
Annales Mettenses priores and the Revised ARF – can be understood as a 
dialogue to the extent that their respective authors were acquainted with the 
accounts or traditions of their predecessors, or at least understood the basic 
ideas behind them. Changes in the political context notwithstanding, each of 
these texts was written, composed and read by the members of a very select 
circle of the political elite, who were already favourably disposed towards the 
Carolingian dynasty, which, after the events of 741, had come to be represented 
by the descendants of Chrotrud rather than Swanahild. To analyze this 
historiographical debate and understand the transformations in the literary 
reflection of Charles’s succession, the individual accounts need to be studied on 
their own terms, so that the authorial agenda might be reconstructed and the 
literary and rhetorical devices with which this agenda was given expression 
revealed. 

3.5.1. First to the scene: the Continuations and the ARF 

The Continuations have already been introduced in the previous chapter. The 
section that covers the succession crisis of 741 was composed under the aegis 
of Childebrand, with whom we have already become acquainted. In the 
Continuations we come across him as the Duke of Burgundy and a loyal military 
commander in Charles’s campaigns in southern Gaul. When Charles’s health 
was in decline, we encounter Childebrand at Pippin’s side as they entered 
Burgundy with a large force. Nothing else is known of his political activities, 
except that Childebrand is said to have commissioned the Continuations.76 
Whatever his precise role in these matters, it is clear that this text does not 
present us with a testimony of a neutral observer, but with that of someone 
who strove to justify and eulogize the new regime, in which he himself actively 
participated. 
 The Continuations present the events that led up to Charles’s succession as 
follows: after Charles and Childebrand took control of Provence, ‘Charles’s 

                                                                    
76 See the discussion on the tenth-century colophon above, chapter 2.1. 
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health began to decline’ (c. 21). Eo tempore, Pope Gregory III (731-741) twice 
sent an embassy to Charles (c. 22). After this, Charles, according to Childebrand, 
divided his territory among his two heirs: 

The aforementioned ruler [Charles], having asked the counsel of his 
leading men, divided the kingdoms between his sons. On that account 
he elevated his first-born, named Carloman, in Austrasia, Swabia 
(which is now called Alemannia) and Thuringia; however, he sent the 
younger son, named Pippin, forth to Burgundy, Neustria and 
Provence.77 

Directly following this divisio, and for reasons not explained by the author, 
Pippin and Childebrand entered Burgundy. In the meantime, bad omens 
announced the impending death of Charles Martel, which, we know, occurred 
on 22 October 741. Childebrand’s account makes no mention of Grifo. If we 
were to rely solely on the Continuations, we would not have known of Grifo’s 
existence. There is no mention, therefore, of Grifo having been an heir of 
Charles Martel, of the conflict that erupted between him and his two half-
brothers after the death of their father, or of his six-year imprisonment in the 
Ardennes. Instead, the Continuations report that Chiltrud had eloped with Odilo 
on the bad council of her stepmother and to her brothers’ dismay (c. 25). Their 
retaliation was suspended, however, as trouble arose in Aquitaine and 
Carloman and Pippin first had to march their armies south against Hunald. In 
considerable detail, the Continuations relate how the Frankish army crossed the 
Loire, burned the outskirts of Bourges to the ground, and occupied the fortress 
of Loches, but Childebrand makes no reference to a redivision of the realm at 
Vieux-Poitiers. 
 For this we need to turn to the ARF, composed c. 795. Unlike the 
Continuations, these annals begin their account with the death of Charles Martel 
and therefore offer little insight into Charles’s original plans for succession – 
and perhaps intentionally so. Like the Continuations, the ARF do not mention 
Grifo at first, but they do introduce Grifo in 747, when he is said to have fled to 
Saxony and later Bavaria.78 This was necessary for the author of the ARF, 
because Grifo formed Pippin’s motive to enter Bavaria and, having captured his 
                                                                    
77 Continuations, c.23: ‘Igitur memoratus princeps, consilio obtimatum suorum expetito filiis suis 
regna dividit. Idcirco primogenito suo Carlomanno nomine Auster, Suavia, que nunc Alamannia 
dicetur, atque Toringia sublimavit; alterius vero filio iuniore Pippino nomine Burgundiam, Neuster 
et Provintiam praemisit.’ Note that the Continuations are unreliable for their dating of this Divisio to 
740, because their narrative is based on a literary instead of numerical organization. Furthermore, 
the author may have manipulated the chronology to add additional seniority to a plan that excluded 
Grifo from participating in this succession. 
78 ARF, s.a. 747 and 748. 
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renegade half-brother, install Tassilo to the duchy.79 But while the ARF present 
the succession of 741 as a relatively straightforward transfer of power from 
Charles onto his two sons, Carloman and Pippin, they also imply that, at the 
time of Charles’s death, the division of his realm was either still unresolved or 
contested. With the entry for 741 only stating that ‘the mayor of the palace 
Charles died,’ the entry for 742 continued: 

At that time the mayors of the palace Carloman and Pippin led the 
army against Duke Hunald of the Aquitanians and took the fortress 
called Loches. And on that campaign they divided the kingdom of the 
Franks between them in the place, which is called Vieux-Poitiers.80 

The circumstances of this division merit additional attention: if there had been 
no succession plans made during Charles’s lifetime, one might expect such an 
important event to have warranted a general assembly of the Frankish elite. 
Instead, the division was settled between Carloman, Pippin and their 
immediate circle of followers who had accompanied them on their campaign 
into Aquitaine. The division of Vieux-Poitiers thus strikes as an arrangement 
made in haste, to which only a select body of the Frankish elite had been 
present. In all likelihood, it had been an alternative to earlier plans of Charles 
Martel, which had, apparently, not been to the satisfaction of Carloman and 
Pippin, or their constituencies. 
 The Continuations and the ARF thus offer two ostensibly incompatible 
perspectives on the succession of Charles Martel. According to the former, 
Charles’s plans had been a cut and dried matter, neatly arranged during the 
mayor’s lifetime and executed when the old mayor died. The annals, on the 
other hand, vaguely imply that plans may already have been made by Charles, 
but instead of executing them, the annals state that Carloman, Pippin and their 
supporters had come up with an alternative plan whilst on campaign in 
Aquitaine. How the division of Vieux-Poitiers differed from the original plans, 
and which, if any, elite groups were excluded from these deliberations, is not 
made explicit. 

                                                                    
79 See chapter 2.2.2. 
80 ARF, s.a. 742: ‘Quando Carlomannus et Pippinus maiores domus duxerunt exercitum contra 
Hunaldum ducem Aquitaniorum et ceperunt castrum, quod vocatur Luccas; et in ipso itinere 
diviserunt regnum Francorum inter se in loco, qui dicitur Vetus-Pictavis.’ 
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3.5.2. Bringing narratives together: the Annales Mettenses 

priores 

The Annales Mettenses priores are another example of a historiographical text 
composed in close proximity to the court. The first section of the Annales 
Mettenses priores, spanning the period 687-805, was probably composed in the 
spring of 806. As Yitzhak Hen has pointed out, the Annales Mettenses priores 
were actually not designed as a set of annals, but as a chronicle.81 Its author had 
access to both the Continuations and ARF, on which his, or her, narrative relied 
strongly. One of the aims for this work was to create a unified vision of the 
Carolingian past, which would explain why the author did not wish to choose 
one reading over another, but instead decided to accept both the testimonies of 
the Continuations and the ARF and combine them into a single account. To this, 
the author added original information from an unknown source, making it the 
most detailed, if not necessarily most accurate, account of the events of the 
740s.82  
 Three distinct sections can be discerned. The first spans the period 687-
805 and was probably composed by a single author who finished early in 806. 
The second section spans the period 806-829, and relies heavily on the 
narrative of the ARF. The third and final section consists of the entry for 830 
and appears to be an original account, written contemporaneously. For the 
purpose of this study, I shall look at the first section of the text. While there is 
consensus about the text’s compositional background, historians are less 
decided on the place of composition or the identity of the author. Suggested 
sites are Metz, St Denis and Chelles.83 In the case of the latter, Gisela, a daughter 

                                                                    
81 Hen, ‘Canvassing for Charles’, 123. Unlike the Continuations or the ARF, the dissemination of the 
Annales Mettenses priores appears limited in the Carolingian period. Five manuscripts survive, of 
which only Durham, Cathedral Library C IV 15, fol. 2r–28v, contains the full text, from 687-830. It 
was copied at the monastery St Arnulf of Metz in the twelfth century, hence the text’s current name. 
Of the other four, only London, British Library, Arundel 375 consists of more than a single folio. The 
Arundel MS consists of a copy of the Liber historiae Francorum, appended to the anonymous 
Excidium Troiae and continued with the Annales Mettenses priores (687-692). This is also the oldest 
MS, which according to Hen was composed on the occasion of the royal inauguration of Charles ‘the 
Straightforward’ (a translation of Simplex to be preferred over ‘the Simple’) at the cathedral of 
Rheims in 893. The three remaining fragments date to the tenth century. See: Haselbach, Aufstieg 
und Herrschaft, p. 15, n. 40 
82 Kasten, Königssöhne, pp. 110-18. With regard to Kasten’s reconstruction, note the methodological 
critique by Collins (see above, n. 73). 
83 For an overview of this debate, see: Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, pp. 338-
9. 
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of Pippin, is a likely candidate for authorship or sponsorship of the text.84 
Although there is no definitive answer to these questions, there is little doubt 
that whoever composed this narrative belonged to the circle of the ruler and his 
family. The more pertinent questions that need to be asked are therefore why 
and for whom the Annales Mettenses priores were composed. 
 The tone of the Annales Mettenses priores leaves little room for doubt: 
whoever compiled this text was a staunch promoter of the Carolingian dynasty, 
leading one historian to characterize its narrative as a ‘tour de force of 
Carolingian propaganda.’85 To understand the finer points of what this parti-
cular chronicler had hoped to convey, historians have looked to the historical 
context of its composition. Irene Haselbach, for instance, argued that the 
Annales Mettenses priores should be understood as a dossier for legitimizing 
and solidifying the royal and imperial claims of the Carolingians in their past, at 
a time when Charles was still getting used to the weight of the imperial 
crown.86 Others have recognized in the Annales Mettenses priores a Frankish 
attempt to counter the growing influences of the papacy, following Rome’s 
involvement in the inauguration ceremonies of 751/4 and 800.87 Alternatively, 
the Annales Mettenses priores may have been composed in response to a climate 
of deteriorating relations between the Frankish and Byzantine courts, again 
related to Charlemagne’s recent imperial promotion. The author’s intentions 
were probably many. Perhaps the most compelling motive for the production of 
this polemical account of Carolingian history, as Hen has argued, is its 
connection to the Divisio regnorum of 806, which this text may have wished to 
‘sell’ to a Frankish elite that, in Charlemagne’s eyes at least, was acting in an 
increasingly restless manner.88 
 The Divisio of 806 was a response to a series of crises and forewarnings 
that had troubled the aging emperor. The document expressed Charlemagne’s 
wishes on how the realm was to be divided between his three sons, should they 
outlive him, and contained numerous provisions to prevent Frankish elite 
society from erupting in chaos once one ruler, and one unified realm, became 
three. This, according to the prologue of the Divisio, was Charlemagne’s main 
concern: ‘that he may not leave confusion and disorder or bequeath them 

                                                                    
84 Nelson, ‘Gender and genre’, 191-4. In reaction to Nelson’s thesis: Fouracre and Gerberding, Late 
Merovingian France, 337-40; McKitterick, History and Memory, p. 125. 
85 Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, 189. 
86 Haselbach, Aufstieg und Herrschaft, p. 10. 
87 Ibid., 10; Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, pp. 344-5; Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, 
179. See below, chapter 5. 
88 Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, 183-5. 
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controversies, strife and disputes by speaking of the realm as a whole.’89 
Charlemagne had the Divisio composed at a time when he was busy reaffirming 
his subjects’ loyalty to him through sworn oaths. He did not fear another coup, 
like the one of 751, but worried about his succession and the situation that 
would be created if the Frankish nobility rallied behind the wrong 
Carolingian.90 In short, what Charlemagne dreaded was precisely the kind of 
situation that, according to the Annales Mettenses priores at least, had occurred 
in 741. 
 Contrary to earlier historical accounts, there was now a reason to recall, 
rather than forget, this Carolingian crisis. It would explain why the author of 
the Annales Mettenses priores broke the silence that had been created by this 
text’s immediate predecessors, the Continuations and the ARF. However, the 
author of the Annales Mettenses priores drew extensively on the narratives of 
the Continuations and the ARF for his information. In fact, his account of 
Pippin’s reign reads, for the most part, as the sum of these two earlier accounts, 
occasionally interpolated with additional anecdotes and information that is 
either original material or is derived from a third, unidentified source.  
 Concerning the succession of 741, the Annales Mettenses priores closely 
follows the narrative of the Continuations to recount the final years of Charles’s 
life and copied the chronicle’s division of the realm between Carloman and 
Pippin. The author also noted that Pippin afterwards went to Burgundy. 
Although the text does not refer to Childebrand’s involvement in the campaign, 
it does add a motive, by stating that Pippin led his army to Burgundy ‘to have 
certain matters corrected.’91 The account continues with ‘signs in the sun and 
the moon the stars’ and notes how ‘the most holy order of Easter was 
disturbed.’92 These signs did not bode well, and Charles ‘knew’ it. Men of 
influence hurried to Paris, where Charles made donations to the martyr 
Dionysius and prayed at his grave. Having made his peace, he died and was 
subsequently laid to rest in the monastery’s crypt. It is at this point that the 
author abandons the narrative of the Continuations in order to reveal that 
Charles had made a last-minute revision to his plans, which now also included 
Grifo:  

                                                                    
89Divisio regnorum (806), prologue, p. 127, lines 7-8: ‘Non ut confuse atque inordinate vel sub totius 
regni denominatione iurgii vel litis controversiam eis relinquamus.’ Trans. King, Charlemagne, p. 
251.  
90 Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, 184-5. 
91 AMP, s.a. 741: ‘pro quibusdam causis corrigendis.’ 
92 AMP, s.a. 741: ‘Eodem anno in sole et luna et stellis signa apparuerunt, et sacratissimus ordo 
paschalis turbatus est.’ 
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But when Charles was still alive, when he was about to divide his 
realm between his sons Carloman and Pippin, he assigned to his third 
son, Grifo, whom he had from his concubine Swanahild, whom he had 
led away from Bavaria as a prisoner, on the advice of this concubine, a 
share to him in the middle of his realm, that is, a part of Neustria and 
a part of Austrasia and Burgundy.93 

Swanahild’s demotion to the status of a concubine and a captive is telling of the 
author’s disapproval of her influence on Charles. Though Grifo and his mother 
had been allowed back into Carolingian history, they remained enemies of the 
dynasty. As Kate Cooper noted, womanly influence was a rhetorical figure used 
as a ‘protective cloak of signs by which families attempted to protect those of 
their male members under public scrutiny.’94 The author’s somewhat miso-
gynistic tendency to turn powerful women into scapegoats in order to absolve 
the male protagonists from their wrongdoings is something of a trope in 
Carolingian historiography.95 Charles is thus kept free from blame as Swanahild 
is held solely responsible for the crisis of 741.  
 Contemporary records referred to Swanahild as an ‘illustrious matron’.96 
Her denigration as a Bavarian captive and a meddling concubine was not just 
meant to discredit her, but also meant to rub off on her son, who the authors of 
these histories did not consider one of Charles’s legitimi heredes. According to 
the Annales Mettenses priores, Charles, in his final, feverish hours, had let a 
woman (and a captured concubine at that!) come between him and his nobles, 
causing them to resist: 

However, with regard to this third portion, which the soon to be 
deceased leader had handed over to young Grifo, the Franks were 
very saddened that through the counsel of a wicked woman they 
should have been divided and separated from the legitimate heirs. 
And having formed a plan, having taken with them the leaders 

                                                                    
93 AMP, s.a. 741: ‘Carolus autem adhuc vivens, cum inter filios suos Carolomannum et Pippinum 
principatum suum divideret, tertio filio suo Gripponi, quem ex concubina sua Sonihilde, quam de 
Bawaria captivam adduxerat, habuit, suadente eadem concubina, partem ei in medio principatus 
sui tribuit, partem videlicet aliquam Niustriae partemque Austriae et Burgundiae.’ 
94 Cooper, ‘Womanly influence’, 153. 
95 See for example: Continuations, c. 25; Einhard, VK, c. 20; Revised ARF, s.a. 792. Dutton, Politics of 
dreaming, pp. 55-8. 
96 Heidrich, Urkunden, no. 14; in the ninth-century Reichenau confraternity book, Swanahild is 
presented as a queen (regina): Zürich, MS. Rh. Hist. 27, fol. 70v. 
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Carloman and Pippin, they assembled the army in order to capture 
Grifo.97 

The account ends with the capture of Grifo and his mother and their removal 
from public life. Because the Annales Mettenses priores note that Swanahild was 
carried off to the monastery of Chelles, the chronicle’s composition has been 
connected to this monastery, and its authorship (or commission) to its abbess. 
Now borrowing from the ARF, the Annales Mettenses priores note that in 742 
the realm was divided a third time at Vieux-Poitiers, after Carloman and Pippin 
had defeated the Aquitanian duke Hunald.98 
 A key question is whether the author of the Annales Mettenses priores was 
able to distinguish between the actual events and their eighth-century 
reflection in the narratives he used (i.e. the Continuations and the ARF). If so, 
did the author mean to reflect on these events, or was it perhaps his intention 
to reconcile the older, conflicting testimonies that circulated at the Carolingian 
court? Some historians have been tempted to argue for the former scenario, 
and believe that the convenient integration of the two older accounts combined 
two partial truths. According to this collated view, Charles had issued two plans 
for succession.99 It would mean that Childebrand in his Continuations had 
chosen only to mention Charles’s initial plan, which included just the sons of 
Chrotrud. He might have chosen to omit the last-minute correction, as this 
would only muddle his celebratory narrative, knowing that in the end Charles’s 
original plan had become reality. The author of the Annales Mettenses priores, 
on the other hand, appears to give full disclosure into Charles’s various plans 
for division, adding also how Charles at the last moment had assigned a third 
portion of his realm to Grifo, which ended up destabilizing the polity and 
resulted in fraternal conflict, Grifo’s imprisonment and the redivision at Vieux-
Poitiers in 742.  
 Whether it was the intention of the author of the Annales Mettenses priores 
to compose an account that was more in line with the actual events, or whether 
the author merely hoped to bring the earlier accounts in line with his own 
agenda, cannot be said with any certainty. It is nevertheless clear that, when the 

                                                                    
97 Ibid.: ‘De hac autem terna portione, quam Griphoni adolescenti decessurus princeps tradiderat, 
Franci valde contristati erant, ut per consilium improbae mulieris fuissent divisi et a legitimis 
heredibus seiuncti. Consilioque inito, sumptis secum principibus Carolomanno et Pippino, ad 
capiendum Griponem exercitum congregant.’ 
98 Ibid., s.a. 742: ‘Defuncto vero Carolo ab iure fidei promissae superba presumptione deceptus 
recessit. Ipsi vero Ligerem transeunt germani, Aquitaniam vastant, fugientem Hunaldum 
persequentes. (...) In ipso autem itinere diviserunt regnum Francorum in loco qui dicitur Vetus-
Pictavis.’ 
99 Schüssler, ‘Reichsteilung’; Kasten, Königssöhne, p. 110-14; Nonn, ‘Nachfolge’; See note 72 above. 
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Continuations and the ARF were brought together, certain loose ends needed to 
be resolved. The construction itself is shaky, as the account of the Annales 
Mettenses priorers presents its readers with no less than three plans for 
division. If we were to accept its testimony as an accurate description of these 
events, it would beg the question why Charles had not been able to foresee the 
consequences of his alleged last-minute change of heart, especially since he 
made these changes without consulting his leading men. Some historians 
answered this question by pointing to Charles’s poor health at that time, 
arguing that Swanahild was the true power at court.100 But by accepting that 
Charles had revised his plan for division shortly before his death, the division of 
Vieux-Poitiers becomes little more than a reinstatement of Charles’s original 
plan, making it difficult to understand why the author of the ARF, in turn, would 
have felt he needed to mention it. Had he omitted it, the narrative of the ARF 
would have provided a much more streamlined account of Charles’s succession. 
To include the event, on the other hand, answered no outstanding questions, 
but only created new ones. I therefore consider it highly unlikely that the 
Annales Mettenses priores offer an accurate description of the events of 741. 
Instead, their author attempted to combine the contradicting statements of his 
chief sources, for which it was necessary to invent a third divisio. But which, if 
any, of these divisiones was the real one? 
 Accepting the testimony of the Annales Mettenses priores implies a positive 
evaluation of the credibility and accuracy of the Continuations on this point. 
While historians may have developed something of a blind spot for this 
chronicle on the basis of its contemporaneity in what would otherwise be a 
dimly-lit corner of the past, it should be stressed that its author, in his fervent 
attempt to justify and eulogize the Carolingian regime in which he participated, 
was willing to manipulate the past to the extent that he omitted key actors such 
as Grifo and King Childeric from his narrative. At least on parchment, 
Childebrand was able to reduce the political complexities and fierce rivalry that 
defined the Carolingian political establishment to a simple rendering of good 
and evil, in which the missteps of the dynasty were fully ascribed to rebels, 
women and illegitimate sons. Thus, with regard to the Annales Mettenses 
priores, which copied the narrative of the Continuations, we are faced with a 
question of methodology: since the narrative is obviously biased in some 
aspects, can we still rely on it in others? 

                                                                    
100 See above: note 34. 
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3.5.3. A new perspective: the Revised ARF 

In his attempt to ascertain the facts of the matter, Becher has put forward a 
convincing reconstruction of a series of events that, in the decades that 
followed, had developed into a complex set of narratives.101 He proposed to 
reduce the three divisions he encountered in the Annales Mettenses priores, to 
two. Assuming that Charles had never intended for Grifo to stand on the 
dynastic sidelines, the divisio as presented in the Continuations ought to be 
discarded as wishful thinking on Childebrand’s part; Grifo would have been 
part of Charles’s plans from the start. Charles appears to have underestimated 
the opposition to this scheme, or possibly overestimated the ability of his 
youngest heir to withstand such opposition after he was gone. Those unhappy 
about Grifo’s inclusion had rallied behind Charles’s oldest sons and managed to 
overwhelm Grifo and his widowed mother, whose allies mostly inhabited the 
outer provinces of the Frankish realm. Hunald was either the first to mobilize 
and come to Grifo’s aid, or the first to be taken out by Carloman and Pippin 
after they had arrested their half-brother. We owe it to Childebrand’s testimony 
that what may have been intended as a valiant attempt at rescue came to be 
remembered as a rebellio.  
 After Grifo’s initial arrest there was no alternative plan for division to fall 
back on. That, at least, would explain why a new division needed to be arranged 
and, with Odilo and his allies mobilizing in the east, it needed to be done quick. 
The division of Vieux-Potiers of 742 was precisely that: a division of the realm, 
drawn up on the march, in which only Carloman’s and Pippin’s most loyal 
supporters had had a say.102 Childebrand was certainly part of this group. In 
fact, he even reported the event in his chronicle, albeit with one crafty 
adjustment: in the Continuations, the division of Vieux-Poitiers was ante-dated 
to the final years of Charles Martel’s life, making it look like this division 
between the two brothers had been Charles’s wish from the start. 
 Becher’s reconstruction of these events, though plausible, will ultimately 
remain conjectural. However, it finds some support in the Revised ARF. Like the 
earlier versions of the ARF, the Reviser opens with the entry for 741 in which 
he records the death of Charles Martel and expands it significantly with 
information on Charles’s succession plans and the crisis that resulted from it: 

                                                                    
101 Becher, ‘Verschleierte Krise’. 
102 Cf. Nonn, ‘Nachfolge’, 72-3. Nonn argues that the division of Vieux-Poitiers was nothing more 
than a division of the spoils of Carloman’s and Pippin’s campaign against Hunuald that year, which 
the author of the ARF turned into a division of the realm. 
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[Charles] left behind three sons as heirs: Carloman, Pippin and Grifo. 
Of these, Grifo, who was born later than the others, had a mother 
named Swanahild, a cousin of Duke Odilo of the Bavarians. She 
enticed him with evil counsel to the prospect of the whole realm, to 
such a degree, that without delay he occupied the city of Laon and 
declared war on his brothers. Having quickly gathered an army, they 
besieged Laon and captured Grifo. And from then on they set their 
minds to restoring order in the kingdom and to recovering the 
provinces which had fallen away from the Franks after their father’s 
death. To make sure everything was safe in the palace while they 
were abroad, Carloman took Grifo and had him guarded at Neuf-
chateau in the Ardennes, a captivity in which Grifo is said to have 
remained until Carloman left for Rome.103 

Once again, the story of Charles’s succession takes a turn. This time, however, 
Grifo is actually introduced as a legitimate heir of of Charles and even 
Swanahild is somewhat rehabilitated. No longer a captive and a concubine, as 
she had been in the Annales Mettenses priores, Swanahild is now presented as 
the niece of the Bavarian duke Odilo. Still, her noble status did not prevent her 
from providing her husband with malignum consilium. According to the Reviser, 
it was Swanahild’s greed that inspired her son to wage war against his half-
brothers, forcing them to defend themselves in turn. Laon also no longer is a 
site of refuge for Grifo and his mother, but an occupied city which Grifo planned 
to use as his headquarters in his ill-fated war against Carloman and Pippin. 
Concerning the entry for 742, the Reviser did little more than refresh the 
language. He remained true to the original entry that recorded how Carloman 
and Pippin, after their campaign against Hunuald, divided the realm between 
them in Vieux-Poitiers.104 
 We do not know when the Revised ARF was composed. Because of the 
stylistic similarities between the revision and the ‘original’ versions from the 
entry for 802 onwards, this year can be considered the revision’s terminus post 
quam. It is assumed, moreover, that the so-called common continuation (the 

                                                                    
103 Revised ARF, s.a. 741: ‘[Karlus] tres filios heredes relinquens, Carlomannum scilicet et Pippinum 
atque Grifonem. Quorum Grifo, qui ceteris minor natu erat, matrem habuit nomine Swanahildem, 
neptem Odilonis ducis Baioariorum. Haec illum maligno consilio ad spem totius regni concitavit, in 
tantum, ut sine dilatione Laudunum civitatem occuparet ac bellum fratribus indiceret. Qui celeriter 
exercitu collecto Laudunum obsidentes fratrem in deditionem accipiunt atque inde ad regnum 
ordinandum ac provincias, quae post mortem patris a Francorum societate desciverant, 
reciperandas animos intendunt. Et ut in externa profecti domi omnia tuta dimitterent, Carlomannus 
Grifonem sumens in Novo-castello, quod iuxta Arduennam situm est, custodiri fecit, in qua custodia 
usque ad tempus, quo idem Carlomannus Romam profectus est, dicitur permansisse.’ 
104 Revised ARF, s.a. 742. 
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section 802-829) had been the work of the same author. However, as I have 
already argued above, we cannot be certain that the Revised ARF was composed 
in a chronological order: the section 741-801 may have been revised at any 
time during the first two decades of the ninth century.105 Of this revised section, 
the entry for 741, concerning the succession of Charles Martel and everything 
that went wrong with it, is the most significant interpolation to the text of the 
ARF. It may hold the key to answering the question of when this revision was 
composed, or at least narrow it down. 
 During the reign of Louis the Pious, two plans for division had resulted in 
a political crisis and form a fitting context for the composition of the Revised 
ARF. The first of these occurred in 817, when Louis issued the Ordinatio Imperii 
at a general assembly at Aachen, in which the emperor laid down his plans for 
the division of his realm and titles in the event of his death.106 Louis had three 
sons at that time, who would each obtain their share of the realm, with the 
imperial dignity assigned to Lothar, the eldest. Like the Divisio of 806, Louis’s 
plan contained several clauses regulating the hierarchy between the three heirs 
and meant to ensure the peace in the empire. However, what the Ordinatio 
failed to take into account was Louis’s nephew, Bernard, who was already king 
of Italy at the time. When news reached him that he was being excluded from 
the division, Bernard closed the Alpine passes, which Louis’s advisors 
interpreted as an act of rebellion.107 Bernard was brought before Louis on 
charges of conspiracy and sentenced to death. In an act of mercy, Louis 
converted his death sentence into a blinding, though unfortunately this proved 
deadly just the same.108 For the remainder of Louis’s eventful reign, whenever 
his accusers sought to reproach the emperor, Bernard’s demise was the first 
thing that came up. 
 In visionary literature that circulated in the 820s, Queen Ermengard, who 
had died in 818, had come to be implicated in Bernard’s demise, too. In her 
eagerness to help her own sons to power she had indirectly caused Bernard to 
revolt.109 According to Dutton, ‘the vision (…) implied that an evil queen might 
secretly enjoin her husband to perpetrate an unjust deed against his better 
nature.’110 The Revised ARF do not implicate Ermengard, but then again, they do 
not implicate anyone else, either. Nowhere in these annals is it stated that 

                                                                    
105 See chapter 2.2.2. 
106 Ordinatio imperii; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 25. In 821 Louis reaffirmed his plan in light of the 
recent disasters that struck his empire. See: ARF, s.a. 821. 
107 ARF, s.a. 817. 
108 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 28-9. 
109 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 29. Thegan, Gesta Hludowici, c. 23. 
110 Dutton, Politics of dreaming, pp. 72-3. 
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Bernard’s blinding had proven fatal. However, the Reviser did blame Queen 
Fastrada’s cruelty for the rebellion of Pippin the Hunchback in 792 and, in a 
similar vein, held Swanahild chiefly responsible for the crisis of 741. 
 A second and perhaps equally controversial plan for division was issued 
by Louis at the assembly of Worms, in August 829. According to this plan, Louis 
assigned a portion of his empire – consisting of Alemannia, Alsace, Rhaetia and 
a part of Burgundy – to his youngest son, Charles the Bald (823-877).111 
Charles, unlike Louis’s older sons, was no son of Ermengard, but of Louis’s new 
Alemannian wife, the Empress Judith (d. 843), whom he had married in 819. 
The territories that Louis granted Charles had earlier been assigned to Louis’s 
older sons. Again, or so it might have appeared, Carolingian princes saw their 
inheritence dwindle because their father had felt the need to accommodate a 
younger step-brother. The redivision of 829 is not recorded in the ARF, nor is it 
mentioned in the Astronomer’s biography of Louis the Pious.112 On the other 
hand, Thegan, the other biographer of Louis, made a note of it, stating that 
‘henceforth [Lothar and Louis the German] were outraged, along with their 
brother Pippin.’113 Nithard, whom Charles the Bald had commissioned to write 
his Histories in the early 840s, went one step further and stated that the Divisio 
of 829 had been the reason Louis’s older sons rebelled against their father the 
following year.114 
 The divisiones of 817 and 829 both ended in a political crisis. The first had 
resulted in a catastrophe because Louis, to accommodate his sons, excluded his 
already established cousin, Bernard. The second was problematic because 
Louis had remarried and wished to accommodate his youngest son, Charles. It 
is with the latter divisio, that the Reviser’s account of the succession crisis of 
741 has the strongest parallels: both cases deal with a plan for division born 
from the situation that the ruler had remarried and wished to accommodate an 
additional son, forcing him to go back on an earlier made plans or expectations. 
If the crisis of 829 formed the inspiration of the revision of the entry for 741, 
the Reviser presented Judith as another Swanahild, and young Charles as 
another Grifo. It would mean that the Reviser was no friend of Judith’s, as he 
subtly implied that it may very well have been Judith’s malignum consilium that 
had inspired Louis to go back on his earlier plans. Also, it indirectly exonerated 
Louis’s older sons from having rebelled against their father, as they merely 

                                                                    
111 Thegan, Gesta, c. 35, does not mention Alsace. This is recorded in Annales Xantenses, s.a. 829. 
112 On the Astronomer: De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 79-89. 
113 Thegan, Gesta, c. 35: ‘Et inde illi indignati sunt una cum Pippino germano eorum.’ 
114 Nithard, Histories, l. 1, c. 3, sees this event as the cause for the rebellion of 830. Nelson, Charles 
the Bald, p. 87. Cf. De Jong, Penitential State, p. 41. 
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stood up against their stepmother’s greed. At the same time, Bernard’s ghost 
haunted Louis’s reign from 817 onwards. When Louis made a public confession 
in 822, and when he was forced to do public penance a decade later, it was 
Berhard’s death that was on everyone’s lips.115 Admittedly, the link between 
the composition of the Revised ARF and these cases remains highly conjectural. 
Nevertheless, they form a likely context for the composition of the Revised ARF, 
which we might date to somewhere between 817 and, more likely, c. 830. 

3.6. Conclusion 

The history of Grifo and the succession crisis of 741 is almost exclusively 
known through the later doctored testimonies written in support of the 
Carolingian dynasty. On the basis of the rare contemporary snippets of infor-
mation that survived – the odd letter or charter – and the political structure as 
it had been created by Charles Martel, there seems little reason to question 
Grifo’s legitimacy or his claims as a co-heir to his father’s realm, as these court-
oriented histories have claimed. Grifo’s expulsion from power was due to the 
disintegration of Charles’s political landscape, in which he aimed to integrate 
the eastern elite into the Frankish polity. Charles’s eldest sons had become 
rallying points for conservative elements within the Frankish elite. As soon as 
Charles had died, his plans for succession were rejected, ushering in a decade of 
conflict that ended up costing Carloman his career, Grifo his life, and – though 
none would have anticipated it – awarded Pippin with the Frankish throne. In 
the first half of the 740s, Francia had been the stage of a violent dynastic 
reorientation within the Carolingian family that left Grifo standing on the 
dynastic side-lines. In the light of this, it is not surprising to find him and his 
mother vilified in later Carolingian historical narratives. Still, Grifo’s historical 
image was subject to renegotiation in the later eighth and early ninth centuries. 
In roughly eighty years time, Grifo’s image recovered from an attempted 
damnatio memoriae to a full-blown (if greedy) heir of Charles Martel.  
 This chapter has attempted to show how changes in the way Grifo was 
remembered and portrayed in Carolingian historiography can be linked to 
specific political circumstances and developments, and how, by understanding 
these circumstances, it becomes possible to conjecture what had possibly 
occurred in 741. In the most contemporary accounts, the Continuations and the 
ARF, an attempt was made to expunge Grifo from the historical record, thereby 
creating the impression that Carolingian history began with the uncontested 

                                                                    
115 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 36, 122-31. 
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succession of Charles Martel by his two oldest sons, Carloman and Pippin, of 
whom the latter would ultimately triumph. But removing Grifo meant removing 
the linchpin that held this history together: without Grifo at the centre of the 
narrative, the conflict-ridden history of the 740s became a series of incoherent 
and seemingly unmotivated rebellions against Carolingian authority. This has 
left modern historians with ample space to speculate about the causes for these 
conflicts, resulting in anachronistic explanations of regional separatism and 
Merovingian loyalism. These modern explanations for the succession crisis of 
741 appear no less coloured by contemporary political sentiments than our 
early medieval accounts. 
 But Carolingian historiography does not present us with an objective 
rendering of events. The authors of these narratives were themselves actors in 
the events they described and wrote with a political agenda in mind. Nor did 
they write in a conceptual vacuum: in addition to promoting their own agendas, 
these history-writers also had to anticipate the expectations and shared 
experiences, or collective memory, of their readership. It made for a complex 
cocktail of historical credibility, aesthetics and a readership’s expectation to not 
be presented with the cold facts of the past, but with an account that was at the 
same time mindful of its readership’s moral values and political sensitivities.  
 This has two significant implications: first, a readership’s collective 
memory placed a check on the extent to which an author could deviate from the 
socially accepted truth in his retelling of the past. Within the genre of 
historiography, as noted in the introduction, the author is bound to a contract 
with his readership with regard to the verifiability of that which he, or she, 
writes. Contemporary history in particular will be verified foremost on the 
basis of the reader’s own recollection of these events. If the link between 
history and memory is strained too far, it might break and result in the 
narrative’s recognition as fiction, rather than history.116 But while early 
medieval authors frequently voice such truth claims, the truth to which they 
refer went beyond the mere objective factual and held within it also ethical and 
aesthetic components. The intended readership of these texts, the learned court 
elite, did not expect an objective rendering of events as modern historians have 
hoped to find; from a modern perspective, early medieval history-writers had 
quite some leeway in how they recounted past events. 
 Paradoxically, this ‘leeway’ became bigger, rather than smaller, the more 
contemporary a history was. A contemporary readership confronted with 
recent events that it had personally experienced also could rely on its own 

                                                                    
116 Otter, ‘Functions of fiction’, 114. 
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recollection of the events described. While this enabled them to verify the 
statements made by the author, it also allowed them to fill in any gaps the 
narrative might contain. Thus, while the critical reader, with no personal 
recollection of the events described, for example the modern historian, will 
judge Childebrand’s narrative as flawed, because he removed Grifo, the central 
cause, from his account, a contemporary readership would have been able to 
cope with these omissions by falling back on its own experiences, using these, 
as it were, to recreate the coherence between the events described. Once there 
was no personal recollection to fall back on, such omissions became 
insurmountable obstacles, leaving the narrative ‘broken’. As a way to cope with 
the problem that a readership became less knowledgeable of events as time 
progressed, narratives required more information to counter the decline in 
personal knowledge due to processes of forgetting. In other words, a reader-
ship’s collective memory increasingly came to rely on written text, rather than 
personal experience. In time, therefore, memory increasingly came to rely on 
external repositories of knowledge, such as written accounts.117 For the 
modern historian, intent on reconstructing the past, this has the paradoxal 
effect that later, rather than contemporary, witnesses offered the most valuable 
testimonies. 
 Nevertheless, the Continuations’ author may have deviated too far from 
the shared recollection of his readership and Grifo’s damnatio memoriae could 
not be sustained. The journey from the heavily manipulated Continuations to 
the more open Revised ARF might be understood as the search for consensus 
between the ideals of the polity and its audience’s collective remembrance, 
mitigated through processes of political change and cultural memory 
formation. A consensus was reached in the 820s, and formulated in the Revised 
ARF. In this text, Grifo came to be recognized as a legitimate heir of Charles 
Martel, of noble Agilolfing descent, though he, and especially his mother, 
retained a malign streak. By that time, though, Grifo had come to belong to a 
distant past that was no longer as potentially threathening as it had once 
appeared. Instead, the more distant past could be used for purposes of 
instruction and, perhaps, admonition. The authors of the Annales Mettenses 
priores and the Revised ARF may well have recognized the succession crisis of 
741 as a precursor to contemporary crises caused by unfortunate plans for 

                                                                    
117 Assmann, ‘Collective memory’, provides a theoretical framework and labelled this process as 
‘memory objectivization’, through which communicative memory is allowed to transform into 
cultural memory, a more enduring and stable form of collective memory. See also: Erll and Rigney, 
‘Introduction’ and Rigney, ‘Portable monuments’, 364-9, emphasizing the dynamic character of 
cultural memory and its formation. 
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division. On balance, I conclude that eighty years after these events, Carolingian 
rulers were no longer intimidated by this shadowy aspect of their past or had 
learned to use it to their advantage.118 Grifo could be accepted as the enfant 
terrible of a previous generation. Either that, or a ninth-century readership 
could no longer be intimidated by stories even their grandfathers could not 
remember.119 

                                                                    
118 Assmann, ‘Collective memory’, 127. 
119 Fentress and Wickam, Social Memory, 39-40. 
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C H A P T E R  F O U R  
 

Politics and Penance 
The Abdication and Conversion  

of Carloman (747) 

Pippin’s reign is as much defined by the actions of his siblings, as by his own. In 
this chapter, the focus will be on Carloman, Pippin’s older brother, with whom 
he jointly governed the Frankish realm for the first five years of his reign. In 
746, just when it seemed that Carloman and Pippin had overcome the 
opposition and had successfully consolidated their position as the sole heirs of 
Charles Martel, Carloman is said to have announced his abdication. In the late 
summer of 747, he proceeded to Rome where he converted to the monastic 
life.1 
 In Merovingian times, the abdication and conversion of a ruler was the 
unmistakable sign of his failure. Stripped of their characteristic long hair, the 
ancient symbol of their royal dignity, and with that of their honour, these 
former kings were relegated to the monastery, where they were expected to 
remain for the rest of their lives. Carolingian sources, however, stress that 
Carloman was not a Merovingian ruler, and the reader is therefore invited not 
to interpret Carloman’s conversion in these terms. Rather, Carolingian historio-
graphy emphasizes that Carloman abdicated of his own free will, and at his own 
pace. Furthermore, virtually every account states that Carloman was not sent 
off to some Frankish monastery, but honourably proceeded to Rome, where he 
received the tonsure from Pope Zacharias.2 Some noted that Carloman had felt 

                                                                    
1 Hahn, Jahrbücher, p. 89; Heidrich, ‘Synode und Hoftag’, 433. 
2 ARF, s.a. 745-6. 
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a yearning for monastic tranquillity,3 while others later claimed that this pious 
Carolingian had grown weary of the burdens of secular command.4 By the 820s, 
during the reign of Louis the Pious, Carloman’s abdication and conversion 
gradually began to be seen in a different light and came to be explained in a 
context of public penance. 
 Contrary to everyone’s expectations, Carloman’s extraordinary departure 
from the corridors of power in 747 proved not to be the end of his involvement 
in Carolingian politics. In the capacity of ambassador for the Lombard king, 
Carloman resurfaced at the Frankish court in 753, on a mission to frustrate his 
brother’s plans to form a pact with the papacy and invade Lombard Italy. This 
proved too much for Pippin to tolerate: he confined his older brother in a 
Frankish monastery in 754, where he died soon after. The contrast between 
Carloman’s well-orchestrated exit from the corridors of power and his ultimate 
demise in a monastery in Vienne suggests that the initial plan, namely to allow 
Carloman to depart with his honour intact, was abandoned when Carloman 
broke the rules by returning from what was meant to be seen as a self-chosen 
monastic exile. It was left to the inventiveness of Carolingian history-writers to 
cast Carloman’s history in such a way that it did not reflect badly on the dynasty 
and its members. 
 This chapter explores Carloman’s remembrance with regard to his sudden 
abdication and conversion, as it was transformed and perpetuated in 
Carolingian court historiography. In the course of the later eighth and ninth 
centuries, the perception of Carloman’s identity developed significantly. What 
this chapter studies, therefore, is what De Jong has called ‘the literary battle 
fought over the memoria of those who had left the political arena’ – in this case 
Carloman’s.5 To each of these authors, the conservation, and perhaps rehabili-
tation, of a kindly memoria for Carloman was of great importance – if not 
because Carloman was one of the two recognized heirs of Charles Martel, then 
certainly because Carloman’s reputation was closely connected to that of the 
dynasty, which had come to be defined on the moral and religious rectitude of 
its members. But although these authors shared a common objective, each had 
to cope with different moral and political circumstances, and consequently 
came up with different solutions to circumvent or solve the myriad of problems 
Carloman’s history had put on their path. Accounting for Carloman’s abdication 
was in and of itself a formidable challenge, but his unanticipated return from 
his monastic exile in 753, and the unceremonious way in which Pippin sub-
                                                                    
3 Continuations, c. 30. 
4 Einhard, VK, c. 2. 
5 Cf. De Jong, ‘Monastic Prisoners, 323-5. 
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sequently had him evicted from court, made this affair infinitely more difficult 
to explain in satisfactory terms. 
 Three sections make up this chapter. The first explores the reception of 
Carloman’s abdication and conversion in 747, especially in relation to that of 
other contemporary converts, namely the Merovingian Childeric III (751) and 
the Carolingian Tassilo (782). In particular, I focus on the motive attributed to 
this event, an issue eighth-century history-writers treated with some 
reluctance, though which in the course of the ninth century came to be 
explained as an act of penance. The second section discusses the event of 
Carloman’s return in 753/4, and investigates the strategies employed to divert 
the blame away from Carloman in order to preserve his reputation. As I intend 
to demonstrate, Carloman’s reputation was saved by the same strategy that 
was originally devised to justify his incarceration in 754, namely by placing 
emphasis on his identity as a Benedictine monk. Though he initially was 
reproved of having abandoned his monastery, later commentators argued that 
Carloman, in his devotion to the Rule of Saint Benedict, could not be held 
accountable for what his superiors had ordered him to do. The final section will 
look at Regino of Prüm, in whose early tenth-century Chronicle these two 
elements of Carloman’s ‘post-abdication’ identity, namely that of the humble 
penitent and the devoted monk, came together. 

4.1. Penance 

4.1.1. ‘Quod voluisset seculum relinquere’ 

The only reference to the Franks in the contemporary Life of Pope Zachary does 
not concern the pope’s alleged sanction of Pippin’s coup in 751, but Carloman’s 
arrival in Rome, where he, ‘abandoning the glory of his present life and earthly 
power, came devoutly with some of his loyal followers to St Peter, prince of the 
apostles (…), and accepted the burden of the clerical status from the same holy 
pontiff.’6 It was not much later that Childebrand, who we may assume was 
unfamiliar with the Liber Pontificalis, added the following account to his 
chronicle: ‘Carloman, burning with an inextinguishable zeal for the pious cause, 
committed his kingdom (regnum) together with his son Drogo to his brother 

                                                                    
6 LP no. 93 (Zachary), c. 21: ‘praesentis vite relinquens gloriam potestatem terrenam, ad beatum 
Petrum apostolorum principem devotus cum aliquantis suis ad venit fidelibus, (…) clericatus iugum 
eodem sanctissimo suscepit pontifice.’ 
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Pippin’s care and went to the threshold of the blessed apostles Peter and Paul 
in Rome, in order to persevere in the monastic order.’7 
 These two testimonies support each other: Carloman had left the political 
arena and had proceeded to Rome, where he entered the clergy and eventually 
became a monk. The active mode of writing in the Continuations in combination 
with the pious yearnings Carloman is said to have had suggest that it had been 
Carloman’s own wish to abdicate and convert. In the ARF, composed in the 
790s, we come across a similar emphasis on the voluntary character of 
Carloman’s abdication. The annals state that ‘Carloman announced to his 
brother Pippin that he wished to relinquish the world. And in that year they 
undertook no campaign, but both made preparations, Carloman for his journey 
and Pippin so that he might honourably direct his brother with gifts.’8 When 
Carloman arrived in Rome, in 747, the ARF state that ‘he tonsured himself and 
built a monastery in honour of Saint Sylvester on Monte Soratte.’9 
 The emphasis placed on the voluntary character of Carloman’s abdication 
and conversion in contemporary and near-contemporary Carolingian historio-
graphy is quite explicit and stands in sharp contrast to earlier accounts of royal 
abdication and conversion in Francia. A number of Merovingian rulers had 
preceded Carloman, albeit with one significant difference: they had had no say 
in the matter, nor did they appear to have been particularly eager to enter the 
clerical life. According to Jonas of Bobbio (d. c. 665), when the Irish missionary 
Columbanus had a run-in with King Theuderic II (r. 595-613) and advised him 
to retire to a monastery, Theuderic and his courtiers indignantly replied that 
they had never heard of a Frankish ruler who became a cleric of his own free 
will.10 In pre-Carolingian Francia, the monastery only called to widowed queens 
and princesses. Merovingian kings, on the other hand, had to be forced to 
abdicate and their clerical tonsure came at the cost of great personal dishonour 
and shame.  
 Two well-known examples from the Histories of Gregory of Tours reveal 
the humiliation associated with forced tonsure. The first example relates to 
                                                                    
7 Continuations, c. 30: ‘Carlomannus devotionis causa inextinctu succensus, regnum una cum filio 
suo Drogone manibus germani sui Pippini committens, ad limina beatorum apostolorum Petri et 
Pauli Romam ob monachyrio ordine perseveraturus advenit.’ 
8 ARF, s.a. 745: ‘Tunc Carlomannus confessus est Pippino germano suo, quod voluisset seculum 
relinquere; et in eodem anno nullum fecerunt exercitum, sed praeparaverunt se uterque, 
Carlomannus ad iter suum et Pippinus, quomodo germanum suum honorifice direxisset cum 
muneribus.’ 
9 ARF., s.a. 746: ‘ibique se totondit et in Serapte monte monasterium aedificavit in honore sancti 
Silvestri.’ 
10 Jonas of Bobbio, Vita Columbani, l. 1, c. 28: ‘Quod et regi et omnibus circumadstantibus ridiculum 
excitat, aientes, se numquam audisse, Mervengum, in regno sublimatum, voluntarium clericum 
fuisse.’ 



4 .  T H E  A B D I C A T I O N  A N D  C O N V E R S I O N  O F  C A R L O M A N  

129 

Chararik and his son, two contemporaries of the early sixth-century King Clovis 
I. Because they had refused to support Clovis in his fight against Syagrius, Clovis 
had them arrested, tonsured and consecrated as priest and deacon respectively. 
Not wishing to accept this humiliation (humilitas), they pledged to regrow their 
long hair and take revenge, upon which Clovis decided to behead them 
instead.11 The second example concerns Clotild, who by then had become 
Clovis’ widow. When her son, Chlodomer, died in 524, his young sons were 
given to her care. This, however, was not to the liking of her other sons, 
Chlothar and Childebert, who planned to seize their late-brother’s kingdom and 
divide it between themselves. To rid themselves of Chlodomer’s heirs, they 
asked their mother to make a choice: should her orphaned grandchildren lose 
their long hair, or their lives? Clothild opted for the latter. Two of Chlodomer’s 
sons were put to death. However, the third boy, Chlodovald, managed to escape. 
He ‘set aside the earthly kingdom, went over to the Lord, and, cutting off his 
hair with his own hands, he was made a cleric.’12 Chlodovald thus chose to take 
up the clerical life, which Gregory emphasized by pointing out that the young 
prince had cut off his own hair.13 Praised by Gregory for his many good works 
as a priest, Chlodevald, later remembered as Saint Cloud, would be the only 
saint the Merovingian dynasty brought forth.14 
 In Carolingian historiography, a similar distinction was introduced with 
regard to Carloman, who is said to have been spared the humiliation of a forced 
tonsure. This becomes particularly clear in the ARF, especially if we compare its 
account of Carloman’s abdication and conversion with that of the Merovingian 
king Childeric III in 751. With regard to the latter, the annals state that 
‘Childeric, who was falsely called king, was tonsured and sent into a 
monastery.’15 Conversely, Carloman is said to have ‘proceeded to Rome, where 
he tonsured himself and built a monastery on Monte Soratte dedicated to Saint 
Sylvester.’16 The author’s use of the passive mode to describe Childeric’s 
removal from power (tonsuratus est et in monasterium missus) is intentional 
and meant to stress the involuntary and dishonourable character of his abdi-

                                                                    
11 Gregory of Tours, Histories, l. 2, c. 41, pp. 91-2. 
12 Gregory of Tours, Histories, l. 3, c. 18, p. 119: ‘postpositum regnum terrenum, ad Dominum 
transit, et sibi manu propria capillos incidens, clericus factus est.’ Schneider, Königswahl, pp. 74-5. 
13 On the significane of hair in Carolingian society: Leyser, ‘Long-haired Kings’; Bartlett, ‘Symbolic 
meanings of hair’; Dutton, Charlemagne’s mustache, pp. 3-42. Diesenberger, ‘Hair’; Goosmann, 
‘Long-haired Kings’. 
14 Vita Sancti Chlodovaldi, ed. Krusch. The text was probably composed in ninth or tenth century. 
15 ARF s.a. 750: ‘Hildericus vero, qui false rex vocabatur, tonsuratus est et in monasterius missus.’ 
16 ARF, s.a. 746: ‘Tunc Carlomannus Romam perrexit ibique se todondit et in Monte Serapte 
monasterium aedificavit in honore sancti Silvestri.’ 
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cation.17 Carloman, on the contrary, is described as having actively gone to 
Rome (perrexit Romam). If interpreted literally, Carloman, like Chlodovald in 
Gregory’s account, even removed his own hair (se totondit). 
 Two centuries separated Chlodovald from Carloman, during which not a 
single Frankish ruler had given up his throne willingly to enter the clergy. 
Historians have therefore debated whether the information provided by these 
Carolingian sources can be relied on and, if so, whence Carloman had derived 
his inspiration. Surprisingly enough, Gregory’s account of Chlodovald has thus 
far never been considerd as a source of inspiration, either for Carloman and his 
associates or those who committed his history to writing. Instead, historians, 
notably Karl Heinrich Krüger and Claire Stancliffe, have argued for an Anglo-
Saxon source of inspiration.18 In the late-seventh and eighth centuries, several 
Irish and Anglo-Saxon kings were known to have resigned their function in 
order to embark on pilgrimage or retreat to a monastery, seemingly at no cost 
to their personal standing.19 Carloman, or so they argued, may well have been 
inspired by his Anglo-Saxon advisor Boniface, or perhaps took his inspiration 
directly from Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People.  
 Stancliffe further argued that religious motivation had not played a role in 
the forced conversion of Merovingian kings, whose abdication and monastic 
exile she considered to be entirely politically motivated, because they were 
coerced.20 Such a strict distinction between the religious and the political in 
early medieval societies might not be warranted, regardless of whether these 
Merovingian abdications and conversions were presented as having been 
forced or not. A more fundamental critique of Stancliffe’s argument, voiced by 
De Jong, is that her arguments neglect to take the rhetorical dimension of these 
texts into account.21 Had Carloman’s abdication and conversion truly been 
different from that of his less fortunate predecessors? Or had it merely been 
made to appear that way, perhaps to protect the Carolingian reputation? Such 
rhetorical manipulations, moreover, do not need to have been limited to the 
written testimonies alone. The ceremonies and rituals with which Carloman left 
the corridors of power can easily have been styled in such a way to make 
Carloman’s conversion look genuine and voluntary, while in fact he may have 
had little say in the matter. The popular adage that ‘politics is perception’ was 
probably just as accurate then as it is today. Perhaps all that our sources permit 

                                                                    
17 De Jong, ‘Monastic prisoners’, p. 294. 
18 Krüger, ‘Königskonversionen’, 189-93; Stancliffe, ‘Kings’. 
19 For a list of Anglo-Saxon kings who opted out, see: Stancliffe, ‘Kings’, pp. 154-7. 
20 Stancliffe, ‘Kings’, 158-9. 
21 De Jong, ‘Monastic Prisoners’, 313. 
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us to conclude is that Carloman was presented as though he had acted of his 
own will. 
 Others have also been sceptical about the image presented in Carolingian 
historiography, and look at Pippin with suspicion. Reason for suspicion is 
Childebrand’s remark that Carloman, before leaving for Rome, had ‘committed 
his realm together with his son Drogo to the hands of his brother Pippin’. 
Somewhat superfluously, perhaps, Childebrand concludes his entry by stating 
that ‘on account of this succession Pippin was strengthened in the realm.’22 We 
have already come to know Childebrand as predominantly Pippin’s man. His 
concern therefore was not Carloman’s new-found spiritual calling, but rather 
the effects this calling had on Pippin’s standing in the realm. What mattered to 
Childebrand, in other words, was the issue of Carloman’s succession.  
 In this respect, however, Childebrand appears to have cut a few corners. 
Not only is there evidence that Carloman intended for his eldest son Drogo to 
succeed him, but there is also some evidence that Drogo, at least temporarily, 
had been in control of his father’s domains.23 The evidence is flimsy and 
consists of two documents: the first is a charter, issued by Carloman on the eve 
of his departure, which also bears Drogo’s subscription.24 According to Ingrid 
Heidrich, this charter can be interpreted as Carloman’s formal presentation of 
Drogo as his successor and, more specifically, as an attempt to bind certain 
prominent members of his elite, in this case Abbot Anglinus of Stablo-Malmedy 
and his family, to Drogo’s cause.25 The second document is a short and 
anonymous note of a Frisian priest inquiring after Boniface’s whereabouts: had 
he gone to Pippin’s council or to that of Drogo?26 Apart from this, nothing is 
known of the careers of Drogo and his siblings, except that they ended in 754, 
when Pippin had them tonsured and exiled to monasteries.27 Unlike Carloman, 
his sons do not appear to have had a say in the matter. As I will discuss below, 
this is a direct consequence of Carloman’s sudden re-emergence in 753. 
Nothing before that time points to a conflict between Pippin and Carloman, or 
between Pippin and his nephews.28 Rather than to assume on the basis of 
Childebrand’s manipulated account of Carloman’s succession that the 
Continuations had meant to cover any wrongdoings of Pippin in 747, I suspect 

                                                                    
22 Continuations, c. 30: ‘Carlomannus (…) regnum una cum filio suo Dragone manibus germani sui 
Pippini committens. (…) Qua successione Pippinus roboratur in regno’; cf. ARF, s.a. 745. 
23 Becher, ‘Drogo’. 
24 Heidrich, Urkunden, no. 15. 
25 Heidrich, ‘Synode und Hoftag’, 431-2. 
26 Letters of Boniface, no. 79. 
27 AP, s.a. 753. 
28 Cf. Jarnut, ‘Doppelherrschaft’. 
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Childebrand intended to conceal Pippin’s illicit behaviour in 754, when he sent 
his nephews into monastic exile. Later commentators, who had more distance 
between them and the events they wrote about, opted for a much simpler 
solution: they simply chose not to mention Drogo’s name. 

4.1.2. Motive 

The ARF do not inform us of Carloman’s motives and the Continuations merely 
state that Carloman ‘burned with an inextinguishable fire for the pious cause.’ 
What had triggered this burning desire, Childebrand does not say. The 
Continuations may nonetheless offer a valuable a clue in the entry preceding the 
one announcing Carloman’s abdication, which recounts a particularly dramatic 
event: ‘while the Alemanni went back on their oath to Carloman, he entered 
their native land in great rage with the army, and slaughtered by sword many 
of those who rebelled against him.’29 The Alemanni had joined Odilo’s rebellion 
in 743, but unlike the other rebellious gentes, the Alemannian elite, as the 
Continuations also point out, had already sworn an oath of fidelity to Carloman 
in 742.30 It might explain why the rebellion of the Alemanni had merited such 
harsh punishment.  
 It was ‘in the course of the following year’ that Carloman abdicated, but if 
there is a connection between these two events, Childebrand did not wish to 
make it too explicit. A causal relation may have been implied, though. In the 
annalistic genre, narrative is created by the implication of loose connexions 
between adjacent entries, even if there is no immediate grammatical basis for 
it.31 That something similar may have been the case in the Continuations is 
suggested by the unusually dramatic language that is used to describe 
Carloman’s entry into Alemannia: he did so ‘with great fury’ (cum magno 
furore), in order ‘to slaughter many rebels’ (trucidare plurimos rebelles). Are we 
merely witnessing a sudden fit of literary glibness, or is the author trying to 
relate a very important matter? 
 The ARF do not mention Carloman’s violent run-in with the Alemanni, 
which partly explains why from this point onwards the narratives of the ARF 
and the Continuations are no longer synchronous. Instead of relating the 
conflict with the Alemanni in 746, the annalist has Carloman announce his wish 
to abdicate, upon which the two brothers made their preparations, ‘Carloman 
                                                                    
29 Continuations, c.29: ‘…dum Alamanni contra Carlomanno eorum fide fefellissent, ipse cum magno 
furore cum exercitu in eorum patria peraccessit et plurimos eorum qui contra ipso rebelles 
existebant gladio trucidauit.’ 
30 Continuations, c. 25. 
31 Dutton, Charlemagne's mustache, p. 110, called this phenomenon ‘compromised parataxis’. 
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for his journey and Pippin so he may honourably direct his brother with gifts.’32 
Carloman’s actual abdication occurred the following year, in 747. This allowed 
the annalist to present Carloman more clearly as the instigator of his own 
abdication. Carloman moved at his own pace, while Pippin is presented as a 
supportive brother.  
 Carloman’s entry into Alemannia resurfaces in the Annales Mettenses 
priores, composed in 806. However, the author made significant changes to the 
tone and content of this story:  

In this year, Carloman, when he saw the infidelity of the Alemanni, 
penetrated their territory with the army and established a tribunal in 
the place called Cannstatt. In that place he brought together the 
armies of the Franks and the Alemanni. And there was a great miracle 
there, namely that one army seized another and bound it without any 
crisis of war. However, those leaders who, together with Theodebald, 
have been in league with Odilo against the unconquerable rulers 
Pippin and Carloman, he seized and disciplined mercifully according 
to what each deserved.33 

In his account of Carloman’s punitative campaign against the Alemanni, the 
author of the Annales Mettenses priores significantly reduced its violent 
character. No longer a massacre born out of a state of magnus furor, the author 
stated that Carloman had brought the Alemanni before a tribunal, over which 
he presided as a merciful judge. In fact, the entire ordeal was so devoid of 
violence that the author even went so far as to claim that Cannstatt had wit-
nessed a ‘great miracle,’ because the Alemannian host had not put up any 
resistance. But like the Continuations, the Annales Mettenses priores also do not 
explicitly link the events in Cannstatt to Carloman’s abdication. 
 While none of these texts presents the punishment of the Alemanni as the 
reason for Carloman’s abdication and retirement to the monastery, each author 
pursued a different strategy to come to terms with the ‘Massacre of Cannstat’. 
The Continuations present Carloman as a scourge of God, the ARF keep silent 
about the event and the Annales Mettenses priores present Carloman as a 
merciful judge. It suggests that in the later eighth and early ninth centuries, 

                                                                    
32 ARF, s.a. 745: ‘Carlomannus ad iter suum et Pippinus, quomodo germanum suum honorifice 
direxisset cum muneribus.’ 
33 AMP, s.a. 746: ‘Hoc anno Carolomannus, cum vidisset Alamannorum infidelitatem, cum exercitu 
fines eorum irrupit et placitum instituit in loco qui dicitur Condistat. Ibique coniunctus est exercitus 
Francorum et Alamannorum. Fuitque ibi magnum miraculum, quod unus exercitus alium 
conprehendit atque ligavit absque ullo discrimine belli. Ipsos vero, qui principes fuerunt cum 
Theutbaldo in solacio Otilonis contra invictos principes Pippinum et Carolomannum, comprehendit 
et misericorditer secundum singulorum merita disciplinavit.’ 
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Carolingian commentators continued to struggle with the rendering of this 
event. That Carloman’s actions in Alemannia merited such careful treatment 
might well indicate that this was a very sensitive matter. 
 The only text that explicitly connects the events in Alemannia to 
Carloman’s abdication is a recension of a set of minor annals known as the 
Annales Petaviani.34 This recension survives in a single manuscript that has 
been dated to the second quarter of the ninth century. The manuscript used to 
be preserved at the monastery of St Martin of Massay and hence came to be 
known as the Codex Masiacensis.35 For this reason, I shall refer to this particular 
recension as the Annals of Massay. Relatively little is known about these annals 
and the context in which they were composed. In appendix 2, I argue that these 
annals are closely associated with the monastery of St Martin of Tours, where 
this text was probably composed at some point during the abbacy of Fridugisus 
(804-834). 
 With regard to Carloman’s abdication, the Annals of Massay digress 
significantly from the original narrative of the Annales Petaviani. In the original 
text, no particular weight is given to Carloman’s entry into Alemannia or to the 
abdication and conversion that followed it. In the customary style of the 
annalistic genre, the Annales Petaviani state that ‘in 746 Carloman entered 
Alemannia’ (Karolomannus intravit Alamanniam) and that, ‘in 747 Carloman 
migrated to Rome’ (Karolomannus migravit Romam). In the Annals of Massay, 
however, the story of Carloman’s abdication was given a lengthy continuation 
and states that Carloman’s motive for entering the monastic life was to do 
penance for having committed a massacre:36 
 
[Carolomannus intravit 
Alamanniam.] Ubi fertur quod multa 
hominum millia ceciderit ; unde 
compunctus regnum reliquit, et 
monasterium in castro Cassino 
situm adiit. Petiit autem abbatem 
loci illius ac fratres, ut quod vilius 
excogitare possent officium ei 
iniungerent. At illi anserum 
custodiam mandaverunt ei.  
Quas cum pasceret, contigit, ut lupus 

[Carloman entered Alemannia.] Where it is 
said that he slew many thousands of men. 
Feeling remorseful because of it, he aban-
doned his realm and went to the monastery 
located in the fortress of Cassino. He 
requested the abbot and the brethren of 
that monastery to impose on him the vilest 
duty they could think of. And they charged 
him with guarding the geese.  
When he fed them, it came to pass that a 
wolf suddenly appeared and seized one of 

                                                                    
34AP, s.a. 746 Hahn, Jahrbücher, p. 87. 
35 Genève, BPU lat. 50. 
36 AM, s.a. 746. 
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ex inproviso veniens, unam earum 
raperet. Quod ille cernens et eripere 
non valens, cum gemitu conversus 
ad Dominum dixit: ‘Ecce Domine, cui 
regnum commiseras: Quomodo enim 
innumeros populos ac regiones pro-
vido moderamine regerem, qui 
paucas anseres servare nequivi ?’ 
Cumque amarissime fleret, reumque 
se creditae substantiae torporis 
ignavia resoluta fateretur, cogente 
Deo qui eius compassus est lacrymis, 
lupus rediit, anserem sanam 
deposuit, frustratus dilectae praedae 
usu, avidis faucibus invitus abscessit. 

them. When he saw this and did not manage 
to snatch [it] away, he said to the Lord with 
a groan: ‘Behold God, to whom you have 
committed a realm! How am I to rule 
countless people and regions by provident 
government, when I cannot even protect a 
few geese?’ And when he cried most 
bitterly, and declared he was guilty of 
having lost the wealth entrusted to him on 
account of his immense slackness, at the 
command of God, who took pity on his tears, 
the wolf came back and dropped the healthy 
goose. Having been frustrated to enjoy its 
delicious prey, it unwillingly let it go from 
its greedy maw. 

 
The reference to the massacre of ‘many thousands of men’ in Alemannia hints 
at the author’s familiarity with the Continuations. It may also suggest that this 
version of events had nestled itself in other traditions, possibly oral ones, 
through which it could have become part of Frankish collective memory. All we 
are safely able to conclude is that the literate court elite of the later eighth and 
early ninth centuries had chosen not to write of these events in a more explicit 
way. 
 Penance is a central theme of the Annals of Massay. In their opening entry 
(726), where the Annales Petaviani only note that a certain ‘Martinus died,’ the 
author of the Annals of Massay added that ‘he was a monk in Corbie, a man of 
most moderate life and extremely learned. Duke Charles [Martel] held him in 
the highest reverence and confided his sins to him.’37 Charles Martel thus is said 
to have had a monk from Corbie as his confessor and Carloman went to Monte 
Cassino to repent for his sins. The point these annals therefore wish to make is 
that monks were the doctors of the soul and necessary to guide and correct 
Carolingian rulers as they led the Franks to their salvation. Unlike the 
Continuations, the ARF or the Annales Mettenses priores, these annals appear 
less concerned with keeping up appearances and readily sacrifice Carloman’s 
bona memoria to create what Regino of Prüm would later call an exemplum 
memorabile for others to emulate. At some point during the reign of Louis the 

                                                                    
37 AM, s.a. 726: ‘[Martinuus mortuus est.] Fuit autem Monachus in Corbeia, vir vitae continentis-
simae, et adprime eruditus; quem Karolus Dux in summa veneratione habuit, et peccata sua ei 
confitebatur.’ 
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Pious, it would seem, Carloman was turning into a model penitent. But for this 
to work, he first need to be recognized as a first-class sinner. 

4.1.3. Public penance 

In the accounts discussed above, we witness a gradual transformation in the 
perception of Carloman’s abdication and conversion, from a ruler who burned 
with pious zeal to a sinner in search of redemption. It might be no coincidence 
that Carloman’s ‘coming out’ as a penitent occurred during the reign of Louis 
Pious, when ‘public penance became part of the armoury of revived public 
power.’38 Could public penance have been the reason behind Carloman’s con-
version? It was meant to be a humiliating form of punishment and the Massacre 
of Cannstatt, as we have seen, appeared to have put the earliest commentators 
on edge. But was it enough to have caused a scandal?39 The humiliation of 
having to subject to public penance could easily have caused the dynasty’s 
initial commentators to feel uneasy with affixing this label to Carloman’s 
conversion.  
 At the same time, it will of course not do to equate Carloman’s conversion 
in 747 with Louis’ public penance at Soissons in 833. Not only were the 
circumstances radically different, but the meaning of public penance had 
changed significantly in the first half of the ninth century – something that had 
already been recognized at the Carolingian reform councils of 813.40 Public 
penance, the public atonement demanded for public sins, had been in use since 
Late Antiquity, but its form had moved away considerably from the original 
canonical precepts.41 In seventh-century Visigothic Spain, public penance had 
become increasingly coercive.42 It is also clear that, from as early as the sixth 
century, monastic conversion and penance had become practically indistin-
guishable.43 It therefore appears to have been closely related to the practice of 
monastic exile, something Frankish rulers – Merovingian and Carolingian – 
frequently used to rid themselves of political opponents without having to 
resort to bloodshed. 
 When seen like this, it might not go too far to postulate that sentencing 
Merovingian kings to the clerical tonsure and life in a monastery was regarded 

                                                                    
38 De Jong, ‘Power and humility’, 49. 
39 On the notions of humiliation and scandal: De Jong, ‘Power and humility’, 36-39, 46. 
40 Council of Tours (813), c. 22; De Jong, ‘Public justice’, 864, 885-6. 
41 De Jong, ‘Power and humility’, 31-6; idem, ‘Public justice’, 867-77. 
42 De Jong, ‘Power and humility’, 41-2; ‘Public justice’, 876. 
43 De Jong, ‘Power and humility, 43-4; Costambeys, ‘Transmission’, 94-6. 
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as a form of, or at least something very closely related to, public penance.44 If so 
(and I must admit that Frankish sources do not describe this event as a 
penance, public or otherwise), it was more akin to the coercive Visigothic 
practice, with which for example King Wamba had been made a penitent, than 
to the ninth-century Carolingian practice, which stressed that penance needed 
to be a voluntary act if it was to have meaning.  
 Thus far, historians have mainly approached Merovingian royal abdica-
tions from a political point of view. What has been underappreciated, however, 
is that these rulers were not just deprived of their distinctive long hair, the 
ancient symbol of their royal virtus, but that they received a clerical tonsure in 
return. The monastery was much more than a medieval prison house to these 
deposed rulers.45 Had that been its function, the history of Grifo has shown that 
there were other, more convenient options for that.46 Above all, the monastery 
remained a site for spiritual contemplation and atonement. The attribution of 
the clerical tonsure to these fallen rulers acknowledges as much. As Isidore of 
Seville explained, ‘[the tonsure] was a certain sign that figures on the body but 
is performed in the soul, so that by this sign in religious life vices might be 
curtailed and we might cast off the crimes of our flesh just like our hairs.’47 
Those found guilty of having abused their public authority were therefore not 
merely banned from secular society, but they were expected to humbly atone 
for their sins in earnest.  
 Early medieval notions of authority placed a heavy responsibility on the 
shoulders of those whom God had entrusted it. Although the notion is certainly 
not a Carolingian invention, the early Carolingian kings, new to the royal 
dignity, had ample cause vigorously to express their familiarity with this 
Christian language of authority. In a charter to the monastery of Prüm, dated 
761, Pippin defined his ideology as follows: ‘because kings rule on account of 
God and because He entrusted us to govern the peoples and kingdoms on behalf 
of His mercy, it must be ensured that, in order that we will also be exalted 
rectores, we must not neglect to govern and educate the needy and the poor for 
the love of Christ.’48 But what if a ruler failed at being an ‘exalted rector’? Bad 

                                                                    
44 Cf. Jong, ‘Public justice’, 878. 
45 De Jong, ‘Monastic prisoners’, 292-3; Geltner, ‘Detrusio’, 89-108. 
46 When Grifo was arrested, he apparently was neither given the tonsure, nor brought to a 
monastery. However, the event is recorded in a text dating to 806: AMP, s.a. 741. 
47 Isidore, De ecclesiasticis officiis, l. 2, c.4, p. 55: ‘est (…) signum quoddam, quod in corpore 
figuratur, sed in animo scilicet, ut hoc signo in religione vitia resecentur, et criminibus carnis 
nostrae, quasi crinibus, exuamur.’ In a culture in which hair length was a powerful social marker, to 
have it removed would have been a degrading and humiliating experience. 
48 DKar, no. 16, p. 22: ‘Et quia reges ex deo regnant nobisque gentes et regna pro sua misericordia 
ad gubernandum commisit, providendum, ut et sublimes rectores simus, inopibus et pauperibus 
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rulers not only put their own salvation at risk, but that of the community which 
God had entrusted to them as well.49 
 Evidence that this was a genuine concern, at least to some, at the time of 
Carloman’s abdication can be found in a letter of admonition that Boniface had 
sent to King Æthelbert of Mercia, instructing him in the moral obligations of 
leadership.50 Despite the king’s many good virtues, with which the archbishop 
prudently began his letter, it had come to his attention that Æthelbert was 
guilty of fornication. With a nun, no less. ‘You will remember,’ Boniface 
reproached the king, ‘that you were made king and ruler over many not by your 
own merits, but by the abounding grace of God.’51 In an accompanying letter, 
Boniface reminded his envoy that ‘we ask that the king may correct himself and 
his people with him, lest the entire people should perish along with its ruler 
here and in the life to come, but that, through the emendation and correction of 
his own life, he once again directs his people by his example on the road to 
salvation.’52 As Boniface instructted Æthelbert, it was through penitence and 
purification (penitendo et purificando) that the king was expected to correct his 
behaviour.53 
 So far as we know, such letters had never been sent to Carloman, and 
neither the Continuations nor the ARF, as we have seen, explicitly state that 
Carloman’s conversion had been an act of penance. But was this because the 
subject was taboo to these Carolingian-friendly authors? Or was it because the 
link between monastic conversion and penance was so obvious that it required 
no explanation?54 Having already compared the ARF’s account of Carloman’s 
abdication to that of Childeric III, which revealed that the former is said to have 
converted willingly and the latter had been forced, the ARF offer a third case 
demonstrating that the voluntary character of these conversions may not have 
been as self-imposed as Carloman’s case has us believe. 
 In the entry for 788, the ARF state that Charlemagne brought his cousin 
Tassilo before an assembly at Ingelheim, where the Bavarian duke stood 
                                                                                                                                                               
pro amore Christi gubernare atque educare non neglegamus.’ The concept of the king having to be a 
rector stands in a long tradition, from Gregory of Tours to Charlemagne’s Admonitio Generalis. See: 
Nelson, ‘Bad kingship’, 13. 
49 Blattmann, ‘Unglück‘, 80-102; Meens, ‘Politics’, 345-57; Nelson, ‘Bad kingship’, 13-14. 
50 Letters of Boniface, no. 73, pp. 339-45. On the background of this letter: Fouracre, Charles Martel, 
pp. 134-6. 
51 Letters of Boniface, no. 73: ‘Et memor eris, (…) quem non propria merita, sed larga pietas Dei 
regem ac principem multorum constituit.’ 
52 Bonifatii epistolae, no. 74: ‘rogemus omnes communiter supra dictum, regem, ut semet ipsum 
cum populo corrigat; ne tota gens cum principe hic et in futuro pereat, sed ut, vitam propriam 
emendando et corrigendo, exemplis suis iterum gentem propriam ad viam salutis dirigat.’ 
53 Letters of Boniface, no. 73: ‘Et vitam tuam penitendo corrigas et purificando emendes.’ 
54 De Jong, ‘Monastic prisoners’, 322-3. 
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accused of various acts of treachery and perjury. Initially, the assembly 
demanded capital punishment, but Charlemagne, ‘because of his love of God, 
and because [Tassilo] was a relative of his, prevailed upon these men who were 
loyal to him and to God, that he should not die.’55 Upon asking Tassilo what 
sentence he preferred instead, the duke asked ‘whether he may have license to 
have himself tonsured and enter into a monastery and do penance for his great 
sins, so that he might save his soul.’56 Tassilo’s case suggests that monastic 
conversion had become a convenient way for rulers to dispose their political 
opponents in a non-violent manner. However, it also reveals the superficiality 
of Tassilo’s ‘willingness’ to convert and repent for ‘the great many sins’ he 
allegedly committed. If interpreted literally, Tassilo had indeed asked for 
permission to ‘have himself tonsured’ and enter the monastery, but, as the 
circumstances make clear, the alternative was capital punishment. 
 The example of Tassilo’s ‘willing conversion’ allows us to see Carloman’s 
conversion from a different angle. The main distinction between these two 
cases, at least in the eyes of the author, was that Carloman was given an 
honourable exit from the corridors of power, while Tassilo was sent from the 
corridors of power in shame.57 The difference between honour and dishonour 
lay therefore not in these men’s willingness to convert – which, technically 
speaking, both men did – but in the acknowledgment or omission in the 
relevant texts of the derogatory circumstances that had led to their abdication. 
Perhaps what these late eighth-century annals reveal is a shift in the perception 
of penance and conversion: forced conversion was becoming a contradiction in 
terms and one’s (nominal) willingness to submit to penance a conditio sine qua 
non for penance to have meaning. If so, not Carloman, but Childeric is the 
exception to the ARF’s rule. But then again, Childeric represented the old 
dynasty, whose false kings were not just sine potestas, as I shall discuss in the 
following chapter, but whose inability to repent willingly for their misconduct 
may have been meant as a signal to the ARF’s readership just how decrepit this 
royal gens had become.58 
 Other texts composed in the later eighth century reveal a similar shift in 
the perception of penance. The Passio Leudegarii relates the fates of Bishop 
                                                                    
55 ARF, s.a. 788: ‘iamdictus domnus Carolus piissimus rex motus misericordia ab amorem Dei, et 
quia consanguineus eius erat, contenuit ab ipsis Dei ac suis fidelibus, ut non moriretur.’ 
56 Ibid.: ‘ut licentiam haberet sibi tonsorandi et in monasterio introeundi et pro tantis peccatis 
paenitentiam agendi et ut suam salvaret animam.’ Note that a radically different view of this event 
is preserved in Annales Nazariani, s.a. 788: ‘postulabat regem, ut non ibidem in palatio tonderetur, 
propter confusionem videlicet atque obprobrium quod a Francis habere videbatur’ (cited in Nelson, 
‘Bad kingship’, 2-3.) 
57 Cf. De Jong, ‘Monastic prisoners’, p. 322. 
58 See chapter 5.2. 



4 .  T H E  A B D I C A T I O N  A N D  C O N V E R S I O N  O F  C A R L O M A N  

140 

Leudegar of Autun (d. c. 677) and his opponent, the Neustrian mayor Ebroin (d. 
c. 680). The original version of the Passio was composed in Autun in the later 
seventh century. It records how Ebroin ‘was sent into exile to the monastery of 
Luxeuil, that there by repenting he might escape the sins he had committed. But 
because he possessed eyes of his heart blinded by the dust of earthly greed, in 
his malevolent soul spiritual wisdom was of no benefit.’59 In the meantime, 
Leudegar had also fallen out of royal favour and ‘was ordered [by the king] to 
remain in Luxeuil in perpetual exile.’60 When Ebroin left the monastery, it was 
said he had ‘lived the life of a monk in pretence only.’61 Probably in the third 
quarter of the eighth century, Ursinus, a monk from Poitiers, revised the text 
and presented Ebroin’s entry into the monastery differently.62 Ebroin was no 
longer sent into monastic exile, but had instead ‘asked the king whether he (…) 
may be spared his life and be permitted to go off to a monastery’ – a situation 
strikingly similar to that of Tassilo in the ARF. Like Charlemagne, King Childeric 
II (r. 662-675) consented and Ebroin was sent to Luxeuil ‘in order to become a 
monk.’63 Also, Ebroin is no longer presented as an imposter: when the abbot of 
Luxeuil demanded that he and Leudegar perform penance, ‘they did their 
utmost to live forever within the monastic community as if they were monks.’64 
 As these examples show, the outward display of sincerity was becoming a 
crucial element in the eighth-century perception of penance and conversion, 
something the constant emphasis on Carloman’s willingness to convert was 
meant to signal. The challenge with Carloman, however, was that his reputation 
needed to be preserved, which required of his eighth-century commentators to 
                                                                    
59 Passio Leudegarii, I, c. 6: ‘Luxovio monasterio dirigitur in exilium, ut facinora, quae perpetraverat, 
evadisset penitendo. Sed quia terrenae cupiditatis pulvere, oculos cordis habuit cecos, et ideo in 
animam malivolam spiritalis non profuit sapientia.’ Trans. Fouracre and Gerberding, Late 
Merovingian France, p. 233. For a more detailed discussion of these texts, see: De Jong ‘monastic 
prisoners’, pp. 319-22; idem, ‘Public justice’, 878-80. 
60 Passio Leudegarii I, c. 12: ‘sub perpetuum exilium eum in Luxovio permanere iuberet.’ Trans. 
Fouracre and Geberding, Late Merovingian France, p. 229. 
61 Passio Leudegarii I, c. 16: ‘His enim diebus egressus est de Luxovio etiam Ebroinus Iuliano similis, 
qui vita fincta monachorum tenuit.’ Trans. Fouracre and Geberding, Late Merovingian France, p. 
233. 
62 For an introduction, see: Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, pp. 193-215. Note 
that the arguments for the date of the revised passio are 1.) the corrected Latin, indicative of 
Carolingian cultural reform; and 2.) borrowings from the Continuations to the Chronicle of Fredegar. 
However, these arguments sooner point to a composition in s. 83/4 than in s. 8mid.  
63 Ursinus, Passio Leudegarii II, c. 4: ‘Rege petiit, ut, relictis omnibus, vitam sibi concederet et in 
monasterio habire permitteret. Cui depraecante et domno Leudegario intercedente rex consensit et 
in monasterio Luxovio ilico distinavit, ut monachus effici deberet.’ 
64 Ursinus, Passio Leudegarii II, c. 7: ‘Qui festinus in monasterium perveniens, ibidemque Ebruinum 
iam clericum invenit; dicens se aliquid in eo pecasse, veniam vicissim petentes, steterunt concordes. 
Tamen ab abbati seiuncti, aliquod spatium temporis uterque paenitentiam agentes, inter 
contubernia monachorum strinue habitare quasi perpetuae monachi conati sunt.’ Trans. De Jong, 
‘Monastic prisoners’, p. 320. 
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keep silent about the penitential side to his conversion, the circumstances that 
had led to it, and perhaps the grim alternative that awaited Carloman if he 
proved to be unwilling. It was not until the first decades of the ninth century 
that Carloman came to be openly identified as a penitent, as for example the 
Annals of Massay demonstrate. By then, the early Carolingian protagonists were 
apparently no longer expected to be saint-like rulers, so long as they were 
willing to repent for their sins. 
 Possibly the earliest sign that Carloman’s image was taking on the identity 
of a penitent can be found in the Revised ARF. In the previous chapter, I argued 
that this revision was probably composed at some point between 817 and c. 
829. The author’s perspective on Carloman’s abdication might allow us to 
narrow the date of the revision’s composition down even further to sometime 
after 822. In that year, after the tumultuous start of Louis’s reign, the emperor 
made a public confession and undertook a voluntary penance before the 
assembly of Attigny, in imitation of Emperor Theodosius.65 Louis’s public 
confession was a brilliant act of reconciliation that had allowed him to put an 
end to any lingering sentiments of hostility and distrust among his followers. A 
decade later, Louis would experience that public penance was in fact ‘a double-
edged affair’ that could be used against the emperor as well.66 
 It may well have been in this context of renewed interest in public 
penance that the Reviser adjusted the content of the entry for 746 in the ARF. 
Where the annals had originally noted that ‘Carloman built in Monte Soratte a 
monastery in honour of Saint Sylvester,’67 the Reviser added: ‘where once in the 
time of the persecutions, which were carried out under Emperor Constantine, 
Saint Sylvester is said to have hidden.’68 The author deliberately chose not to 
present his audience with the flattering image of the revered Christian 
Emperor, but of Constantine before his conversion, when he was still known as 
a persecutor of Christians.69 The Reviser thus created an analogy between 
Carloman and Constantine, reminding his audience that even Constantine had 
not been immune to sin. As his audience would have recalled, Constantine later 
converted on the intercession of Pope Sylvester, who cured him of the disease 
that God had inflicted upon him for having persecuted His people. This time 

                                                                    
65 ARF, s.a. 822; Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, c. 35. For context, see De Jong, ‘Power and humility’, 
31-2 and 39-40. 
66 De Jong, ‘Power and humility’, 49. 
67 ARF, s.a. 746: ‘In Serapte monte monasterium aedificavit in honore sancti Silvestri.’ 
68 Revised ARF, s.a. 746: ‘ubi quondam tempore persecutionis, quae sub Constantino imperatore 
facta est, sanctus Silvester latuisse fertur.’ 
69 The Reviser probably used as a source LP, Life 34 (=Vita Silvestri), cc. 1-2. On the Carolingian 
reception of Constantine, also above, chapter 1, n. 43.  



4 .  T H E  A B D I C A T I O N  A N D  C O N V E R S I O N  O F  C A R L O M A N  

142 

around, it was Carloman who had sinned – a persecutor of the Alemanni, 
perhaps? – and who by dedicating his monastery to Saint Sylvester had sought 
the intercession of that same saint who had made Constantine great. It is within 
this analogy, therefore, that the promise of Carloman’s redemption lay 
enclosed. 
 So what of the events of 747? While penance forms a likely scenario for 
Carloman’s abdication and conversion, the available evidence does not allow us 
to state with any certainty that Carloman had abdicated in order to atone for 
any public sins he may have committed. If this had been the case, Carloman’s 
sins should probably be looked for in connection with his retaliation against the 
Alemannian elite. It would also seem reasonable to assume that the character of 
his abdication will probably have been just as ‘voluntary’ as that of Tassilo, 
forty years later. What is clear, though, is that Carloman’s abdication and 
conversion, whatever its original motives may have been, were subject to 
reinterpretation in the decades to come. We may safely conclude that, in the 
second half of the eighth century, the Carolingian literary elite was quite 
unwilling to remember or present Carloman as a penitent. This may either have 
been because Carloman was simply not considered one, or because it 
associated him too closely with the type of moral corruption that the early 
Carolingian kings and their elite wished to reserve exclusively for the later 
Merovingian dynasty. In the first decades of the ninth century, in particular 
during the reign of Louis the Pious, this perception would change and 
Carloman’s abdication and conversion came to be presented in a context of 
penance. By then, public penance had become a prominent political tool, and 
one’s willingness to submit to (public) penance may have been more readily 
associated with the virtue of humility, rather than with humiliation. 

4.2. Monastic vows 

In the winter of 747, Carloman entered the basilica of St Peter in Rome and was 
made a cleric (clericatus) by Pope Zachary.70 According to the Life of Zachary, 
Carloman only received the ‘yoke of the clerical state after he promised to 
remain in the spiritual habit.’71 Although the papal biography does not mention 
it, the pope also donated an estate on Monte Soratte, located fifty kilometres 

                                                                    
70 The word clericatus can have several meanings. As a derivative of clericare (from clericum facere) 
it can mean ‘to make a cleric’. It might also refer to an ordination. According to Du Cange, clericatus 
can refer specifically to the vita monastica. However, the Life of Zachary states that Carloman was 
made a monk at a later stage, when he entered into the community of Monte Cassino. 
71 LP, Life 93 (Zachary), c. 21: ‘…atque in spiritali habitu fore spondens permansurum, clericatus 
iugum ab eodem sanctissimo suscepit pontifice.’ 
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north of Rome, where it overlooked the Flaminian road, over which the 
pilgrims from the north travelled. There, Carloman and his followers founded a 
religious community which they dedicated to Saint Sylvester.72 
 Within two years time, however, Carloman abandoned Monte Soratte to 
enter the community of Monte Cassino.73 His reasons for doing so are not 
clearly stated in the sources. According to Einhard, who wrote about seventy 
years after the event, Carloman left his community because of the many 
Frankish pilgrims that visited him on their way to Rome, preventing the pious 
recluse from finding the peace he so longed for.74 The Annales Mettenses 
priores, composed at the beginning of the ninth century, offer a different 
explanation and state that Carloman changed monasteries on the advice of 
Pope Zachary.75 In the early eighth century the cult of Saint Benedict was being 
revived in Italy. During the pontificate of Gregory II (715-731) the monastery of 
Saint Benedict on Monte Cassino, which had laid in ruins since its destruction 
by the Lombards in 577, was rebuilt and lavishly equipped. Pope Zachary 
followed in this tradition.76 The transformation of Monte Cassino from a 
desolate hilltop into a prestigious monastic institution received the papacy’s 
full attention. Attracting royal converts, such as the Lombard King Ratchis 
(744-756) or Carloman, would have been part of the strategy to boost Monte 
Cassino’s standing. It explains why, according to the Annales Mettenses priores, 
Zachary advised Carloman to move there. And, if Einhard was at least partly 
right about the vast number of Franks who continued to visit Carloman at St 
Sylvester on Monte Soratte, it might not have been Carloman looking for 
tranquillity, but rather Zachary looking for a way to divert all that attention to 
Monte Cassino.77 The fame of these royal converts boosted Monte Cassino’s 
                                                                    
72 ARF, s.a. 746. The donation is not mentioned in the Life of Zachary (= LP, Life 93). St Sylvester on 
Monte Soratte remained of importance to Pippin after Carloman’s departure: CC, nos. 23 and 42. 
Zachary had some affinity with Pope Sylvester, to whom he dedicated an oratory in the Lateran 
palace: LP, Life 93 (Zachary), c.18. 
73 The approximate date of Carloman’s transfer is based on an undated letter sent by Pope Zachary 
(d. 752) to Pippin, at the request of Carloman, who by then had already been a monk at Monte 
Cassino: Epistolae variorum, no. 19 Its content, referring to Pippin’s conflict with Grifo, suggests it 
was sent in 749. 
74 Einhard, VK, c. 2. 
75 AMP, s.a. 747. 
76 According to Paul the Deacon, Historia Langobardorum, l. 6, c.40, Zachary equipped the 
monastery with: ‘libros scilicet sanctae scripturae et alia quaeque quae ad utilitatem monasterii 
pertinent; insuper et regulam, quam beatus pater Benedictus suis sanctis manibus conscripsit, 
paterna pietate concessit.’ According to the LP, Life 93 (Zachary), c. 29, Zachary also translated the 
Dialogues of Gregory I (c. 540-604), of which the second book relates to the life of Saint Benedict, 
from Latin into Greek. 
77 Monte Cassino began to attract a stream of prominent Frankish visitors in the mid-eighth 
century: According to the Huneberc’s Vita Willibaldi, c. 5, Willibald, before he became bishop of 
Eichstätt in 741, had already spent a decade at Monte Cassino. On his many journeys to Italy, 
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reputation and allowed its community to establish valuable connections 
between themselves and the leading families of the Latin West.78 
 The tonsure was the symbol that denoted all men of the clergy; living in a 
monastery did not automatically make one a monk. Carloman had sworn two 
oaths after abandoning his realm: the first he took in the winter of 747, when 
he received his tonsure and entered the clerical order in the presence of Pope 
Zachary. The second oath he took in Monte Cassino, where he took the monastic 
profession. The earliest reference thereof comes from the contemporary Life of 
Zachary, which states that Carloman, having arrived at Monte Cassino, 
‘professed by oath to remain there for the remainder of his life.’79 That this 
clear distinction between Carloman’s clerical tonsure and his monastic 
profession is absent in the Continuations, is because Childebrand had lost 
interest in Carloman after he abdicated; it was sufficient for him to state that 
Carloman had proceeded to Rome ‘to persevere in the monastic order’ 
(monachyrio ordine persevereturus), with which the history of Carloman came 
to a conclusion.80 Another possibility is that the distinction between the 
monastic professus and the clerical tonsure was not yet very clear in eighth-
century Francia. Still, the distinction was restored in the ARF, which record that 
it was only at Monte Cassino that Carloman had ‘been made a monk’ (monachus 
effectus est).81 It was subsequently taken over in the Annales Mettenses priores 
and the Revised ARF.82 
 Despite their minor inconsistencies, what these accounts have in common 
is that each stresses the permanent character of Carloman’s conversion. Where 
the clerical tonsure implied a position betwixt and between the saeculum and 
the claustrum, allowing for the possibility one day to be allowed back into 
secular society, becoming a monk permanently barred the route back into the 
world. What each of these accounts therefore stress is that Carloman was not 

                                                                                                                                                               
Boniface may also have visited the monastery. In Letters of Boniface, no. 106, Boniface invites Abbot 
Optatus to join his network of prayer. See Raaijmakers, Fulda, p. 39. Boniface also sent his disciple 
Sturmi to Monte Cassino in 744, to inquire about the ‘customs, observances and traditions of the 
brethren,’ who lived according to the Rule of Saint Benedict. See Eigil, Vita Sturmi, c.14; Rudolf, Vita 
Leobae, c. 10. 
78 Pohl, Werkstätte, p. 11; Cf. Fouracre, ‘Long shadow’, 16. 
79 LP, Life 93 (Zachary), c. 21: ‘in quo et suam finiri vitam iure professus est iurando.’ Trans. Davis, 
Eighth-century popes, p. 46. N.B. Davis writes ‘Pepin’ and ‘France’ where I write ‘Pippin’ and 
‘Francia’. The expression iureiurando is also present in the Regula Benedicti, c. 59 (on child 
oblation). 
80 Continuations, c. 30. 
81 ARF, s.a. 746. 
82 AMP, s.a. 747; Revised ARF, s.a. 746; Cf. Einhard, Vita Karoli, c. 2. 
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expected to return.83 But as it turned out, seven years after his abdication, 
Carloman unexpectedly made his appearance at Pippin’s court. 
 Carloman’s reason for leaving his monastery was a diplomatic assignment 
given to him by the Lombard king Aistulf (r. 749-756). He travelled to Francia 
in the footsteps of the newly elected Pope Stephen II (752-757), who was on his 
way to the Frankish court to solicit Pippin’s help in protecting Rome against the 
Lombards.84 Carloman was the ace up Aistulf’s sleeve: as the brother of the 
Frankish king, Aistulf assumed Carloman would be up to the task of defending 
Lombard interests at the Frankish court and prevent the formation of a Franco-
papal alliance. But Aistulf had assumed wrong. Much had changed in Francia 
since the death of Charles Martel, when the Lombards had still been military 
allies of the Franks. Following a turbulent succession crisis that had left one 
heir a fugitive and another tonsured, Pippin had boldly seized the Frankish 
throne, but probably struggled to consolidate his claims. It was in this context 
that Stephen found in Pippin a willing protector, in return for a formal apostolic 
sanction of his royal authority. It implied a major political reorientation to 
which not all members of the Frankish elite looked forward.85 Carloman was 
thus certain to find support for his cause, which made him a threat to the 
intentions of Pippin and Stephen. There is no record of what had occurred at 
the deliberations during the winter of 753/754, but later that spring Pippin led 
his armies across the Alps, stopping along the way to confine his brother to a 
monastery in Vienne, where he soon died.86 In addition to this, Pippin also 
exiled Carloman’s sons to monasteries, who were never to be heard from again. 
These were draconic measures that left little room for decorum. 
 While it may have been possible to keep quiet about the fate of Carloman’s 
sons, Carloman’s own fate was a wholly different matter. The earliest testimony 
of his return in 754 is found in the Life of Pope Stephen II, composed shortly 
after the pope’s death in 757. Unlike the Life of Zachary, Stephen’s biography is 

                                                                    
83 De Jong, ‘Monastic Prisoners’, 324-5. 
84 Earlier attempts were undertaken by Pope Gregory III in 739 and 740, but it would appear that 
he was unable to persuade Charles Martel to abandon his pact with the Lombard king Liutprand. 
See: Continuations, c. 22; CC, nos. 1 and 2; LP, Life 92 (Gregory III), c. 14; Noble, Republic, pp. 44-48. 
85 Einhard, Vita Karoli, c. 6: ‘cum magna difficultate susceptum est; quia quidam e primoribus 
Francorum, cum quibus consultare solebat, adeo voluntati eius renisi sunt, ut se regem deserturos 
domumque redituros libera voce proclamarent.’ Also note: Notker, Gesta Karoli, l. 2, c. 15, lines 10-
11: ‘quod primates exercitus eum clanculo despicientes carpere solerent.’ Of course, Notker had 
used Einhard’s work as a source. See below, conclusion. 
86 On Vienne’s significance to the Carolingians in the eighth century, see: McKitterick, ‘Bobbio 
Missal’, 42-3. 
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very much concerned with the affairs of the Franks.87 As the biographer 
presented it, Carloman had made a promising start, as he ‘had been living a 
devout monastic life for a considerable time in St Benedict’s monastery’. 
However, he became a disappointment when he ‘was persuaded with devilish 
enticements by the most unspeakable Aistulf, who sent him from there to the 
province of Francia to obstruct and oppose the business of ransoming the State 
of God's holy Church of the Romans.’88 Carloman, whose experience in Italy 
may have resulted in a more nuanced understanding of Italian politics, proved 
immune to the papal rhetoric meant to motivate the Franks to help Saint Peter 
fight off Lombard devils.89 To frustrate the papal cause, Carloman ‘exerted 
himself to the fullest and strove mightily to subvert the affairs of God's holy 
church just as he had been sent to do by the unmentionable tyrant Aistulf.’ 
Luckily for Stephen, ‘God was propitious and Carloman totally failed to divert to 
his purpose the steadfast heart of his brother the Christian Pippin king of the 
Franks.’ But as Einhard later revealed, though Carloman may not have been 
able to dissuade his brother from making a pact with Rome, his was not a lone 
cry in the wilderness: many nobles threathened to abandon Pippin, because 
apparently he would not listen to their counsel.90 In the Life of Stephen, Pippin 
is presented as Saint Peter’s valiant defender, who ‘realized the criminal 
Aistulf's cunning and asserted that he would fight with all his strength for the 
matter of God's holy church exactly as he had formerly promised the blessed 
pontiff.’91 
 A later generation may no longer have been able to recognize Carloman’s 
actions as an attempt to preserve the Franco-Lombard pact that Charles Martel 
had established in 738, and which had been sealed by Pippin’s adoption by the 

                                                                    
87 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 11. McKitterick argues that the reader should be careful to characterize 
this text as a papal source. Its manuscript transmission is almost exclusively Frankish and the so-
called Frankish recension is the most influential one. 
88 LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), c.30: ‘Carolomannum (…) a monasterio beati Benedicti, in quo devote per 
evolutum temporis spatium monachice degebat, diabolicis eum suasionibus suadens, Franciae 
provinciam ab obiciendum atque adversandum causae redemptionis sancte Dei ecclesiae reipublice 
Romanorum direxit. Dumque illuc coniunxisset, nitebatur omnino et vehementius decertabat 
sanctae Dei ecclesiae causas subvertere, iuxta quod a praefato nec dicendo Aistulfo tyranno fuerat 
directus. Sed propitiante Domino minime valuit sui germani christianissimi Pippini regis Francoum 
in hoc firmissimum cor inclinare.’ Trans. Davis, Eighth-century Popes, p. 64. 
89 For an example of the fiery rhetoric of Pope Stephen’s letters, see: CC, no. 5. 
90 Einhard, VK, c. 6. 
91 LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), c.30: ‘Potius autem conperta nequissimi Aistulfi versutia, tota se virtute 
isdem excellentissimus Pippinus Francorum rex professus est decertari pro causa sanctae Dei 
ecclesiae, sicut pridem iamfato beatissimo spoponderat pontifici.’ Trans. Davis, Eighth-century 
Popes, p. 64. 
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Lombard king Liutprand (r. 712-744).92 The bond between the dynasty and the 
papacy, formed in the winter of 753/4, had become one of the cornerstones of 
the new Carolingian polity. Consequently, Carolingian history came to be 
viewed in terms of Franks and Romans fighting alongside each other for Saint 
Peter’s just cause, which, in retrospect, made Carloman’s rather inauspicious 
appearance as an agent for ‘those foul and perfidious Lombards’ difficult to 
explain. Carloman ended up standing on the wrong side of the moral divide 
between ‘apostolic good’ and ‘Lombard evil’. Unlike Grifo, however, Carloman 
could not so easily be vilified or omitted from Carolingian history. Thus began 
the challenge of integrating this aberrant element of the Carolingian past into 
its written memory. 
 From the start, the question of how to deal with Carloman’s return in a 
dignified manner must have been difficult one. The author of Life of Stephen 
found the answer in Carloman’s monastic identity: ‘as Carloman had vowed 
himself to God to lead the monastic life, they placed him in a monastery there in 
Francia, where some days later God called him and he departed this life.’93 The 
author presents Carloman as a wayward monk who, seemingly without the 
approval of his abbot, had ventured from his monastery. To correct this error, 
Carloman had merely to be returned to the cloister, as his vow demanded. The 
papal biography adds a punitive element to Carloman’s confinement in Vienne, 
which is confirmed in a letter sent by Pope Paul I to Pippin in 757. At the 
request of Abbot Optatus of Monte Cassino, Paul inquired after the welfare of 
the monks who had accompanied Carloman to the Frankish court and 
expressed the hope that Pippin would allow them to return to Monte Cassino.94 
 The Frankish perspective tended to be more sensitive to Carloman’s 
reputation. The most extreme example is the Continuations, which do not at all 
mention Carloman’s return in 753, or his subsequent demise. Instead, its 
readership is led to assume that Carloman had finished his days devoutly as a 
monk in Italy. It must have been a tempting strategy, for Einhard later followed 
this example in his Vita Karoli: having retreated to Monte Cassino, Carloman, or 

                                                                    
92 Contemporary Frankish sources are silent about the event. The earliest reference is in Paul, 
History, l. 6, c. 53. An alternative version, that was more friendly to Pippin’s memoria, was created in 
the 860s by Adrevald, Miracles, l. 1, c. 14. Adrevald not only identified the event as a foedus between 
Charles and Liutprand, but he also identified Pippin’s hair-cutting by the Lombard king as a 
Christian coming-of-age ritual, rather than as Charles’s formal recognition of Liutprand’s superior 
status. For discussion, see: Holtzmann, Italienpolitik, pp. 5-7 and 39-42 Jarnut, ‘Adoption’; Wolf, 
‘Nochmals zur “Adoption”. 
93 LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), c. 30,: ‘Quod praefatus Carolomannus Deo se devoverat monachicam 
degere vitam, in monasterio eum illuc Franciam collocaverunt, ubi et post aliquantos dies divina 
vocatione de hac luce migravit.’ Trans. Davis, Eighth-century Popes, p. 64. 
94 CC, no. 11. 
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so Einhard claimed, ‘spent what was left of his earthly life there in the religious 
life.’95 
 By the mid-790s, the author of the ARF chose an approach that had more 
in common with the Life of Stephen. The annals also emphasize Carloman’s 
monastic identity, but instead of blaming Carloman for having misbehaved as a 
monk, they use his monastic identity to absolve him from any personal 
wrongdoing. The ARF note that Carloman came to Francia, ‘as though in order 
to undermine the apostolic request’ (quasi ad conturbandam petitionem 
apostolicam), but significantly add that he had come ‘by order of his abbot’ (per 
iussionem abbatis sui).96 These are the first tentative steps towards the 
restoration of Carloman’s battered reputation. Although he may have wondered 
far from his monastery, at least Carloman obeyed his abbot’s orders as the 
Regula Benedicti demanded above all else.97  
 If fault was to be found in his actions, it can only lie in the hesitation with 
which Carloman fulfilled the task his abbot had assigned him. After all, 
Carloman was only ‘quasi’ attempting to disrupt the apostolic request. Unlike 
the earlier Life of Stephen, the image created in the ARF is therefore not that of a 
willing agent of King Aistulf, intent on sabotaging the justice of Saint Peter, but 
that of a humble monk obedient to the Rule, regardless of his own moral 
objections. However, presenting Carloman as a model monachus made it 
difficult to for the author to explain why Carloman was subsequently confined 
to a monastery in Vienne. According to the ARF, it was sickness, not the threat 
of violence, that caused Carloman to end up in Vienne, instead of returning to 
Monte Cassino. In Vienne, or so the ARF conclude, ‘Carloman (…) languished for 
many days and died in peace.’98 If suspicions of immoral conduct on Carloman’s 
part lingered, than perhaps the agony of his long deathbed was meant to purge 
his soul. In the end, though, the readership of these annals could rest assured: 
Carloman, as befitted a Carolingian of bona memoria, had left this world in 
peace. 
 Carloman’s presentation in the ARF was the first step towards his 
complete rehabilitation. In 806, the author of the Annales Mettenses priores 
picked up on this thread. Straying from his two exemplars, the Continuations 
and the ARF, the author did not state that Carloman had gone to Rome ‘in order 

                                                                    
95 Einhard, Vita Karoli, c. 2: ‘et ibi quod reliquum erat temporalis vitae religiose conversando 
conplevit.’ Trans. Ganz, Einhard and Notker, p. 20. 
96 ARF, s.a. 753. 
97 Benedict, Regula, c. 5: ‘De Oboedientia’, invokes John 6:38 as the biblical precept for monastic 
obedience to which Carloman had is said to have submitted: ‘I have not come to do my own will but 
that of him who sent me.’ 
98 ARF, s.a. 755: ‘languebat dies multos et obit in pace.’ 
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to persevere in the monastic order’ (monachyrio ordine perseveraturus) or that 
Carloman, as the ARF related, had moved to Monte Cassino, where he was made 
a monk (monachus effectus est). Instead the author chose a more specific 
formulation: Carloman ‘proceeded to Monte Cassino and the monastery of Saint 
Benedict, where he professed to the monastic life, promising obedience to 
Abbot Optatus according to the rule.’99 Attention was thus diverted away from 
the notion that Carloman’s stay in Italy was a form of exile, and emphasized the 
monastic aspect of Carloman’s new status, with all the rules and privileges that 
came with it.  
 The Reviser of the ARF also picked up on the ARF’s new theme and further 
tweaked its account of Carloman’s conversion. The effects of this process can be 
observed particularly well if we compare the ARF to its later revision, which, as 
argued above, was probably composed in the 820s, during the reign of Louis 
the Pious (Fig. 6).100 
 
 ARF Revised ARF 
746 Tunc Carlomannus Romam 

perrexit ibique se totondit et in 
Serapte monte monasterium 
aedificavit in honore sancti 
Silvestri. Ibique aliquod tempus 
moram faciens et inde ad 
sanctum Benedictum in 
Casinum usque pervenit et ibi 
monachus effectus est. 

Carlomannus Romam profectus dimissa 
saeculari Gloria habitum mutavit et in 
monte Soracti monasterium in honorum 
sancti Silvestri aedificavit, ubi quondam 
tempore persecutionis, quae sub Constan-
tino imperatore facta est, sanctus Silvester 
latuisse fertur. Ibique aliquandiu commo-
ratus meliori consilio hoc loco dimisso ad 
monasterium sancti Benedicti in Samnio 
provincia iuxta Casinum castrum constitu-
tum Deo serviturus venit ibique monachi-
cum habitum suscepit. 

753 Eodemque anno Stephanus 
papa venit in Franciam, 
adiutorium et solatium 
quaerendo pro iustitiis sancti 
Petri; similiter et Carlomannus, 
monachus et germanus 
supradicti Pippini regis, per 
iussionem abbatis sui in 
Franciam venit, quasi ad 

Eodem anno Stephanus papa venit ad Pippi-
num regem (…) Venit et Carlomannus frater 
Regis iam monachus factus iussu abbatis 
sui, ut apud fratrem suum precibus Romani 
pontificis obsisteret; invitus tamen hoc 
fecisse putatur, quia nec ille abbatis sui 
iussa contempnere nec abbas ille praeceptis 
Regis Langobardorum, qui ei hoc imperavit, 
audebat resistere. 

                                                                    
99 AMP, s.a. 747: ‘Consilio vero accepto eiusdem pontificis ad Cassinum montem et cenobium sancti 
Benedicti perrexit, ibique obedientiam regulariter Optato abbati promittens monachicae vitae 
professionem spopondit.’ 
100 Cf. McKitterick, Charlemagne, pp. 27-30. 
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conturbandam petitionem 
apostolicam. 

755 Carlomannus autem monachus 
Vienna civitate remansit una 
cum Betradane reginae 
infirmus, languebat dies multos 
et obit in pace. 

Carlomannus autem monachus, frater 
Regis, qui cum Bertrada regina in Vienna 
civitate remansit, priusquam rex de Italia 
reverteretur, febre correptus diem obiit; 
cuius corpus iussu Regis ad monasterium 
sancti Benedicti, in quo monachicum 
habitum susceperat, relatum est. 

 
 
Apart from the general stylistic revision of the original entry, several meaning-
ful adjustments merit attention. We already discussed the invocation of 
Sylvester and Constantine as an analogy for Carloman’s own search for redemp-
tion.101 Also, the Reviser did not tamper with the ARF’s distinctions in 
Carloman’s clerical status: it is only in Monte Cassino that Carloman took up the 
monastic habit. However, by adding that Carloman, when he returned to 
Francia, had ‘already been made a monk’ (iam monachus factus), the Reviser 
placed additional emphasis on Carloman’s monastic identity. This was no 
longer a problem, because Carloman, in accordance with the Rule, acted ‘on the 
order of his abbot, so that he would oppose the entreaties of the Roman pontiff 
to his brother.’ The emphasis on his monastic vows is no longer meant to point 
out his dishonourable behaviour, but to reassure its readership that Carloman 
had not forgotten his new identity.  
 Carloman’s discomfort with his abbot’s orders – in the ARF implied with 
the word quasi – is also made much more explicit in the revision, which states 
that ‘it is believed that this [i.e. frustrating the apostolic petition] was done 
unwillingly, because the abbot did not dare to resist the command of the king of 
the Lombards, who ordered him to do this.’ The Reviser thus expanded the 
hierarchy of authority in his account: just as monks were expected to obey their 
abbots, so abbots were expected to obey their kings. By the time the Revised 
ARF were written, even Abbot Optatus was acquitted of having thwarted 
apostolic justice as the blame came to reside fully on the Lombard king. 
 Finally, the Reviser edited the account of Carloman’s problematic confine-
ment and death at Vienne. Perhaps worried about lingering notions of foul play 
on Pippin’s part, the Reviser, to further reduce suspicion, added that Carloman 
was supposed to remain in Vienne ‘until the king should return from Italy.’ In 
other words, Pippin had neither wished nor expected his brother to die whilst 

                                                                    
101 See above. 

Fig. 6: Entries 746, 753 and 755 in the ARF and the Revised ARF. 



4 .  T H E  A B D I C A T I O N  A N D  C O N V E R S I O N  O F  C A R L O M A N  

151 

he was out on campaign in Italy. To express Pippin’s grief at his brother’s death, 
he is said to have ordered Carloman’s remains to be returned to Monte Cassino, 
‘in which he had undertaken the monastic habit.’ This is confirmed in a more 
detailed account from ninth-century Monte Cassino, which records that 
Carloman’s remains had been brought back to the monastery in a golden, gem-
encrusted chest.102 Having died with a clear conscience, there no longer was 
any need to have Carloman suffer on his deathbed or, for that matter, to have 
him die peacefully: Carloman simply contracted a fever and died. 

4.3. A memorable example 

Carloman’s monastic identity had been the key to his rehabilitation in the late 
eighth and early ninth centuries. It allowed Carolingian history-writers to avert 
the blame for his unexpected return away from Carloman and onto others – 
first, in the ARF, to Abbot Optatus of Monte Cassino and later, in the Revised 
ARF, to King Aistulf. This strategy not merely left Carloman blame-free, but it 
opened the way for praise, as Carloman now came to be presented as a dutiful 
and obedient observant of the Rule. In the course of the ninth century, 
Carloman had come to be regarded as a model monk and a champion of the 
Benedictine Rule, which at the time was gaining influence north of the Alps.103 
According to the Astronomer, who completed his biography of Louis the Pious 
in the early 840s,104 Carloman had even managed to inspire an adolescent Louis 
the Pious ‘to imitate the memorable example of his grandfather’s brother 
Carloman and strive to reach the summits of the contemplative life.’105 If only 
there had not been an empire to govern, forcing Charlemagne to ‘lay down a 
strong objection’ to Louis’s pious plans. Louis’s eldest son, Emperor Lothar I, 
may have been another admirer, since he, at an advanced age and in poor 
health, abdicated in 855 to humbly join the ranks of the monks of Prüm.106 
 It was in the first decade of the tenth century, that the two traditions in 
which Carloman’s remembrance had predominantly come to stand, that of the 
humble penitent and that of the obedient Benedictine monk, met in the work of 
Regino, a onetime abbot of Prüm. Regino’s formidable Chronicle brought the 
                                                                    
102 Pauli continuatio Casinensis, c. 4. 
103 Wollasch, ‘Römische Element’; Markus, Gregory the Great, pp. 68-69. When still a mayor of the 
palace, Carloman himself aided in the promotion of the Regula Benedicti. See: Concilium 
Germanicum (742), c. 7 and Council of Les Estinnes (743), c. 1. 
104 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 80-1. 
105 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, c.19: ‘ut etiam ipse avi fraternum Karlomanni imitari gestiens 
memorabile exemplum, ipse quoque theoricae comprehendere niteretur culmina vitae.’ De Jong, 
Penitential State, pp. 83-84. 
106 Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 855. 
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long and winding literary tradition that had shaped and reshaped the 
Carolingian perception of Carloman’s abdication and conversion to a specta-
cular conclusion.  
 Working from neighbouring Trier, Regino finished his work in 908. He 
wrote in the conviction that he was living in perilous times, for which the 
ominous signs were all around. Prüm, his former monastery, as well as imperial 
Aachen, had in Regino’s lifetime twice been ransacked by marauding bands of 
Northmen, and Carolingian authority was questioned and opposed throughout 
the empire. The old political structures of the empire were crumbling, which, as 
Stuart Airlie noted, makes Regino’s Chronicle a history that ‘covered both the 
rise and the fall of the Carolingian dynasty,’ as well as an attempt to come to 
terms with a new ‘politically pluralist world.’107 Regino dedicated his Chronicle 
to Bishop Adalbero of Augsburg, who was also the tutor to Louis the Child (d. 
911) – the latest, but, as it turned out, also the last, Carolingian scion to wield 
royal authority in East Francia. It is likely that Regino’s Chronicle was intended 
to assist the bishop in his edification of the young king, whom Regino would 
have recognized as the last hope for a Carolingian restoration – or perhaps 
merely the last hope for a down and out abbot.108 For Regino, the deeds of the 
young king’s illustrious ancestors, who had once made the Frankish world a 
glorious place, could be looked to for guidance. 
 The Chronicle consists of two books that divide the Frankish past into a 
Carolingian and a pre-Carolingian era. Carolingian history began with the death 
of Charles Martel and his succession by Carloman and Pippin the Short. From 
Regino’s perspective, the early trappings of Carolingian history must already 
have belonged to an ancient past that lay buried deep within the vaults of 
Frankish memory. His knowledge of this formative phase of Carolingian history 
rested for the most part on the testimony of an old and respected set of annals 
that the modern historian would recognize as the B-recension of the ARF.109 In 
fact, for the period 741-814 Regino’s Chronicle is an almost verbatim copy of 
ARFB. Only on rare occasions does Regino stray from his exemplar and added 
new anecdotes to the late eighth-century narrative of his exemplar. One such 
interpolation is concerned with the monastic conversion of Carloman in 747.  
 Royal conversions were a matter with which Regino, as the former abbot 
of the royal monastery of Prüm, had the necessary experience and they form an 

                                                                    
107 Airlie, ‘Narrative Patterns’, 109-10. 
108 MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 7-8; Airlie, ‘Narrative Patterns’, 112; Meens, ‘Opkomst en 
ondergang’, 6. Recently, Steffen Patzold has argued that Hincmar may also have written the De 
ordine palatii to regain access to court circles: Patzold, ‘Konsens und Konkurrenz’, 77-89. 
109 Kurze, ‘Reichsannalen I’, 302-3. 
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important theme in his work.110 The monastic community of Prüm, which 
considered itself a Carolingian foundation from the time of Pippin the Short, 
maintained and nurtured its close ties to the dynasty.111 Over the years, it had 
had the privilege of welcoming a significant number of Carolingians to its ranks. 
Of these, however, only Lothar, who had been a great benefactor of the 
monastery, had joined the community in 855 because he wanted to die in the 
monastic habit. Before that time, Pippin the Hunchback had received the 
tonsure as punishment for having conspired against Charlemagne in 792 and 
was sent to Prüm, where he died in 811.112 In 833, when Louis found himself 
abandoned on the ‘Field of Lies,’ his young son Charles was sent to Prüm, 
though he resided there only shortly and, according to the Astronomer, did not 
receive the tonsure.113 In 885, when Regino had been the abbot of the monas-
tery, he personally gave Hugh the tonsure. Hugh was a Carolingian prince who 
had been blinded and sent to Prüm, because he had defied the ambitions of 
Charles the Simple (or more aptly: the Straightforward)114 to annex Lotharingia 
– the kingdom that had previously belonged to Hugh’s father, Lothar II (d. 
869).115 Obviously, men like Pippin the Hunchback or Hugh had not felt the 
calling of the monastic life and received the tonsure under duress; they 
probably did not make the most exemplary of monks. With regard to Hugh, at 
least, it was up to Regino to teach this (admittedly blind) lion to become a 
docile lamb. For this reason, Carloman’s case may have been of such interest to 
Regino. After all, as the ARF related, Carloman, still in the prime of his life, had 
willingly resigned his secular position to enter a life of monastic contemplation, 
making him an exemplary model for others to emulate.  
 To achieve this, Regino needed to make some adjustments to the text of 
his exemplar. The account of the ARF on this matter, which Regino faithfully 
copied before elaborating it, was, as we have already seen, concise and to the 
point: 

Then Carloman proceeded to Rome, and there he tonsured himself 
and built a monastery in honour of Saint Sylvester on Monte Soratte. 

                                                                    
110 MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 32-3. 
111 Prüm was founded in 721 by Betrada, the grandmother of Pippin the Short’s wife, also named 
Bertrada. However, Pippin and his wife effectively refounded the monastery in 762. That the monks 
preferred the latter tradition in the ninth century is reflected in the cartulary of the monastery. For 
facsimile edition: Nolden, Das goldene Buch von Prüm. 
112 CL, IV, 43, ed. Schnorr von Carolsfeld, p. 38; Notker, Gesta Karoli, l. 2, c. 12, pp. 72-4. 
113 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, c. 48; Nelson, Charles the Bald, pp.91-2; De Jong, Penitential State, p. 
48. 
114 Hen, ‘Canvassing for Charles’, p. 126. 
115 Regino, Chronicle, s.a. 885; MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 32-3; Airlie, ‘Narrative patterns’, pp. 
114-15. 
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Remaining there for some time, he then proceeded to [the monastery 
of] Saint Benedict in Monte Cassino, and there he was made a 
monk.116 

Regino added what he called a ‘memorable example’ (exemplum memorabile): a 
moralistic account meant for his audience’s instruction or inspiration. 
Carloman, or so Regino continued the story, ‘was venerated and lavished with 
praise by everyone because of his royal nobility and, more importantly, because 
of his contempt for the earthly kingdom and the glories of the present world.’117 
However, as a man of impeccable virtue, this did not sit well with the convert-
prince, who feared that all this praise might make him vainglorious. ‘Fearful of 
the favour of human praise,’ Carloman therefore left his monastery of St 
Sylvester in the dead of night, abandoning all his earthly possessions and 
accompanied only by a loyal (and anonymous) friend. When they arrived at 
Monte Cassino the abbot appeared at the gate, upon which Carloman 
‘immediately fell to the ground declaring that he was a murderer and guilty of 
all sorts of crimes, and he begged for mercy and asked for a place of 
penance.’118 Regino further added that Carloman had kept his identity a secret 
from the monks of Monte Cassino, having ‘declared to them that he was a Frank 
and that he had left Francia for such crimes that he was ready to bear exile 
voluntarily, provided he might not be deprived of the heavenly homeland.’119 In 
accordance with the Rule of Saint Benedict, Carloman and his companion were 
put to the test and, after one year, became initiates of the community.  
 It is at this point that it all went wrong. When Carloman was assigned 
kitchen duty, ‘he unknowingly gave offence in many ways’ (in multis ignoranter 
offenderet). Instead of correcting Carloman with gentle rebuke, as the Rule 
suggests, the cook placed his faith in the didactic merits of a good thrashing, 
which Carloman, obedient monk that he was, humbly accepted, only exclaiming 
with every strike the hope that ‘God and Carloman’ might forgive the cook. For 
Carloman’s loyal friend, however, this abuse was too much to bear: seeing his 
former lord struck for the third time, he attacked the cook with a pestle, causing 
an uproar among the monks. When brought before the abbot and the 
                                                                    
116 ARF, s.a. 746: ‘Tunc Carlomannus Romam perrexit ibique se totondit et in Serapte monte 
monasterium aedificavit in honore sancti Silvestri. Ibique aliquod tempus moram faciens et inde ad 
sanctum Benedictum in Casinum usque pervenit et ibi monachus effectus est.’ 
117 Regino, Chronicle, s.a. 746: ‘(…) ab omnibus propter regiam nobilitatem et, quod maius est, 
propter contemptum regni terreni et gloriam presentis seculi veneraretur et laudibus extolleretur.’  
118 Regino, Chronicle, s.a. 746: ‘(…) timens vir Deo plenus favorem laudis humanae’ and ‘(…) mox in 
terram corruit, se homicidam esse, se reum omnium criminum protestans misericordiam exposcit, 
poenitentiae locum exquirit.’  
119 Regino, Chronicle, s.a. 746: ‘(…) at ille confessus est, se Francum esse et ex Francia pro talia 
scelera migrasse, exilium libenter ferre paratum, tantum ut patriam caelestem non amitteret.’ 
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assembled community, Carloman’s identity is finally, albeit unwillingly, became 
known: ‘forced by necessity [Carloman] was not to conceal what God already 
wished to be revealed.’120 The news came as a shock to the monks, who now felt 
greatly troubled for having maltreated this illustrious princeps. But as the 
community lay prostrate at Carloman’s feet, the latter made a final, if 
unsuccessful, attempt to restore his anonymity: 

He threw himself on the ground and in tears began to deny that it was 
true, saying that he was not Carloman but a sinner and a murderer, 
and that his companion had made this up out of fear at the offence he 
had committed. What more? He was recognized by all and treated 
with great reverence.121 

Apart from ARFB, Regino’s source of information is unknown. It has been 
suggested that that this story may have originated in Monte Cassino, from 
where it was exported to Prüm, perhaps in 844, when Abbot Marcward visited 
the Beneventan monastery.122 If anything, the structure of Regino’s anecdote, 
though not so much its actual content, reminds of the interpolation en-
countered in the Annals of Massay, probably composed during the reign of Louis 
the Pious. But perhaps the most obvious source for this story is Regino’s own 
imagination.  
 Regino thought of Carloman as a hero from the dawn of the Carolingian 
Age, whose many virtues outweighed the grave sins he allegedly had committed 
as a ruler. The greatest of Carloman’s virtues, as far as Regino was concerned, 
was his humility, which translated in a a sincere willingness to repent for his 
crimes. Carloman is further presented as a paragon of Benedictine virtue, as 
Regino fully exploits the tension between Carloman’s noble birth and his later-
found monastic humility. As Simon MacLean noted, Regino’s story reads as a 
mirror of princes just as easily as it does ‘a kind of commentary on or parable 
about aspects of the Benedictine rule.’123 What better way to have a fallen 
prince such as Hugh accept his new identity and learn the ways of monasticism, 
than by inspiring him with the powerful example of a revered ancestor? 

                                                                    
120 Regino, Chronicle, s.a. 746: ‘Ille necessitate compulsus celare non valens, quod Deus iam 
manifestari volebat.’ 
121 Regino, Chronicle, s.a. 746: ‘(…) ille econtra in terram provolutus cum lacrimis negare coepit, 
haec non esse vera, non se esse Carlomannum, sed hominem peccatorem et homicidam, collegam 
suum timore perterritum propter commissum piaculum haec excogitasse.’ 
122 MacLean, History and politics, p. 32-3. 
123 MacLean, History and Politics, pp. 33 and 124, n. 111. 



4 .  T H E  A B D I C A T I O N  A N D  C O N V E R S I O N  O F  C A R L O M A N  

156 

4.4. Conclusion 

Whatever the exact circumstances of Carloman’s abdication and conversion in 
747, the event appears to have been significant enough to merit the attention of 
a long line of Carolingian history-writers, from the mid-eighth to the early tenth 
centuries. Had it truly been all that different from Childeric’s conversion in 751, 
or Tassilo’s conversion in 788? According to the Carolingian historiographers it 
certainly was, but their highly constructed testimonies are at the same time 
evidence that the differences may have been easy to miss, unless clearly spelled 
out. Contrary to Childeric’s forced conversion, the testimonies relating 
Carloman’s retreat from the corridors of power accompany this event with 
assurances that this was a voluntary process every step of the way. However, 
the comparison with Tassilo’s political downfall has learned that this alleged 
‘voluntariness’ may well have been limited to restrictions. It is clear that 
Carolingian history-writers wrote with the objective to present Carloman’s exit 
as an honourable one, and it is in this respect that his case differs most strongly 
with that of the other Frankish rulers who gave up the secular world for a life in 
the cloister. 
 What eighth-century history-writers were reluctant to relate, were the 
circumstances that had led to Carloman’s downfall. Only Childebrand was 
willing to state that Carloman abdicated because he longed for the spiritual life 
– though what inspired such longings he did not relate. Other texts, notably the 
ARF, simply ignore the matter, content to emphasize that regardless of the 
circumstances its readership need not fear that Carloman’s honour had been in 
danger. In the 820s and 830s, texts like the Revised ARF and the Annals of 
Massay began to explain Carloman’s alleged motive for converting in terms of 
penance – a context that for a contemporary, ninth-century readership, who 
witnessed their own ruler publically imitate the example of Emperor 
Theodosius in 822, had become both acutely topical and morally acceptable. As 
the Annals of Massay meant to convey: to sin was human, especially for those 
burdened with the responsibilities of secular rule, but what set good rulers 
apart from bad ones was their ability to acknowledge and atone for these sins. 
If earlier Carloman’s abdication and conversion had been difficult to explain, 
the changed perception towards public penance, as brought about during the 
reign of Louis the Pious, allowed Carloman’s history to become a useful 
resource for contemporary Carolingian sinners to emulate. 
 Parallel to the transformation of Carloman’s literary presentation, from a 
pious recluse to a humble penitent, he also came to be identified as a monk. The 
initial stress on his monastic identity, first encountered in the contemporary 
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Life of Pope Stephen II, had served to justify how Pippin had relegated his 
brother to a monastery upon his return to Francia. After all, Carloman had 
vowed obedience to the Rule, and the Rule demanded monks to stay put in their 
monasteries. The author of the ARF, however, found an escape route that 
allowed for Carloman’s rehabilitation: the authority to overrule the required 
stabilitas loci, was the abbot. Thus, Carloman came to be absolved, as he was 
presented as having executed the questionable orders of Abbot Optatus 
obediently, humbly and unremittingly – the three core virtues advocated in the 
Rule.  
 Over time, Carloman acquired a multi-faceted identity: heir of Charles 
Martel, brother of King Pippin the Short, but above all that of a royal penitent 
and Benedictine monk. Because the focus of this chapter has been on the 
reception of Carloman’s abdication and conversion in Carolingian court 
historiography, it has largely ignored Carloman’s role in the literary tradition 
that developed around the rivalry between the monasteries of Monte Cassino 
and Fleury, over the cult of Saint Benedict.124 In 875, Adrevald, a monk of 
Fleury, composed an institutional history known as the Miracles of Saint 
Benedict. Carloman played an important part in the account, albeit as an agent 
of Fleury’s chief rival, Monte Cassino. According to Adrevald, using the words of 
the Continuations, Carloman converted because he ‘burned with an 
inextinguishable fire for the pious cause’, though he added that these pious 
longings had sprung from a desire to repent for his sins, and in particular those 
of his father.125 Adrevald was no staunch admirer of the dynasty, and told a 
story of how the monk Carloman ultimately failed to reclaim Benedict’s relics 
from Fleury, demonstrating the power of his patron saint to protect his 
community, even when it found itself abandoned by its Carolingian protectors. 
 In a different context, Carloman could be called upon as a forerunner of 
the monastic reforms of the ninth and tenth centuries, especially since he ended 
up becoming an initiate of Monte Cassino, the historical home of the Saint 
Benedict. According to the Astronomer, Carloman had been something of a role 
model to Louis the Pious, who as a child is said to have wanted nothing more 
than follow in his ancestor’s footsteps. And according to a tenth-century 
interpolation in the Life of Saint Gall, the deacon Gozbert noted how Carloman, 
while on his way to receive the tonsure in Rome, had stopped at the monastery 

                                                                    
124 Head, Hagiography, pp. 23-4; Goffart, ‘Translation’. 
125 Adrevald, Miracula Sancti Benedicti, l. 1, c. 14, pp. 36-37. 
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of St Gall to donate ‘a booklet that Father Benedict had composed on the 
coenobitic life.’126  
 Ultimately, however, these aspects of Carloman’s identity came together 
in Regino’s Chronicle, creating a single glorious image of this Carolingian 
ancestor. For Regino, Carloman was the humblest of penitents and embodied 
the core virtues of Benedictine monasticism. He had therefore become the 
ultimate model for those Carolingian princes who had been forced to give up 
their secular aspirations, but struggled to come to terms with their new 
monastic identity. Fantasy or not, Regino’s presentation of Carloman’s conversio 
in many respects concluded a long and dynamic historiographical tradition 
concerning an event that had constituted a major political crisis in the already 
tempestuous decade between the death of Charles Martel and the royal 
inauguration of Pippin the Short. 

                                                                    
126 Gozbert, Continuatio miracula S. Galli, II, c.11: ‘Libellum quem Benedictus pater de coenobitarum 
conversatione conposuerat.’ Cf. Hahn, Jahrbücher, p. 89; F. Prinz, Frühes Mönchtum, pp. 230-1. 
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C H A P T E R  F I V E  
 

‘Quod Dignitatis Regiae ac  
Potestatis Non Fungor?’ 

The Carolingian Coup of 751 

The reign of the Merovingian king Childeric III ended in the summer 751 and 
would later be made famous by Einhard’s derogatory description in the 
introduction to his Vita Karoli.1 Childeric’s installation by the sons of Charles 
Martel, in 743, ended a five-year interregnum. This event is not mentioned in 
any of the Carolingian annals or chronicles and its date is deduced on the basis 
of the dating clause in Pippin’s capitulary for the Council of Soissons (744).2 If 
not for that, we would only have learned of Childeric’s existence from the same 
annalistic entries that inform us of his political undoing. Due to the inauspicious 
silence that surrounded his reign, Childeric is generally considered to have 
been a Carolingian puppet, discarded by his ambitious mayor of the palace the 
moment he outlived his purpose. When that moment arrived, Childeric’s 
majestic long hair, hitherto the hallmark of his family’s royal dignity, was 
removed and replaced with a clerical tonsure. Stripped of his rank and honour, 
the former king was cast from the palace and sent to the monastery of St 
Bertin.3 Childeric was not the first Merovingian to suffer this fate, but he was 
the last: for the first time in the history of the Franks, the successor to the 
throne stood openly outside the Merovingian family. Contemporary 

                                                                    
1 Einhard, VK, c. 1. 
2 Council of Soissons (744), prologue. 
3 For discussion on Childeric’s abdication: Krüger, ‘Grablege Childerichs’; Bartlett, ‘Einhard’; 
Goosmann, ‘Long-Haired Kings’. 
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historiography presented Pippin’s elevation to the kingship as a great 
Carolingian triumph.4 
 Prior to the coup of 751, kings came and went, sometimes in rapid suc-
cesssion, but political convention had always dictated that the royal title was 
reserved to a very select group of Franks. According to Gregory of Tours, 
writing in the late sixth century, this group originally consisted of several 
families, whose exalted rank found expression in their privileged hairstyle: they 
were the reges criniti, or long-haired kings.5 The Merovingians belonged to this 
cluster of families and, after Clovis I (r. 481-511) had eliminated his long-haired 
rivals, became the sole heirs to this privilege. Clovis’s descendents ruled over 
the Franks for two-and-a-half centuries. Although the formation of the 
Merovingian dynasty had been hard-fought, its enduring success did not owe to 
the boundless talent of Clovis’s descendants, but rather to the establishment of 
a caste-like political system that found broad support among the Frankish elite. 
Individual kings could be overthrown and replaced by new ones, but the system 
itself proved remarkably durable.  
 The advantage of limiting royal authority to a very small and, in theory, 
exclusive group, was that it allowed for a degree of political stability in an 
otherwise violent and competitive society. The king acted as a supreme and to 
some extent impartial arbiter of power, whose exclusive authority guaranteed 
the rights, privileges and property of the majority. Over-ambitious members of 
the polity soon found themselves opposed by a majority united in the belief that 
their interests were better served by supporting an impartial Merovingian who, 
as Fouracre argued, ‘was seen to be above the rivalries of his mightier 
subjects.’6  
 By the mid-eighth century, the political faction led by the Carolingian 
family nevertheless had managed to obtain a level of influence that could no 
longer be checked by conventional balancing mechanisms, such as the general 
assembly. Outgunned and outmanoeuvred, Childeric was unable to keep the 
Carolingian agenda in check, leaving him powerless. This did not occur 
overnight. Since the middle of the seventh century, the family that modern 
historians refer to as the Pippinids and, from the reign of Charles Martel on-
wards, Carolingians, had been able to gradually expand its powerbase, despite 
an occasional misstep and a growing opposition.7 It is doubtful that those who 
                                                                    
4 Wood, ‘Usurpers’, 30-1. Wood argues for a more fluid understanding of Merovingian identity, i.e. 
to conceive of the Merovingian family more as a political construct, than as a biological unit: Ibid., 
26; idem, ‘Deconstructing’, esp. 164-5.  
5 A term first mentioned in Gregory of Tours, Histories, l. 2, c. 9. 
6 Fouracre, Charles Martel, p. 32. 
7 Semmler, ‘Sukzessionkrise’; Fouracre, ‘Outgrowth’. 
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resisted the outgrowth of Carolingian power did so out of loyalty to a specific 
Merovingian king; their concern will rather have gone out to the political 
system that was being hijacked by a rival faction. This system, as it had come to 
develop in the course of the seventh century, promoted a weak form of kingship 
that, in the words of Janet Nelson, ‘floated above [a competitive Frankish 
aristocracy] in glorious impotence.’8 It gave the Frankish nobility room to 
manoeuvre, which the Pippinids/Carolingians exploited most successfully of all. 
Pippin’s bid for the throne in 751 was more than a proposition to replace the 
old dynasty; it proposed to change the very political system as it had existed for 
over a century. Instead of becoming another Childeric, Pippin aspired to 
become a new Clovis – a powerful king everyone admired, yet few wished to 
see return. 
 In 753, two years after Pippin had staged his coup, Pope Stephen II (752-
757) visited the Frankish court. This, too, was a novelty, but Stephen had no 
choice. Faced with the expansionist zeal of the Lombard king Aistulf and an 
emperor who was either unable or unwilling to come to Rome’s aid, the newly 
consecrated pope chose to follow the example of his predecessor, Pope Gregory 
III, and petition the Franks for help – that is to say: for them to come to the aid 
of Saint Peter.9 What Charles Martel had earlier denied Gregory, Pippin was 
willing to grant Stephen, albeit at a price: in return for military protection, 
Pippin demanded apostolic confirmation for himself and his descendants as 
kings of the Franks by the grace of God.10 With that the Apostolic See, hitherto a 
respected spiritual authority in the Latin west, also gained political influence 
north of the Alps, now that the Carolingians had introduced it as the 
mouthpiece of the divine will that had manifested itself in Pippin’s kingship.  
 While the coup of 751 is nowadays generally perceived as a watershed 
moment in Carolingian, if not western, political history, virtually nothing is 
known about how it was executed or what had occurred in the years around it. 
Our sources only reveal that it came to be viewed as an important transition, 
second only to Charlemagne’s imperial coronation in 800. The cautious manner 
with which the coup came to be recorded in contemporary historiography – 
with its silences and sparing detail – and the apparent need for a papal 

                                                                    
8 Nelson, ‘Bad kingship’, 3. Nelson argues that such a system could not have been maintained, let 
alone created, in a society founded on early medieval Christian thinking. 
9 CC, no. 1; Continuations, c. 22; According to LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), c. 15, Pope Zachary also had 
petitioned the Franks for help. Noble, ‘Republic’, 44-9. 
10 Pippin and his sons received at this occasion the title patricius Romanorum. There is little 
agreement on the origin of, and rights associated with, this title. There is no evidence that Pippin 
ever used it, and I propose to consider it foremost a papal invention, meant to remind the Frankish 
king of his obligations towards Rome. For discussion, see: Noble, Republic, pp. 278-91. 
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confirmation in 754, nevertheless imply that not everyone had welcomed the 
birth of the new royal dynasty. In discarding the Merovingians in 751, Pippin 
had taken a huge gamble and may well have overplayed his hand.11 Only after 
the new dynasty had found its footing, in the first decades of the ninth century, 
was Einhard willing to reveal that Pippin had in fact experienced great 
difficulties mustering the support needed to take on the Lombards and gain the 
support of the papacy.12 It is also in this context that Notker’s Herculean story, 
in which Pippin stepped into the ring with two ferocious animals in order to 
win the respect of the Franks, should be understood.13 Contrary to what earlier 
Carolingian history-writers have tried to impress upon us, it is indeed an 
illusion to think that Carolingian kingship had been fully formed in 751.14 
 In retrospect, Frankish authors could claim that Pippin’s coup was the 
solution to a political imbalance that had grown between royal and mayoral 
authority. But just because Pippin had the political means to seize the kingship, 
did not mean his actions were justified. Deposing one’s king, after all, meant 
breaking one’s oath of fidelity.15 Pippin’s opponents may easily have recognized 
in him a usurper and a tyrant. For a dynasty that justified its claims on account 
of its moral superiority, and that presented itself as the keeper of societal order 
and religious orthodoxy, the memory of its ignoble birth presented a problem. 
Moreover, the need to justify Pippin’s actions not only stemmed from a desire 
to promote the dynasty’s image, but also from a needed to ensure that this coup 
did not turn into a dangerous precedent. This, then, was the challenge that 
awaited those who had taken it upon themselves to write Carolingian history: 
they needed to justify a coup, castigate the old dynasty and transplant its 
exclusive rights onto the new one. 
 As a point of departure, I subscribe to McKitterick’s view that our sources 
present a strongly manipulated account of the coup of 751/4.16 In particular, 
she argues that the Carolingian claim that Pope Zachary had sanctioned the 
original coup of 751 is fictitious. In the contemporary papal sources, Rome only 
got involved in 753, when Pope Stephen visited Francia.17 Stephen’s petition for 
military aid came as a godsend for Pippin, who, in a carefully orchestrated 

                                                                    
11 Much has been written on the dynastic transition of 751. See especially: McKitterick, ‘Illusion’; 
Semmler, ‘Zeitgeschichtsschreibung und Hofhistoriographie; idem, Der Dynastiewechsel; and the 
articles in Becher and Jarnut (eds.), Dynstiewechsel. 
12 Einhard, VK, c. 6. 
13 Notker, Gesta Karoli, l.2, c. 16. Also see the conclusion, where this anecdote is discussed further. 
14 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 20. 
15 Semmler, ‘Zeitgeschichtsschreibung und Hofhistoriographie’, pp. 147-150. Semmler refers to the 
ninth-century Chronographia by Theophanus Confessor. 
16 See previous note. 
17 These preparation are described in LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), cc. 18-29. See also: CC, nos. 4-5. 
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anointment ceremony, used the pope’s apostolic authority to legitimize his and 
his family’s position. With great success, Carolingian history-writers projected 
this apostolic sanction of 753 back onto the original coup of 751, in an attempt 
to erase the memory of what all but Pippin’s closest adherents would have 
recognized as a legal transgression. Both events, however, were highly sig-
nificant to a later generation: 751 was important because it marked the end of 
the Merovingian dynasty, 754 was important because it marked the beginning 
of the Carolingian dynasty.  
 This chapter is not principally concerned with the consequences of the 
coup itself, but explores how this event came to be presented in Carolingian 
historiography and which literary strategies were applied to justify the coup of 
751 during the first three generations of the dynasty. Contrary to the study by 
Goetz, which provides a catalogue of early and high medieval texts that mention 
the events of 751/754 and from which general conclusions about their 
medieval reception are drawn, this chapter looks more closely at the the texts 
composed between c. 750-840, focussing specifically on their intertextuality.18 
Section 5.1 I discusses  the initial literary responses to the Carolingian coup, as 
composed in the second half of the eighth century. In these texts, the dynastic 
transition came to be explained as a reperation of a political imbalance caused 
by the separation of royal power and the royal title. The consolidation and 
augmentation of this discourse occurred in the opening decades of the ninth 
century (5.2). In the 830s, a major reorientation occurred in reaction to the 
political crisis that had resulted in Louis the Pious’s public penance in 833, 
which broke the spell of Carolingian inviolability (5.3). This chapter therefore 
intends to pick up where McKitterick left off and studies how the illusion of a 
just coup was created in Carolingian historiography between c. 750 and c. 840. 

5.1. The formation of a narrative 

5.1.1. Rewriting history: Childebrand’s Continuations  

If indeed Pope Zachary’s sanction of Pippin’s coup was a Carolingian invention, 
it had been invented shortly after the act, for it already features in the 
Continuations. Childebrand, on whose auctoritas this section of the 
Continuations had been composed, sketched, in triumphant tones, the first 
decade of Pippin’s reign and presented his royal inauguration in 751 as the 
natural conclusion to his extraordinary reign as mayor of the palace. The event 
                                                                    
18 Goetz, ‘Dynastiewechsel’. 
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also marked the end of Childebrand’s involvement in the Continuations: the 
remainder of the text, up to Pippin’s death in 768, was composed on the 
authority of his son, Nibelung. In the previous two chapters, we have come to 
know Childebrand’s presentation of contemporary events as highly stylized and 
manipulated. His homage to the reigns of Charles Martel and Pippin had little 
room for missteps, such as the succession crises of 741 or the abdication of 
Carloman in 747. Because Childebrand simply removed obstacles such as Grifo, 
Drogo, or King Childeric from his narrative, the Continuations present their 
readership with an idyllic Carolingian family portrait. As we have seen in 
chapter three, external opposition to Carolingian authority was systematically 
presented as anti-Frankish, rather than anti-Carolingian. In general, the 
Continuations were written from a strongly partisan and teleological 
perspective, in which the author plotted the ideal historical trajectory between 
his narrative’s beginning and the contemporary situation. 
 It is in this light that we need to assess Childebrand’s account of the coup 
of 751. Three chapters before Pippin’s actual inauguration is described, the 
Continuations begin constructing Pippin’s royal identity. When Carloman, prior 
to his departure, left his realm and sons in Pippin’s care, the author added that 
‘on account of this succession Pippin was strengthened in his rule.’19 Pippin’s 
royal quality is furthermore prefigured in his procurement of tribute from the 
unruly Saxons ‘as they had once owed Chlothar.’20 As the coup drew near, 
Pippin can be seen spending his days settling scores with the enemies of the 
Franks while converting subjugated pagan gentes to Christianity. In short, 
Pippin is presented as having embodied all the characteristics of a good king 
long before he held the title. That the Franks subsequently elected this hero as 
their king, would hardly have surprised the reader. According to Childebrand: 

At that time, after a proposition (relatione) had been sent to the 
Apostolic See with the counsel and consent of all the Franks, and 
having received the authoritative pronouncement (auctoritate), the 
exalted Pippin, by the election of all the Franks to the seat of the 
kingdom, with the consecration of the bishops and with the 
subjection of the great men, along with Queen Bertrada, as ancient 
order required, was elevated to the kingship.21 

                                                                    
19 Continuations, c. 30: ‘Qua successione Pippinus roboratur in regno.’ 
20 Ibid., c. 31: ‘Quae Chlothario quondam prestiterant.’ The reference is to Chlothar II (r. 584–629). 
21 Continuations, c. 33: ‘Quo tempore una cum consilio et consensu omnium Francorum missa 
relatione ad sede apostolica auctoritate praecepta praecelsus Pippinus electione totius Francorum 
in sedem regni cum consecratione episcoporum et subiectione principum una cum regina 
Bertradane, ut antiquitus ordo deposcit, sublimatur in regno.’ 
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In a few densely packed lines, Childebrand listed the core elements of Pippin’s 
royal inauguration. Reminiscent of the biblical kings of ancient Israel, Pippin 
was elected by the people, was consecrated by the bishops and received the 
homage of the Frankish elite.22 Whether or not this ceremony really was as 
ancient or conventional as Childebrand claimed, is less important than the 
claim itself, which was meant to underscore the legitimacy of Pippin’s royal 
authority. The presence of Bertrada as queen in this account is significant, even 
though her exact role in these proceedings is unclear.23 Equally significant is 
the absence of King Childeric III, which invites the reader to think that Pippin 
was elected to a vacant throne. In addition to imitating the inauguration rites in 
the Books of Kings, Childebrand added three additional elements to bolster 
Pippin’s authority: first, the initiative for the coup came from the Franks, not 
Pippin. Second, the Franks are said to have sent a petition to the papacy. Lastly, 
Pippin was made king in accordance with the requirements of an ancient ordo. 
 It is not altogether clear what Childebrand meant by ‘ancient order’. 
Perhaps it required no explanation, because Childebrand’s contemporary 
readership was familiar with its meaning. Or, more likely, the author may have 
been intentionally cryptic, leaving its meaning open to the interpretation of his 
readership. Labelling it ‘ancient’ certainly gave off a reassuring signal, regard-
less of what exactly it signified. Historians today are divided on how to 
interpret Childebrand’s ordo: the more traditional view holds that Childebrand 
referred to the Augustinian concept of a natural and divine order, i.e. the gover-
ning principles by which the spiritual, natural and social world should be 
organized.24 Alternatively, as argued by Achim Hack, the term may merely have 
referred to an older Merovingian custom, which would mean Childebrand used 
it to stress the continuity between Pippin’s reign and that of his predecessors.25 
A third possibility, which does not necessarily interfere with Hack’s argument, 
is that antiquitus ordo refers to the ceremony itself (i.e. episcopal consecration, 
popular election, and elite recognition), underscoring its biblical authority. 
Each of these interpretations would have suited Childebrand’s agenda. 
 Modern historians generally assume that Pippin, at his royal inauguration, 
introduced a new royal symbol. The characteristic long hair, which had marked 
the royal status of the Merovingian kings since time immemorial, was 
abandoned and in its place came the unction with holy chrism to symbolize the 

                                                                    
22 Nelson, ‘Inauguration rituals’, 289-92; Goosmann, ‘Long-haired kings’, 254-7. 
23 Nelson, ‘Bertrada’, 101. 
24 Wallace-Hadrill (ed.), Fredegar, p. 102, n.3, referring to Augustine, De civitate Dei, l. 19, c. 13. 
25 Hack, ‘Königssalbung’, 177-85; Semmler, Dynastiewechsel, pp. 30-1; Cf. Erkens, ‘Königssalbung’, 
496-9. 
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covenant between the king and the divine. This alleged innovation has been 
used to argue that the Carolingians introduced a new, Christian model of 
kingship in Francia, where the Merovingians had previously adhered to a sacral 
and archaic (and therefore quasi-pagan) model.26 Today, the paradigm of 
germanisches Sakralkönigtum has mostly been refuted; there is no evidence 
that the Merovingians retained any pagan practices, or that they were any less 
Christian than their Carolingian predecessors, though the latter tended to be 
more outspoken about it.27 Even the symbolic meaning of Merovingian long 
hair, regardless of its pre-Christian origin, could have acquired a Christian 
meaning.28 As I have argued elsewhere, if long hair was abandoned in the mid-
eighth century, it would not have been because of any lingering pagan connota-
tions, but because its meaning as a symbol of royal virtus had eroded, due to a 
long tradition of weak Merovingian kingship.29 
 Historians have debated the origins of this anointing ritual, which had 
already been in use in Visigothic Spain and Ireland. Pippin’s most obvious 
source of inspiration, however, was the Old Testament itself.30 Others were 
struck by the different vocabulary used in the Continuations, which mention a 
more generic consecratio in 751, and the ARF, that uses the more specific 
ungere in both 751 and 754.31 Arnold Angenendt argued that Pippin had been 
anointed at both occasions, though they had different meanings: the first 
unction, he argued, was a royal inauguration rite that may have been meant to 
echo the baptism of Clovis; the second unction, performed by Pope Stephen II, 
established a familial bond between the pope and Pippin’s family.32 
 The idea that the ritual of anointing, as the centre piece in a royal 
inauguration ceremony, was a Carolingian innovation is based on the obser-
vation that Carolingian sources are generally quite explicit about this ritual, 
while Merovingian sources are not. It is, therefore, an argumentum e silentio to 
argue that Merovingian kings did not practice this ritual, since we have virtually 
no sources that describe Merovingian inauguration ceremonies to begin with.33 
                                                                    
26 Ullmann, Renaissance, 54. Ullman places the papacy at the centre of this ‘radical ideological 
transformation’ (p. 1). 
27 Ewig, ‘Christlichen Königsgedanken’; Hen, ‘Uses of the Bible; Hen, ‘Christianisation of Kingship’; 
Wood, ‘Deconstructing’, 149-55. Goosmann, ‘Long-haired kings’, 234-40. 
28 Goosmann, ‘Long-haired kings’, 247-54. 
29 Ibid., 257. 
30 Angenendt, ‘Königserhebung und Salbung’, 207. 
31 Nelson, ‘Inauguration rituals’, 291-1. 
32 Angenendt, ‘Königserhebung und Salbung’. 
33 Exceptions are: Gregory of Tours, Histories, l. 7, c. 10, line 5: ‘ibique [Gundovaldus] parmae 
superpositus, rex est levatus’; ibid., l. 7, c. 33, lines 13-15: ‘Post haec Guntchramnus, data in manu 
regis Childeberthi hasta, ait: “Hoc est indicium, quod tibi omne regnum meum tradedi”’; ibid., l. 9, c. 
28: Queen Brunhild sends a shield to the sons of Gundovald, presumably to have them raised in the 
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The special emphasis that Childebrand and his successors placed on Pippin’s 
inauguration ceremony is not surprising, given the dynasty’s need to legitimate 
its claims after it had just broken with an almost three-century-old tradition. 
Because Pippin was not of Merovingian descent, he needed to be every bit as 
royal as his predecessors, if not significantly more so. Seen from this 
perspective, it is unlikely that Pippin wished to reinvent Frankish kingship 
altogether. Also, if the anointment ritual had indeed been an innovation – one 
that was meant to be as defining for Carolingian kingship as long hair had been 
for Merovingian kingship –why had Childebrand not spoken more specifically 
of an unctio? The author’s use of the more generic consecratio (though it may 
well have implied an unction), places the stress on the fact that it was Pippin 
who had been consecrated; it does not stress the specific form of the 
consecration. In other words, although the references to long-haired kings 
disappear along with the dynasty it characterized, our sources nowhere 
explicitly state that the Carolingians turned to the ritual of anointment as its 
replacement. There may have been more continuity between Merovingian and 
Carolingian kingship than historians have thus far been willing to admit. 
 New in this context, however, was the role of the papacy. Not long after 
Pippin committed his coup, news reached him that Pope Stephen II had entered 
Francia.34 There was nothing spontaneous about this papal visit: the 
contemporary Life of Stephen in the Liber Pontificalis offers an elaborate ac-
count of the embassies sent to and fro to arrange Stephen’s journey.35 The 
pope’s arrival was meant to be a great and awe-inspiring spectacle, not least 
because it would boost Pippin’s royal prestige. Although Stephen had taken the 
initiative for these Franco-papal deliberations by sending a legate disguised as 
a pilgrim across the Alps, the idea that the pope should venture north in person 
may well have been Pippin’s.36 In response to the papal envoy, Pippin sent 
Abbot Droctegang of Jumièges to convey the message that he ‘would fulfil the 
pope’s every wish and request.’ Perhaps the papal biographer had chosen to 
omit the conditions posited by Droctegang, namely that in return for Frankish 
military support, Stephen had to personally confirm Pippin’s status as king of 
the Franks. Droctegang returned to Francia carrying two letters: the first was a 
short message, announcing that Droctegang would convey the pope’s reply to 
Pippin orally. The other was addressed to the Frankish magnates, meant to 
                                                                                                                                                               
kingship; Passio Leudegarii I, c. 5, lines 13-14: ‘[Theodericus], convocatis obtimatis, cum 
solemniter, ut mos est, debuisset sublimare in regnum.’ See Nelson, ‘Inauguration rituals’, 286; 
Schneider, Königswahl , pp. 213-8. 
34 Continuations, c. 36. 
35 LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), cc. 24-5 
36 Ibid., c. 16. 
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mobilize them to fight against the enemies of Saint Peter.37 Next an escort was 
sent to Rome to collect the papal delegation.38 At St Maurice d’Augaune, Abbot 
Fulrad of St Denis and Duke Rotchar awaited Pope Stephen and escorted him to 
the palace of Ponthion. Several miles out, the pope encountered young 
Charlemagne, who personally escorted the vicarius Christi back to his father’s 
palace, providing the pope with a solemn adventus ceremony.39 By the time 
Stephen arrived, in the winter of 753, Pippin’s courtiers must have been 
buzzing with anticipation. Pippin counted on the prestige of Saint Peter to 
strengthen his own, and therefore did his best to make his apostolic successor 
appear larger than life. 
 That winter, king and pope deliberated at Ponthion, St Denis and Quierzy. 
Contemporary accounts, all written from a papal perspective, focus more on the 
promises made by Pippin than on the anointing ritual that Pippin received in 
return. With regard to this ceremony, Stephen’s biographer later only recalled 
how, during the harsh winter of 753/4, the pope stayed at St Denis. When later 
Pippin joined him, the biographer added how, ‘after some days, the same most 
Christian king Pippin by the same most holy pope, with the grace of Christ, with 
his two sons were anointed kings of the Franks.’40 It is worth noting that the 
Continuations do not mention the papal anointing ritual of Pippin and his sons. 
They only describe in great detail Pippin’s negotiations with Stephen concer-
ning the Frankish military intervention in Italy.41 I shall return to this point 
after discussing how the ARF, the most influential eighth-century narrative, 
presented Pippin’s coup and its aftermath. 

5.1.2. The consolidation of the past: the ARF 

Like the Continuations, the ARF were composed to sing the praise of the 
Carolingians and to filter out much of the turmoil of the first decade of Pippin’s 
reign. Overall, they tend to be less dramatic and more ‘factual’ in their 
presentation of these events than the Continuations. To some degree, this is 
because of the literary conventions inherent to the annalistic genre, which 
Sarah Foot characterized as having a ‘minimalist expression’ and forming a 

                                                                    
37 CC, nos. 4-5. 
38 LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), c. 18. 
39 Continuations, c. 36. Hack, ‘Zeremoniell’; Van Espelo, ‘Karolingen en pausen’, 73-6; See also Buch, 
‘Nach 754’. 
40 LP, Life 94 (Stephen II), c. 27: ‘post aliquantos dies hisdem christianissimus Pippinus rex ab 
eodem sanctissimo papa, Christi gratia, cum duobus filiis suis reges uncti sunt.’ Trans. Davis, Eighth-
Century Popes, p. 63. 
41 Continuations, cc. 36-7. 
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‘conjunction of outwardly unrelated observations in relentlessly paratactic 
style.’42 Though the ARF are much more literary in character than the so-called 
minor annals, they nonetheless offer a concise record of the events of Pippin’s 
reign that rarely accounts for their underlying motives or consequences.  
 For example, the entry for 742 states that Carloman and Pippin ‘led the 
army against Hunald, duke of the Aquitanians’ and the entry for 743 merely 
states that they ‘engaged in battle against Odilo, duke of the Bavarians.’43 
Unless the reader is already acquainted with these events, he or she is left to 
wonder why these campaigns were executed and what their outcome was. Only 
in the direst of circumstances does the author add cause to effect, possibly to 
prevent his readership from drawing the wrong conclusions, which could 
incriminate the Carolingian protagonists. In the case of Carloman’s abdication, 
we have seen how after Carloman had announced that he would retire, the 
annalist added that Pippin prepared ‘so that he might honourably direct his 
brother with gifts [to Rome],’ thereby acquitting Pippin of any wrong-doing.44 
Had the author had been more succinct in his account, his readership might not 
have been able to distinguish between Carloman’s abdication and that of 
Childeric. If interpreted the wrong way, Carloman would have been 
dishonoured and Pippin a prime suspect. 
 Because of the seemingly unconnected character of the entries, the ARF do 
not offer a similar build-up to Pippin’s royal inauguration as we have seen in 
the Continuations. There is no added emphasis on Pippin’s successes prior to 
his inauguration, nor do we encounter mass conversions of pagans, or 
references to famed kings of old. Instead, the entry for 749 relates that a 
Frankish embassy had travelled to Rome: 

Bishop Burchard of Würzburg and the chaplain Fulrad were sent to 
Pope Zachary, to ask with regard to the kings in Francia, who at the 
time did not have royal power, whether this was good or not. And 
Pope Zachary sent official word to Pippin that it is better to call him 
king who had the power, than him who was without royal power. So 
that the order would not be disturbed, he commanded by apostolic 
authority that Pippin be made king.45 

                                                                    
42 Foot, ‘Meaning of form’, 89. See also: White, ‘Value of narrativity’, esp. pp. 6-10. 
43 ARF, s.a. 742: ‘Duxerunt exercitum contra Hunaldum’; ARF, s.a. 743: ‘Contra Odilonem ducem 
Baiovariorum inierunt pugnam.’ 
44 ARF, s.a. 745: ‘quomodo germanum suum honorifice direxisset cum muneribus.’ 
45 ARF, s.a. 749: ‘Burghardus Wirzeburgensis episcopus et Folradus capellanus missi fuerunt ad 
Zachariam papam, interrogando de regibus in Francia, qui illis temporibus non habentes regalem 
potestatem, si bene fuisset an non. Et Zacharias papa mandavit Pippino, ut melius esset illum regem 
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The two Frankish messengers were prominent members of the Frankish elite: 
Fulrad, abbot of St Denis (c. 749-784) and Pippin’s future archchaplain, and 
Burchard, the bishop of Wurzburg (742-753) and a known associate of 
Boniface. Although it is of course possible that the ARF’s testimony is accurate, 
McKitterick’s interpretation is a plausible one, arguing that the involvement of 
Fulrad and Burchard as Frankish legates should be interpreted symbolically. 
Fulrad and Burchard were archetypical representatives of the Neustrian and 
Austrasian elites; together, they represented the unified support of the Franks 
for Pippin’s royal elevation.46 
 However, the real innovation in the narrative of the ARF is what these 
annals have to say about the contents of the Frankish petition and Pope 
Zachary’s response. When the delegation informed the pope that there had 
occurred a separation between the royal power and the royal name, Zachary 
agreed that this disturbed (conturbare) the order (ordo), with which the pope 
appears to have referred to notions of cosmic order.47 To go against it meant 
going against God, with all the damning consequences that came with it. It is the 
first sign that the idea that royal action had effected the natural order and that 
bad royal behaviour could have disastrous consequences was becoming current 
in Carolingian political thinking.48  
 Boniface, as we have seen, had warned King Æthelbert of Mercia with the 
apocalyptic consequences should the king persist in his debauchery.49 Similar 
ideas on the close relation between royal power and the natural world are 
expressed in Cathwulf’s letter to Charlemagne (775).50 Cathwulf, believed to 
have been an Anglo-Saxon cleric, probably got his ideas from an Irish treatise 
known as pseudo-Cyprian’s On the twelve vices of the world, and the earliest 
evidence that this treaty circulated on the Continent dates to the first half of the 
ninth century.51 The ninth vice, ‘on unjust kings,’ explains how bad kingship will 
result in catastrophes such as military defeat, crop failure or extreme weather 
conditions.52 Bad kingship therefore could have been perceived as a serious 
threat to the spiritual and material welfare of the Franks, and a solid argument 
                                                                                                                                                               
vocari, qui potestatem haberet, quam illum, qui sine regali potestate manebat; ut non conturbaretur 
ordo, per auctoritatem apostolicam iussit Pippinum regem fieri.’ 
46 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 17. 
47 ARF, s.a. 749; Ewig, ‘Christlichen Königsgedanken’, 45; Noble, Republic, p. 71, n. 47; Nelson, 
‘Kingship and empire’, p. 215. 
48 Blattmann, ‘Unglück’; Nelson, ‘Bad kingship’; Meens, ‘Politics’; De Jong, ‘Sacrum palatium et 
ecclesia’, pp. 1261-2. Also see above, chapter 4.1.3. 
49 Letters of Boniface, nos. 73-4. 
50 Epistolae variorum Carolo Magno, no. 7, p. 503, lines 38-44. 
51 Pseudo-Cyprian, De Duodecim abusivis, ed. Hellmann. On its influence on Carolingian political 
thinking, see: Anton, ‘Pseudo-Cyprian’; Meens, ‘Mirror of Princes,’ 353-7. 
52 Pseudo-Cyprian, De Duodecim abusivis, p. 51-53. 
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to depose a ruler. If we accept that there is nothing inherently secular about 
early medieval kingship, a Frankish call for papal arbitration becomes 
understandable.53  
 The papal orders were executed the following year: 

Pippin according to the custom of the Franks was elected to the 
kingship and anointed by the hand of Archbishop Boniface of saintly 
memory and elevated by the Franks in the kingdom in the city of 
Soissons. Childeric, however, who was falsely called king, was 
tonsured and sent into a monastery.54 

The description of the inauguration ceremony in the ARF invokes some of the 
same ingredients we already encountered in the Continuations: the annals use 
the words eligere, ungere and elevare, whereas the Continuations use electio, 
consecratio and sublimare. Both mention the papal petition, but Childebrand 
also speaks of the nobility’s subiectio to Pippin’s authority, though the ARF 
specifically state that Pippin was ‘elevated by the Franks’ (elevatus a Franci), 
which might amount to the same thing. Because it is assumed that the ritual of 
anointing was new in this context, historians have favoured a translation in 
which only the element of royal election is recognized as part of the ‘Frankish 
custom’ (mos Francorum). On the basis of the Latin, however, it can also be 
argued that each of these three elements – election, elevation and consecration 
– were customary for Frankish royal inaugurations, effectively reducing 
Carolingian innovation to a change in royal hairstyle.55 As with Fulrad and 
Burchard, Boniface’s participation in the inauguration ceremony as presented 
in the ARF raises suspicion. The archbishop’s correspondence suggests that he 
was not a member of Pippin’s inner circle.56 Yet by the 790s, when the ARF 
were composed, Boniface had become the object of popular veneration as a 
Carolingian martyr. More importantly, the annalist may have regarded him as a 
papal legate. As with the symbolic presence of Fulrad and Burchard as Frankish 

                                                                    
53 Cf. McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 11. 
54 ARF, s.a. 750: ‘Pippinus secundum morem Francorum electus est ad regem et unctus per manum 
sanctae memoriae Bonefacii archiepiscopi et elevatus a Francis in regno in Suessionis civitate. 
Hildericus vero, qui false rex vocabatur, tonsoratus est et in monasterium missus.’ 
55 Cf. Schneider, Königswahl, pp. 188-90; Enright, Royal anointing ritual, pp. 78-106, esp. 78, n. 1. 
Enright argues that Pippin’s anointment was meant to provide Pippin with a similar type of 
‘Germanic sacrality’; Nelson, ‘Inauguration rituals’, 289-92; Angenendt, ‘Königserhebung und 
Salbung’. 
56 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 15-16. Boniface seems to have retreated from the corridors of power in 
747, after Carloman abdicated. His old age may have been the cause, but a falling out with Pippin 
remains possible, too. Note for example the anonymous letter to the pries Andhemus (Letters of 
Boniface, no. 79), inquiring whether Boniface had attended Pippin’s or Drogo’s council. We do not 
have the answer, but Boniface may have stood on the wrong side in a Carolingian family dispute. 
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envoys, Boniface’s involvement in the ceremony, as the person who executed 
the papal order to make Pippin king, was meant to reaffirm the papal approval 
for Pippin’s royal elevation and symbolized the close connection between the 
new king and the papacy.57 
 After the ARF record Pippin’s royal inauguration, silence set in and the 
entries for 751 and 752 are left empty. Such a lacuna, whether caused by a lack 
of information or a reluctance to go into detail, is difficult to camouflage in a 
narrative organized on a numerical scheme of year entries. Pippin’s inaugu-
ration therefore occupies four year-entries, from the purported embassy in 749 
to the blank entry for 752.58 A similar gap exists in the Continuations, but while 
chronicles adhere to a chronological ordering of events, they generally tend to 
do so on the basis of literary, instead of numeral, principles, making it much 
easier for the author to mask such gaps.59 The entry for 753 finds Pippin once 
more on campaign in Saxony, when he learned of Pope Stephen’s arrival. That 
winter, pope and king deliberated on the papal supplication, during which they 
were disturbed by Carloman’s unexpected reappearance as a Lombard agent.60 
In 754 ‘the aforesaid apostolic Stephen confirmed Pippin with holy chrism in 
the kingship and with him anointed his two sons, the lord Charles and 
Carloman as kings.’61 
 To sum up, the Continuations state that Pippin was made king after having 
received papal approval. The author reveals little about the contents of the 
message or the composition of the embassy. The inauguration itself involved an 
election, a consecration and a formal subjection of the elite, ‘as ancient order 
required.’ During this ceremony, Bertrada was made queen. However, the 
author makes no mention of the abdication of King Childeric, nor do they 
record Pope Stephen’s consecration of Pippin and his sons in 754. Conversely, 
the ARF, composed in the mid-790s, are quite explicit about both the 
composition of the Frankish delegation sent to Rome, and the papal reply they 
carried back with them to Francia: Because Childeric’s lack of potestas regia 
threatened to disturb the order, he had forfeited his claim to the royal title. The 
pope judged that whoever wielded royal power should also bear the royal title. 
Pippin is subsequently elected, anointed and raised to the kingship, according 
to the Frankish custom. Because the author claims more knowledge about the 

                                                                    
57 Palmer, Anglo-Saxons, pp. 86-8.  
58 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 16; See also: Otter, ‘Functions of fiction’, 110. 
59 As noted in chapter 1.5: these typological distinctions should not be applied too strictly. Hybrid 
categories were common. 
60 See above, chapter 4.2. 
61 ARF, s.a. 754: ‘Supradictus apostolicus Stephanus confirmavit Pippinum unctione sancta in regem 
et cum eo inunxit duos filios eius, domnum Carolum et Carlomannum, in regibus.’ 
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papal verdict in this matter, he could involve Childeric in his account, who was 
tonsured and sent to the monastery of St Bertin because he was ‘falsely called a 
king’.62 The ARF do not mention Bertrada, but they do record that in 754 Pippin 
and his sons received the unction from Pope Stephen. 
 How might we account for these differences? As argued in chapter three, 
Childebrand probably ante-dated the so-called division of Vieux-Potiers (742) 
to 740, when Charles Martel was still alive. In doing so, he made it appear as 
though Charles had divided his realm between Carloman and Pippin alone, 
while Charles had most likely included Grifo in his plans as well.63 If the 
succession crisis of 741 was considered harmful to the Carolingian reputation, 
the coup of 751 was probably worse.64 When three years after the coup, in 754, 
Pippin’s usurpation was justified through the apostolic sanction provided by 
Pope Stephen II, Childebrand seized the opportunity to perform the same trick 
a second time.65 It was his auctoritas that enabled him to retroactively correct 
the faults that had crept into the weave of his family’s history by antedating the 
apostolic sanction for Pippin’s royal dignity from 754 to 751. 
  Childebrand’s solution was to invent a Frankish embassy that had been 
sent to Rome prior to the coup. Adding as little detail as possible, Childebrand 
created a compelling account of Pippin’s just seizure of throne, transforming on 
parchment a usurpation into an apostolically sanctioned succession, and a 
tyrant into a just king. But even for Childebrand and Nibelung there were limits 
to how far he could bend the historical perception of his peers. Stephen’s visit 
to Francia, a spectacular event that had nestled itself firmly in the Frankish 
collective memory, could not be ignored. When he arrived, three years later, 
there was no reason to have Pippin anointed a second time. Thus, according to 
the Continuations, Stephen’s sole purpose for coming to Pippin’s court was to 
petition the Frankish king for help, which the latter graciously granted him. 
 Childebrand created a compelling fiction, which came to resonate in the 
ARF and in subsequent narratives, up to present-day textbooks dealing with the 
dynastic transition of 751. The author of the ARF did make several 
modifications, though. To begin with, he identified all the key figures who 
participated in this dynastic transition. Of course, the ARF was foremost a 
history of Charlemagne and not Pippin, and they could therefore not skimp the 

                                                                    
62 ARF, s.a. 750: ‘false rex vocabatur.’ Childeric’s exile to St Bertin is recorded in Gesta abbatum 
Fontanellensium, l. 10, c. 4. The text also states that Childeric had a son named Theoderic who was 
sent to St Wandrille. See Krüger, ‘Grablege Childerichs’.  
63 See above, chapter 3.2. 
64 Fouracre, ‘The long shadow’, 17. 
65 If correct in this assumption, it would be a further argument that Childebrand did not actually 
write his account in 751.  
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significance of the papal visit of 753/4, at which not only Pippin, but also his 
sons received the holy unction. Throughout the ninth century, those who 
attempted to write this history would continue to struggle with these complex 
narratives. Their sources, whether they were written texts or oral traditions, 
continued to conflict with each other, causing the historical perception of the 
dynasty’s foundation to evolve continuously. 

5.2. A rhetoric of strength 

At the close of the eighth century Paul the Deacon, a Lombard with experience 
at Charlemagne’s court, wrote the history of his now conquered people. He 
could not ignore the advent of the Carolingian kings, which occurred when Paul 
had still been a young man named Warnefrid, and captured the dynastic 
transition in the following words: 

At this time in Gaul when the kings of the Franks were degenerating 
from their wonted courage (fortitudine) and skill (scientia), those who 
were regarded as mayors of the palace began to administer the kingly 
power and to do whatever is the custom for kings, since it was 
ordained from heaven that the kingdom of the Franks should be 
transferred to the progeny of these men.66  

Paul had witnessed the demise of his people’s sovereignty first hand. When the 
Lombards had pushed the conquest of the Italian peninsula too hard, a 
threatened papacy responded by calling upon the Franks to take up the 
imperial duty of protecting Rome and its property. The formation of the 
Carolingian dynasty had everything to do with it. Though Lombard indepen-
dence ended with Charlemagne, it had been Pippin’s soldiers who first marched 
on Pavia, the seat of the Lombard kings. Twice Pippin’s armies defeated the 
Lombards, accepting hostages, oaths and plunder on both occasions. But Pippin 
was not out for conquest and may well have feared to get caught up – more 
than he already was – in the struggle for power between Lombards, Greeks and 
Romans. It was Charlemagne who in 774 accepted that the die had already been 
cast and annexed the Lombard kingdom. Their continued to be pockets of 
Lombard resistence, and Paul’s brother was arrested during the rebellion of 

                                                                    
66 Paul the Deacon, Historia, l. 6, c. 16: ‘Hoc tempore aput Gallias Francorum regibus a soli[ta] 
fortitudine et scientia degenerantibus, hi qui maiores domui regalis esse videbantur administrare 
regi potentiam et quicquid regibus agere mos est coeperunt; quippe cum caelitus esse[t] 
dispositum, ad horum progeniem Francorum transvehi regnum.’ Trans. Foulke,  History of the 
Lombards, p. 262, with minor alterations by the author. 
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Friuli in 776. Six years later, Paul, already a monk, came to Charlemagne’s court 
hoping to arrange his brother’s release.  
 Paul’s learned background made him a valued member of the court 
community. He composed a series of epitaphs for the dynasty’s dead,67 and was 
commissioned by Angelram, bishop of Metz, to compose the Gesta episcoporum 
Mettensium, with its strong emphasis on the history of the Carolingian family.68 
While residing at the Frankish court, between 782 and 786/7, Paul would have 
discussed the origins of the Carolingian family with the other literati. Paul’s 
reference to the dynastic transition in the History of the Lombards makes for a 
difficult comparison with the account in the ARF, yet it seems that, despite their 
different vocabularies, their tenor is strikingly similar. Rather than a sudden 
revolt, both accounts present the dynastic transition of 751 as the divinely 
sanctioned finale to a long process of Merovingian decline vis-à-vis Carolingian 
ascent. 
 The act of deposing a legitimate ruler and claiming his position was no 
complex matter; justifying it, on the other hand, was. The earliest solution 
offered in Frankish historiography was simply not to mention Childeric III. By 
excluding Childeric from the account, the Continuations make it seem as if 
Pippin’s elevation was not the outcome of a coup, but the conclusion of a power 
vacuum of unclear origin – though clearly one that was not meant to invite 
further questions. The ARF were less inclined to ignore the Merovingian 
elephant in the room. Instead, they tried to put it down by explaining why the 
Franks (rather than the Carolingians) had risen against their king. Since this 
was no small matter, they asked the pope ‘with regard to the kings in Francia, 
who at the time did not have royal power, whether this was good or not.’69 The 
pope confirmed what the Franks had feared, namely that they had been duped 
by Childeric, who despite his royal lineage was ‘without royal power’ (sine 
potestate regia). Childeric therefore was not really a king at all, but a pretender 
‘who was wrongly named king’ (qui false rex vocabatur). So as not to disturb 
God’s divine order, the Franks carried out the papal auctoritas and corrected 
this anomaly. Childeric was removed and Pippin appointed in his place; the 
royal nomen et potestas were once more united in the person of the king.  
 Notions of strength and power underlie the very concept of kingship, 
especially in societies where kings figured as leaders of a warrior-elite,70 but to 
                                                                    
67 Paul, Carmina, ed. Dümmler; Paul, Gesta, pp. 265-268. 
68 Goffart, ‘Paul the Deacon’, argues that the text was composed in relation to Charlemagne’s plans 
for succession. 
69 ARF, s.a. 749: ‘Interrogando de regibus in Francia, qui illis temporibus non habentes regalem 
potestatem, si bene fuisset an non.’ 
70 I am indebted to Bert Demyttenaere for his thoughts on this matter. 
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use it as an argument for a weak king’s removal was a novelty. According to 
Edward Peters, ‘the antithesis between nomen and potestas in these sources is 
somewhat misleading. The frequent use of these terms in opposition to justify 
the events of 751 would indicate that they had been traditional terms for the 
expression of political ideas. This, however, cannot be proven to have been the 
case.’71 Prior to 751, royal potestas was the implied royal prerequisite, but it 
had never been articulated as such, nor had its absence ever been voiced as an 
excuse for deposing a ruler. From the second half of the seventh century up to 
751, Merovingian faineance had been sustained, if not promoted, by an 
emancipated Frankish elite. In the 790s, the ARF thus articulated a new political 
idea which it retroactively used to justify a four-decade-old coup. In subsequent 
decades, this justificatory argument was honed to perfection. Around 806, the 
compilers of the Annales Mettenses priores and the Lorsch Chronicle would go to 
great lengths to further emphasize Merovingian degeneracy. Two decades later, 
this discourse reached its pinnacle in the writings of Einhard and Erchanbert.  

5.2.1. The Annales Mettenses priores 

In the Divisio imperii of 806, Charlemagne publicized his plans for the division 
of his realm between his sons in the event of his death. The text has also been 
associated with the composition of a chronicle known today as the Annales 
Mettenses priores.72 One purpose of this Carolingian family history was to 
retrace the family’s imperial character, which it had acquired at Christmas Day 
800.73 For the anonymous chronicler, it was not at Pippin’s coup in 751 that the 
exalted character of the Carolingians manifested itself for the first time, but 
rather at his grandfather’s victory at the Battle of Tertry of 687.74 The main 
emphasis of the chronicle is on the achievements of the Carolingian mayors of 
the palace: Pippin II, Charles Martel and Pippin the Short. However, their deeds 
are recorded in a language which Paul Fouracre and Richard Gerberding have 
described as being ‘rich with royal innuendo’ and in which Charlemagne’s 
ancestors are presented with typically royal and imperial predicates, such as 
invictissimus, nobilissimus, gloriosus and serenissimus.75 According to Fouracre 
and Gerberding, it was the chronicler’s objective ‘to define for his readers what 
the nature of regnum and imperium was in the Frankish historical terms they 

                                                                    
71 Peters, Shadow King, p. 52-4. Citation on p. 54. 
72 Hen, ‘Annals of Metz’, 185. Cf. Collins, ‘Reviser’, 195-6, where he offers the possibility the whole 
Annales Mettenses priores compilation should be dated to c. 831. 
73 Haselbach, Aufstieg und Herrschaft, p. 10. 
74 Fouracre, ‘Outgrowth’, 3-4. 
75 Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, pp. 340-343. 
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understood.’76 In the prospective view of the Annales Mettenses priores, such 
royal and imperial virtues were part of the genetic makeup of the Carolingian 
family, which the author expressed by writing their history in an imperial 
language. 
 According to the Annales Mettenses priores, the Carolingians’ rise to power 
commenced with the Battle of Tertry in 687. Pippin II is praised as a second 
David for having as a youth avenged his father’s death. The author furtermore 
presents him as a leader of exceptional virtue on account of the ‘unconquerable 
lineage of his forebears’ (invictissima parentum prosapia), through divine 
inspiration and because he had been raised by his saintly next of kin. These 
qualities were in high demand, since Austrasia in the late seventh century was a 
realm in crisis:  

But on account of the do-nothingness of the kings, domestic 
disagreements, and civil wars, which had fallen upon many areas of 
the divided realm, [the assorted peoples of the Frankish world], one 
by one in their own land and deserting the lawful authority, 
attempted to defend their freedom with arms.77 

It was, therefore, this Carolingian ancestor who had worked to keep the realm 
together. In his attempt to restore order, Pippin, having been appointed mayor 
of the palace in Austrasia, came head-to-head with the Neustrian king and his 
mayor, resulting in the famous Battle of Tertry. In colourful prose, the Annales 
Mettenses priores celebrate Pippin’s victory, which expanded Carolingian 
influence over both the Frankish east and west. 
 Conversely, the author only dedicated a few short lines to the coup of 751, 
which Pippin’s like-named grandson enacted. Having had access to the accounts 
of both the Continuations and the ARF, the chronicler nonetheless preferred a 
more sober account of the Carolingian acquisition of the royal title: ‘that year, 
as a result of the advice of Pope Zachary of the city of Rome, the ruler Pippin, 
anointed by Archbishop Boniface, was made king of the Franks.’ To this, 
however, the chronicler added that ‘henceforward rumour of his power 
(potentiae) and fear of his strength spread in all the lands.’78  

                                                                    
76 Ibid., p. 349. 
77 AMP, s.a. 688: ‘Sed propter desidiam regum et domesticas dissensiones et bella civilia, quae in 
multas partes divisi regni ingruerant, laegitimam dominationem deserentes, singuli in proprio solo 
armis libertatem moliebantur defendere.’ Trans. Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian 
France, p. 353. 
78 AMP, s.a. 750: ‘Hoc anno ex consulto Zachariae papae urbis Romae Pippinus princeps a Bonefacio 
archiepiscopo unctus rex Francorum constituitur. Unde rumor potentiae eius et timor virtutis 
transiit in universas terras.’ 



5 .  T H E  C A R O L I N G I A N  C O U P  O F  7 5 1  

178 

 One reason why the author of the Annales Mettenses priores gave relatively 
little attention to this defining moment in Carolingian history, was because he 
wished to downplay the role of the papacy in the formation of Carolingian 
authority. In presenting Pippin II as the founding hero of the Carolingian 
dynasty, he needed to blend the deeds of his grandson into the narrative. The 
coup of 751 was therefore not a point of dynastic beginning, but a logical step 
on the road towards their acquisition of the imperial dignity. In other words, 
the rhetoric of nomen and potestas that came together in the vigorous figure of 
Pippin the Short, as first articulated in the ARF, was maintained in the narrative 
of the Annales Mettenses priores, but instead of applying it to a singular event in 
751, the author used it for the full span of Carolingian history, from Pippin II’s 
victory at Tertry in 687 to Charlemagne’s coronation in 800. 
 The author knew better than to pass off his protagonists as aggressive 
tyrants. A confrontation between Pippin II and the ‘haughty king’ Theuderic, 
aided by Bercher, his tyrannical mayor of the palace who acted ‘contrary to the 
shrewdness of his character and the wisdom of human counsel,’ had become 
unavoidable.79 In the build-up to the Battle of Tertry, the author presented 
Pippin and Theuderic as each other’s opposites. For example, when both men 
addressed their troops on the eve of battle, Theuderic ‘was boasting with 
hollow words’ (inanibus verbis gloriabatur), whereas the author has Pippin 
treating his followers to a fiery, near-Virgilian speech. Potestas and lack thereof 
was not just made visible in the outcome of battles; it lay in the details as well. 
However, the true strength of Pippin’s character was revealed after his victory, 
when he caught up with Theuderic, who by then had fled to Paris, ‘lest [Pippin] 
would appear to exercise tyranny or barbarity, he reserved with innumerable 
piety the name of king for [Theoderic]. However, he retained the control and 
the treasury of the kingdom and the mastery of the whole army for himself, and 
the administering of his own resources in law.’80 All that was left for his 
grandson to do, six decades later, was to take the royal nomen, the last remnant 
of the royal status the Merovingians had once enjoyed. 
 For the author of the Annales Mettenses priores, weak Merovingian 
kingship was the main cause for the many of the wars fought by Charlemagne’s 
ancestors. Having united the Franks under his rule in 687, Pippin II brought the 
fight to those living on the edges of the Frankish world, ‘for the leaders of those 
peoples, having turned into stubbornness, withdrew themselves in evil 

                                                                    
79 AMP, s.a. 689: ‘Preter ingenii calliditatem et humani consilii sagacitatem.’ 
80 AMP, s.a. 690: ‘Ne tirannidem videretur exercere vel sevitiam, nomen sibi regis inestimabili 
pietate reservavit. Ipse vero totius regni gubernacula thesaurosque regios et universi exercitus 
dominationem propriae facultatis iure disponenda retinuit.’ 
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presumption from the rule of the Franks because of the idleness of the [Franks’] 
former leaders.’81 Moreover, as the Annales Mettenses priores’s description of a 
general assembly reveals, the outcome of the Battle of Tertry had completely 
inverted the hierarchy between king and mayor: 

Each year on the Kalend of March [Pippin II] held a general council 
with all the Franks, according to the custom of the ancients. In which 
gathering, on account of his respect for the name of king, he ordered 
[the king], whom he had placed before himself because of the 
magnitude of his [Pippin’s] humility and clemency, to preside while 
offerings were received from all the nobles of the Franks (…) and an 
order was also given to the army that, on whatsoever day it should be 
determined, they must be prepared to set out for a region which he 
[Pippin] had chosen. With these things concluded, he sent the king to 
the royal villa at Montmacq to be kept in custody with honour and 
respect.82 

In reality, these yearly gatherings presented the last major obstacle between 
the Carolingians and the Frankish throne, since the assembled body of the 
armed elite provided its ruler with a powerful instrument to eradicate haughty 
subjects.83 
 When the Merovingian king Theuderic III died in 690/1, ‘moved by piety, 
his small son Clovis made king by Pippin.’84 Unfortunately, little Clovis died four 
years later and was succeeded by his brother, Childebert III (r.694-711). Thus, 
while kings were coming and going, the author could note that ‘by assigning to 
them the names of kings, [Pippin] kept the reins of the whole realm and 
governed with the highest glory and honour.’85 With this, the author is 
presenting Pippin’s ‘loyalty’ towards his powerless masters as a virtue and, at 

                                                                    
81 AMP, s.a. 691: ‘Harum enim gentium duces in contumatiam versi a Francorum se dominio per 
desidiam precedentium principum iniqua se presumptione abstraxerunt.’ Trans: Fouracre and 
Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, p. 359. 
82 AMP, s.a. 692: ‘Singulis vero annis in Kalendis Martii generale cum omnibus Francis secundum 
priscorum consuetudinem concilium tenuit. In quo ob regii nominis reverentiam eum, quem sibi 
ipse propter humilitatis et mansuetudinis magnitudinem prefecerat, presidere iubebat, donec ab 
omnibus optimatibus Francorum donariis acceptis (…), exercitui quoque precepto dato, ut, 
quacumque die illis denuntiaretur, parati essent in partem, quam ipse disposuerat, proficisci: his 
actis regem illum ad Mamaccas villam publicam custodiendum cum honore et veneratione 
mittebat.’ Trans. Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, pp. 360-1. 
83 Fouracre, Charles Martel, pp. 29-30. 
84 AMP, s.a. 692: ‘ob (…) pietatis affectum filius eius parvulus nomine Clodoveus a Pippino ordinatur 
in regem.’ 
85 AMP, s.a. 693: ‘Illis quidem nomina regum imponens, ipse totius regni habens privilegia cum 
summa gloria et honore tractabat.’ Trans. Fouracre and Gerberding, Late Merovingian France, p. 
361. 
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first glance, something that contrasts greatly with the coup his grandson would 
stage in 751. It might, in fact, be another reason why the author spent so few 
words on the coup, and why – like the Continuations – he omitted the name of 
Childeric III. But even Carolingian clemency had its limits: Childeric’s depo-
sition was therefore not presented as an impulsive act, but as the long-awaited 
solution to an increasingly lopsided political situation that had endured for 
three generations. In the Annales Mettenses priores, both Pippins faced political 
disintegration at the start of their reigns. For Pippin II it had been sufficient to 
seize power, but not the title. For his grandson, however, this no longer 
sufficed. 
 The Annales Mettenses priores also offer a radically different relation 
between Pippin and the papacy. By the time this chronicle was written, in the 
early ninth century, part of the mystique that apostolic Rome would have 
enjoyed in the mid-eighth century may have worn off as the relations between 
the Carolingians and Rome had intensified. Bonds of spiritual kinship had 
already been formed during Pippin’s reign, when Pope Paul I (757-767) – 
Stephen’s brother and successor – became the spiritual sponsor of Pippin’s 
daughter Gisela in 758 and thus compater to Pippin himself.86 While Pippin may 
never have set foot in Rome, Bertrada visited Rome in 770 and Charlemagne 
would visit it on no less than four occasions, until, on Christmas day 800, Pope 
Leo III (795-816) placed the imperial crown atop his head.87 By 806, when the 
Annales Mettenses priores were written, Pope Hadrian I (772-795) had baptized 
Charlemagne’s youngest son, and respectively crowned his older sons Pippin 
and Louis kings of Italy and Aquitaine.88 
 Although the author of the Annales Mettenses priores maintains the 
customary reverence for Rome and its apostolic patrons, he also liberates the 
Carolingian rulers from Rome’s hold on their position, disassociating their 
authority from that of Saint Peter’s successors and linking this more directly to 
the divine sphere.89 Two passages from the account of Pippin’s reign illustrate 
this point particularly well. The first case concerns Carloman’s and Pippin’s 
joint campaign against Odilo in 743, during which they captured a priest by the 
name of Sergius, who claimed to be a papal legate sent by Rome with orders to 
prevent the Frankish mayors from attacking Odilo. Pippin, however, saw 
through the priest’s lies and supposedly said: 

                                                                    
86 CC, no. 14. Buc, ‘Nach 754’, 35. 
87 ARF, s.a. 801. The literature on this event is vast. For an overview of the sources and their 
interpretation, see Nelson, ‘Kaiserkröning’; Collins, ‘Imperial coronation’. 
88 ARF, s.a. 780-781. 
89 Haselbach, Aufstieg und Herrschaft, pp. 119-131. 
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O Lord Sergius, now we have learned that you are not Saint Peter the 
Apostle, nor do you actually carry a mission of him. For you have said 
to us yesterday that the apostolic lord had disputed our just claim 
concerning the Bavarians on his authority and that of Saint Peter, and 
we have said to you that neither Saint Peter nor the apostolic lord 
have appointed you to say this thing. You should understand, 
therefore, that had Saint Peter not found our cause to be just, he 
would not have helped us in this war today. Now be assured that by 
judgment of God, through the intercession of Saint Peter, the first of 
the apostles, which we have not hesitated to undergo, that Bavaria 
and the Bavarians belong to the imperial rule (imperium) of the 
Franks.90 

While maintaining the appropriate reverence towards apostolic authority, the 
author nonetheless makes it clear that divine will manifested itself through 
Carolingian action, not necessarily through papal commands, and most 
certainly not through the words of some priest pretending to speak on his 
behalf. 

The second example involves the pope more directly and relates to the 
adventus ceremony of Pope Stephen in the winter of 753. While the 
Continuations and the Life of Stephen each present the pope’s arrival as if had 
been the Prince of the Apostles himself who was approaching, the author of the 
Annales Mettenses priores paints a much humbler picture: 

Coming to this place, the aforesaid pope was honourably received by 
King Pippin. He lavished many gifts upon the king and his magnates. 
And the following day, together with his clergy, sprinkled in ashes 
and dressed in a garment of goat’s hair, laying prostrate on the 
ground for the mercy of almighty God and the reward of the blessed 
apostles Peter and Paul, he beseeched King Pippin, that he should 
liberate him and the Roman people from the yoke of the Lombards 
and from the servitude of the arrogant King Aistulf. And he did not 
want to rise from the ground before the aforesaid King Pippin with 
his sons and great men of the Franks extended their hands to him and 
lifted him from the ground as a sign of future support and liberation. 

                                                                    
90 AMP, s.a. 743: ‘O domine Sergi, modo cognovimus, quia tu non es sanctus Petrus apostolus nec 
legationem illius ex veritate geris. Dixisti enim nobis hesterna die, quod domnus apostolicus ex 
auctoritate sancti Petri et sua nostram iusticiam de Baioariis contradixisset, et nos diximus tibi, 
quod sanctus Petrus nec domnus apostolicus te istam causam non ordinasset dicere. Idcirco scias, si 
sanctus Petrus cognovisset, quod nostra iusticia non fuisset, hodie in isto bello nobis adiutorium 
non prestitisset. Nunc vero certus esto, quod per intercessionem beati Petri apostolorum principis, 
per iudicium Dei, quod subire non distulimus, Bawariam Bawariosque ad Francorum imperium 
pertinere.’ 
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Then King Pippin, carrying out every desire of the pope, directed him 
to the monastery of Saint Dionysius the martyr and instructed him to 
winter at this place with all honours and diligence.91 

According to this extraordinary version of events, Pope Stephen is presented 
before Pippin as a humble penitent, not his apostolic saviour, though the pope’s 
authority and his role in the anointment ceremony of Pippin and his sons are 
not ignored. It is an extreme example of how the meaning of a ritual was liable 
to reinterpretation.92 However, the author’s main intention does not appear to 
have been to portray Stephen as a sinner, but rather may have been an attempt 
to level the playingfield between king and pope. As Haselbach has argued, the 
author in particular tried to obfuscate Pippin’s promises to restore papal lands, 
enabling him to present Pippin’s invasion of Lombardy as a divine ordination 
(ordonatio divina), instead of compensation for a papal sanction.93 For the 
author of the Annales Mettenses priores, it was much more important to present 
Pippin the Short as a capable successor to his celebrated grandfather, for 
example by drawing parallels between the Battle of Tertry and Pippin’s divinely 
inspired Lombard wars.94  
 Moreover, writing in 806, when the Carolingian dynasty had firmly 
established itself, the need to boost papal authority, and with that the weight of 
its sanction of Carolingian authority, had dissipated. If anything, the author of 
the Annales Mettenses priores can be seen to release some of the pressure from 
the inflated image of apostolic authority.95 After all, now that the Carolingian 
dynasty appeared firmly in control of the imperial dignity in the West, a higher 
earthly power to support that claim  could scarcely be tolerated. Yet as soon as 
the foundations of Carolingian power proved to be less solid than anticipated, 
Rome’s spiritual capital was used once again to buttress the Carolingians’ 
claims to leadership.96 

                                                                    
91 AMP, s.a. 753: ‘Ibique veniens predictus papa a Pippino rege honorifice susceptus est. Qui multa 
munera tam regi quam et optimatibus eius largitus est. Sequentique die una cum clero suo, 
aspersus cinere et indutus cilicio, in terram prostratus per misericordiam Dei omnipotentis et 
merita beatorum apostolorum Petri et Pauli Pippinum regem obsecrat, ut se et populum Romanum 
de manu Langobardorum et superbi regis Heistulfi servitio liberaret. Nec antea a terra surgere 
voluit, quam sibi predictus rex Pippinus cum filiis suis et optimatibus Francorum manum 
porrigerent et ipsum pro indicio suffragii futuri et liberationis de terra levaret. Tunc rex Pippinus 
omnem pontificis voluntatem adimplens direxit eum ad monasterium sancti Dionisii martiris 
eumque ibi cum summo honore et diligentia hiemare precepit.’ 
92 See: Buc, ‘Nach 754’, esp. 30-1. 
93 Haselbach, Aufstieg und Herrschaft, p. 123. 
94 Ibid., pp. 128-31. 
95 Buc, ‘Nach 754’, 36. 
96 The earliest example is Louis’s imperial coronation in Aachen, by Pope Stephen IV in 816. De 
Jong, Penitential State, pp. 24-5; see also below, chapter 5.3. 
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5.2.2. The Chronicle of Lorsch 

The author of the first section of the Chronicle of Lorsch, composed his chronicle 
in 807, only shortly after the Annales Mettenses priores. The chronicle’s outlook 
on the Carolingian past is in some respects very similar to that of the Annales 
Mettenses priores, if perhaps more attuned to the significance of the events of 
751.97 Though both accounts cover roughly the same period, the Chronicle of 
Lorsch is much more concise.98 After 807, when a copy of this chronicle had 
reached Fulda, it was continued up to 817 independently at both monasteries. 
Minor changes in spelling aside, the narrative of the first section remained 
unchanged. For the purpose of this study, I shall limit myself to this initial 
section, as composed in Lorsch in c. 807.99 
 The sources used by the author of the Chronicle of Lorsch have been 
subject of debate. Wilhelm Pückert argued that the compiler not only relied on 
the Continuations, the ARF and the Annals of Lorsch, but also on an earlier 
redaction of the Annales Mettenses priores that is no longer extant. This ‘Lost 
Chronicle’ was argued to be the missing link that could account for the 
discrepancies between the narratives of various historiographical texts of the 
period.100 While such a theory found support in subsequent scholarship, not 
least of all from Friedrich Kürze, it was eventually dismissed by Hartmut 
Hoffmann in the 1950s. He maintained that there was no need for a phantom 
chronicle to account for these variations and argued furthermore that the 
influence of the Continuations on the Chronicle of Lorsch was limited to the 
events up to 741.101 But even though it is evident that the ARF is the dominant 
source for the chronicle’s narrative for the events from 741 onwards, the 
Continuations nevertheless continued to be used for the remainder of Pippin’s 
reign.102 The Chronicle of Lorsch in turn came to be used as the basis for a 
number of later annalistic writings. 
 As the manuscripts attest, the narrative of the Chronicle of Lorsch is not as 
rigorously organized as that of a set of annals, nor does it resemble that of a 

                                                                    
97 The origin of CL is revealed at two places in the text: l. 3, c. 26 and l. 4, c. 8. 
98 Like the Annales Mettenses priores, the CL was initially understood as a set of annals, hence in the 
influential MGH-edition this text is called Annales Laurissenses minors. Six decades after Pertz’s 
edition, Waitz, ‘Kleine Lorscher Franken-Chronik’, corrected the title into Chronicon Laurissense 
breve. Due to the discovery of new manuscripts, the edition of Schnorr von Carolsfeld is to be 
strongly preferred over that of Waitz. 
99 Kaschke, Reichsteilungen, pp. 249-57. 
100 Pückert, ‘Über die kleine Lorscher Frankenchronik’. However, in all likelihood the chronicler had 
made use of a recension of the Annals of Lorsch. See: Kaschke, Reichsteilungen, pp. 254-5. 
101 Hoffmann, Untersuchungen, p. 26. 
102 Kaschke, Reichsteilungen, p. 254. 
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chronicle, as for example that of the Continuations. The structure of this text 
appears rather more flexible, being able to adapt to the codicological 
environment the text inhabits.103 In four out of the extant seven manuscripts, 
the Chronicle of Lorsch was appended to Bede’s Greater Chronicle and is made 
to mimick its structure.104 The compiler responsible for connecting Bede’s text 
to the Chronicle of Lorsch marked the transition with the words: ‘Up to this 
point the priest Bede composed his chronicle, to which we add these 
matters.’105 To further promote the continuity between the two texts, the death 
of Pippin II was calculated according to the years of the Byzantine emperor’s 
reign, thereby using the same system of dating events Bede used in his 
chronicle. In the remainder of the work, however, the date of the events was no 
longer linked to the reigns of the Byzantine emperors; the chronicler could 
switch to a more local brand of imperial authority, namely the Carolingians 
themselves.106 It is in his dating that the Lorsch chronicler reveals his indebted-
ness to the Annales Mettenses priores most: the chronicler’s transition from the 
regal years of the Roman emperors to those of the Carolingian mayors (who 
only later became kings and emperors) signalled the inherent imperial quality 
of these rulers, making the coronation of 800 nothing more than its formal 
recognition. 
 This construction, in which the Chronicle of Lorsch is connected to Bede’s 
chronicle, gave the text a classical/imperial, instead of Frankish/royal 
orientation, that promoted a sense of continuity from the biblical past, via the 
emperors of Rome and Byzantium, to the Carolingian present. This format not 
only gave the earlier members of the Carolingian family a distinctly imperial 
aura, but it also rigorously denied the Merovingians their role in history. 
Considered too insignificant to be used as a means to date events prior to 751, 
the Merovingians were overshadowed by their Pippinid mayors. The Lorsch 
Chronicle opens with similar if less refined message: ‘And [Pippin II] held the 
kingdom of the Franks for 27 years, with the kings Clovis, Childebert and 
Dagobert subjected to him’ (subiectis sibi).107 The defamatory tone with which 
the Merovingians are presented echoes that of the Annales Mettenses priores. 

                                                                    
103 Ibid., p. 249, n. 2, referring to: Corradini, Die Wiener Handschrift Cvp 430* (Frankfurt am Main, 
2000).  
104 Schnorr von Carolsfeld, ‘Chronicon Laurissense breve’, 16-23. See also the discussion in Kaschke, 
Reichsteilungen, pp. 249-74. 
105 CL, incipit: ‘Hucusque Beda presbyter chronica sua perducit, cui nos ista subiciamus.’ This incipit 
is present in MSS: Valenciennes, BM 330 (St Amand, s. x); Brussels, KB 15835 (St Bertin, s. x); Rome, 
BAV Pal. lat. 243 (Lorsch, s. ix/x); and Brussels, KB 6439-6451 (St Vaast, s. xi). 
106 Kaschke, Reichsteilungen, p. 250. 
107 CL, l. 1, c. 1: ‘Obtinuitque regnum Francorum per annos 27 cum regibus sibi subiectis Hludowico, 
Hildiberto et Dagaberto.’ 
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But unlike the Annales Mettenses priores, the author from Lorsch did not centre 
his attack on the Merovingian reputation around the Battle of Tertry, but 
focusses on the coup of 751 instead. Borrowing elements from the ARF and the 
Annales Mettenses priores, while adding some original material for greater 
clarity, the author of the Chronicle of Lorsch heaped additional scorn onto the 
Merovingian reputation. Its account of the Carolingian coup starts with the 
petition the Franks had allegedly sent to Pope Zachary. However, instead of 
merely inquiring whether it was good that the kings in these days had no royal 
potestas, the author drew a more detailed picture of Merovingian faineance, 
using elements we already encountered in the Annales Mettenses priores. In the 
Chronicle of Lorsch, the legate sent to Rome inquired about kings of the Franks 
who  

were of the royal lineage and were called kings, and had no royal 
power in the kingdom, except to the extent that charters and 
privileges were issued in their name. But they had no power at all; 
what the mayor of the palace of the Franks wanted, this they did. On 
the day of the March Field, according to ancient custom, gifts were 
offered to these kings by the people, and the king sat on the royal 
throne, with the army standing around him and the mayor of the 
palace in his presence. And on that day he instructed the king on 
whatever had been decided by the Franks. On another day, however, 
[the king] would remain in the palace.108 

At this point, the author again (notionally) picks up on the narrative of the ARF, 
and related how Zachary ‘responded that it seemed better to him and more 
useful (utilius) that he would be called king and be king, who had the power in 
the kingdom than he who was falsely called king.’109 Thus Pippin became king 
and Childeric, to add to the zest of his account, was not merely ‘sent’ (missus), 
but ‘hurled’ (mittitur) into a monastery. 
 Thus, although the Chronicle of Lorsch closely resembles the Annales 
Mettenses priores thematically, the Lorsch compiler chose fully to invest in the 
dynastic transition of 751 as a historical break. For the author, this event was 

                                                                    
108 CL, l. 3, c. 12: ‘Mittit Pippinus legatos Romam ad Zachariam papam, ut interrogarent de regibus 
Francorum, qui ex stirpe regia erant et reges appellabantur, nullamque potestatem in regno 
habebant, nisi tantum quod cartae et privilegia in nomine eorum conscribebantur, potestatem vero 
regiam penitus nullam habebant, sed quod maior domus Francorum volebat, hoc faciebant; in die 
autem Martis campo secundum antiquam consuetudinem dona illis regibus a populo offerebantur, 
et ipse rex sedebat in sella regia circumstante exercitu, et maior domus coram eo, praecipiebatque 
die illo quicquid a Francis decretum erat; die vero alia et deinceps domi sedebat.’ 
109 CL, l. 3, c. 12: ‘[Zacharias] respondit, melius atque utilius sibi videri, ut ille rex nominaretur et 
esset, qui potestatem in regno habebat, quam ille, qui falso rex appellabatur.’ 
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much more important than Pippin’s papal confirmation in 754, of which he 
merely noted that ‘Pope Stephen anointed the two sons of Pippin, Charles and 
Carloman, kings.’110 After all, Pippin’s position did not require additional papal 
confirmation: the event of 754 was noteworthy because it also acknowledged 
Pippin’s sons, Charlemagne and Carloman, as kings of the Franks and Pippin’s 
royal successors. In other words, if 751 was important because it marked the 
end of the Merovingian dynasty, 754 was important because it marked the 
beginning of the Carolingian dynasty. 

5.2.3. Einhard’s Vita Karoli 

Even during the reign of Louis the Pious, the advent of the dynasty remained a 
sensitive matter. None, however, had created a more lasting and, from a 
Merovingian point of view more devastating, rendition of the final days of the 
Merovingian dynasty than Einhard. The debate on the date of composition of 
Einhard’s Vita Karoli is on-going, though historians do agree that it must have 
been composed at some point between the Arbodrite Revolt of 817 and Lupus’s 
letter of 827/8, in which he praises Einhard’s work. Within this time frame, 
those who stick to the traditional view that Einhard had intended his work as a 
critique on Louis’s reign – the son who could not measure up to his father – 
argue for a late date.111 More recently, however, this interpretation has come 
under attack as the actual evidence in the text for such a critical stance towards 
Louis proves slim. If no longer connected to the more difficult years of Louis’s 
reign – i.e. the late 820s and early 830s – then an earlier date of composition 
becomes possible.112 Without summarizing a long debate, I will follow Karl-
Heinrich Krüger, who links the composition of the Vita Karoli to the birth of 
Charles the Bald in 823. 
 True to his Suetonian model, Einhard could not simply begin his Vita 
Karoli without first commenting on the origins of the authority and nobility of 
his protagonist’s background. Charlemagne’s roots were not as long or 
                                                                    
110 CL, l. 3, c. 16: ‘Stephanus papa unxit duos filios Pippini in reges Karlum et Carlomannum.’ 
111 Löwe, ‘Entstehungszeit’, connects the VK to the crisis of 833. In this he follows  
Lintzel, ‘Einhards Vita Karoli’; Hauck, ‘Diskussion des Einhard-Bogens’ associates the text’s 
composition with an earlier crisis in 828/9; Tischler, Einharts Vita Karoli, argues for a date in the 
late 820s. 
112 Innes and McKitterick, ‘Writing history’, 203-8, connect the VK to the Ordinatio imperii of 817; 
Krüger, ‘Datierung’, connects the composition to the birth of Charles the Bald in 823/824. Ganz, 
‘Einhard’s Charlemagne’, argued for a date in the late 820s, though he is not convinced that the VK 
was intended as a critique on Louis the Pious; Patzold, ‘Einhards erste Leser’, distances himself 
from the debate on whether or not Einhard wrote positively or negatively about Louis and instead 
interprets the VK as a document that Einhard wrote to reflect on his own position at court. Patzold 
nevertheless argues for 827/8 as the text’s date of composition. 
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illustrious as those of the first Roman emperor and Einhard struggled to situate 
imperial Charlemagne in a tradition of high-placed magistrates that dated back 
to his great-grandfather Pippin II, of whom he noted that ‘it was the custom of 
the people to give this honour only to those men who stood out above others 
because of the nobility of their birth and the extent of their wealth.’113 But 
Einhard was not writing the biography of a prefect of the palace, but ‘of Charles, 
the most excellent and deservedly most famous king.’114 Thus, Einhard 
ingeniously began his narrative with the antithesis of good kingship, by 
discrediting the last of the Merovingian kings. More explicitly than any of his 
predecessors, Einhard tore down the Merovingian royal edifice, to make way 
for the potent leadership of the Carolingians that culminated in the triumphant 
reign of his own lord and patron, Charlemagne. 
 Einhard’s opening narrative was strongly influenced by ideas that were 
already present in the ARF, the Annales Mettenses priores and the Chronicle of 
Lorsch, which, as we have seen, linked the rise of the Carolingians to 
Merovingian degeneration. With great literary skill, Einhard honed this notion 
to perfection: 

The family of the Merovingians, from which the Franks used to make 
their kings, is thought to have lasted until King Childeric, who was 
deposed and tonsured and forced into a monastery on the order of 
Pope Stephen. Although it might seem to have ended with him, it had 
in fact been without any strength for a long time and offered nothing 
of any worth except the empty name of king.115 

Like the Chronicle of Lorsch, Einhard emphasized that the Merovingian dynasty 
had ended long before Childeric had been deposed. The latter was only 
‘believed’ (putatur) to have been the last king, the one with whom it ‘seemed’ 
(videri) to have ended. In reality, Einhard made clear, these men had been 
‘without any strength’ for a long time and carried about them only and ‘empty 
name of king’ (inane regis vocabulum). In his own polished language, Einhard 
reiterated the view earlier expressed in the ARF, namely that a king is 
ultimately defined by his power and virtue and not by his lineage or outward 
symbols, such as the length of his hair.  
                                                                    
113 Einhard, VK, c. 2. Qui honor non aliis a populo dari consueverat quam his qui et claritate generis 
et opum amplitudine ceteris eminebant. Trans. Ganz, Einhard and Notker, p. 19. 
114 Einhard, VK, prologue: ‘Karoli, excellentissimi et merito famosissimi regis.’  
115 Einhard, VK, c. 1: ‘Gens Meroingorum, de qua Franci reges sibi creare soliti erant, usque in 
Hildricum regem, qui iussu Stephani Romani pontificis depositus ac detonsus atque in monasterium 
trusus est, durasse putatur. Quae licet in illo finita possit videri, tamen iam dudum nullius vigoris 
erat, nec quicquam in se clarum praeter inane regls vocabulum praeferebat.’ Trans. Ganz, Einhard 
and Notker, pp. 18-19. 
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 Childeric was reduced to a pitiful figure: impoverished and living on a 
small stipend, he hung about his throne, ‘with his flowing hair, his beard uncut’ 
(crine profuso, barba summissa) and ‘satisfied with the name of king (…) and the 
appearance of ruling.’116 Einhard’s imagery was meant to point out the 
inefficacy of these traditional royal symbols. Although foreign ambassadors still 
presented themselves before the king, they returned with messages the mayor 
of the palace had whispered into the king’s ear. There are close parallels 
between the narratives of the Chronicle of Lorsch and that of Einhard, who was, 
after all, a Fulda alumnus himself, and could therefore have been familiar with 
this chronicle, which arrived in Fulda after 807.  
 Even Childeric’s mode of transport was without vigor: during spring 
assembly, the king of the Franks was wheeled out of his villa rustico more by ox-
cart. Transport by oxen was, in the view of Einhard’s audience, a feeble mode of 
transportation very unbefitting a powerful and noble ruler in the Carolingian 
mould.117 Contrary to what has long been argued, however, Einhard was not 
accusing Childeric of having actually worshipped pagan deities, though, as Paul 
Barnwell has argued, he may have been familiar with a corpus of texts in which 
this practice is associated with specific pagan rites and customs. For Einhard, 
this was merely another argument to point out that Childeric did not embody 
the qualities that a good Christian king required.118 Childeric thus came to play 
the part of the anti-Carolingian: poor, weak, and rustic, he was everything the 
wealthy, vigorous and noble Carolingians were not. 119 
 Since Einhard wrote almost eighty years after the coup, modern historians 
have occasionally criticized this author for having made certain factual 
mistakes. After all, it was not Pope Stephen, but his predecessor, Zachary, who 
had allegedly ordered Childeric’s abdication. But can this have been a mere slip 
of a master’s quill? Was it a case of forgetting or misremembering? Einhard had 
no personal recollection of these events, but relied for his information on 
collectively remembered constructs and written accounts, not least of which 
the ARF. These annals clearly identify Pope Zachary as the coup’s facilitator and 
only introduce Stephen when he visited Pippin’s court in 753. Nor can the role 
of the papacy in the coup be in any way considered an insignificant detail, since 
it was apostolic authority that had justified it, transforming Pippin from a 
usurper into a king. Einhard clearly subscribed to the view that the role of the 

                                                                    
116 Einhard, VK, c. 1: ‘regio tantum nomine contentus (…) speciem dominantis.’ 
117 Murray, ‘Post vocantur Merohingii’, 132. 
118Barnwell, ‘Einhard’, 136-8.  
119 Nelson, ‘Bad kingship’, 4-6. 
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papacy was central in this affair, as witnessed by the place it occupies in his 
text, namely as the opening statement of his treatise. 
 Instead of perceiving this as a pontifical mix-up, it should be viewed as a 
solution to an older problem, or rather: an older tension. The authors of the 
Continuations and the ARF manipulated in their accounts the history of the 
dynasty’s formation. Their version of events differed from what their contem-
porary readership would have recalled – tension got built into these texts, as it 
were. Not everyone may have been comfortable with the invention of Zachary’s 
justification of Pippin’s palace coup in 751. Einhard’s solution may well have 
been an attempt to take off some of the pressure by leaving out Zachary’s name 
and replacing him with that of his successor, who, as all recalled, actively 
participated in the dynastic transition.  
 Nor was this all Einhard did. In chapter three, he wrote: ‘Pippin, who had 
been mayor of the palace, was made king by the authority of the Roman pope 
and he ruled the Franks on his own for fifteen years or more.’120 But Pippin had 
died in 768, which means Einhard dated Pippin’s royal inauguration to 754 
instead of 751. He therefore did not just take the problematic pope out of the 
equation, but by-passed the problematic coup by integrating it into Pippin’s 
more festive royal confirmation by Pope Stephen. Einhard did not compose a 
set of annals or a chronicle, but a history, which freed him from the rigors of 
chronology, and allowed him to inconspicuously create one event where there 
used to be two. 

5.2.4. The Breviary of Erchanbert 

In c. 827, not long after Einhard had completed his literary masterpiece in 
Aachen, a short historical treatise was composed in Alemannia, probably at the 
monastery of St Gall,121 entitled the Breviary of the kings of the Franks and the 
mayors of the palace. The text is extant in two independent copies, a late ninth-
century copy now kept at the Vatican and a tenth-century copy preserved in 
Stuttgart.122 The older of the two texts contains only a selection of the original 

                                                                    
120 Einhard, VK, c. 3: ‘Pippinus autem per auctoritatem Romani pontificis ex praefecto palatii rex 
constitutus, cum per annos XV aut eo amplius Francis solus imperaret’. Trans. Ganz, Einhard and 
Notker, p. 20. 
121 The origins of this text has been determined on the basis of certain unique textual references to 
political events taking place in Alemannia, the Alemannian provenance of the extant three 
manuscripts (one of which comes from Sank Gallen), and the codicological context of the codex 
Stuttgart, Würtembergische Landesbibliothek jur. Qu. 134, containing legal texts with an 
Alemannian focus. 
122 The Breviary is extant in Rome, BAV, Reg. Lat. 713 (s. ixex); Stuttgart, Würtembergische 
Landesbibliothek jur. Qu. 134 (s.x); and Sankt Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek 547 (s. xii), which is a copy of 
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composition, running from Pippin I (d. 639/640) to Charles Martel. The tenth-
century copy, on the other hand, contains the full span of the Breviary and 
provides a record of Frankish history from King Faramund to Louis the Pious, 
at which point the text was continued by Notker the Stammerer.123 A 
computation of 242 years, from the reign of King Chlothar II (d. 629) to ‘the 
currently thirteenth year of Emperor Louis,’ places the composition of this 
section of the Breviary in 827. For an analysis of the composition and meaning 
of the Breviary, on which very little research has been done to date, see 
appendix 3.124 
 Because the name ‘Erchanbert’ ( ) features in the margin of the 
Vatican manuscript, it is assumed to be the name of the author.125 However, the 
otherwise unknown Erchanbert lacked both Einhard’s network and literary 
skill. He also was not interested in the deeds of either Charlemagne or Louis, 
during whose reign he composed his text. Instead, Erchanbert painted the rise 
of Carolingian prominence against a backdrop of Merovingian decline in a 
narrative ranging from Pippin I (d. 639/640) to Louis the Pious. In line with 
Einhard and the author of the Chronicle of Lorsch, Erchanbert presented 
Pippin’s coup as the climax of this transition.  
 For Erchanbert, the history of the Carolingian rise to power began with 
the reunification of the Frankish realms under Chlothar II in 610, which, he 

                                                                                                                                                               
the Vatican codex. The Breviary was first edited by Freher, Corpvs Francicae historiæ veteris et 
sinceræ, p. 167 in 1613. This was the basis for the edition by DuChesne, HFS, 1, p. 780 in 1636 and 
Ruinhart, Gregorii Turonensis Opera, p. 1352, in 1699. Bouquet, RGFS, 2, p. 690, n. a, mistakenly 
believed that Erchanbert ‘wrote during the life of Charles Martel’. The Stuttgart codex was 
discovered and used in the edition by Ussermann, Germaniae sacrae prodomus, 1, pp. xli-lii, who 
considered it a ninth-century codex from Reichenau. Usserman’s edition covers the entire text, and 
is therefore to be preferred over the (more recent) edition by Pertz, MGH SS, 2, pp. 327-330. 
123 Stuttgart, Würtembergische Landesbibliothek jur. Qu. 134. On the continuation by Notker, see: 
Simson, ‘Monachus Sangallensis’. 
124 Erchanbert, Breviarium, p. xlix: ‘A Chlothario rege in praesens XIII anno Ludovici imperatoris 
constat in summa numerus annorum CCXXXII decem.’ To arrive at 827, the author needs to have had 
additional information, as the internal computation is 29 years short. To account for these, it is 
possible that the author calculated from the start of Chlothar’s reign as king of Neustria, and not the 
moment of the Frankish reunification. Also, there is confusion about the final stage of Charles 
Martel’s reign: unaware of the interregnum (737-742) and Childeric III’s installation afterwards, 
the compiler stated that Theuderic had reigned for six years (copied from the Liber historiae 
Francorum), yet argued that it was Theuderic whom Pope Stephen commanded to be abdicated. 
125 Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 713 (s. ixex) was originally attached to Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek, Voss. 
Lat. Q.5, forming an almost complete copy of the Chronicle of Fredegar. Description in Collins, 
Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 68-9. Bischoff, ‘Die karolingische Minuskel’, p. 218, no. 378. He later argued 
for a less specific date and place: s. viii/ix, originating from the Bodensee area. The Chronicle of 
Fredegar runs from l.2, c. 36 and ends at l. 21 (fol. 62v). Skipping a single line, a later hand dated to 
the late ninth-century added the Breviary (fol. 62v, l. 23- fol. 63v, l.29). The beginning of the 
Breviary is not marked with an initial, title or incipit, though in the same hand the name ‘ ’ 
is added in the margin. 
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argued, had been accomplished ‘with the advice and support of Pippin the 
Elder, who at that time was mayor of the palace.’126 Although Erchanbert relied 
foremost on the Liber historiae Francorum, this particular passage corresponds 
much more closely to the Chronicle of Fredegar, which states that ‘Chlothar 
entered Austrasia with [the help of] the faction of Arnulf, Pippin and the other 
magnates,’ leading to the aforesaid reunification.127 The Liber historiae 
Francorum does not yet mention Pippin at this point, but introduces him later 
on as a duke who was sent by Chlothar to assist his son, Dagobert I (r. 623-
639), as king of Austrasia.128 Erchanbert tweaked this account and presented 
Pippin as Dagobert’s ‘mayor of the palace and tutor’ (maior domus ac 
paedagogum), even though Dagobert was ‘already an adult’ (iam adulto).129 
Erchanbert thus created a scene in which the Pippinids were already the 
driving force behind Merovingian politics at the start of the seventh century. 
 The Pippinid focus is temporarily lost in the commotion that followed the 
death of Pippin I and the crisis that ended in the brutal death of his son and 
successor, Grimoald.130 Erchanbert, unwilling to compromise his triumphant 
narrative, at this point conveniently shifts his attention to the Neustrian kings 
and mayors, until Bertharius is said to be succeeded in that region by Pippin II. 
That this was the outcome of Pippin’s victory at Tertry, as celebrated in the 
Annales Mettenses priores, receives no attention from Erchanbert.131 Instead, 
the author chose this point to interrupt the steady rhythm of his chronicle by 
commenting on the changing relation between king and mayor: 

Hence, the kings assumed the title (nomen), but not the dignity 
(honores). Nevertheless, when this was arranged, there was abundant 
sustenance for them. And they were under perpetual custody, so that 
they could not achieve anything without the legitimation of their 
power (iure potestatis). For at that time and thereafter, Godfrid, duke 
of the Alemanni, and various dukes around him refused to be 
submissive to the dukes of the Franks, because they were unable to 

                                                                    
126 Erchanbert, Breviary, p. xlv: ‘(…) consilio et adiutorio Pipini senioris, qui tunc temporis Maior 
domus erat.’ 
127 Chronicle of Fredegar, l. 4, c. 40: ‘Chlotharius factione Arnulfo et Pippino vel citeris procerebus 
Auster ingreditur.’ 
128 Liber historiae Francorum, c. 41: ‘Eratque Chlothario rege tunc filius nomine Dagobertus, puer 
efficax atque strenuus, ad omnia solers, versutissimus. Quem rex adultum una cum Pippino duce in 
Auster regnaturum direxit. Austrasii vero Franci superiores congregati in unum, Dagobertum super 
se regem statuunt.’ 
129 Erchanbert, Breviary, p. xlv. N.B. In LHF, c. 42, Dagobert is called enutritor Francorum. This 
episode is not present in the Chronicle of Fredegar. 
130 See above, chapter 1, n. 2.  
131 Erchanbert, Breviary, p. xlvi: ‘Maior domus Bertharius, quo occiso Pipinus iunior filius Ansgisi, 
veniens de Austrasiis, successit in principatum maiorum domus.’ 
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serve the Merovingian kings, as had previously been their custom. For 
that reason each one kept to himself, until finally after the death of 
Duke Godefrid, Charles and the other leaders of the Franks gradually 
endeavoured to recall them, as best as they could.132 

Thus Erchanbert introduces the nomen/potestas disjunction for the first time: 
the Merovingian kings no longer ruled on account of their own potestas, but had 
come to rely on the strength and loyalty of the Frankish dukes instead. The plot 
is similar to that encountered in the Annales Mettenses priores and the Chronicle 
of Lorsch. Instead of opposing their Merovingian lords, the Carolingian ances-
tors are presented as their valiant defenders, even though this inverted the 
traditional hierarchy between king and mayor – as Erchanbert’s readership 
would have understood. Despite their good intentions, Erchanbert claimed, this 
led to a conflict of authority between the Pippinid mayors and the ‘non-
Frankish’ dukes of Alemannia and its neighbouring provinces, who were accus-
tomed to take orders from a Merovingian king, not his mayoral protectors. 
Again, therefore, it is weak kingship, rather than mayoral ambition, that is said 
to have destabilized Frankish politics – no matter how hard men like Charles 
Martel and his Frankish dukes struggled to maintain the status quo. 
 While Charles and his sons were busy running the kingdom, Merovingian 
faineance supposedly took a turn for the worse: ‘it was said that the aforesaid 
King Theoderic [IV] held the name, not the royal power, but with lesser dignity 
than the previous kings, except for when they inserted their name and year at 
the bottom of the page when the aforesaid leaders had composed charters.’133 
This last note reveals Erchanbert’s indebtedness to the Chronicle of Lorsch.134 
As Erchanbert presents it in c. 827, Merovingian authority had withered to a 
point of no return. It was, however, not for his Carolingian protagonists to 

                                                                    
132 Erchanbert, Breviary, p. xlvi: ‘Ex hinc reges nomen, non honorem habere coeperunt: quibus 
tamen, ubi constitutum fuerat, victus fuerat exuberans, custodiaque iugis erga illos habebatur, ne 
aliquid iure potestatis agere possint. Illis namque temporibus ac deinceps Gotefredus dux 
Alamannorum, caeterique circumquaque duces, noluerunt obtemperare ducibus Francorum, eo 
quod non potuerunt regibus Meroveis servire, sicuti antea soliti erant. Ideo se unusquisque secum 
tenuit, donec tandem aliquando post mortem Gotefredi ducis, Carolus caeterique principes 
Francorum paullatim ad se revocare illos arte, qua poterant, studuerunt.’ 
133 Erchanbert, Breviary, p. xlvii: ‘Interea tamen, ut aiunt, praefatus Theodericus rex nomen, non 
regnum tenuit, sed minore dignitate, quam anteriores reges habebant, nisi tantum, ut quando 
praedicti principes chartas traditionum fecerant, in fine praginolae suum nomen annumque 
inserebant.’ 
134 CL, l. 3, c. 12: ‘De regibus Francorum, qui ex stirpe regia erant et reges appellabantur, nullamque 
potestatem in regno habebant, nisi tantum quod cartae et privilegia in nomine eorum 
conscribebantur, potestatem vero regiam penitus nullam habebant, sed quod maior domus 
Francorum volebat, hoc faciebant.’ Cf. Pückert, ‘Kleine Lorscher Frankenchronik’, 140. 
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reach this conclusion, but it took a pope to come to Francia and spell it out for 
them: 

Before Pippin was raised to the kingship, Pope Stephen came from 
Rome to the territory of the Franks, in order to petition the aforesaid 
ruler so that he may be a source of help to him with regard to Aistulf, 
king of the Lombards, because he seized many cities, as well as 
various places and territories, from Saint Peter. The aforementioned 
ruler is said to have responded: ‘I have a lord king; I do not know 
what he wants to decide next.’ And the pope himself begged for help 
from the king with similar entreaties. The king then said: ‘Can’t you 
see, pope, that I do not execute the royal dignities and powers? How 
can I act upon any of these matters?’ ‘You’re right,’ answered the 
pope, ‘this is rightly said, because you are not worthy of such an 
honour.’ And returning to the ruler Pippin he said: ‘On the authority 
of Saint Peter I instruct you: tonsure him and relegate him to a 
monastery. For whatever land he controls, he is useful neither to 
himself, nor to others.’ After he was immediately tonsured and 
thrown into a monastery, the pope said to the ruler: ‘The Lord and the 
authority of Saint Peter choose you, that you may be prince and king 
of the Franks.’ And immediately having constituted and blessed him 
in the kingship, he consecrated his two still young sons, Charles and 
Carloman, to be kings. At that King Pippin promised to do everything 
as it would have pleased him [the pope]; which indeed he did 
subsequently. And king Pippin ruled after his consecration for 
seventeen years.135 

In a direct and almost laconic style, Erchanbert presented Pippin as his king’s 
loyal subject, though naturally his loyalty to Saint Peter outweighed that to his 
king. Pope Stephen, on the other hand, was less tolerant of the king’s inability to 

                                                                    
135 Erchanbert, Breviary, p. xlviii: ‘Pipinus namque antequam ad regem sublimaretur venit Papa de 
Roma, nomine Stephanus, ad fines Francorum, ut praedictum principem peteret, quatenus ei causa 
auxilii fuisset apud Haistolfum regem Longobardorum, quia de S. Petro tam civitates, quam caetera 
loca ac fines habuisset possessos. Fertur, respondisse praefatum principem: ‘habeo dominum 
regem; ignoro, quid inde velle definire.’ At ipse Papa ad regem iisdem sermonibus auxilium 
flagitavit. Tunc rex, ‘videsne,’ inquit, ‘Papa, quod dignitatis regiae ac potestatis non fungor? 
Quomodo possum horum aliquid agere?’ ‘Vere,’ inquit Papa, ‘hoc iuste convenit, quia non es dignus 
tali honore.’ Reversusque ad principem Pipinum aiebat: ‘ex auctoritate S. Petri tibi praecipio, tonde 
hunc, et destina in monasterium; ut quid terram occupat? nec sibi, nec aliis utilis est.’ Statim tonso, 
ac in monasterium retruso tunc Papa ad principem: ‘te elegit Dominus et auctoritas S. Petri, ut sis 
princeps et rex super Francos.’ Et statim illum in regem constituens ac benedicens, filiosque eius 
duos adhuc teneros, Carlum et Carlomannum, in reges consecravit. At ille Pipinus rex se omnia 
facturum spopondit, sicut illi complacuisset; sicut et postea fecit. Regnavitque Pipinus rex post 
consecrationem sui annis XVII.’ 
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act and proposed to make Pippin, his energetic mayor, king instead. The effect 
Erchanbert invokes is comparable to that of Einhard, in that he combines the 
coup of 751 and the papal confirmation of 754 into a single event. However, 
Erchanbert presents Theuderic IV (d. 737) as the last Merovingian king instead 
of Childeric III. This may have been an innocent mistake, since Erchanbert’s 
chief source, the Liber historiae Francorum, ends with the reign of Theuderic. 
Such mistakes occurred more often at St Gall: the Annales Sangallenses maiores, 
composed in the mid-tenth century, do identify Childeric as the last 
Merovingian, but added that he ‘at his baptism was called by another name 
Daniel’ and therefore confuse Childeric III (r. 743-754) with Chilperic II (r. c. 
715-721).136 Another possibility is that Erchanbert ‘mistake’ was intentional: if 
the goal was to have the Carolingian mayors appear as loyal protectors to the 
Merovingian dynasty, a five-year-interregnum becomes somewhat difficult to 
explain.  
 The similarities between Erchanbert’s Breviary and earlier narratives, 
notably the Annales Mettenses priores (806), the Chronicle of Lorsch (807) and 
Einhard’s Vita Karoli (c. 823?), tend to be notional rather than literal, as is the 
case in the earlier section of the Breviary, for which the author borrowed 
extensively from the Liber historiae Francorum. Except for the the latter text, 
we cannot be certain that Erchanbert had exemplars of the other texts at his 
disposal, but if not, the similarities between these accounts at least suggests 
that Erchanbert had known them, and that these histories may therefore have 
circulated, if not in writing, than perhaps in spoken form. 
 Pertz may have made a mistake in dismissing the earlier section of the 
Breviary as an epitomized version of the Liber historiae Francorum. Because the 
earliest version of the Breviary, as witnessed in Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 713, only 
contains the section relating to Carolingian history, we cannot be certain that 
the epitomized version of the Liber historiae Francorum was appended by 
Erchanbert in c. 827, or that it was added as late as the tenth century. 
Regardless of its time of composition, the compiler’s selection of what he copied 
and what he omitted was not arbitrary and conveys a very potent and clear 
message about how he viewed Pippin’s reign. The ‘extended Breviary,’ as extant 
in the tenth-century Stuttgart manuscript, no longer exclusively related 
Carolingian history, but by adding an account of Merovingian history obtained a 
cyclical dimension, in which dynasties rose and fell. The compiler placed a 
particularly strong emphasis on the heroic conversion and baptism of Clovis I, 
praised as a New Constantine. Clovis’s successors, who follow each other in 

                                                                    
136 Annales Sangallenses maiores, s.a. 754 (752): ‘qui a baptismo alio nomine vocatus est Danihel.’ 
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rapid succession in the account, only served to form an unbroken chain of kings 
that linked Clovis to Chlothar II, and thus to the advent of Carolingian power 
and Pippin’s elevation to the kingship.  
 The effect is as spectacular as it is unique in Frankish historiography: a 
juxtaposition is created between Clovis I and Pippin the Short, the two founders 
of the great royal dynasties of the Franks, each presented as a champion of 
Christianity. It was a history of Constantine being invoked again and again. 
Pippin’s successors, Charlemagne and Louis, appear as important to the author 
as the successors of Clovis had been. Following Pippin’s elevation, the 
chronicler pauses only to note that Charlemagne was consecrated emperor by 
Pope Leo III, which in the context of the Breviary echoes Pippin’s consecration 
by Stephen II. The roles of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious, who are normally 
at the heart of ninth-century Carolingian historiography, now serve to empha-
size the enduring success of Pippin’s deeds, or perhaps the author is even 
signalling that the Carolingian dynasty was already in decline. 

5.3. Hilduin’s workshop 

With Einhard and Erchanbert, the rhetoric of Carolingian potestas as 
opposed to Merovingian weakness had reached its zenith. They 
composed their narratives at a time when the Carolingians ruled 
uncontestedly over a vast empire that had no equal in the Latin West 
since Rome’s decline. In 833, this spell of boundless Carolingian virtus 
was broken when Emperor Louis the Pious was presented before a 
Frankish assembly at the monastery of St Médard in Soissons, where he 
was made to publically confess his sins, lay his weapons aside and 
change his dress to that of a penitent.137 Albeit temporarily – within a 
year Louis had managed to regain the upperhand – the emperor had 
effectivly been made powerless.138 After his restoration, new solutions 
would be necessary to secure the foundations of Carolingian authority, 
as the events of 833 had painfully exposed that even emperors could 
lack the potestas to keep the peace. In 835, Abbot Hilduin of St Denis and 
archchaplain at Louis’s court, formulated such a reorientation on the 
historical foundations of Carolingian authority. In a short text known as 
the Gesta Stephani, Hilduin recalled the ceremony of 754, at which Pope 

                                                                    
137 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, c. 49. 
138 De Jong, ‘Power and humility’, 29; idem, Penitential State, pp. 44-52. 
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Stephen II had consecrated Pippin and his two sons as kings of the 
Franks. Contrary to earlier traditions, Pippin’s royal inauguration was 
no longer explained in terms of Carolingian strength versus Merovingian 
weakness, but came to rest solely on the authority of the bishop of 
Rome. But before we turn to Hilduin’s writings, we first need to dispel 
the persistent myth that the text known as the Clausula de unctione 
Pippini – which Hilduin had allegedly used as his source – is an eye-
witness account of the proceedings at St Denis in 754. 

5.3.1. The Clausula de unctione Pippini 

The Clausula de unctione Pippini is a short text comprising of two parts: a rather 
elaborate dating clause and a short historical note on the events of 751 and 
754.139 The text concludes with a papal blessing for the Frankish nobility, 
followed by an interdict that states that ‘they may never in time presume to 
elect a king from the loins of another, except from those whom divine goodness 
has seen fit to exalt and has decided to confirm and consecrate by the 
intercession of the holy Apostles through the hand of their vicar, the most 
blessed pontiff.’140 The main argument for the text’s purported contempo-
raneity is the section containing the dating clause. Using three independent 
dating methods, its author established that ‘this little book’ (hic libellus) was 
written in 767.141 Doubts about the validity of this claim already existed in the 
nineteenth century, but the text’s most renowned critic was Max Buchner, who 
argued in 1926 that the Clausula was a late ninth-century forgery, created by 
Abbot Gauzlin of St Denis in the 880s.142 Buchner mistakenly believed that 
Gauzlin had been a supporter of the Carolingian scion Louis the Child, whose 
claims were challenged by Count Hugh of Paris.143 In Buchner’s view, the 
Clausula was intended as a polemical text, meant to remind the Frankish 
nobility of their loyalty to Pippin’s royal line and the consequences should they 
forsake their oaths. To support his claim that the Clausula could not have been 
contemporary, mid-eighth-century account, Buchner presented a score of argu-

                                                                    
139 For edition: Stoclet, ‘La Clausula’, 2-3. 
140 Clausula, lines 21-4: ‘[francorum principes] tali omnes interdictu et excommunicationis lege 
constrinxit, ut numquam de alterius lumbis regem in evo presumant eligere, sed ex ipsorum quos et 
divina pietas exaltare dignata esse et sanctorum apostolorum intercessionibus per manus vicarii 
ipsorum beatissimi pontificis confirmare et consecrare disposuit.’ 
141 Clausula, line 1. 
142 Buchner, Die Clausula. 
143 Stoclet, ‘La Clausula’, 22-3. Stoclet points to Werner, ‘Gauzlin von Saint Denis’, who argues that 
Gauzlin was not in Louis’s camp, but in that of Count Hugh.  
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ments. But while some of these have real merit, others have been refuted with 
considerable ease, which for a long time resulted in a general rejection of 
Buchner’s thesis.144 
 Though many of Buchner’s arguments were easily refuted, the Clausula’s 
lengthy dating clause, disproportionate to the size and contents of the historical 
note it preceded, remained difficult to explain. A convincing theory was put 
forward by Ernst Schulz, who argued that the dating clause was in fact intended 
as a colophon. This colophon did not relate to the short historical notice about 
Pippin’s royal confirmation, but to the copy of the Libri VIII miracolorum of 
Gregory of Tours that preceded the Clausula in the extant manuscripts.145 
Schulz’s key argument is the word libellus, or ‘little book’, which poorly 
reflected the few lines that make up the Clausula, but resonates rather well with 
Gregory’s work, to which Gregory in his prologue refers as ‘libelli’.146 The 
historical note, Schulz reasoned, must have been added at a later stage, written 
on the last blank lines of a codex originally produced in the scriptorium of St 
Denis, in 767. 
 In 1970, Haselbach vindicated some of Buchner’s arguments, arguing 
furthermore that the critique against Buchner’s less convincing arguments had 
drawn attention away from his central and more convincing thesis, namely that 
the relation between the Clausula de unctione Pippini and Hilduin’s Gesta 
Stephani should be inverted.147 Buchner’s conviction that the Clausula was of 
late ninth-century date led him to conclude that Hilduin’s Gesta Stephani (835), 
to which the historical note of the Clausula bears a strong resemblance, must 
have been used as its source, and not the other way around as had previously 
been assumed. Alain Stoclet also consented to this point. On the basis of 
Schulz’s premise, Stoclet reconstructed the manuscript tradition of the 
Clausula, arguing that the original composition, which contained Gregory’s Libri 
VIII miracolorum and the colophon, had been produced at St Denis in 767. At 
some point, this manuscript ended up in St Gall, where it was copied in 
combination with Sankt Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek cod. 577. According to Stoclet, 
when in the tenth century this combined manuscript was copied at Reichenau, 

                                                                    
144 For an overview of the debate, see: Haselbach, Aufstief und Herrschaft, pp. 193-200 (= Exkurs II: 
Die Abfassungszeit der Clausula de unctione Pippini). 
145 Schulz, ‘Die Clausula’ and idem, ‘Nochmals die Clausula’. The Clausula is extant in two 
manuscripts of relatively late date: Brussels, Royal Library 7666-71 (s. x3/4) and Stuttgart, 
Landesbibliothek, Theol. Fol. 188 (s.xii). For a description, see: Stoclet, ‘La Clausula’, 3-4. 
146 This argument applies to both extant manuscripts, but Schulz only knew of the Brussels 
manuscript, Brussels, Royal Library 7666-71. 
147 Haselbach, Aufstieg und Herrschaft, pp. 193-200. 
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the scribe must have added a small historical note that related to Pippin’s royal 
confirmation and the nobility’s sworn fidelity toward the reigning dynasty.  
 The Clausula de unctione Pippini, as modern historians have come to 
recognize it, thus consists of a contemporary colophon dated to 767 and a 
tenth-century historical note on the events of 754. In the tenth century, the 
matter of fidelity to the Carolingian dynasty had once more become a relevant 
issue as the old Carolingian claims were being contested by local strongmen, 
giving the memory of Pippin’s royal elevation in 754 a new lease of life.148 The 
Clausula can no longer be considered a contemporary witness to the events of 
754, but originated in the tenth century. Its source, however, was Hilduin’s 
Gesta Stephani – a short account of Stephen’s confirmation of Pippin’s kingship 
which had been commissioned by Louis the Pious in 834, shortly after he had 
been restored to his former dignity. 

5.3.2. Hilduin’s Gesta Stephani 

According to the Annals of St Bertin, the captors of Emperor Louis the Pious 
‘harassed him for so long that they forced him to lay aside his weapons and 
change his garb, banishing him to threshold of the Church.’149 Effectively, the 
emperor could no longer perform his duties as a protector of the ecclesia. When 
news reached Pippin of Aquitaine and Louis the German of their brother 
Lothar’s maltreatment of their father, they switched allegiances and marched 
on Aachen to liberate Louis. Lothar fled south on 28 February 834, leaving his 
father to be restored to his former status.150 Since it was through a carefully 
orchestrated ritual that Louis was publically turned into a penitent, it required 
additional ritual to revert the transformation, and regirth the emperor with the 
weapons symbolizing his ability to execute his ministerium. In a series of care-
fuly concerted reconciliations, Louis patched up his battered image and 
mended the broken bond between the head of the empire and the body of the 
elite. As Louis realized, this was not the time to bear grudges; those who had 
forsaken their emperor on the Rotfeld, among whom his archchaplain Hilduin, 
were pardoned and restored to their former positions.  
 The first step on the route to Louis’s restoration was not set in Aachen, 
where Louis had been crowned emperor by Charlemagne in 813, nor in the 
cathedral of Rheims, where in 817 his imperial dignity was confirmed by Pope 

                                                                    
148 Stoclet, ‘La Clausula’, 15-21, 34, and 41. 
149 Annals of St Bertin, s.a. 833, p. 7: ‘illum vexaverunt, quousque arma deponere habitumque 
mutare cogentes, liminibus ecclesiae pepulerunt.’ 
150 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 50-52. 
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Stephen IV (816-817); rather, ‘the emperor (…) wanted to be reconciled in the 
church of St Denis by episcopal ministration and consented to be girded with 
his arms at the hand of the bishops.’151 Louis had good reasons to choose the 
monastery of St Denis, with which the Carolingian family had a close historical 
bond. After his reinstatement in the presence of relics of Dionysius, Louis felt 
indebted to the martyr. In a letter he afterwards wrote to Abbot Hilduin of St 
Denis, the emperor reminisced about the monastery’s former royal patrons. 
After Dagobert I, patronage of the monastery had fallen to the Carolingians. 
Charles Martel, or so Louis was convinced, owed his reign to the martyr in 
whose presence he would later be buried, as would his son Pippin, Louis’s 
grandfather. In thinking of the role St Denis had played in his family’s history, 
Louis could scarcely pass over the ceremony of 754, which had turned his 
family into a royal dynasty. Louis recalled in his letter how 

[Pippin] was proclaimed during the solemn rites of mass along with 
his two sons, that with Carloman and our lord and father of blessed 
memory Charles, deservedly called ‘the Great’, received the said 
apostolic pope anointed in the kingship of the Franks, he gained the 
blessing of the heavenly gift.152 

The memory of this important event marking the beginning of the dynasty 
explains why Louis had wished to be restored in the basilica of St Denis. 
However, the purpose of Louis’s letter to Hilduin was not to recall the historical 
ties between the royal family and St Denis, but to commission a codex that 
contained all the known texts – histories in Greek and Latin, as well as charters 
and liturgical texts – dedicated to the martyr Dionysius.153 In addition, Louis 
requested from Hilduin: ‘that you may bring together the revelation revealed by 
the blessed Pope Stephen in the church of the same most holy Dionysius, just as 
it was composed by him, and the deeds which are attached to this, along with 

                                                                    
151 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, c. 51: ‘imperator (…) in ecclesia sancti Dyonisii episcopali ministerio 
voluit reconciliari et per manus episcoporum armis consensit accingi.’ Trans. Noble, Charlemagne 
and Louis the Pious, p. 284. 
152 Epistolae variorum, no. 19, p. 326, lines 30-33: ‘[Pippinus] dedicatum est inter sacra missarum 
sollemnia una cum duobus filiis, Karlomanno videlicet et divae memoriae domno ac genitori nostro 
Karolo iure praenominato Magno, ab eodem apostolico papa in regem Francorum unctus superni 
muneris benedictionem percepit.’  
153 Ibid., p. 327, lines 4-16. In 827, Louis received a Greek history of Dionysius the Aeropagite from 
the Byzantine court. This Dionysius came to be identified as Dionysius the Martyr. Hilduin made the 
first Latin copy of the text, though John Scotus soon made another. See: Spiegel, Past as text, pp. 
140-142. 
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the hymns that you have about that most glorious martyr and the pope, and the 
nocturnal office.’154  
 The ‘Dionysius-codex’, which Louis commissioned, is no longer extant. 
However, some of the texts that had been composed for this purpose still are. 
Among these is the Gesta Stephani, a text that above all recalled how on 27 July 
754, Stephen ‘anointed as kings of the Franks the most prosperous King Pippin 
and his two sons Charles and Carloman.’155 Not Pippin’s royal confirmation is 
the central issue of the Gesta, but, more generally, the formation of the 
Carolingian royal dynasty and its close association with the monastery of St 
Denis and the papacy. In addition to the papal anointing of Pippin, Hilduin 
related how Charlemagne and Carloman received the holy unction, and how 
Bertrada was formally recognized (consignavere) as Pippin’s wife.156 The 
Frankish nobility also received an apostolic blessing, but, more importantly, 
Pope Stephen  

obliged and had [them] testity, that in the future they would never 
dare to install a king over them from another lineage, or descended 
from whatever other family, except from the line of those, who divine 
providence has deigned to elect in order to protect the holiest 
apostolical see, as well as to elevate and consecrate with the holiest 
oil, through him that is the vicar of Saint Peter, and in fact of out Lord 
Jesus Christ.157 

In addition to emphasizing the bond between the papacy and Carolingian royal 
authority, Hilduin also strengthened the ties between Rome and his monastery. 
The Gesta relates how Stephen placed a ‘pallium of the apostolic dignity’ atop 
the altar, as well as the keys to the celestial kingdom.158 In return, the pope took 
relics of the martyr Dionysius with him to Rome, whose cult would continue to 

                                                                    
154 Epistolae variorum, no. 19, p. 327, lines 17-20: ‘ut revelationem ostensam beato papae Stephano 
in ecclesiam eiusdem sanctissimi Dionisii, sicut ab eo dictata est, et gesta quae eidem subnixa sunt, 
una cum ymnis, quos de hoc gloriosissimo martire atque pontifice habes, et officium nocturnale 
subiungas.’ 
155 Hilduin, Gesta Stephani, lines 5-6: ‘Unxit in reges Francorum florentissimum regem Pippinum et 
duos filios eius Karolum et Karlomannum.’ 
156 Hilduin, Gesta Stephani, lines 7-8. The vocabulary of Betrada’s blessing (gratia septiformis 
Spiritus sancti in Dei nomine consignavit) appears to have been borrowed from the Constitutum 
Constantini. See the discussion in Haselbach, Aufstieg, pp. 193-200.  
157 Hilduin, Gesta Stephani, lines 9-13: ‘Obligavit et obtestatus est, ut numquam de altera stirpe per 
succedentium temporum curricula ipsi vel quique ex eorum progenie orti regem super se 
presumant aliquo modo constituere nisi de eorum propagine, quos et divina providentia ad 
sanctissimam apostolicam sedem tuendam eligere et per eum, videlicet vicarium sancti Petri, immo 
domini nostri Ihesu Christi, in potestatem regiam dignata est sublimare et unctione sacratissima 
consecrare.’ 
158 Ibid., line 15: ‘pallium apostolicae dignitatis.’ 
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flourish in the apostolic city. In his enthusiasm to collect all there was to find on 
his patron saint, Hilduin managed to combine his Parisian martyr, the Greek 
Aeropagite and the third-century Roman pontiff into a single saint. What 
Hilduin therefore created was a powerful nexus between the papacy and the 
Frankish monarchy, which he attached to to the locus of St Denis, where it 
would endure until the French Revolution.159 
 In the Gesta Stephani, the Carolingian rulers and their nobles remain a 
passive presence. Also, there is no trace of the rhetoric of nomen et potestas. 
Only the pope, acting as the intermediary between the secular and the divine, is 
seen to actively confer the divinely inspired royal dignity onto the members of 
the new dynasty. We are left, therefore, with a tradition in which Carolingian 
royal authority is founded exclusively on episcopal authority, as represented by 
the bishop of Rome. Hilduin’s conception of the foundation of Carolingian 
authority is no antithesis to the earlier rhetoric of Carolingian strength versus 
Merovingian weakness, but rather its alternative. In light of the events of 833, 
the idea that the Carolingian authority was based on its potestas had lost some 
of its efficacy. Strength would of course remain an important quality for a ruler, 
but it was in itself no longer a suitable criterion on which to base one’s royal 
status, as it had been been in the early days of the dynasty. Hilduin adhered to a 
new reality, in which the Frankish episcopacy presented itseld as the only valid 
mediator between divine authority and Carolingian leadership.160 It was a 
reality that Louis could not ignore: in 833 bishops had forced him to surrender 
his arms and, one year later, Louis was reconciled again ‘by episcopal mini-
stration’ and ‘girded with his arms at the hand of the bishops.’161 

5.4. Conclusion 

The Carolingian dynasty came to be formed in two stages, namely Pippin’s coup 
of 751 and its apostolic confirmation in 754, during which Pippin’s sons, 
Charlemagne and Carloman, were also consecrated kings of the Franks. The 
first event marked the end of the Merovingian dynasty; the second gave the 
new dynasty a future. The lack of information in contemporary sources for the 
intermediate period suggests that Pippin’s initial elevation to the kingship in 
751 was contested, and the apostolic confirmation that came in 754 most 
welcome. This chapter has attempted to analyse how Carolingian history-

                                                                    
159 Spiegel, ‘The cult of Saint Denis and Capetian kingship’. 
160 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 176-7; Patzold, Episcopus, pp. 134-84. 
161 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, c. 51: ‘imperator (…) episcopali ministerio voluit reconciliari et per 
manus episcoporum armis consensit accingi.’ Trans. Noble, Charlemagne and Louis the Pious, p. 284. 
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writers justified and shaped these events in their narratives in ways that 
agreed with contemporary moral standards. In developing a remarkably 
durable discourse that justified the Carolingian dynasty’s formation, from 
Childebrand’s Continuations up to the modern text book, the current chapter 
meant above all to demonstrate how yesterday’s fiction could become 
tomorrow’s reality. It demonstrates, in other words, the power of a convincing 
narrative and helps us to understand why the Carolingian literate elite invested 
so much energy in the constant revision of its past. 
 Carolingian historiography was not created in a conceptual and social 
vacuum. Despite differences in form, style and vocabulary, each author worked 
on the basis of a pre-existing tradition, which he adapted and augmented to 
match ‘the mood of the day.’ Because history-writing in the Carolingian period 
was above all the pastime of a close-knit elite that actively partook in the events 
it recounted, these ideas and perceptions tended to circulate in a relatively 
small circle. As Nelson remarked: ‘the literati voiced an élite’s concerns, and 
gave them rhetorical shape.’162 Those testimonies that eventually found their 
way to the archives, first of religious houses and later of national archives and 
libraries where they survive up to the present day, used to be part of a vibrant 
debate on the history and identity of Carolingian elite society. It would explain 
the remarkable coherency in a series of historiographical accounts that were 
created in a relatively short span of time over long distances; how the narrative 
of the Chronicle of Lorsch (807) could borrow elements from the Annales 
Mettenses priores (806), or why someone like Erchanbert, writing in Alemannia 
in c. 827, created an account that, with regard to the dynasty’s formation, has 
very much in common with Einhard’s Vita Karoli. 
 The common aim of these authors was to justify a coup that, at its core, 
had been nothing short of a usurpation of royal authority. A rhetoric was 
developed featuring two distinct elements of justification: one the one hand, 
these authors exploited the apostolic sanction of 754 and, on the other, they 
introduced in the late-eighth century the that the dynastic transition had been a 
correction of an unnatural political imbalance, in which the royal power and the 
royal name had come to be divided, something that was argued to be contrary 
to the natural order. 
 Childebrand especially should be credited for having created the illusion 
that, as McKitterick called it, Carolingian kingship had been fully formed in 
751.163 In the Continuations, written during Pippin’s lifetime or shortly there-

                                                                    
162 Nelson, ‘Bad kingship’, 14. 
163 McKitterick, ‘Illusion’, 20. 
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after, Childebrand boldly antedated the apostolic confirmation of 754 to 751, by 
inventing a Frankish embassy that allegedly had sought the advice of Pope 
Zachary in Rome before proceeding with Pippin’s royal elevation. As a 
consequence, Pope Stephen’s visit in the winter of 753/4 was reduced to a 
unilateral papal petition for Frankish military support, since no additional 
apostolic sanction was, to Childebrand’s mind, required. 
 The author of the ARF, writing in c. 795, considered the notion of a papal 
sanction in 751 a compelling fiction. However, he did not wish to ignore the 
papal confirmation of 754, at which Pippin’s sons were also consecrated kings 
of the Franks. However, subsequent authors continued to struggle with the 
tension that existed between Pippin’s alleged papal sanction in 751 and the 
apparent need for a second sanction in 754. Thus, the Chronicle of Lorsch, for 
example, invested fully on the 751, but noted that in 754 Stephen had ‘anointed 
the two sons of Pippin as kings.’ The author makes no mention of Pippin’s 
confirmation at this point. A more extreme attempt to streamline these 
accounts dates to the 820s, roughly seventy years after the dynasty’s formation, 
when both Einhard and Erchanbert combined the acts of 751 and 754 into a 
single event. 
 The earliest evidence for the idea that Merovingian faineance had 
demanded the dynasty’s dismissal comes from the ARF, composed in mid-790s. 
The author of these annals cleverly introduced this notion as a growing concern 
of the Franks, which they then presented before the pope in 749. It was Pope 
Zachary who confirmed their suspicion and ‘ordered Pippin that it may be 
better to have call king he who has the power, than he who abides without 
royal power.’164 By deviating from this natural principle, or so the ARF claim, 
the Franks risked upsetting the natural order, with all the disastrous 
consequences that came with it. Pippin’s claim on the royal title had been a bold 
experiment and its outcome will not immediately have been clear. Only with 
the benefit of hindsight could Pippin’s coup be presented as a corrective 
measure; a restoration to the norm that was pleasing to God. 
 In the first decade of the ninth century, the authors of the Annales 
Mettenses priores and the Chronicle of Lorsch expanded on the ARFs theme by 
significantly reducing the opportunistic character of Pippin’s coup and 
presenting it instead as the long-awaited solution to an old Frankish problem. 
Suddenly, the origins of Merovingian faineance were located in the late seventh 
century, arguing how the Pippinid and Carolingian mayors of the palace had 

                                                                    
164 ARF, s.a. 749: ‘Zacharias papa mandavit Pippino, ut melius esset illum regem vocari, qui 
potestatem haberet, quam illum, qui sine regali potestate manebat.’ 
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struggled to maintain the integrity of the realm, as its political cohesion was 
crumbling on account of the weakness of its kings. Two decades later, this 
particular discourse reached its climax in the accounts of Erchanbert and 
Einhard. Especially the latter’s derogatory description of the last Merovingian 
kings continues to affect our modern perception of the dynasty, though 
historians are now becoming increasingly aware of the significant distortions in 
the Carolingian lens. 
 Only when, during the reign of Louis the Pious, the first cracks began to 
appear in the Carolingian political edifice, had the time come to rethink the 
founding principles of Carolingian authority. With the painful memory of 833 in 
mind, Hilduin changed tack in his account of the dynasty’s foundation and 
abandoned the notion that strength was the hallmark of Carolingian kingship. 
Instead, Hilduin focussed entirely on the dynasty’s apostolic sanction and its 
special bond with the papacy. If this new discourse was not as powerful or 
compelling as its predecessor, it was at least more resilient to temporary crises. 
By letting go of personal virtus as the chief prerequisite for the royal dignity, 
relying increasingly more on their apostolically sanctioned covenant with the 
divine, as symbolized by their consecration and conferred through episcopal 
agency, one could argue that, under Louis, the Carolingian dynasty had reached 
maturity. On the other hand, it was becoming increasingly difficult to perceive 
Carolingian kingship as the powerful antithesis to the Merovingian model. By 
the mid-ninth century, accusations of lethargic, do-nothing kings once again 
resounded through the empire, as local strongmen, while publically flaunting 
their potestas, began to wonder whether he who had the power, should perhaps 
not also have the title. 
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Central to this study has been the historiographical reflection of three major 
crises that occurred during the reign of Pippin the Short: the succession crisis of 
741, the abdication and conversion of Carloman in 747, and the dynastic 
transition of 751/754. These were not just crucial events in the histories of 
Charles Martel’s successors, but related directly to the formation of the 
Carolingian dynasty. In each of these cases, their rendering in Carolingian his-
toriography was subject to change. In general, the reinterpretation, or 
recreation, of the past was driven by the desire to form a positive and 
uncontested history of the Carolingian dynasty; the past stood in the service of 
the present. If we take a closer look, it becomes clear that the specific changes 
made to the presentation of each of these cases served a specific purpose and 
had been triggered by specific social or political events.  
 Any attempt to reconstruct these events on the basis of the extant 
narrative sources – and in these cases historians have very little else to go on – 
will unavoidably result in speculative conclusions. How had Charles devised his 
succession? What drove Carloman to the monastery? And what prompted 
Pippin to seize the throne? Carolingian historiography offers a range of possible 
answers. To argue that finding the historically correct ones is merely a matter 
of applying the proper source-critical tools, presupposes that the answers to 
these questions are hidden in these texts to begin with. Such trust might be 
warranted if we accept that the historiographical genre is defined by the claim 
that its content relates to historical events. Historiography, after all, is not the 
same as fiction. However, fictional elements can, and often do, play an 
important role in historiography.  
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 Carolingian historiography is not claiming to be an objective rendering of 
historical events. There is a strong exegetical dimension to it, in that it attempts 
to derive meaning from historical events through historical (re)interpretation.1 
Court-oriented historiography tends to justify the actions of the dynasty, while 
being part of a semi-public polemical discourse through which the Carolingian 
literate elite was able to reflect on and redefine the socio-political structures 
that kept the polity together. As the case of Carloman’s conversion aptly shows, 
Carolingian historiography had strong moralistic tendencies and looked to the 
past to find or create models for emulation. In short, instead of being a 
descriptive record of past events, Carolingian historiography was highly perfor-
mative, and historians should treat it accordingly.  
 In its purpose to manipulate its readership’s perception of the past, these 
texts would sooner gloss over than expound the traumas of the Carolingian 
past. However, success was not guaranteed: in some cases the literary 
strategies with which the past was given new meaning failed. As Grifo’s case 
revealed, after an initial attempt to have him banned from the historiographical 
record, he was gradually readmitted in the course of the later eighth and early 
ninth centuries as Charles Martel’s legitimate, if rapacious, heir. Insofar as 
historiography could be used as a tool to alter a readership’s perception of the 
past, such alterations could only be brought about with small and subtle steps. 
Childebrand’s contemporary attempt to expel Grifo from his Continuations 
failed, because the solution he offered was too radical and resulted in an 
incoherent narrative that no longer matched his readership’s recollection of 
events. This may have been one of the reasons why eventually the narrative of 
the Continuations was no longer continued after 768 and came to be replaced 
with that of the ARF. 
 The success of a historiographical narrative depended on the social 
context in which it was read; it needed to conform to its readership’s value 
system. However, social contexts changed, demanding that fundamental 
episodes of a community’s past were retroactively corrected to fit the new 
mould. Thus, as my second case study showed, even though the contemporary 
circumstances that had led to Carloman’s abdication and monastic conversion 
remain obscure, the event itself would much later come to be explained in a 
context of public penance. As I have argued, penance was indeed a likely 
motive, but one that could not yet be acknowledged by a contemporary 
audience who considered the moral failings associated with penance income-
patible with their perception of the Carolingian identity. This changed in the 

                                                                    
1 Werner, ‘Geschichtsschreiber’. This might hold especially true for the so-called minor annals. 
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course of the ninth century, in particular during the reign of Louis the Pious, 
when the political function of public penance developed from being a strategy 
of exclusion to also one of appeasement and reconciliation. This new 
perception of penance in turn demanded its historical precursors, for which 
Carloman was the most obvious candidate. 
 No event will have weighed more heavily on the Carolingian conscience 
than the coup of 751. Unlike Grifo, the coup could not be ignored – though the 
reign of King Childeric apparently could. When stripped to its core, how 
different was this event from a usurpation of the Frankish throne by a powerful 
magnate who broke his oath of fidelity to his rightful lord? We need only to 
recall Tassilo’s fate to realize how important the notion of fidelitas was in 
Carolingian society. Contemporary accounts are silent about what happened in 
the years immediately after the coup, which might suggest that Pippin initially 
had difficulties consolidating his new position. Gaining apostolic support in 754 
helped, but the battle for the justification of Pippin’s coup was above all a 
literary one. It began with Childebrand, who in his Continuations transplanted 
the papal sanction of 754 to 751, claiming that the coup had been a Frankish, 
rather than a Carolingian, initiative, for which papal approval had been given 
before it was actually executed. Subsequent chroniclers and annalists elabo-
rated on the basis of this literary artifice. The author of the ARF, writing at the 
end of the eighth century, gave substance to this papal verdict, and had Pope 
Zachary instructing the Franks to make Pippin their king and to restore the 
natural order, which, or so the ARF now claimed, required that the royal power 
and the royal title inhabited the same person. King Childeric, who had only 
carried the name of king, having lost his potestas to Pippin, ‘was falsely called a 
king’ (false rex vocabatur).  
 In the first decades of the ninth century, the justification of the coup came 
to rely on a combination of apostolic sanction and the rhetoric of nomen and 
potestas. The latter was given a historical dimension when it came to be argued 
that this ‘imbalance’ was already present in the late seventh century. Pippin’s 
ancestors, bound by loyalty to do-nothing kings, struggled to maintain the 
status quo. However, as the early ninth-century chroniclers claimed, it had been 
a losing battle: Merovingian impotence was slowly breaking up the political 
fabric of the Frankish realms, something that Pippin’s coup halted. Yet when 
Hilduin was asked by Emperor Louis the Pious to recount the events of 754, 
Hilduin was reluctant to invoke the argument of Carolingian potestas to account 
for Pippin’s elevation to the kingship. This is not surprising, given that one year 
earlier Louis had been rendered as powerless as Childeric III, when he was 
forced publically to remove his arms and take up the penitential garb. Although 
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Louis was able to regain his position soon after, the affair had no-doubt hurt the 
image of Carolingian potestas. In Hilduin’s view, Carolingian authority relied 
first and foremost on its religious legitimation, which in 754 was bestowed on 
Pippin by the bishop of Rome. It was a rendering of events that was much 
closer to the political reality of Hilduin’s own day, when it had become clear 
that it was foremost an episcopal prerogative to bestow or retract religious 
legitimation. 
 This study was written on the assumption that Pippin’s reign, as we 
encounter it in the extant historiographical narratives, is mostly a literary 
construct. Or, to be more precise, each narrative presents a unique literary 
construction that is carefully tuned to the moral standards and political 
sensitivities of the time of composition. In some cases, new narratives were 
called for because contemporary developments demanded the past to be 
reinterprated, as the example of Hilduin’s Gesta Stephani has shown. In other 
cases, it may have been because changing conceptual horizons led to different 
interpretations of the same text, as might account for the gradual 
acknowledgement of Carloman’s conversion as an act of penance. This does not 
mean, however, that these literary constructs cannot inform us about the 
historical figures on which they are based, let alone the political, religious and 
moral culture in which they were produced and/or transmitted. The link 
between history and text (between signified and signifier) might be a slippery 
one, but it exists. To grasp it, we need to understand the conceptual framework 
with which author and audience looked to the past, and reconstruct the social 
and political context – the social logic – that prompted the author to write what 
he wrote. 
 This study has been an attempt to do just that: to account for the changes 
in the perception of the past by studying some of the literary strategies with 
which Carolingian history-writers manipulated their audience’s perception of 
the past, and their underlying motives. What remains to be done, however, is to 
answer the call of Alain Dierkens and Matthew Innes, and use these insights to 
shed new light on that turbulent yet formative phase of Carolingian history that 
is the reign of Pippin the Short.2 Also, and despite the now almost two centuries 
old debate, I would call for a new investigation into the Annales Regni 
Francorum at the level of the manuscripts. The composition and function of 
these annals, which form the bedrock of our understanding of Carolingian 
history, remain in many ways a mystery – which is also one of the reasons why 
the so-called minor annals, one of the most creative historiographical 

                                                                    
2 Dierkens, ‘Mort’, 37; Innes, Introduction, p. 420. 
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experiments of the Carolingian age, were mostly left out of this project. In 
particular, the relation between the ARF and its Revision (or ARFE) deserves 
more attention, as this study has made painfully clear. Why was this revision 
needed, and what were its implications? 
 The Byzantine historian Procopius of Caesarea (d. c. 562), imitating 
Thucydides, defined his work as a historian in the following terms: ‘while 
cleverness is appropriate to rhetoric, and inventiveness to poetry, truth alone is 
appropriate to history.’3 Leaving aside Procopius’s ability to meet his own 
standards, his definition of the historian’s metier seems incompatible to 
Carolingian historiographical practice, in which, as this study has attempted to 
illustrate, the historian’s search for truth met with the sharp pen of the 
rhetorician and the ingenuity of the poet. The Carolingian homines palatii are 
presented in our extant sources, first and foremost, as a literary community, 
whose histories, hagiographies, poems and biblical commentaries were 
composed in the highly competitive climate of the court. For those who wrote 
on the dynasty’s past, history was a stage that could host many versions of the 
same play. That play revolved consistently around the leading members of the 
Carolingian dynasty, but each version introduced new scenes and modified 
older ones, through which political and moral arguments could be communi-
cated. For the courtiers and would-be courtiers of the later eighth and ninth 
centuries, Pippin’s reign was such a stage. 
 On a more general level, contemporary historiography was important to 
an elite that defined itself in relation to the ruling dynasty – not just in a 
physical sense, but also morally and historically. The function of Carolingian 
court historiography went beyond mere justification or promotion of the new 
regime, nor was it merely a platform for polemical writing; history also was a 
lifeline that linked the present to an older and ultimately sacred past, giving it 
new meaning. In a rapidly changing world, history functioned as a moral 
anchor, and it was by reflecting on the relation between past and present that a 
community could reassure itself that it was not adrift on the tides of change, but 
continued steadfast on its path to deliverance. 
 
I conclude with Notker the Stammerer’s Gesta Karoli Magni, the last Carolingian 
narrative actively to recall and recast the early days of the dynasty. In this 
somewhat fantastical account, Pippin emerges one last time as an ancient 
Carolingian model for his youngest descendents. This concluding example will 
serve to illustrate that, regardless of how far the memory has come to be 

                                                                    
3 Procopius, History, 1, l. 1, p. 5. 
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removed from the remembered, the link between the two remained. For all his 
creativity, Notker realized that he stood in a historiographical tradition and 
wrote on a subject that tolerated only so much change. His portrayal of Pippin 
is, in other words, a case in miniature, illustrating the main points of this 
disserertation. 
 On 4 December 883, Emperor Charles the Fat visited the monastery of St 
Gall, where he commissioned a monk called Notker to compose a history of the 
deeds of his admired ancestor and namesake, Charlemagne (indeed, one 
wonders if Pippin would have been the subject of more eulogies if more of his 
descendants had bore his name – though this probably confuses cause and 
consequence).4 Just as the poet Ermold the Black, with whom this study began, 
has been criticised for his failure to be another Virgil, so Notker has been 
criticized for not being another Einhard.5 Notker knew Einhard’s work very 
well, but he had no intention of copying it. Compared to the stiff and classicizing 
prose of Einhard, Notker’s style was anecdotal, lurid and often quite humorous. 
To his mind, this made his text much better suited to convey important lessons 
on good and virtuous leadership to the emperor and his family.6 
 Although Charlemagne stands at the heart of this work, Notker 
occasionally digressed to other members of the dynasty. On two occasions, 
Notker’s attention shifts to the deeds of Pippin, Charlemagne’s father and 
Charles the Fat’s great-great-grandfather. Notker introduced Pippin as Rome’s 
saviour, who had come to Italy to protect it against the Lombards. Following his 
victory, Pippin entered the city to pray at the graves of the apostles, though he 
soon wished to return to Francia as he is said to have feared ‘the envy of the 
people of Rome or, more truly, of Constantinople.’7 As it turned out, Pippin also 
had much to fear from his own people, whose respect, it appeared, the new king 
did not yet command:  

When he found out that the leaders of his army were accustomed in 
secret to speak contemptuously of him, he ordered one day a bull, 
terrible in size and with an untameable spirit, to be brought out, and 
then a most savage lion to be let loose upon him. Charging into it with 
tremendous fury, the lion seized the bull by its neck and threw it to 

                                                                    
4 Notker, Gesta Karoli Magni, ed. Haefele. The Gesta originally comprised three books, but the 
prologue, part of the second book and the complete third book are now lost. 
5 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 89. 
6 Innes, ‘Memory’, 13-14; MacLean, Kingship and politics, pp. 199-229; Ganz, Einhard and Notker, p. 
49. 
7 Notker, Gesta Karoli, l. 2, c. 15: ‘Ipse vero invidiam Romanorum, immo ut verius loquar 
Constantinopolitanorum, declinans, mox in Franciam revertitur.’ 
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the ground. Then the king said to those who stood round him: ‘Drag 
the lion from the bull, or kill the one on top of the other!’  
 They looked at one another, with a chill in their hearts, and 
could hardly utter these words amid their gasps: ‘Lord, there is no 
man under heaven, who dare attempt it.’  
 Then Pippin confidently rose from his throne, drew his sword, 
and with one blow cut thorugh the neck of the lion and severed the 
head of the bull from his shoulders. Then he put his sword back into 
its sheath and sat down on his throne and said: ‘Well, do you think I 
am fit to be your lord? Have you not heard what little David did to 
that giant Goliath? Or what the very short (brevissimus) Alexander did 
to his very great (procerissimis) nobles?’  
 They fell to the ground, as though a thunderbolt had struck 
them, and cried: ‘Who but a madman would deny your right to rule 
over all mankind?’8 

Notker’s account has been judged as not very reliable for purposes of historical 
reconstruction.9 Many elements in his account about Pippin cannot be verified 
and are probably fictional. Notker loosely borrowed his historical framework 
from Einhard’s Vita Karoli, in which Einhard compared Charlemagne’s conquest 
of Lombard Italy (774) with Pippin’s earlier campaigns against the Lombards to 
demonstrate that the son had outdone the father. Where Pippin had been 
satisfied with plunder, oaths and hostages, Charlemagne conquered. According 
to Einhard, the reason for Pippin’s lack of persistence was that ‘some of the 
chief men of the Franks, whom he regularly consulted, were so opposed to his 
desire that they said openly that they would abandon the king and return 
home.’10 

                                                                    
8 Ibid.: ‘Comperto autem, quod primates exercitus eum clanculo despicientes carpere solerent, 
praecepit adduci taurum magnitudine terribilem et animis indomabilem, leonemque ferocissimum 
in illum dimitti. Qui impetu validissimo in eum irruens, appraehensa cervice tauri, proiecit in 
terram. Tunc rex dixit ad circumstantes: Abstrahite leonem a tauro, vel occidite eum super illum! 
Qui spectantes ad alterutrum, congelatisque praecordiis pavefacti, vix haec singultando musitare 
potuerunt: Domine, non est homo sub coelo, qui hoc audeat attemptare. Quo ille confidentior 
exurgens de throno, et extracta spata per cervicem leonis cervicem tauri divisit ab armis, et spata in 
vaginam remissa, consedit in solio: Videtur vobis, inquiens, utrum dominus vester esse possim? 
Non audistis, quid fecerit parvus David ingenti illi Goliath vel brevissimus Alexander procerissimis 
satellitibus suis? Tunc quasi tonitru perculsi ceciderunt in terram dicentes : “Quis nisi insaniens 
dominationem vestram mortalibus imperare detrectet?”’ Trans. Ganz, Einhard and Notker, pp. 106, 
with minor alterations by the author.  
9 Thorpe, Two lives of Charlemagne, p. 102. 
10 Einhard, VK, c. 6: ‘quia quidam e primoribus Francorum, cum quibus consultare solebat, adeo 
voluntati eius renisi sunt, ut se regem deserturos domumque redituros libera voce 
proclamarent.’Trans. Ganz, Einhard and Notker, p. 105. 
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 Notker modified Einhard’s narrative considerably. Pippin’s return to 
Francia, according to Notker, owed foremost to Pippin’s fear for the ‘envy’ of 
Constantinople. Unlike Einhard, Notker did not state that Pippin’s nobles were 
angry at their ruler because he failed to listen to their counsel. Notker’s account 
is much worse: Pippin’s nobles had lost their respect for their lord or, 
differently put, questioned his potestas. Though Einhard and Notker accused 
Pippin of different things, both were extremely serious and may attest to a 
rarely voiced memory of the fragile state of the dynasty in the first years of its 
existence.11 
 It had not been Notker’s objective to provide the emperor with lessons in 
Carolingian history, but rather to provide him and his progeny with moral 
instructions on good leadership, using historical anecdote as a rhetorical 
instrument. For Notker, history was merely a convenient medium for moral 
truth.12 The genre of history provided him with a degree of artistic licence, 
which could be exploited further because his subject matter stood beyond 
living memory. Nevertheless, certain restrictions remained in place. Notker’s 
anecdotal history still had to appeal to the expectations of his readership, and if 
anything, Charles the Fat will have expected his ancestors to be pious, 
victorious and brave. What Charles may also have recalled, if perhaps not 
through the channels of written historiography from which it was duly kept, is 
that the consolidation of his family’s royal authority had posed quite a 
challenge.  
 Within these bounds, Notker could adorn his story of Pippin with tales of 
ferocious animals, unconquerable swords and famous heroes from the biblical 
and classical pasts.13 These embellishments nonetheless carried within them an 
admonition: rulers had to publically assert themselves in order to maintain the 
respect and support of the nobility. Of course, Notker knew better than to say 
this to the emperor directly, hence he began his account with the explication 
that this was a lesson ‘that, divine clemency willing, your future little Charles or 
little Louis might soon imitate.’14 There may have been some urgency to 
Notker’s message: four years after the emperor visited St Gall, Charles the Fat 
was deposed and, for the first time since 751, succeeded in various parts of the 
empire by kings who stood outside the dynasty. Once more, it seemed, the 
nobles had talked disdainfully about their Carolingian dominus, though Charles, 
                                                                    
11 Nelson, ‘Bad kingship’. 
12 Fentress and Wickam, Social Memory, pp. 72-5. 
13 The legend of Pippin fighting a lion is allegedly captured in stone on the façade of a twelfth-
century capital of the church of Ferrières-en-Gâtinais: Thouvenot, ‘Légende de Pépin’. 
14 Notker, Gesta Karoli, l. 2, c. 14: ‘quod concedente clementia divina mox futurus Karolaster aut 
Ludowiculus vester imitetur.’ 
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unlike his great-great-grandfather, had been unable to convince his subjects of 
his God-bestowed virility. 
 Pippin, colourfully portrayed in Notker’s account, ended up a ‘memorable 
example’ of a ruler who knew how to make his subjects respect him, just as 
Regino of Prüm would turn his older brother Carloman into a memorable 
example of Benedictine monasticism. To us, they reveal how the perception of 
the past is subject to continuous reinterpretation, or at least until the past 
stopped being of relevance to the present. But however far-removed Notker’s 
Pippin has come to be from the man who, more than a century earlier, had been 
elevated to the kingship and successfully passed it on to his descendents, the 
link between the two, however strained, continued to hold. 
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The Continuations and the ARF 

(Pre-)Carolingian MSS of the Chronicle of Fredegar  and its Continuations 
# Signature  Group Date Location 
1 Metz, BM 134 (lost)  1 viii/ix Metz 
2 Paris, BnF, lat. 10910  1 714/5 Lyon? 
3 Bern, Burgerbibliothek 318  2 ix2/3 Rheims 
4 London, BL, Harley 5251  2 ixex NE- or S-France 
5 Basel, ÖBN, N I 6 Nr. 42  3 viii/ix SW-Germany 
6 Leiden, Rijksuniversiteit, Voss. Lat. Q. 5  

(+ BAV, Reg. lat. 713) 
 3 viii/ix S-Germany 

7 Vienna, ÖNB, lat. 482  3 c. 800 Reichenau 
8 BAV, Reg. Lat. 213  4 ixex Rheims 
9 Troyes, BM 802  4 Ix3/4 Fulda 
10 Milan, BSA, Archivio Capitolare M 13  4 ix3/4 N-Italy 
11 London, BL, Harley 3771  4 ix/x E-France 
12 Montpellier, BUM 158  4 Ix1/2 France 

(Burgundy?) 
13 Dillingen, Studienbibliothek XV Fragm. 1  4 ix1/4 E-Switzerland 
14 Munich, BSB, clm 29445/1  4 Ix3/4 Regensburg 
15 Leiden, Rijksuniversiteit, Voss. Lat. Q. 20, 

 ff. 1-8v 
 4 X Tours 

16 Heidelberg, UB, Pal. lat. 864  5 viii/ix Lorsch 
17 Krakau, Bibliotheka Jagiellonska  5 ix3/4 <Unknown> 
18 Paris, BnF, lat. 9765  5 ix/x Echternach 
19 St Omer, BM 706  5 x (>969) St Bertin/St 

Vaast? 
20 Munich, BSB, clm 29856/1  5 ix1/2 Mainz 
21 Namur, BC 11  5 Ix3/4 St Hubert 
22 Kopenhagen, Kongelige Bibliothek, Ny kgl 

Saml. 252b (+ Kopenhagen, Universitets-
bibliothek Rostgaard 160 2o Nr. 1) 

 5 ix1/4 Tours 

23 Vienna, ÖNB, lat. 473  6 ixex St Amand 
24 Paris, BnF, lat. 10911  6 c. 830 Paris? 
25 St Petersburg, NLR, lat. F. v. IV. 4  6 X Soissons 
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Visual representation of the compositional groups of the Chronicle of Fredegar 
in relation to the number of extant manuscripts and their date of composition: 
  

0

1

2

3

x 3/4x 1/2x 1/4ix/xix-exix 3/4ix 1/2ix 1/4viii/ixviii-exviii
3/4

viii
1/2

viii
1/4

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 



A P P E N D I X  O N E  

217 

0

1

2

x 3/4x 1/2x 1/4ix/xix-exix 3/4ix 1/2ix 1/4

 
Visual representation of the recension of the Annales Regni Francorum in 
relation to the number of extant manuscripts and their date of composition: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Carolingian MSS of the Annales Regni Francorum 
# Signature Rec. Date Location  Contents 
1 Rome, BAV reg. lat. 617 B ix <Unknown> 777-813 
2 Rome, BAV reg. lat. 213 B c.900 Rheims  791-806 
3 Paris, BnF lat. 10911 C c.83o Paris? 741-829 
4 St Petersburg, NLR F.v.IV.4 C x? Soissons 741-829 
5 St Omer, BM MS 706 C x (>969) St Bertin/St 

Vaast? 
741-829 

6 Vienna, ÖNB cod. 473 D 869 St Amand 741-829 
7 Leiden, BPL 2391 p D ix2/4 <Unknown> 825-826. 
8 Vienna, ÖNB cod. 510 E x Lorsch 741-829 
9 Munich, 23618 E x Salzburg 806-821 
10 Sankt Maria in Kapitol AII/18 E ix1/3 Aachen 824 

A; 0 

B; 2 

C; 3 
D; 2 

E; 3 
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The Annals of Massay: date of composition 

The Annales Petaviani (AP) are extant in three manuscripts, each with its own 
unique features.1 Neither of these manuscripts contains the original text or 
archetype. Pertz, who attempted to reconstruct the AP archetype on the basis of 
these three extant textual witnesses, discerned two sections in the text: the first 
section runs from 697/708-771,2 for which the author relied on the accounts of 
two other sets of minor annals, known as the Annales Sancti Amandi and the 
Annales Laureshamenses.3 The second section, from 771-799, appears to be an 
original account that may have been written on a year-by-year basis. The 
authorship and place of composition of the ‘original’ AP are unknown. 
 Of the three extant witnesses of AP, codex Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 520 (or 
Codex Petavianus) and codex Paris, BnF lat. 4995 (or Codex Tilianus) are closely 
related in terms of content. The former codex is dated to the mid-ninth century 
and the latter to the tenth century. What sets the Codex Tilianus apart are five 
interpolations that contain trivia concerning the leading members of the 

                                                                    
1 Manuscripts : (1) Paris, MS BNP, lat. 4995; (2) Rome, MS BAV, Reg. lat. 520; (3) MS Genève, BPU 
lat. 50. Editions: (a) DuChesne (ed.), HFS, 2, pp. 6-10, which is based on MSS 1 and 2, to which 
DuChesne referred as Codex Tilianus and Codex Petavianus resp., named after the two famous 
sixteenth-century manuscript collectors. These MSS were later identified by Georg Waitz; (b) Labbe 
(ed.), Novæ bibliothecæ, 2, pp. 733-736, based on MS 3; (c) Bouquet (ed.), Recueil des historiens, 2, 
pp. 641-2. (>751; the rest in 5, based on editions by Labbe and DuChesne; (d) Pertz (ed.), MGH SS, 1, 
pp. 9-18, based originally on editions by DuChesne and Labbe. Pertz later also saw MS 3, leading 
him to make several corrections to his edition, which he published in MGH SS 3, p.170; (e) Mai (ed.), 
Spicilegium Romanum, 6, pp. 180-190, based on MS 2, which had at that point not yet been 
recognized as the Codex Petavianus used by DuChesne. For a detailed study and critique of the 
edition by Pertz, see: Werner, ‘Geburtsdatum’, 136-50, esp. 141-2. 
2 Section 697-708 only consists of the entry for 697. This is only the case in MS BAV, Reg. lat. 520. 
Paris, MS BNP, lat. 4995 begins s.a. 708 and MS Genève, BPU lat. 50 begins s.a. 726. 
Pithou, Annalium et Historiae Francorum, 12, opens his work with a set of annals spanning the years 
697,707,709-713 and that is largely identical with the recension of AP as encountered in Rome, MS 
BAV Reg. lat. 520. Pithou found this set of annals ‘ex antiquissimo codice legis Salica cui subiuntum 
fuit chronicon ad annum DCCXCVIIII. 
3 See introduction to the edition by Pertz, ‘Annales Sancti Amandi, Tiliani, Laubacenses et Petaviani’, 
MGH SS, 1, p. 5; Wattenbach, Levison and Löwe, Deutschlands Geschichtsquellen, 2, p. 186. 
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Carolingian family.4 Apart from these, both texts are very similar in content and 
revolve exclusively around the actions of the leading members of the dynasty. 
References to regional events are absent, which has led Wilhelm Levison to 
argue that these annals must be closely associated with the royal court.5 To 
this, Karl-Ferdinand Werner later added that both annals are found in 
manuscripts of a legislative character, which strengthened their ‘reichs-
geschichtlicher Charakter.’ 6 It is likely that the AP were meant as a historical 
framework for the legal texts collected in these manuscripts.  
 The third manuscript, Geneva, MS BPU lat. 50, dates to the second quarter 
of the ninth century and formerly belonged to the collection of St Martin of 
Massay. Because of this, Phillipe Labbe, the first editor of this text, referred to 
the manuscript as the Codex Masciacensis.7 Its codicological context is very 
different from the other two manuscripts: the Codex Masciacensis is not 
concerned with law, but primarily with time and chronology.8 The annals also 
cover a shorter period, with annals spanning the years 726 to 796.9 They 
furthermore have, in Levison’s words, a more ‘ortliche Färbung.’ In terms of its 
relation to the other two manuscripts of the AP, the Codex Masciacensis appears 
to have slightly more in common with the Codex Tilianus than with the Codex 
Petavianus, yet lacks the characteristic trivia on the members of the Carolingian 
family.  
 Instead, the annals in the Codex Masciacensis, which I shall refer to as the 
Annals of Massay, contain six unique interpolations of their own. Two of these 
relate to the Carolingian family, placing them in a context of penance. In the 
entry for 726, which in all three recensions of the AP records the death of a 
certain Martinus, the Annals of Massay add that Martinus had been Charles 
Martel’s confessor. The other interpolation with regard to the Carolingian 

                                                                    
4 The following five entries are unique to MS Paris, BnF lat. 4995: 747: ‘Et ipso anno fuit natus 
Karolus rex’; 751: ‘Et fuit natus Karolomannus rex’; 755: ‘In hoc anno domnus Remedius adeptus 
est sedem ecclesiae Rotomagensis, et Pipinus superavit Langobardos, cum magno munere reversus 
est in regnum’; 757: ‘in eodem anno moritur Stephanus papa; et nativitas Gislanae’; and 770: 
‘nativitas Pipini filii Karlomanni’. Werner, ‘Geburtsdatum’, pp. 148-50, connects the composition of 
these annals to a supporter of Carloman (751-771), due to the reference to the birth of his son, 
Pippin, and because these annals stop in 771. 
5 Wattenbach, Levison and Löwe, Deutschlands Geschichtsquellen, 2, pp. 186-7. In Wattenbach’s 
original publication the royal court is more clearly pronounced as the origin of these annals, using 
an argumentation similar to that Ranke, ‘Kritik’, had used to link the composition of the ARF to the 
royal court. 
6 Werner, ‘Geburtsdatum’, 146. 
7 On the date of MS Geneva, MS BPU lat. 50: Werner, ‘Geburtsdatum’, pp. 142-3, n. 101. I follow the 
dating of Bischoff, who argues for the first quarter of the ninth century: Bischoff, Katalog, 1, no. 
1351, p. 284. 
8 Werner, ‘Geburtsdatum’, 142-3, n. 101 and 145-6, n. 114. 
9 N.B. the entry for 733 is missing. 
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family concerns the events of 747 and has already been discussed in chapter 
four. It goes on at great length about the Carloman’s penance at Monte 
Cassino.10  
 The four remaining interpolations refer to the deaths of the bishop-abbots 
of the monastery of St Martin of Tours. It is clear, therefore, that the 
composition of the Annals of Massay has to be looked for in the region of Tours, 
possibly at Tours itself, from where a copy later ended up at Massay. The only 
exception is the interpolation in the entry for 727, which identifies Bishop 
Adulfus, who died that year, as the bishop of Cambrai and abbot of St Vaast. To 
the entry for 790 was added that ‘Audegarius, bishop of the monastery of St 
Martin, died on 18 January. He was of Anglo-Saxon origin, but his father, named 
Bottus, was a trader in the city of Marseille. Moreover, he was of great humility, 
whence he was beloved by all.’11 The remaining two interpolations were added 
at the end of the text, and might therefore be of a later date than the others.12 
They relate to the deaths of Abbots Wicterb (756) and Alcuin (804). With 
regard to the former, these annals state that he ‘was a Bavarian, descended 
from Heilolving (Agilolfing?), old and over eighty years, he was reading until 
this time, writing books with his own hand.’13 With regard to Alcuin’s death, 
these annals give a remarkably detailed testimony, describing how  

on May nineteenth, on the first day of Pentecost, as dawn approached, 
in the sixth moon, 804 [years] after the Incarnation of the Lord, in the 
twelfth indiction, in the thirty-sixth year of the reign of lord Charles; 
after a paralyzing accident on May eighth, on the fifth day of the week 
at Vespers, after sunset, on the twenty-fifth moon.14  

Since Alcuin was the last abbot whose death was recorded in these annals, and 
because his death is recorded in unique detail (the Vita Alcuini, composed c. 
825, does not mention an accidens paralysis) the Annals of Massay were 

                                                                    
10 See chapter 4.1.2, p. 128. 
11 AM, s.a. 790: ‘Andegarius, episcopus monasterii sancti Martini 6, obiit 15. Kal. Febr. Fuit autem ex 
genere Anglorum, sed pater eius, Botto nomine, negotiator fuit in urbe Massilia. Fuit autem magnae 
humilitatis, unde omnibus gratissimus habebatur.’ 
12 According to Labbe, these entries were written in manu perinde antiqua. Further study of the MS 
Genève, BPU lat. 50 is necessary. 
13 AM, addendum: ‘anno DCCLVI, anno V regnante Pippino rege, obit Wicterbus episcopus et abba 
Sancti Martini. Fuit autem Baugoarius, genere Heilolvingus. Senex et plusquam octogenarius, usque 
ad id tempus sedebat, propria manu scribens libros.’ 
14 AM, addendum: Obiit Alchuinus XIV Kalendas Iunii, feria I Pentecostes, inlucescente die, Luna VI 
anno Incarnationis Domini DCCCIV, Indict. XII anno XXXVI regnante domno Carolo; accidente paralysis 
VIII Idus Maii, feria V ad vesperum, post Solis occasum, Luna XXV.’ N.B. following this, is a list of 
entries from 805-864, covering two folios, which remained empty. 
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probably composed during the abbacy of Alcuin’s pupil and successor at Tours, 
Fridugisus (d. 834). 
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The composition of Erchanbert’s Breviary 

Thus far, the Breviary has not attracted much scholarly attention.1 Although 
most of its content was considered too unoriginal, because it had been copied 
directly from the Liber historiae Francorum, other elements were deemed too 
fantastical to merit serious attention from scholars whose chief interest went 
out to objective historical fact.2 The text’s most recent edition by Georg Pertz 
was based on these principles, which are now considered outdated as we tend 
to focus more on the reality of the text, rather than the reality its author 
allegedly sought to describe. Pertz only edited what he considered to be the 
original elements in the Breviary, which resulted in a patchy reflection of the 
Breviary’s original design and purpose. However, if the whole text is taken into 
account, including its purposeful selection from the Liber historiae Francorum, a 
very specific perception of the past is revealed, conveying a powerful message 
about the origin and formation of Carolingian authority, which culminates in 
the reign of Pippin the Short. Indeed, unlike other ninth-century historiography, 
the Breviary has very little interest in the deeds of Charlemagne or Louis the 
Pious; the focus is on Pippin and his acquisition of the kingship. The compiler 
had recognized in Pippin a new Clovis, just as Gregory of Tours had recognized 
in Clovis a new Constantine. But however astute the comparison may have 
been, the underlying vision was, by contemporary standards, hopelessly 
outdated. As one of Charlemagne’s poets recounted: ‘our worldly ways have 
changed back to those of antiquity; Golden Rome, revived once more, is 
restored to the world!’3 By climbing the imperial dais, Charlemagne had vastly 
expanded the Carolingian historical horizon, which rendered Pippin a king in 
the company of emperors. 

                                                                    
1 The most useful and elaborate study of the text remains the introduction to Ussermann’s edition 
of 1790: ‘monitum ad sequens opusculum’, xxxix-xl. 
2 Pertz, ‘Erchanberti Breviarium’ [introduction], p. 327. 
3 Godman, Poetry, p. 193, lines 25-6: ‘Rursus in antiquos mutataque secula mores.| Aurea Roma 
iterum renovata renascitur orbi!’ 
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 The extant manuscripts suggest that the Breviary did not circulate outside 
Alemannia, where it was probably composed.4 The most elaborate redaction of 
the text probably consisted of three sections. Its earliest textual witness, Rome, 
BAV Reg. lat. 713, only contains a section of the text, covering the outgrowth 
Carolingian power from mayor of the palace Pippin I to Charles Martel. In the 
manuscript, this section was copied onto the excess pages of an older copy of 
the Chronicle of Fredegar (belonging to group three, running up to c. 660) and 
was probably intended as a continuation. As discussed in chapter two, 
compilers often cut the narrative of the Continuations short after the reign of 
Charles Martel, allowing them to begin the royal history of the Carolingians 
with the narrative of the ARF. If the compiler of Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 713 had 
started out with similar intentions, they were never realized: instead of 
continuing the combination of the Continuations and the Breviary with the ARF, 
a copy of the Liber historiae Francorum ended up being appended to it, written 
on a new quire and by a different, albeit a more-or-less contemporary, hand.5 
The wear and tear of the final folio of the quire to contain the Breviary (fol. 63v) 
suggests that the manuscript once ended at this point. In other words, the Liber 
historiae Francorum was probably not part of the compilation’s original design 
and must have been added at a later date.  
 If the assumption is correct that the compiler of  Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 713 
chose to cut the narrative of the Breviary short with the reign of Charles Martel, 
just as compilers often did with the narrative of the Continuations, then the 
Breviary’s ending in BAV Reg. lat. 713 does not point to a compositional break 
in the Breviary itself. The Breviary’s exemplar may well have continued to the 
thirteenth year of the reign of Louis the Pious, at which point the author added 
the following calculation: ‘From King Chlothar [r. 584-629] to the currently 
thirteenth year of Emperor Louis corresponds to a total number of 232 and ten 
                                                                    
4 This assumption is based on the specific references to Alemannian history in the text and on the 
fact that all three manuscripts originate from Alemannia. Erchanbert, Breviary, ed. Ussermann, p. 
xlvi: ‘Illis namque temporibus ac deinceps Gotefredus dux Alamannorum, caeterique circumquaque 
duces, noluerunt obtemperare ducibus Francorum, eo quod non potuerunt regibus Meroveis 
servire, sicuti antea soliti erant. Ideo se unusquisque secum tenuit, donec tandem aliquando post 
mortem Gotefredi ducis, Carolus caeterique principes Francorum paullatim ad se revocare illos 
arte, qua poterant, studuerunt.’ 
5 Collins, Fredegar-Chroniken, pp. 68-9. According to Collins, p. 71, the Vatican manuscript can be 
identified with the title entry ‘chronica diversorum temporum libri V et gesta francorum’ in a ninth-
century library catalogue of Sankt Gallen (Becker, Catalogi, nr. 22). In the twelfth-century copy of 
this codex, Sankt Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek 547, the Continuations end on p. 652 with the words 
‘explicunt Gesta Francorum’. The Continuations are followed by Erchanbert’s Breviary, which is in 
turn followed not by the Liber historiae Francorum, but by Einhard’s VK. The ‘Gesta Francorum’ in 
the catalogue might therefore not refer to the Liber historiae Francorum, but to the final book of the 
Chronicle of Fredegar, or possibly the Breviary. It would mean that the current Vatican codex would 
have been reordered after the ninth century. 
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years’ – dating the text’s original composition to 827.6 Around 880, the Breviary 
was continued, allegedly by Notker the Stammerer, up to the reign of Charles 
the Fat.7 Although this continuation begins where the original narrative left off, 
its author made no effort to preserve the rhythm and thematic agenda of the 
original text.  
 This is different for the preliminary section that, as noted, consists of an 
epitomized version of the Liber historiae Francorum and thus extends the 
history of the core section of the Breviary back into time, all the way to 
Faramund, the legendary first king of the Franks. With that, the story of 
Carolingian success was firmly embedded into a much broader historical 
context, possibly to remind its audience that the Merovingians had also started 
out as vigorous rulers. With his very specific selection of the material copied 
from the Liber historiae Francorum, the author wished to juxtapose the reign of 
Pippin the Short with that of Clovis I. When exactly this preliminary section was 
added to the core section cannot be said with any certainty, since there is only 
one witness, which dates from the tenth century: Stuttgart, Würtembergische 
Landesbibliothek jur. Qu. 134. This manuscript contains all three sections – the 
preliminary section borrowed from the LHF, the core section from Pippin I to 
Louis the Pious, and a continuation up to Charles the Fat.  
 It is possible that preliminary section had been added at a later stage, as 
Ussermann believed, but it may also have been part of the original 
composition.8 The calculation – from Pippin I to Louis the Pious – supports 
Ussermann’s theory. In the Stuttgart manuscript, the core section of the 
Breviary also begins on a new line, with an enlarged initial.9 On the other hand, 
the author may simply have wished to calculate the years of Carolingian 
history, hence the demarcation in his text. Not a compositional break, therefore, 
but a historical break. Moreover, that this preliminary section, borrowed from 
the LHF, is absent in Rome, BAV Reg. lat. 713, can also be explained: as noted, 
the compiler cut the narrative of the Breviary short after the reign of Charles 
                                                                    
6 Erchanbert, Breviarium, p. xlix: ‘A Chlothario rege in praesens XIII anno Ludovici imperatoris 
constat in summa numerus annorum CCXXXII decem.’ To arrive at 827, the author needs to have had 
additional information, as the internal computation falls 29 years short. To account for these, it is 
possible that the author calculated from the start of Chlothar’s reign as king of Neustria, and not the 
moment of the Frankish reunification. Also, there is confusion about the final stage of Charles 
Martel’s reign: unaware of the interregnum (737-742) and Childeric III’s installation afterwards, 
the compiler states that Theuderic had reigned for six years (copied from the Liber historiae 
Francorum), yet argued that it was Theuderic whom Pope Stephen commanded to be abdicated. 
7 Simson, ‘Monachus Sangallensis’. 
8 Ussermann, ‘monitum ad sequens opusculum’, xxxix-xl. The question is whether this stylistic 
break should be interpreted as a historical break between the Merovingian and Carolingian periods, 
or whether it constitutes a compositional break. No stylistic break follows the computation of 827. 
9 Stuttgart, Würtembergische Landesbibliothek jur. Qu. 134, fol. 167v, l.12-13. 
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Martel; he may merely have used  the Breviary to fashion a Carolingian continu-
ation for the Chronicle of Fredegar. The composition of the Breviary can thus be 
summarized as follows: 
 

Section Description Composition Author 
Prelimary Faramund-Chlothar II 827>s. x? Anonymous 
Core Chlothar II-Louis the Pious 827 ‘Erchanbert’ 
Continuation Louis the Pious – Charles the Fat c. 880 ‘Notker’ 

Fig. 7: Erchanbert, Breviary: composition. 
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This study explores the way in which Frankish history-writers retroactively 
dealt with the more contentious elements of the Carolingian past. Changes in 
the political and moral framework of Frankish society necessitated a flexible 
interaction with the past, lest the past would lose its function as a moral anchor 
to present circumstances. Historiography was the principal means with which 
later generations of Franks were able to reshape their perception of the past. As 
such, Frankish writers of annals and chronicles presented Pippin the Short (c. 
714-768), the first Carolingian to become king of the Franks, not as a usurper to 
the Frankish throne, but as a New David and a successor to Rome’s imperial 
legacy. Pippin’s predecessor, the Merovingian king Childeric III (742-751), on 
the other hand, came to be presented as a weak king, whose poor leadership 
had invited the Carolingians to take over the kingdom for the general well-
being of the Franks. Most of our information for the period that witnessed the 
decline of Merovingian power and the rise of the Carolingian dynasty derives 
from Carolingian historiography, for the most part composed during the reigns 
of Charlemagne (d. 814) and Louis the Pious (d. 840). It dominates our source 
base so profoundly that, to this day, historians struggle to see beyond these 
uncompromising Carolingian renderings of the past. In many ways, the history 
of the rise of the Carolingian dynasty in the eighth century can be viewed as a 
literary construction of ninth-century design, and the extent to which this 
history has been manipulated is not at all easy to discern.  
 It is with these processes, where Frankish history-writers reshape the 
past, that this study is concerned. By focusing on the historiographical recep-
tion of three specific moments of crisis that occurred during Pippin’s reign, this 
study attempts to reconstruct and explain the corrective processes with which 
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Frankish authors tried to discard or justify the more controversial chapters of 
their dynasty’s past. Central to this study is a selection of Frankish 
historiographical narratives produced from the mid-eighth to the early tenth 
centuries. In particular, the emphasis is on court-oriented narratives: texts that 
were composed and read by members of the upper echelons of the Carolingian 
literate elite, who were linked to the Carolingian court (not to be understood as 
a static geographic location, but as a network of lay- and clergymen who 
derived their status from their physical and social proximity to the ruler and his 
household), and for whom historiography was a key instrument to express 
group identity and determine social hierarchy. The main aim of this study is to 
research how later generations of the Frankish (literate) elite engaged with the 
dynasty’s past and to analyze, more specifically, which strategies they 
employed to shape and manipulate their vision of that past. Besides deepening 
our knowledge of the politics of memory in the early Middle Ages, this also 
helps us to gain a better understanding of the historical figures that played a 
prominent role in these accounts, notably the sons of Charles Martel: Carloman 
(d. 754), Pippin and Gifo (d.753). On a more general level, this study offers a 
critical assessment of those narrative sources that form the bedrock of our 
modern understanding of the early Carolingian period. 
 The first of these crises occurred when Charles Martel died in 741. In all 
likelihood, Charles had appointed three of his sons to succeed him, but the two 
eldest, Carloman and Pippin, started their reigns by arresting their younger 
half-brother Grifo. The result was a civil war that lasted almost a decade and 
that ended with Pippin firmly in control. While this turbulent episode gave rise 
to the Carolingian takeover in 751, the Carolingians and their supporters 
preferred rather not to be remembered of this fratricidal struggle that had torn 
rents in the fabric of Frankish elite society. The initial response of Frankish 
historiographers had therefore been to exclude Grifo from Carolingian history 
altogether, although in the long run this strategy could not be maintained: it 
created too many open ends and the proposed alternative deviated too strongly 
from the Frankish collective memory. Gradually (and grudgingly) Grifo was 
readmitted into the Carolingian historical narratives, though he remained the 
black sheep of the family. The case of Grifo in Carolingian historiography 
demonstrates the sometimes extreme measures that early medieval history-
writers took to create a narrative of the past in which the dynasty’s leading 
members and their direct ancestry were presented in a more positive, and less 
compromising, light. 
 In 747, the Franks were confronted with a new crisis, when Carloman 
abandoned his worldly office to enter the monastery. Virtually all extant 
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sources claim that Carloman abdicated and converted to the monastic life on 
his own initiative, though this would have been unprecedented in Frankish 
history; a ruler’s abdication and conversion tended to be coerced and implied 
political failure and dishonour. The latter especially would have been proble-
matic for one of the dynasty’s founding members. While contemporary 
accounts stress the voluntary character of Carloman’s exit, they say little about 
his motives. A few accounts, though, imply a relation between Carloman’s 
conversion and his violent retaliation against the Alemannian nobility the year 
before, presenting it thus as an expression of (public) penance. In the ensuing 
decades, ideas on public penance gradually changed. In the eighth century it 
meant political failure and shame, which would explain the omission of referen-
ces to this phenomenon in contemporary accounts that discuss Carloman’s 
downfall. In the ninth century, however, in particular during the reign of Louis 
the Pious, public penance came to be used and accepted as a tool at the ruler’s 
disposal to establish consensus in the realm. This gradual reorientation is 
reflected in the historiographical tradition concerning Carloman’s abdication 
and conversion in this period, in which Carloman ended up a model penitent. 
 The third and final crisis discussed in this thesis concerns Pippin’s coup of 
751, with which he founded the Carolingian royal dynasty. Very little is known 
about the event itself and the Frankish elite’s initial response. The silence in 
contemporary sources and the extensive manipulation that occurred in later 
Frankish records suggest that Carolingian authors struggled to justify what may 
essentially have been regarded as a usurpation of royal power. Overall, two 
strategies can be discerned in the historiography of the late eighth to mid-ninth 
centuries. The first of these was the creation of a grand narrative, claiming that 
under the last Merovingian kings the royal name and the royal power had come 
to be divorced, something that was claimed to go against the natural order of 
things. Over time, this separation of the nomen and the potestas of the ruler was 
cast further back in time, which had a double effect: on the one hand it 
presented the dynastic transition as the inevitable outcome of a long-term 
degeneration of Merovingian authority, rather than a momentary act of 
Carolingian opportunity. On the other it allowed Carolingian history-writers to 
present the Carolingian ancestors as (almost naïve) supporters of the old 
regime, until finally they, too, had to accept what their peers had known all 
along: that Merovingian authority had waned to a point where it could no 
longer be restored.  
 The second strategy that Carolingian ideologists pursued to strengthen 
the legal foundation of the Carolingian coup emphasized the papal sanction that 
Pippin had received in 754, when Pope Stephen II (752-757) visited the 
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Frankish court. In exchange for military support against the Lombards, who 
threatened to occupy papal lands and even Rome itself, the pope confirmed 
Pippin’s new royal status by publically anointing him as king of the Franks. 
Such an outspoken justification of the dynastic transition was still absent in 
751. Initially, Frankish history-writers remedied this deficiency by retro-
spectively inventing a papal sanction from Pope Zacharias, Stephen’s pre-
decessor, in 750/1. Alternatively, as can for example be seen in Einhard’s Vita 
Karoli, the acts of 751 and 754 were combined into a single event.  
 The first two cases, the succession crisis of 741 and Carloman’s conver-
sion in 747, reveal that while the Frankish historian’s initial reaction had been 
to exclude these controversial events from historiography, they later came to 
be reintroduced as exempla for moral instruction: the ninth-century accounts 
on the succession crisis of 741 can be read as instructions on the importance of 
consensus, the dangers of succession, as well as a warning against greed. 
Carloman eventually came to epitomize the humble prince, willing to atone for 
his crimes. The coup of 751 was a somewhat different matter in this respect. 
Because the event stood at the core of the Carolingian royal identity, it could 
not be dismissed but required instant justification. Each of these cases nonethe-
less demonstrates that the strategies employed by Frankish historiographers 
occasionally proved unsuccessful. As their visions of the past circulated among 
the court community, they came to be adapted to new (political) demands and 
values. By tracking the changes in the Frankish stories about (certain elements 
of) the Carolingian past, this study reveals just how quickly, and sometimes 
extremely, historical narratives evolved. In the end, our written sources tell us 
more about the society that produced them than about the society these texts 
sought to preserve in written memory. 
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Deze studie onderzoekt hoe Frankische geschiedschrijvers omgingen met de 
compromitterende gebeurtenissen uit het Karolingische verleden: de zwarte 
bladzijden uit de eigen geschiedenis waaraan de Karolingische elite liever niet 
herinnerd werd. Politieke ontwikkelingen en veranderende morele waarden in 
de Frankische samenleving maakten een flexibele omgang met het verleden 
noodzakelijk, wilde het verleden in dienst kunnen blijven staan van het heden. 
Historiografie was bij uitstek het middel om de perceptie van het verleden te 
beïnvloeden. Zo presenteerden Frankische auteurs van annalen en kronieken 
Pepijn de Korte (ca. 714-768), de grondlegger van de Karolingische dynastie, 
niet als een usurpator van de Frankische troon, maar als een Nieuwe David en 
een erfgenaam van de Romeinse traditie. Diens voorganger, de Merovingische 
koning Childerik III (r. 742-751), werd daarentegen afgeschilderd als een 
zwakke vorst: zijn wanbeleid legitimeerde de Karolingische machtsovername.  
 Onze informatie over de nadagen van de Merovingische dynastie is hoofd-
zakelijk afkomstig uit de Karolingische historiografie, grotendeels opgetekend 
tijdens de regeerperioden van Karel de Grote (d. 814) en Lodewijk de Vrome (d. 
840). Tot op de dag van vandaag worstelen historici om voorbij deze sterk 
gekleurde verbeeldingen van het laat-Merovingisch verleden te kijken. In zeker 
opzicht kan de geschiedenis van het Merovingisch verval en de opkomst van de 
Karolingische dynastie in de achtste eeuw dan ook worden beschouwd als een 
negende-eeuwse literaire constructie, waarbij de mate van manipulatie niet 
altijd even duidelijk herkenbaar is. De manipulatie van de verbeelding van het 
verleden vormt het thema van deze dissertatie. Zij zal zich beperken tot de 
historiografische receptie van de regeerperiode van Pippijn in de Karolingische 
tijd. In het bijzonder ligt de focus op drie specifieke crisismomenten, aan de 
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hand waarvan zal worden geprobeerd dit proces van historiografische 
manipulatie te ontleden en te verklaren.  
 Aan de basis van deze studie staat een selectie van narratieve historio-
grafische bronnen, daterend van het midden van de achtste tot en met de 
vroege tiende eeuw. Het merendeel hiervan betreft zogenaamde hofgeoriën-
teerde teksten: teksten die werden geschreven en gelezen door de literaire elite 
die onderdeel uitmaakte van het Karolingische hof (dat niet beschouwd moet 
worden als een statische geografische locatie, maar als een netwerk van 
geestelijken en leken die hun status ontleende aan hun fysieke en sociale 
nabijheid tot de vorst en diens familie), en voor wie de historiografie een 
belangrijk instrument was om uiting te geven aan groepsidentiteit en het 
bepalen van de onderlinge hiërarchie. Het hoofddoel van dit onderzoek is om, 
aan de hand van dergelijke historiografische narratieve teksten, te analyseren 
hoe latere Frankische generaties omgingen met het Karolingisch verleden en 
met name welke strategieën zij gebruikten om dit verleden nieuwe vorm en 
nieuwe betekenis te geven. Hierdoor zal het eveneens mogelijk worden nieuwe 
inzichten te verkrijgen in de ontstaansgeschiedenis van de Karolingische 
dynastie en de regeerperiode van Pepijn de Korte. 
 De eerste crisis die in dit proefschrift behandeld zal worden, kwam aan de 
oppervlakte toen Karel Martel stierf in 741. Hoewel hij het bestuur over zijn rijk 
onder drie van zijn zonen had verdeeld, werd de jongste van hen, Grifo (d. 753), 
direct uitgesloten van opvolging door zijn oudere halfbroers, Karloman (d. 755) 
en Pepijn. Dit leidde tot een lange factiestrijd, waaruit uiteindelijk Pepijn als 
alleenheerser over het Frankische rijk naar voren zou komen. Hoewel deze 
turbulente periode de directe aanleiding vormde voor de Karolingische machts-
overname in 751, wensten de Karolingische elite niet herinnerd te worden aan 
de gewelddadige broederstrijd die hieraan vooraf ging, en die de Frankische 
elite tot op het bot verdeelde. Frankische geschiedschrijvers, begaan met de 
Karolingische reputatie, probeerden dan ook aanvankelijk om Grifo uit de 
geschiedenis te weren, maar dit bleek uiteindelijk te ambitieus: het resulteerde 
in te veel open einden en bovendien weken de opgetekende verhalen te sterk af 
van het Frankisch collectief geheugen. Pas aan het einde van de achtste eeuw, 
en ogenschijnlijk niet van harte, werd Grifo geleidelijk toegelaten tot het 
Karolingische historisch narratief, al bleef hij wel het zwarte schaap van de 
familie. Grifo’s rol in de Karolingische historiografie laat de soms extreme maat-
regelen zien die vroegmiddeleeuwse geschiedschrijvers namen om een 
verleden te creëren waarin de leiders van de dynastie en hun directe 
voorouders in een positief daglicht stonden. 
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 In 747 werden de Franken met een nieuw crisis geconfronteerd, toen 
Karloman zijn wereldlijke positie opgaf en in het klooster trad. Vrijwel alle 
overgeleverde bronnen benadrukken dat Karloman handelde op eigen initiatief. 
Iets dergelijks was echter tot dan toe nog niet voorgekomen in de Frankische 
geschiedenis: in de regel moest een Frankische machthebber worden 
gedwongen tot troonsabdicatie en de monastieke conversie, hetgeen gelijk 
stond aan diens politieke bankroet en eerverlies. Met name dat laatste was 
uiterst onwenselijk voor een Karolinger van het eerste uur. En hoewel 
contemporaine bronnen het vrijwillige karakter van Karlomans troonsafstand 
benadrukken, vertellen ze ons maar weinig over zijn achterliggende motieven. 
Er zijn sterke aanwijzingen dat Karlomans aftreden verband hield met een 
gewelddadige vergelding tegen de Alemannische adel, een jaar eerder. Dit zou 
er op kunnen wijzen dat zijn bekering een uiting was van (publieke) boete. 
Ideeën hierover waren sterk aan verandering onderhevig in de daaropvolgende 
decennia: terwijl publieke boete in de achtste eeuw nog werd geassocieerd met 
politiek falen en schande, wat de afwezigheid ervan in contemporaine bronnen 
mede zou kunnen verklaren, werd het in de negende eeuw – in het bijzonder 
tijdens de regeerperiode van Lodewijk de Vrome – een geaccepteerd onderdeel 
van het instrumentarium van de heerser om consensus in zijn rijk te 
bewerkstelligen. Deze ontwikkeling wordt weerspiegeld in de historiografische 
traditie rondom Karlomans abdicatie en bekering, waarbij Frankische 
geschiedschrijvers Karloman gaandeweg als een model van voorbeeldige 
boetedoening presenteerden. 
 De derde crisis die in dit proefschrift centraal staat, heeft betrekking op de 
coup van 751, waarbij Pepijn de Koninklijke titel verwierf. Met uitzondering 
van de datum (en zelfs die is niet onbetwist), tasten historici grotendeels in het 
duister wat betreft de gebeurtenis zelf en de Frankische reactie hierop. De 
aanvankelijke stilte in de vroegste bronnen en de uitvoerige manipulaties in 
latere teksten tonen aan dat Karolingische geschiedschrijvers worstelden met 
de rechtvaardiging van iets dat feitelijk als een usurpatie van de macht mag 
worden beschouwd. Twee strategieën kunnen onderscheiden worden in de 
historiografie van de late achtste tot het midden van de negende eeuw: 
sommige auteurs betoogden dat, onder de laatste Merovingische vorsten, de 
koninklijke macht en de koninklijke titel van elkaar gescheiden zijn geraakt, 
hetgeen, zo beweerde men, inging tegen de natuurlijke orde. Deze scheiding 
tussen de koninklijke nomen en potestas werd vervolgens steeds verder terug 
in de tijd geprojecteerd. Dit had twee gevolgen: de dynastieke transitie kon 
worden gepresenteerd als de onvermijdelijke uitkomst van de lange-termijn 
degeneratie van het Merovingisch gezag (in plaats van een kortstondige daad 
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van Karolingisch opportunisme) en, ten tweede, de Karolingische voorouders 
konden worden gepresenteerd als (bijna naïeve) aanhangers van het oude 
regime, totdat zij uiteindelijk moesten erkennen dat de Merovingische macht 
dusdanig was afgenomen dat verdere steun niet langer in het algemeen 
Frankisch belang was.  
 De tweede strategie die Karolingische geschiedschrijvers toepasten om de 
legitimiteit van de coup te versterken, benadrukt de pauselijke goedkeuring die 
Pepijn ontving in 754, toen Paus Stefanus II (752-757) het Frankische hof 
bezocht. In ruil voor militaire steun tegen de Longobarden bevestigde de paus 
Pepijns nieuwe koninklijke status door hem publiekelijk tot koning van de 
Franken te zalven. Deze publieke legitimatie ontbrak vermoedelijk nog in 751. 
Dit aanvankelijke gebrek werd met terugwerkende kracht gecorrigeerd door te 
stellen dat Paus Zacharias, Stefanus’ voorganger, al met de coup zou hebben 
ingestemd. In latere getuigenissen, zoals Einhards Vita Karoli, werden de 
ontwikkelingen van 751 en 754 ook wel gecombineerd tot één gebeurtenis. 
 De eerste twee casussen, de opvolgingscrisis van 741 en Karlomans 
bekering in 747, laten zien dat, hoewel Frankische geschiedschrijvers in eerste 
instantie controversiële gebeurtenissen trachtten te verdonkeremanen, zij die 
later herintroduceerden als exempla voor morele instructie. De coup van 751 
was in dit opzicht een geval apart. Omdat met deze gebeurtenis de 
Karolingische familie tot vorstelijke dynastie promoveerde, kon zij niet zomaar 
worden genegeerd, maar diende zij van meet af aan te worden gelegitimeerd. 
Desalniettemin blijkt dat literaire strategieën ook konden mislukken. Visies op 
het verleden werden voortdurend aangepast aan nieuwe (politieke) eisen en 
veranderende waarden. Door de invloed van dergelijke veranderingen op de 
Frankische perceptie van het verleden te onderzoeken, toont dit onderzoek aan 
hoe snel, en hoe uitvoerig, historische narratieven konden evolueren. Indien we 
de historiografische tekst zouden vergelijken met een lachspiegel, zoals Mary 
Douglas dat deed, dan dient wellicht niet het (vertekende) spiegelbeeld 
centraal te staan in historisch onderzoek, maar juist de vertekening en haar 
oorzaken. Uiteindelijk, zo moet dit onderzoek aantonen, hebben de geschreven 
bronnen ons meer te vertellen over de samenleving die ze heeft geproduceerd, 
dan over de samenleving die erin beschreven wordt. 
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