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Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1. Wrestling the Beast 

The Frankish historical narratives of the late seventh and early eighth centuries portray a world at 

war.1 Of course, the Franks had fought their neighbours and each other since time immemorial; 

warfare was certainly not exclusive to this period alone. However, these accounts were markedly 

different from those in, say, Gregory of Tours’ Histories, written in the late sixth century, in which 

warring Merovingian kings, queens and princes held centre stage. In Gregory’s day, warfare had 

been the prerogative of the Merovingian family, whereas in the seventh century this situation 

changed as powerful aristocratic factions began to struggle for wealth and power among 

themselves. This development meant a turning point in Frankish history, for it would render the 

Merovingian dynasty obsolete as the ‘figurehead of the Frankish realm.’2 

 As early as the mid seventh century, the notion that Merovingian royal authority was failing 

had found its way into the Chronicles of Fredegar. The author relates of a vision which Basina and 

Chilperic, soon to be the parents of Clovis, had during their wedding night. As they fell asleep, 

Chilperic began dreaming of a lion, followed by leopards and unicorns, which then became bears 

and wolves. Lastly, he dreamt of dogs and other humble creatures. Unsure what these dreams 

meant, Chilperic consulted his wife who understood the meaning of these prophetic dreams. 

According to Basina, Chilperic’s visions signified the failing might of their descendants.3 But 

although the author of this text felt that Merovingian authority was in decline, it is highly unlikely 

that he foresaw the end of the Merovingian dynasty, let alone its replacement by the Pippinid or 

                                                 
1 Most notably the Liber historiae Francorum, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, II (Hannover 1888), pp. 215-328; and 
Chronicorum quae dicuntur Fredegarii Scholastici libri IV. cum Continuationibus, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, II (Hannover 
1888), pp. 1-193. (Partial) translations can be found in (resp.) Richard A. Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians and the 
Liber Historiae Francorum (Oxford, 1987); J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, The Fourth Book of the Chronicles of Fredegar and 
Continuations, Medieval Classics, eds. V.H. Galbraith and R.A.B. Mynors (London, 1960). 
2 Patrick J. Geary, Before France and Germany. The Creation and Transformation of the Merovingian World (New York and 
Oxford, 1988), p. 218. 
3 Fredegar, III c.12, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 97. 
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Carolingian4 family a century later. 

 In retrospect, it was not until c.718 that the Carolingian mayors were securely in place. Yet in 

mainstream Carolingian historiography, the rise of the Carolingians is presented as a gradual and 

inevitable process. Of course, these accounts are notorious for their propagandistic qualities, as 

most underwent several stages of editing during the reigns of successive Carolingian kings and, 

later, emperors, simply to keep the ‘official history’ in line with the desired Carolingian self-

representation.5 Carolingian historiography was therefore masterfully streamlined in the sense 

that it offered a version of the past in which Carolingian victories were highlighted, whereas their 

setbacks were conveniently marginalized. An unfortunate side-effect of the continuous ‘stream-

lining’ of historiography, however, was that it resulted in a large number of inconsistencies, 

making these texts difficult to interpret for modern historians.6 The relatively recent realization 

that Carolingian historiography contained a (more than) fair share of propagandistic qualities has 

led modern historians to believe that the Carolingian road to success may have been littered with 

significantly more obstacles than Carolingian sources seem to suggest.7 But then again, perhaps 

Carolingian propaganda served not only to celebrate Carolingian leadership, but also (and 

perhaps especially) to imbed Carolingian leadership in the larger narrative of Frankish history, as 

a means to further consolidate their acquired rule. 

 The reality of the early eighth century was that power in the Frankish realm had come to be 

divorced from royalty, as the mayors of the palace had managed to increase their authority at the 

cost of that of the king.8 As the dust settled, the Carolingian family proved to have won the day, 

though it had come at a high price: the political turmoil at the turning of the eighth century not 

only left the Merovingian family ruined, but it had also greatly destabilized Frankish society. 

Although the Carolingians found themselves in control for the moment, they were nevertheless 

pinning down a disgruntled beast which they dared not let go, for it would turn on them as quick 

                                                 
4 Prior to Charles Martel, the family in which Charles was born is generally referred to as ‘Pippinid’, after Pippin I, or 
even Arnulfing, after Arnulf. Though it would thus be anachronistic to speak of the ‘Carolingian family’ before the 
reign of Charles, I will henceforward refer to this family as ‘Carolingian’ to avoid confusion. On the complex family 
relations (often via the maternal line), see Ian Wood, 'Genealogy defined by women: the case of the Pippinids', in: 
Leslie Brubaker and Julia M.H. Smith (eds.), Gender in the Early Medieval World. East and west, 300-900 (Cambridge, 
2004), pp. 234-256. 
5 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 1-3. 
6 Collins gives a good example of how Carolingian historiography was in a state of continual change as it had to 
adapt to the changing situation of the Carolingian rulers: Roger Collins, 'Pippin III as Mayor of the Palace: the 
Evidence', in: Matthias Becher and Jörg Jarnut (eds.), Der Dynastiewechsel von 751. Vorgeschichte, Legimationsstrategien und 
Erinnerung (Münster, 2004), pp. 75-91; Paul Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, The Medieval World, ed. David Bates 
(Harlow, 2000), p. 6. 
7 Ian Wood, The Merovingian Kingdoms 450-751 (Harlow, 1994), pp. 267-268; Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, pp. 57-
64; Also see Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians; Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (eds.), The uses of the past in the 
Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2000). 
8 Paul Fouracre, 'The long shadow of the Merovingians', in: Joanna Story (ed.), Charlemagne. Empire and Society 
(Manchester, 2005), pp. 5-21, at pp. 6-7. 
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as they had turned against it. Pippin II (d. 714) and Charles Martel (d.741) had undoubtedly been 

brilliant military leaders, yet they lacked that Merovingian quality which singled them out as rulers 

of the Franks. The Carolingians were simply not ‘of the blood’ and therefore had the greatest 

difficulty to consolidate their position after having assumed control. In the minds of the (early) 

eighth-century Frankish elite, the Carolingians may well have been considered usurpers, or even 

tyrants. 

 Charles’ sons and successors, Carloman (r.741-747) and Pippin (r.741-768), were quite aware 

of this problem and may have realized that Carolingian military supremacy could not be 

maintained indefinitely. In order to consolidate Carolingian power, they needed a way to 

legitimize their dominant positions in the Frankish realm. In search of ways to transplant that 

cohesive quality of the Merovingians onto themselves, they deployed several strategies at once, 

embarking on a mission of propaganda and identity-shaping from which later Carolingian 

ideology would derive. One such strategy of Carolingian self-legitimation was the above 

mentioned manipulation of the past, to which, for example, the last of the Merovingian kings had 

fallen victim as he was banned from political memory.9 

 A second strategy to legitimize Carolingian leadership, and one on which I shall focus in this 

thesis, was the construction of a distinct Carolingian identity with which they placed themselves 

at the centre of the Frankish religious cult. By initiating a programme of religious reform, 

Carloman and Pippin presented themselves as protectors of the divine cult and benefactors of 

the Church in Francia. Their pious leadership is confirmed, if not emphasized, in the written 

sources produced during their reigns and often under Carolingian auspices. This is not to say that 

they feigned their religious sentiments, ‘masquerading’ as devout rulers simply for the benefit of 

their political standing. Quite the contrary, though without evidence of their actual thoughts and 

beliefs, there is no reason to assume that they were not sincere in their desire for religious reform 

and the spiritual welfare of themselves and their subjects. By the eighth century, the thought 

world of the Frankish ruling elite had become fully Christianized and life was understood in 

terms of Christian eschatology and the reality of an inescapable divine Judgement.10 

 Frankish society was structured accordingly. Whereas the clergy interceded for mankind 

before God, it was the responsibility of the secular elite, led by the ruler, to ensure stability and 

peace in the realm, so that the clergy would not be hindered in performing its vital task. The 

responsibility of the ruler may therefore have been more ‘worldly’, but it certainly was not less 

                                                 
9 See below, chapter 2.4. 
10 On the experience of religion in (later) medieval society, see Aron J. Gurévic, Medieval Popular Culture: Problems of 
Belief and Perception [trans. from Russian], Cambridge Studies in Oral and Literate Culture 14 (Cambridge, 1888). 
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Christian. Of course, this perception of Christian leadership was no Carolingian invention, but 

can be traced back to the reign of Clovis and the Christian emperors of the late antique world, 

beginning with Constantine. Within Frankish society, however, the Carolingians redefined the 

parameters of Christian kingship. By placing themselves at the very centre of the divine cult, 

taking an active interest in its organization, protection and expression, the Carolingians brought 

Christian leadership to a level unprecedented in Frankish history.11 

 This thesis will explore the manner in which the Carolingian mayors of the palace, Carloman 

and Pippin, pursued religious reform through the organization of realm-wide synods and the 

effect these synods had on the consolidation of their positions. Of course, Carloman and Pippin 

were not the first, Carolingian or otherwise, to publicly involve themselves in matters of religion. 

It was not uncommon for a seventh-century noble family to found monasteries or produce 

saints. The Carolingian’s sainted ancestor Arnulf, the foundation of the monastery of Nivelles by 

Gertrude, and Carolingian support of the Frisian and Thuringian mission all contributed greatly 

to the Carolingian reputation. However, these intercessions in the ecclesiastical domain should be 

understood foremost as means to expand Carolingian influence through the acquisition and 

expansion of monastic property; only at a later stage did they become arguments in a narrative of 

identity-building designed by ambitious eighth-century Carolingian mayors and soon-to-be 

kings.12 The organization of a series of interconnected realm-wide synods by Carloman and 

Pippin, with the intention of reforming and reorganizing the Frankish cult, may be seen as a clear 

indication that their strategy had changed. I therefore propose the hypothesis that the Carolingian 

reform synods of the 740s, though genuine in their attempt to emend and reform the Frankish 

Church, played a pivotal role in the establishment of a distinct Carolingian identity, which they 

used to legitimize their prominent position amidst the Frankish nobility and to consolidate 

Carolingian power. 

 To come to a proper understanding of the nature of the Carolingian reform synods, it is 

imperative that they are viewed within their historical context. To that end, chapter two shall 

introduce the dramatis personae of these events, as well as the political and religious context of the 

early eighth-century Frankish realm. Unfortunately, it is impossible to study the synods directly, 

as only written references to their existence survive, most notably the so-called Carolingian 

capitularies. Though this type of source will be introduced below, the contents of these 

capitularies, insofar as they are still extant, will be thoroughly investigated in chapter three. Also, 

an attempt will be made to reconstruct the chronology of these synods, which, though vital for 
                                                 
11 Yitzhak Hen, 'The Christianisation of Kingship', in: Matthias Becher and Jörg Jarnut (eds.), Der Dynastiewechsel von 
751. Vorgeschichte, Legitimationsstrategien und Erinnerung (Münster, 2004), pp. 163-177. 
12 See Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, p. 1. 
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our understanding of the development of the Carolingian reform, has up till now been cause for 

considerable scholarly debate. 

 The Carolingian reform synods of the 740s were organized on the initiative of Carloman and 

Pippin and it was in their name and authority that its decrees were afterwards issued. However, it 

would appear that these synods also owed much to the work and mind of the missionary 

archbishop Boniface, who had been called upon by Carloman to organize and preside over them. 

Given his experience, it is understandable that Boniface has often been identified as the main 

architect behind the Carolingian reform.13 However, the evidence can be misleading. A relatively 

large amount of ‘Bonifatian’ sources, mostly in the form of letters, vitae and canon law, survives 

to connect the archbishop to the reform, whereas in comparison the Carolingian mayors only left 

a modest amount of source material. Chapter four will therefore attempt to ascertain the origins 

of the individual items on the reform agenda. By cross-referencing the decrees of the capitularies 

with Bonifatian source material, it may be possible to identify which aspects of the reform were 

distinctly Bonifatian and which were Carolingian. Of course, a precise reconstruction of the 

origin of the reform agenda will be impossible to attain, first of all because the conciliar agenda 

was probably the result of a consultation between the Carolingian mayors and their leading 

clergy, most notably Boniface. Second, the outcome of these synods, i.e. the decrees formulated 

in the text of the capitularies, was based on a consensus between the Carolingian mayors and the 

synod’s audience. 

 Lastly, chapter five will consider the political implications of the reform of the 740s. In 

particular, I will examine how Carloman and Pippin sought to shape their personal identity as 

they were becoming the new de facto leaders of the Franks, while also attempting to alter the 

Frankish identity as a whole. To that end, I also mean to employ social identity theory, as used by 

Pössel, which states that ‘[most] groups are not defined by a check-list of characteristics which 

each group member has to share in order to be considered a member. Rather, group identity is 

represented in the minds of its members in the form of an ideal group member who embodies 

the group: the group prototype.’14 As will become clear, social identity theory presents us with a 

model in which to cast the political developments of the 740s and offers a new perspective on 

the  identities of, and relation between, the Carolingian mayors and the Merovingian king. 

                                                 
13 For example, see Wilfired Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit im Frankenreich und in Italien, Konziliengeschichte, 
ed. Walter Brandmüller (Paderborn et. al., 1989), chapter I,2, entitled: ‘die Synoden des Bonifatius’. 
14 Christina Pössel, 'Authors and recipients of Carolingian capitularies, 779-829', in: Richard Corradini, et al. (eds.), 
Texts and Identities in the Early Middle Ages, Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 12 (Vienna, 2006), pp. 253-
274, at pp. 270-274. 
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1.2. Sources 

As this study revolves around the Carolingian reform synods of the 740s, it will lean heavily on 

two specific genres of source material: the Carolingian capitularies and Boniface’s letter 

collection. To a large extent, Willibald’s Vita Bonifatii is based on Boniface’s correspondence. Due 

to their centrality, I shall take this opportunity to introduce these sources and offer some remarks 

on their specific characteristics and inherent limitations, especially in the context of the 740s. 

1.2.1. The Carolingian capitularies of the 740s 

Since Ganshof first defined ‘capitularies’ in 1961 as ‘expressions of governmental power, 

arranged in articles (capitula), which several Carolingian rulers used as a means to implement their 

laws and governmental policies’,15 there has been an extensive scholarly discourse on the nature 

and definition of Carolingian capitularies.16 Most recently, Pössel defined capitularies 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.’17 More importantly, given 

their diverse nature (regarding their origins, intended audience, authorship and contents), 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.’18 In other words, capitularies should not 

exclusively be understood as a collection of laws or decrees by which the realm was governed, 

but, more importantly, as a symbol of royal or imperial presence and auctoritas, which was send 

from the centre of the realm to its farthest reaches. 

 It should, however, be kept in mind that modern literature on Carolingian capitularies 

generally focuses on the late eighth and ninth centuries, the heyday of the Carolingian empire, at 

which Carolingian rulers had years, if not generations, of experience in the use of capitularies. By 

contrast, the 740s constituted the very beginning of Carolingian domination, as Carolingian kings, 

let alone emperors, did not yet exist before 751. Carloman and Pippin were still mayors of the 

palace and therefore (technically) the subordinates of the Merovingian kings. To even name their 

conciliar records ‘capitularies’ is an anachronism, for the word capitulary (a derivative from the 

                                                 
15 François L. Ganshof, Was waren die Kapitularien? (Darmstadt, 1961), p. 13. 
16 For an overview of this discussion, see Hubert Mordek, 'Karolingische Kapitularien', in: Hubert Mordek (ed.), 
Überlieferung und Geltung normativer Texte des frühen und hohen Mittelalters, Quellen und Forschungen zum Recht im 
Mittelalter (Sigmaringen, 1986), pp. 25-50, at pp. 25-29. Also see Rosamond McKitterick, 'Politics', in: Rosamond 
McKitterick (ed.), The Early Middle Ages. Europe 400-1000, The Short Oxford History of Europe (Oxford, 2001), pp. 
21-58, at p. 41; Rosamond McKitterick, The Carolingians and the written word (Cambridge, 1989), pp. 27-37. 
17 Pössel, 'Authors and recipients', p. 253. 
18 Ibid., p. 267. 
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Latin capitulare) was used for the first time at Charlemagne’s Council of Herstal in 779.19 The 

Carolingian ‘capitularies’ of the 740s therefore mark the transition between the traditional 

Frankish (or Merovingian) conciliar record, with which the Carolingians and the Frankish nobility 

were familiar, and what would eventually develop into the Carolingian capitulary, as described by 

Ganshof and Pössel. 

 Despite the credit awarded to Carloman and Pippin by modern historians for their 

innovativeness in this field, their capitularies were largely based on, and still closely resembled, 

the Merovingian conciliar report. From the conversion of Clovis onwards, Merovingian kings had 

organized councils for much the same reason as the Carolingians would: to ensure the spiritual 

welfare of their Frankish subjects. As with Carolingian councils, Merovingian councils, or at least 

a number of them, also had mixed audiences of both the ecclesiastical and secular elites. Lastly,  

after each council a list of decrees was drawn up which contained the decisions made.20  

 The main difference, however, was the involvement of the ruler. At Merovingian councils it 

were the bishops who decided on the decrees, for which they then sought the consent of the 

king. At Carolingian councils, the decrees derived directly from the Carolingian ruler, though he 

based his ruling on the advice of his ecclesiastical and worldly elites – or so it was made to appear 

in the capitulary.21 The Carolingians were therefore actively involved in the ruling of these 

councils and seem to have ‘trespassed’ on what had previously been episcopal jurisdiction. 

Moreover, due to their personal involvement, Carolingian capitularies contained the word of the 

ruler, voicing orders on what was to be done to ensure the stability of the realm and the proper 

organization and veneration of the religious cult. 

1.2.2. Willibald’s vita Bonifatii and the correspondence of Boniface 

From the beginning, Boniface had been involved in the organization of at least three of the five 

synods the Carolingian mayors had convened. Had it not been for Boniface’s correspondence, we 

would not have known of the existence of the last two of these Carolingian synods. Only the 

capitularies of the first three synods survive (assuming that the other two capitularies had been 

produced). For much of our information regarding this period and subject, we are almost entirely 

dependent on Boniface’s vita(e) and letters. The letters in particular provide a wealth of 

information on the political and ecclesiastical dealings during the first half of the eighth century. 

Nevertheless, both Boniface’s letter collection and his vitae are documents of a later age, most 
                                                 
19 Mordek, 'Karolingische Kapitularien', p. 26. 
20 Mayke De Jong, 'Ecclesia and the Frankish polity', in: Walter Pohl, Stuart Airlie and Helmut Reimitz (eds.), Staat in 
frühen Mittelalter (Vienna, 2006), pp. 113-132, at pp. 125-127. 
21 Mordek, 'Karolingische Kapitularien', p. 28; Geary, Before France and Germany, p. 217. 
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likely collected or composed for purposes other than providing future scholars with an objective 

account of the dealings of an Anglo-Saxon missionary. 

 What makes Willibald’s Vita Bonifatii so unique and valuable is the fact that it had been 

written shortly after Boniface’s death in 754, making it a near-to-contemporary source with 

regard to the events of the mid eighth century. Moreover, Willibald not only wrote his account 

when the memory of the martyred archbishop still lay fresh in the minds of Boniface’s disciples, 

but he also based the Vita Bonifatii on information derived from of Boniface’s correspondence, 

which had been collected by Lull, Boniface’s successor as bishop of Mainz. Willibald himself 

stated in his prologue that: ‘Much of my investigation of his life from before the middle up to the 

end, which I have inserted in this account, I learned from his disciples who have been with him 

for a long time or from your [Bishop Lull’s] own references.’22 Because the Vita Bonifatii was 

composed shortly after Boniface’s death, there seems no reason to consider Willibald’s statement 

a literary topos. According to Wood, Willibald’s account of the life of Boniface was ‘a work of 

considerable originality’ and lay ‘closer to history than anything else’, though he also stresses that 

good research ‘is not, of course, saying that it is without bias.’23 Palmer, on the other hand, 

emphasizes that the vita Bonifatii should, regardless of its appearance, be seen as a vita, which is to 

say that it was ‘the past shaped for a range of devotional, religious and political purposes’ and was 

therefore ‘built on principles other than the problematic notion of “historical record.”’24  

 Willibald was commissioned to write his account by Bishop Lull of Mainz and Bishop 

Megingoz of Würzburg, who had their own political agendas. The contents of the vita Bonifatii, as 

much as the omissions, should therefore be understood in the political and religious context of 

the period in which it was written. The same applies, to a large extent, to Boniface’s correspond-

dence which, as is generally assumed, was also compiled under the direction of the afore-

mentioned Lull.25 Though it seems unlikely – but not impossible – that the individual letters of 

the collection were polished to suit the needs and purposes of Boniface’s successor, the 

collection as a whole, however, had undergone several stages of editing. First, the letters were 

collected and brought together in Mainz; second, a selection process may have taken place to 

decide which letters were to be included in the collection and which not. After the original 

                                                 
22 …sicut discipulis eius secum diu commorantibus vel vobis ipsis referentibus conperirem, prochemium mediumque aut finem vitae eius, 
quanta valeam indagatione, litteris inseram’: Willibald, Vita Bonifatii, ed. Wilhelm Levison, MGH SRG, LVII (Hannover 
1905), pp. 1-58, at pp. 2-3. 
23 Ian Wood, The Missionary Life. Saints and the evangelisation of Europe, 400-1050, The Medieval World, ed. David Bates 
(Harlow, 2001), p. 62. 
24 James Palmer, 'The 'vigorous rule' of Bishop Lull: between Bonifatian mission and Carolingian control', Early 
Medieval Europe 13(2005) 3, pp.249-276, p. 256; Cf. Wood, The Missionary Life, pp. 61-64 and Thomas F.X. Noble and 
Thomas Head, Soldiers of Christ. Saints and Saints' Lives from Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (London, 1995), pp. 
107-108.  
25 Palmer, 'The 'Vigorous rule' of Bishop Lull' , p. 255. 
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collection had been created, each individual copyist may have made a different selection in his or 

her copy, depending on his or her interests. The extant manuscripts of Boniface’s correspond-

ence, of which the earliest date back to the late eighth century, attest to this.26 All of the three 

surviving eighth-century manuscripts contain a (slightly) different contents and have been 

arranged in a different order. Finally, the historian runs the risk of being misled by modern 

editors of these letters, who have not only attempted to organize the letters in a chronological 

order, but also created a single corpus of letters, thereby creating the illusion of unity where there 

had previously only been diversity. 

 1.3. Definitions 

1.3.1. Reform: a complex notion 

Dare we still speak of ‘reform’ in the eighth century after Reuter’s criticism? Reuter argued that it 

is anachronistic to speak of ‘reform’ in this period, first of all because the notion of ‘reform’ as 

we know it today was at that time still unknown and, second, because the word reform impliziert 

üblicherweise die Vorstellung von einer institutionell verankerten Priesterhierarchie mit päpstlicher Spitze, die 

durch juristisch-institutionell verankerten Maßnahmen wieder in einen normgerechten Zustand gebracht wird.27 If, 

as Reuter suggests, such an institutionalised church did not yet exist in the minds of the eighth-

century clergy, it would have far-reaching consequences for our modern understanding of the 

‘Frankish Church’ in the early eighth century. As a result, the concept of a ‘Frankish Church’ is a 

misleading one, for it implies the existence of a single, realm-wide ecclesiastical institution, run by 

a single, hierarchically ordered body of the clergy. In all likelihood, the notion of an ecclesia 

Francorum was alien to the eighth-century Frankish elite, as no reference to it can be found in 

sources prior to the eleventh century.28 

 Returning to that problematic notion of ‘reform’, it should be noted that ‘reformare’ (or its 

derivative ‘reformatio’) is equally rare in eighth-century sources. In Boniface’s correspondence, the 

word ‘reformare’ is used only once by Pope Zacharias, who spoke of ‘the reformation of the 

churches of Christ’.29 The pope, at least, did not recognize one abstract institutionalized Frankish 

Church which happened to be in need of reform, but instead recognized a body of loosely 
                                                 
26 A limited overview of the manuscript tradition of the letter collection of Boniface will be given in chapter 3.1. For 
a detailed account, see the introduction to Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius und Lullus, ed. Michael Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., 
I (Berlin 1916), pp. v-xxxix. 
27 Timothy Reuter, '"Kirchenreform" und "Kirchenpolitik" im Zeitalter Karl Martells: Begriffe und Wirklichkeit', in: 
Jörg Jarnut, Ulrich Nonn and Michael Richter (eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit (Sigmaringen, 1994), pp. 35-59, at p. 39. 
28 The first mentioning of a ‘sancta aecclesia Francorum’ is in an eleventh-century text: Othloh, Vita Bonifatii, ed. W. 
Levison, MGH SRG, LVII (Hannover and Leipzig 1905), p. 184. 
29 …reformatione ecclesiarum Christi: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 58, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 106. 
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affiliated, yet individual, episcopal churches, which happened to be within Boniface’s sphere of 

influence and that of the Carolingian mayors. 

 The central role of the Roman ‘Mother Church’, to which all of Western Christianity looked 

for guidance, was still a concept in the making in the eighth century.30 It certainly had not yet 

been on a systematic mission of correction, though it actively supported men, such as Boniface, 

who sought to improve aspects of religion on their own initiative. Such men strove to emend and 

correct, following (Pauline) ideals of praedicare and docere, yet did so as much for their own 

salvation as for that of those they corrected.31 Moreover, rulers from the sixth century onwards 

started following the example of the Christian emperors of Rome, in that they took up the 

responsibility to correct and emend the society they governed in order to preserve their subjects’ 

immortal souls.32 For lack of a better word, all these men may be called ‘reformers’, as a 

Hilfsbegriff, as long as we keep in mind its restrictions and limitations, as pointed out by Reuter. 

 The danger of using the word ‘reform’ to denote the changes made in the 740s, lies in the 

fact that we nowadays tend to ascribe a different meaning to the word than was customary in the 

early middle ages. Whereas we now identify reform with improvement and innovation, in 

medieval times the ultimate, if not only, justification for change was to restore the present back to 

an (imagined) pristine state.33 Medieval Christian society looked towards its idealized Christian 

and Biblical past in order to find the correct route to salvation. The models offered by the Bible 

and the late antique church were the closest thing coming to Reuter’s ‘normgerechten Zustand’. 

However, as we shall come to see, some of the changes made at the synods of the 740s did not 

hark back to an earlier state; Boniface and his Carolingian patrons not only ‘re-formed’, but also 

‘formed anew’. Nevertheless, as will become clear, these innovations, too, were presented under 

the pretence of religious restoration. 

1.3.2. The ecclesia and the politics of the realm 

After the fall of the Empire, the Roman cities, administration and infrastructure fell into decay, 

especially in the rural West. Despite the desperate attempts of Germanic settlers to salvage what 

they could, the horizons within which most people’s lives were confined became much narrower 

                                                 
30 Mayke De Jong, 'Religion', in: Rosamond McKitterick (ed.), The Early Middle Ages. Europe 400-1000, The Short 
Oxford History of Europe (Oxford, 2001), pp. 131-164, at p. 138. 
31 Wood, The Missionary Life, p. 62; Reuter, '"Kirchenreform" und "Kirchenpolitik"', pp. 40-42. 
32 Giles Brown, 'Introduction: the Carolingian Renaissance', in: Rosamond McKitterick (ed.), Carolingian Culture: 
emulation and innovation (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 1-51, at. pp. 1-2. 
33 Martin A. Claussen, The Reform of the Frankisch Church. Chrodegang of Metz and the Regula canonicorum in the Eighth 
Century, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought, ed. Rosamond McKitterick (Cambridge, 2004), p. 1; De 
Jong, 'Religion', pp. 131-132. 
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as society forgot about the vastness of empire and refocused on their local or regional interests.34 

According to this text-book perception of history, the Christian church was considered to be an 

exception to this rapidly spreading regionalism; it was the true heir of late antiquity, or at the least 

a repository of late Antique knowledge. Until recently, historians considered the church to have 

been an institute carved up during the so-called Migration Period and afterwards divided over the 

newly formed barbarian kingdoms, developing into Landeskirchen or even Gentilkirchen (i.e. 

churches delimited by ethnicity).35 

 Historians of late have come to a different understanding of the early medieval church. 

Wallace-Hadrill, who may not yet have shared this new view on early medieval Christianity, may 

nonetheless have been one of the first to realize the difficulty of defining the early medieval 

church. Concerning the Gallo-Roman Church in the fourth and fifth centuries, he remarked:  

While it would not be imprecise to speak of a Gallo-Roman Church, as distinguished broadly 

from, say, the African Church, the term is best seen as one of convenience. Had it been 

more clearly identifiable, more than one pope of the fifth century would have been a happier 

man. (…) The reality, however, is Gallo-Roman churches; Christian communities, social 

nuclei embedded in the cities, aware of their separate histories and their separate identities. 36 

Adding the comments made by Reuter, it would be anachronistic to perceive the church as a 

realm-wide institute, based on a uniform set of statutes and run by a hierarchical organized clergy. 

Rather, the Frankish Church consisted of a number of regional episcopal churches, which to 

some extent interacted with each other, while remaining autonomous in other respects. This does 

not mean, however, that a notion such as the Frankish Church is useless, at least not if its 

‘Frankishness’ is defined in terms of a commonly shared cultural and political background, 

instead of perceiving it in terms of juridical institutionalization. 

 Today, the word church, or ecclesia, can mean several things. Aside from denoting a single 

structure, ‘church’ can refer either to the universal community of the faithful which transcends 

political boundaries, or it represents the body of the clergy along with its institutions and 

property. Nevertheless, our modern notion of ‘church’ has come to mean something distinctly 

different from what it had been in early medieval thought. Hence De Jong points out that 

modern historians of the early middle ages ‘are in a peculiar position, for they study a period 

which least conforms with the two ideal types of “Church” they are familiar with.’37 The 

                                                 
34 Robert A. Markus, 'From Rome to the Barbarian Kingdoms (330-700)', in: John McManners (ed.), The Oxford 
History of Christianity (Oxford, 1990), pp. 70-100, at p. 93. 
35 Also see De Jong, 'Ecclesia', p. 118. 
36 J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, Oxford history of the Christian Church (Oxford, 1983), p. 1. 
37 De Jong, 'Ecclesia', p. 116. 
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prevailing approach to early medieval Christianity had not been to neglect its difference with 

modern thought, but instead to stress its otherness, resulting in notions as ‘césaropapisme’ and 

‘Augsustinisme polititque’. Both concepts were to account for an alien world in which the clerical 

and secular domains were somehow integrated, instead of being the antagonistic forces they 

would become in later Western tradition.38 Whereas césaropapisme was to explain the religious 

authority of the Byzantine emperors, Augustinisme politique approached the situation from the 

opposite direction, arguing that the clergy, or the church, had invaded the secular domain instead.  

 However, both notions continue to explain the early medieval relation between the religious 

and the secular domains in dualistic terms. Medieval society remained an aberration from what 

we now consider to be normal; an unnatural alliance had formed between two inherently 

antagonistic forces. If early medieval society is to be truly understood, historians should forego 

their dualistic understanding of the relation between the secular and the religious. Gelasian’s 

auctoritas and potestas had not yet been the opposed forces they were to become in the late 

eleventh century, but were instead co-operating entities that governed the Christian people, 

though each in their own function.39 Pursuing Gelasian’s ‘two-swords’-metaphor a bit further, 

one might say that those who we would now regard as distinctly secular or religious leaders, in 

fact wielded both swords at the same time. The symbiotic relationship between politics and 

religion, and of those who ministered it, makes any attempt at separating these two ‘spheres’ an 

artificial and anachronistic construction. Any such distinction only existed within a religious 

context. There was, however, a growing desire to structure medieval society in well-defined 

orders, each with its own distinct task and responsibility, as became especially clear from the 820s 

onwards. After all, when push came to shove, all worked towards the same end: to ensure God’s 

benevolence and to preserve ones soul and that of those for which one felt responsible. 

 How then, is the church to be perceived in the 740s? When Carloman and Pippin stated 

their intent in the prologues of their capitularies, they did not speak of restoring the ‘ecclesia 

Francorum’, for this was not a concept with which they were familiar. Instead, they spoke of 

restoring the relegio christiana.40 No mention, therefore, of an institute fallen into decay; only a 

desire to restore ‘Christian religion’ as a whole, which should be understood as the restoration of 

the ‘divine cult’ and specifically the moral behaviour of the clergy.41 The cultus divinus permeated 

every aspect of early medieval society, but its main caretakers were of course the monks and the 

                                                 
38 De Jong, 'Ecclesia', p. 116. 
39 Ibid., pp. 115-116. 
40 See Concilium in Austrasia habitum q.d. Germanicum, ed. Albert Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II (Hannover 1906), pp. 1-
4, at p. 2; Concilium Suessionense, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, pp. 33-36, at p. 34. 
41 See Mayke De Jong, 'Charlemagne's Church', in: Joanna Story (ed.), Charlemagne. Empire and Society (Machester, 
2005), pp. 103-135. 
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clergy. In the minds of the Carolingians, restoring the cult meant first and foremost restoring 

(canon) law and discipline. Moreover, uniformity had to be established in the Frankish churches, 

which up until the 740s had remained a loosely organized collective of mutually interacting 

micro-institutes, headed by bishops or abbots, who, depending on the power and influence of the 

Merovingian king, answered primarily to themselves, if not to God. 

 The Carolingian mayors had meant to change this situation from an early date. From the 

time of Pippin II, the Carolingian family had been expanding its political influence through the 

patronage and founding of monasteries (i.e. Klösterpolitik),42 whereas Charles Martel became 

famous for his efforts to brake the (political) autonomy of the bishops.43 Carloman and Pippin 

continued their family’s strategy by ‘institutionalising’ these changes: they strove to bring the 

churches and clergy of their realms together into a single, clearly defined and uniform 

organizational structure, in which all those involved in servicing the divine cult were assigned a 

place. In other words, they had begun to lay the foundation on which the institute of the 

Frankish Church was to be built. The development of the Frankish Church therefore owed 

much, if not all, to the Carolingian reform which had its roots in the synods of the 740s.  

1.3.3. ‘Synodus vel concilium’? 

In the prologue of the capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum (742), Carloman states that: ‘with 

the counsel of my servants of God and magnates, I have brought together the bishops and 

priests who reside in my realm into a concilium et synodum out of fear for Christ.’44 In other sources 

referring to the (non-military) gatherings in the Frankish realm, either the notion ‘synodus’ or 

‘concilium’ appears, and only occasionally are both words used at once. Therefore the question 

should be asked if the notions ‘synodus’ and ‘concilium’ were synonyms, or if a distinction existed 

between the two. 

 Carloman’s capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum supports the idea that these notions had 

an identical meaning. However, in the remainder of his capitulary, as well as in his capitulary of 

the Council of Les Estinnes (743), Carloman preferred the term ‘synodus’ over ‘concilium’. When 

Pippin organized a similar gathering at Soissons a year later, he stated in the introduction to his 

                                                 
42 Barbara Rosenwein, Negotiating Space. Power, Restraint and Priviliges of Immunity in Early Medieval Europe (Ithaca, 1999), 
pp. 99-114; Mayke De Jong, 'Carolingian monasticism: the power of prayer', in: Rosamond McKitterick (ed.), The 
New Cambridge Medieval History. Volume II c.700-c.900 (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 622-653, at p. 626; De Jong, 'Religion', at 
p. 150; Also see Josef Semmler, 'Pippin III. und die fränkische Klöster', Francia, Forschungen zur westeuropäischen 
Geschichte 3(1975), pp.88-146; Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 96-97.  
43 Janet Nelson, 'Kingship and royal government', in: Rosamond McKitterick (ed.), The New Cambridge Medieval 
History, Vol. II: c.700-c.900 (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 383-430, at p. 389; Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel; pp 122-126. 
44 …cum consilio servorum Dei et optimatum meorum episcopos qui in regno meo sunt cum presbiteris et concilium et synodum pro timore 
Christi congregavi: Concilium Germanicum, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 2.  
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capitulary that he, too, had ordered a ‘synodum vel concilio’ on the advice of his ecclesiastical and 

secular elites.45 Unlike Carloman, Pippin did not exclusively use the word ‘synod’ in the 

remainder of his capitulary. For example, he referred to the ‘Council of Nicea’, but also to the 

‘canons of the other saints, which they constituted in their synods.’46 When speaking of 

contemporary gatherings, Pippin, like his brother, also appears to have preferred the word 

‘synod’ over ‘council’.47 

                                                

 Boniface, who was Carloman’s chief advisor in these matters, hardly ever spoke of ‘councils’, 

but only of ‘synods’.48 The only known example in which he used the word ‘concilium’, was a letter 

he sent from Rome to his disciples north of the Alps. Boniface reported that the pope was 

enthusiastic of their missionary labours and that they were awaiting the pope’s decision on the 

precise date of the ‘council or synod of the priests.’49 Thus, there is no extant example in which 

Boniface exclusively used the word ‘concilium’. Rome, on the other hand, appears to have had a 

different custom regarding the use of these notions. In the late 730s, Pope Gregory III (731-741) 

had sent Boniface two letters regarding the reorganization of the Bavarian Church. The 

reorganization would be concluded with a gathering of the Bavarian bishops in 739, presided 

over by Boniface, which Gregory referred to as a concilium.50 Gregory was succeeded by Zacharias 

(741-752), of whom several letters survived mentioning such gatherings.51 Pope Zacharias, 

however, proved less consistent in his vocabulary and appears not to have had any particular 

‘system’ in his use of the words ‘synod’ and ‘council’. 

 Although it seems that some preferred one term over the other, in general it would appear 

that the meaning of the words ‘synod’ and ‘council’ was indeed identical. This conclusion is 

supported by Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, which explains the difference between council and 

synod not in terms of their meaning, but in terms of their origin: ‘Whereas a “synod” originates 

from the Greek, meaning “meeting” or “assembly”, the word “council”, on the other hand, is 

derived from the Roman language.’52 Although Isidore wrote his account in Visigothic Spain in 

 
45 (…) qualiter nos in Dei nomine una cum consensu episcoporum sive sacerdotum vel servorum Dei consilio seu comitibus et obtimatibus 
Francorum conloqui apud Suessionis civitas synodum vel concilio facere decrevimus: Concilium Suessionense, ed. Werminghoff, MGH 
Conc., II, p. 33. 
46 Nicaeno concilio and aliorum sanctorum quae constituerunt in synodis suis: Concilium Suessionense, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH 
Conc., II, p. 34. 
47 …ut annis singulis synodo renovare debeamus: Concilium Suessionense, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 34. 
48 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, nos. 50, 74, 75 and 78, ed. Michael Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I. 
49 Nunc autem hic exspectantes sacerdotum concilium vel synodus consultum adhuc ignoramus, quando hoc fieri faciat apostolicus 
pontifex: Ibid., no. 41, p. 66. 
50 Ibid., nos. 44 and 45, pp. 71 and 73. 
51 See Ibid., nos. 51, 58, 59, 60, 61, 77 and 80. 
52 Synodum autem ex Graeco interpretari comitatum vel coetum. Concilii vero nomen tractum ex more Romano: Isidorus Hispalensis, 
Etymologiarum siue Originum libri XX, Lib. VI, c. xvi, ed. W.M. Lindsay, I (Oxford 1911). 
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the early seventh century, his work rapidly disseminated throughout the Latin West.53 Boniface 

may have grown accustomed to the word ‘synod’ through his Anglo-Saxon background where 

this word was often used for ecumenical, papal or other ecclesiastical councils.54 And it may be 

interesting to look for a relation between the singular use of ‘synodus’ in Anglo-Saxon England 

and the presence of the vastly popular Archbishop Theodore of Canterbury, who originally came 

from the Byzantine East.  

 Pope Gregory III, on the other hand, was of a more Roman mind and preferred to speak of 

councils instead. When referencing these words with Merovingian conciliar records, there does 

not seem to have been a preference for either one of these notions.55 Perhaps Carloman and 

Pippin, or at least the authors of the capitularies, though familiar with both concepts as they 

made clear in the prologues, were influenced by Boniface in their consistent use of ‘synod’ over 

‘council’. Thus, given the obvious preference of the Carolingian mayors, it is somewhat difficult 

to understand why their synods have been persistently referred to as ‘councils’ in modern text 

editions.56  

 Having determined that the words ‘council’ and ‘synod’ were interchangeable in the eighth 

century, it might be helpful to elaborate on a synod’s function. In many instances, Frankish 

synods are known to have been attended by both the secular and the ecclesiastical elites.57 

However, the capitularies do indicate that bishops played first fiddle, though they probably came 

second to the Carolingian ruler, and that issues we now consider to be ‘religious’ dominated the 

agenda. However, as noted above, the wide variety of sources we call capitularies make it 

difficult, if not impossible, to formulate a grand definition for this genre of texts.58 

 Apart from it being a gathering where the secular and ecclesiastical elites met with each other 

and their leader to formulate new (canon) laws, pass judgement or discuss problems that trouble 

the realm, a synod, like the capitulary that derived from it, should foremost be understood for its 

symbolic value.59 The Carolingian ability to convene gatherings at which the Frankish elite of the 

entire Frankish realm attended was a potent symbol of their influence and authority. Moreover, 

as mentioned above, the capitularies which they issued captured their power and authority in 

                                                 
53 Brown, 'Introduction', p. 2. 
54 Catherine Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils c.650-c.850 (New York and London, 1995), pp. 3-6. 
55 Concilia Galliae. A. 511 - A. 695, ed. Carlo De Clercq, CCSL, 148 A (Turnhout 1963). In the Merovingian conciliar 
records of the period between c.500-c.735, the word synodus (or derivatives) was encountered 40 times, whereas the 
word concilium (or derivatives) was encountered 36 times. 
56 Concilia aevi Karolini, ed. Albert Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II ,1 (Hannover 1906). 
57 De Jong, 'Ecclesia', p. 126; Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, p. 45. 
58 Nicole Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen: die Häretiker Aldebert und Clemens', in: Marie Theres 
Fögen (ed.), Ordnung und Aufruhr im Mittelalter, Ius Commune. Studien zur Europäische Rechtsgeschichte 70 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1995), pp. 218-263, at p. 258; Pössel, 'Authors and recipients', p. 267. 
59 Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', pp. 258-259. 
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writing, which could then be transmitted throughout the realm. As such, the synod served both 

in a practical and symbolical sense as a potent instrument of Carolingian government. With 

regard to the Carolingian ambition to constitute a church in the form of a realm-wide, cohesive 

institute, the Carolingian synods were crucial, if only because it allowed the ruler to communicate 

directly with his leading clerical and secular elites. 

 For all their inherent diversity, Carolingian synods should not be confused with other 

gatherings that took place in eighth-century Francia as well. First of all, the realm-wide synod was 

markedly distinct from the provincial or diocesan synod. The latter was an ecclesiastical instru-

ment used to govern a church province or, on a smaller scale, a diocese and was usually attended 

by its clergy alone; they dealt with ecclesiastical matters concerning a particular church province 

or diocese. The realm-wide synods, on the other hand, were attended by the ruler and had a 

mixed audience. At these synods the matters of state were discussed of which religion was 

considered to be an integral part. Whereas local synods served the needs and practices of the 

local or regional churches, the realm-wide synods served to maintenance the relegio Christiana as a 

whole. 

 Because of their religious nature, Carolingian synods were also distinct from the more 

worldly gatherings such as the Spring Assembly and the placitum. The Spring Assembly was 

predominantly a military gathering. Almost from the beginning, the Carolingian synod would 

come to be held around the same date as these large realm-wide military gatherings, presumably 

for the sake of convenience. The Frankish elite, which was already expected to attend the Spring 

Assembly, was now able to attend the synod as well. After all, travelling in the early middle ages 

was a time consuming event. Lastly, the placitum served as a (lay) tribunal and had a more regional 

character.60 Though synods dispensed justice as well, they only did so to members of the clergy 

or at least to those who threathened the religious cult. 

                                                 
60 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, p. 114. 



   

Chapter Two 

Setting the stage: Frankish politics and 

the church 

2.1. The Carolingian dawn (687-741) 

In the early seventh century, the first Carolingians (then still referred to as Pippinids) emerged in 

Frankish historical narratives such as the Liber Historiae Francorum and the Chronicles of Fredegar.1 

Indigenous to the kingdom of Austrasia, Arnulf and Pippin I, the oldest known ancestors of the 

Carolingian family, appear to have belonged to that contingent of Austrasian noblemen who 

transferred their allegiance from the dowager queen Brunhilde to Chlothar II (r.584-629).2 When 

next we hear of Pippin I in the Chronicles of Fredegar, he had become the Austrasian mayor of the 

palace under the new king, whereas Arnulf had been rewarded with the see of Metz in 614.3 As 

bishop, he appears to have remained active in Austrasian politics until he retired to a life of 

religious contemplation, shortly before 629.4 After his death, Arnulf soon joined the ranks of the 

saints and would later become a much revered ancestor of the later Carolingian family.5 

 The Pippinids played only a modest role in the LHF. But because the LHF is a Neustrian 

chronicle and therefore primarily interested in Neustrian politics, it is also the most ‘unbiased’ 

source we have of the earliest history of the Carolingians. The Chronicles of Fredegar, on the other 

hand, contain a wealth of information, but are generally regarded as something of a Carolingian 

‘family-chronicle’.6 Because it would go beyond this thesis to subject every piece of information 

in the Chronicles of Fredegar to the critical examination it deserves, it is important to at least be 

aware of the pro-Carolingian context in which this historical narrative was produced and, quite 

possibly, revised. 

                                                 
1 LHF, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, pp. 215-328; Fredegar, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, pp. 1-193. 
2 Wood, The Merovingian Kingdoms, p. 141; cf. Fredegar, IV c.42, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, pp.141-142. 
3 Fredegar, IV c. 52, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 146; Vita Sancti Arnulfi, c.3, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, 2 
(Hanover 1888), pp. 426-446, at p.433. 
4 Ibid.,, c.58, pp. 149-150; Vita S. Arnulfi, c. 21, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 441. 
5 Geary, Before France and Germany, pp. 176-177, 193. 
6 See the introduction to Wallace-Hadrill, The Fourth book of Fredegar, esp. pp. xxv-xxviii. 
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 According to the Chronicles of Fredegar, Pippin was entrusted with the upbringing of Chlothar’s 

son Dagobert I. When the latter was made king of Austrasia in 622, Pippin succeeded to the 

position of mayor of the palace.7 However, Pippinid fortune staggered when Dagobert, shortly 

after his father’s death in 629, moved his court to Neustria. This was not well-received in 

Austrasian circles and when Pippin followed his king out of Austrasia he became, at least for 

while, persona non grata among the Austrasian upper-class. For the years that followed, the sources 

remain silent on Pippin until his sudden reappearance as mayor of the palace at the side of 

Dagobert’s son Sigibert III (r.632-651), who was made the new Austrasian king in 638.8 Pippin’s 

recovery to the political limelight was short-lived, however, as he died shortly after Dagobert, in 

c.639.9 The fact that Pippin was succeeded as mayor of the palace by a certain Otto, and not by 

his son Grimoald, speaks volumes of the fierce competition in Frankish politics and perhaps of  

the anti-Pippinid sentiments within the Austrasian nobility. Yet the Pippinid family could not be 

silenced for long: in 643 Grimoald felt secure enough to have Otto eliminated, after which he 

reclaimed his father’s position as maior domus.10 

 Grimoald’s ambition did not end here. As Gerberding convincingly argued, Grimoald, after 

having learned of Sigibert’s failing health, made plans with Dido, the influential Neustrian bishop 

of Poitiers, to stage a coup.11 As soon as Sigibert died (according to Gerberding, in 651) 

Grimoald had the deceased king’s legitimate son Dagobert II exiled to Ireland and supplanted 

with his own son, whom he appropriately named Childebert and to which later the name 

Adoptivus would be added. However, there is neither a convincing motive, nor any contemporary 

evidence to support the idea that Sigibert had actually adopted Grimoald’s son. As Gerberding 

put it: ‘Childebert’s claim to being an adoptivus was less Merovingian foresight than Pippinid post 

facto propaganda.’12 Childebert nevertheless ruled over Austrasia until, five years later, the 

Neustrians, backed by the Austrasian anti-Pippinid party, invaded Austrasia and had Childebert 

condemned as a usurper before the Neustrian king. It meant the end for Grimoald and 

Childebert ‘the Adopted’. It should also have put an end to Pippinid influence in Austrasia, but 

once again the family managed to take the blow and, after having laid low for several years, to re-

emerge, this time through the agency of Pippin II. 

                                                 
7 Fredegar, IV c.52, 58, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, pp. 146, 149-150. 
8 Ibid., c.85, pp. 163-164. 
9 Ibid., c.86, p. 164. 
10 Ibid., c.88, pp. 164-165. 
11 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 47-66; The Chronicle of Fredegar do not mention the so-called 
Grimoald-coup, for that see LHF, c.43, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, pp. 315-316. 
12 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, p. 49; Also see Ian Wood, 'Usurpers and Merovingian Kingship', in: 
Matthias Becher and Jörg Jarnut (eds.), Der Dynastiewechsel von 751. Vorgeschichte, Legitimationsstrategien und Erinnerung 
(Münster, 2004), pp. 15-31. 
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 The political influence of the Frankish noble families usually did not exceed the reaches of 

their domains. However, from the sixth century onwards, aristocratic political influence grew 

considerably as clusters of families formed alliances which came to dominate Frankish politics. 

The Merovingian king became above all a supreme arbiter, balancing royal favour to keep the 

power of the factions in check through, for example, marriages and the distribution of offices.13 

In practice, the king would choose the leader of one such faction as his maior domus. With royal 

support, a family’s influence could go beyond the local level and allowed for the mustering of a 

political (or military) following that went beyond that of the family, or faction, itself. Merovingian 

blood, therefore, was in high demand which could account for the dynasty’s lasting success. 

 Tensions grew between Neustria and Austrasia, where the Pippinids were stirring once again, 

and culminated in the famous battle of Tertry in 687. Its fame owed much to later Carolingian 

propaganda, which regarded Pippin’s victory over the Neustrians as the dawn of the Carolingian 

Age.14 Yet in spite of his victory and the fact that he now held the title of mayor of the palace in 

both kingdoms, Pippin was in no position to challenge Merovingian authority as his grandchild 

(and namesake) would come to do in 751. Aristocratic power in the seventh century was based 

not so much one’s office, but rather one’s social standing, as head of the family, leader of the 

faction, or landholder.15 Pippin’s true struggle for political supremacy among the Frankish elite 

did not so much take place on the battlefield, but was instead realized through intensive marriage 

strategies and Klösterpolitik. Royal power, on the other hand, derived from the ability to command 

loyalty and to reward followers by granting them new estates and offices, or by having them share 

in the spoils of war. Facing a neighbouring king in combat therefore was completely different 

from challenging the Merovingian claim to kingship and it should be strongly doubted whether 

Pippin II, or even his son Charles Martel, had ambitions extending that far.  

 Through his political and social standing, Pippin emerged as a new type of ruler who was 

described in contemporary sources as dux et princeps francorum.16 These titles were greatly valued, as 

Pippin at one point during his career passed the office of mayor of the palace to his son 

Grimoald (II), whereas he himself kept the title of dux and ruled over the Austrasian nobility.17 

Like eighth-century Merovingian kingship, the prestige and power that came with the office of 

mayor of the palace may also have plummeted. Another novelty was Pippin’s interest in the 

regions east of the Frankish realm. While Merovingian kings had had their forays, aimed primarily 
                                                 
13 Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, pp. 19-32, esp. p. 31. 
14 Annales Mettenses Priores, c.1, ed. B. von Simpson, MGH SRG, X (Hanover and Leipzig 1905), p. 1. The AMP begin 
with an account of the battle of Tertry; Fouracre, 'The long shadow', p. 6. 
15 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 93-109. 
16 Ibid., pp. 111-112. 
17 Brigitte Kasten, Königssöhne und Königsherrschaft. Untersuchungen zur Teilhabe am Reich in der Merowinger- und Karolingerzeit, 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Schriften 44 (Hanover, 1997), pp. 88-89. 
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at gaining booty and tributes, Pippin and subsequent Carolingians sought to conquer and control 

the lands east of the Rhine.18 

 Pippin’s death in 714 nevertheless resulted in a succession crisis, as a result of internal family 

strife and external competition. Against all odds, the underdog Charles – in the ninth century 

called Martellus (the Hammer) – emerged victorious and succeeded to his father’s position by 

‘hammering’ his opposition into submission.19 Charles Martel had been particularly renowned for 

his military successes, which in his own day had earned him such titles as ‘egregios bellator princeps’ 

or ‘dux triumphator’.20 More recently, however, new studies on the life of Charles Martel have 

come to adjust this one-sided political and bellicose identity; as it turned out, Charles understood 

the might of the Hammer as well as that of the Cross.21 During his reign as mayor of the palace 

and princeps Francorum, Charles grew powerful enough to leave the Merovingian throne vacant 

after Theuderic IV died in 737. For the first time since their earliest history, the Franks were 

ruled by a dux again – though it is doubtful whether they themselves perceived it as such.22 As 

Gerberding eloquently put it: ‘Frankish society was seduced by Pippin II and mastered by Charles 

Martel.’23 

2.2. Charles Martel and the Frankish Church 

Medieval historiography presents us with two distinct reputations of Charles Martel in relation to 

the Church. While one historiographical tradition portrayed him as a devout patron of the 

Frankish Church, the other presented him as the church’s enemy.24 Charles owed the kinder of 

the two reputations primarily to his victory over the invading Arab army at the famous battle of 

Poitiers (732/733) – though modern scholars have recently questioned the magnitude of this 

‘invasion’.25 Yet, whether a large raiding party or an army set for conquest, Charles overcame 

                                                 
18 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, p. 112. 
19 For a more detailed view of these events see the relevant articles in: Jörg Jarnut, Ulrich Nonn and Michael Richter 
(eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit, Beihefte der Francia 37 (Sigmaringen, 1994). Especially Richard Gerberding, ‘716. A 
crucial year for Charles Martel’; Horst Ebling, ‘Die inneraustrasische Opposition’; On Charles Martel’s family, see 
Waltraud Joch, ‘Karl Martell – ein minderberechtiger Erbe Pippins?’; Rudolph Schieffer, ‘Karl Martell und seine 
Famille’. Also see Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, esp. chapters 3 and 5. 
20 Continuations of Fredegar, cc. 14, 20, pp. 175, 178. 
21 See relevant articles on Charles’ religious activities in Jarnut, Nonn and Richter (eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit; 
Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, esp. chapter 5. 
22 Gregory of Tours, Histories II, c. 9, ed. Bruno Krusch and Wilhelm Levison, MGH SRM, I (Hanover 1937), pp. 52-
58; Fredegar, III c. 9, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, pp. 93-94; LHF, c.4, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, pp. 243-244. 
23 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 2-3. 
24 Ulrich Nonn, 'Das Bild Karl Martells im mittelalterlichen Quellen', in: Jörg Jarnut, Ulrich Nonn and Michael 
Richter (eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit (Sigmaringen, 1994), pp. 9-21; Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, p. 2. 
25 Modern opinion considers the ‘Arab invasion’ to have been nothing more than a (formidable) raid, see Wood, The 
Merovingian Kingdoms, p. 283 and Roger Collins, The Arab Conquest of Spain (Oxford, 1989), pp. 90-91; Fouracre, The 
Age of Charles Martel, pp. 5-6. 



FRANKISH POLITICS AND THE CHURCH  21 

them and was styled into a protector of the Christian faith by Fredegar’s continuator.26 This 

image gained considerable strength through the unusual request of Pope Gregory III (731-741), 

offering to connect the Roman cause with that of Charles, which, according to the chronicler, 

‘was something that had never been seen or heard of before’.27 Moreover, in Boniface’s letter 

collection Charles is shown to have been a supporter of the eastern mission and numerous 

diplomas survived in which he made grants to monastic and ecclesiastical houses – including St. 

Denis, the Merovingian ‘family monastery’.28  

 However, from the mid ninth century onwards, Charles’ glorious reputation became soiled 

by accusations from the clergy, claiming he had despoiled churches and secularised church 

property.29 According to Archbishop Hincmar of Rheims (806-882), ‘Charles had been the first 

of all the Frankish kings and princeps to have divided and distributed property of the church, for 

which reason alone he will be damned forever.’30 Surely, Hincmar had written his letter to Louis 

for the purpose of ‘shaming’ the king into acknowledging certain property claims of the see of 

Rheims. As Dierken’s case study of a number of religious communities of this period indicates, 

Charles’ attitude towards the church was not unlike that of his predecessors and perhaps even to 

be preferred over them, suggesting that his ‘bad reputation’ had been the result of negative 

propaganda.31 

 The key to Charles Martel’s reputation as a despoiler of church property is the Vita Eucherii 

episcopi Aurelianensis, written shortly after the bishop’s death in c.738.32 Eucherius came from an 

influential family in the Orléans region and was consecrated bishop of Orléans in 719. According 

to the vita, ‘men, full of envy, suggested to Charles that he condemn the holy man [Eucherius] 

together with all his kindred to exile and that he should take some of their public offices (honores) 

for his own use, and some he should heap upon his followers (satellites).33 As Fouracre points out, 

‘envy’ is the common hagiographical explanation to account for a holy man to have enemies and 

Fouracre argues that competition and rivalry may be more realistic character traits of those 

                                                 
26 Fredegar, c.13, ed. KRUSCH, MGH SRM, II, p. 175.  
27 Ibid., c.22, pp. 178-179; Cf. Geary, Before France and Germany, pp. 218-219.  
28 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no.10, ed. Tangl, MGH Epist. Select., I, pp. 8-15; Diplomata maiorum domus regiae, nos. 8-
14, ed. G.H. Pertz, MGH Dipl. Imp., I (Hanover 1872), pp. 97-102; Also see Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, p. 
163. 
29 Hincmar of Rheims was the first to accuse Charles Martel of alienating church property: Hincmar of Rheims, 
Epistola Synodali Carisiacensis ad Hludowicem Regem Germaniae Directa, ed. A. Boretius and V. Krause, MGH Capitularia, II 
(Hanover 1897), pp. 427-440. 
30 Hincmar, Epistola Synodali Carisiacensis, p. 432. 
31 See Alain Dierkens, 'Carolus monasteriorum multorum eversor et ecclesiasticarum pecuuniarum in usus proprios commutator? 
Notes sur la politique monastique du maire du palais Charles Martel', in: Jörg Jarnut, Ulrich Nonn and Michael 
Richter (eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit (Sigmaringen, 1994), pp. 277-294. 
32 Vita Eucherii episcopi Aurelianensis, ed. W. Levison, MGH SRM, VII (Hanover and Leipzig 1920), pp. 41-53. 
33 Vita Eucherii, p. 49. 



22  ERIK GOOSMANN 

involved in the enmity.34 Moreover, Orléans was located on the borders of Burgundy, Neustria 

and Aquitaine, which made it a city of great strategic importance. This makes it not hard to 

understand why Charles would have taken an interest in its honores.35 

 A somewhat similar event took place in Auxerre, where, in the chaos of the early eighth 

century, Bishop Hainmar had established himself as the secular and ecclesiastical leader of the 

greater part of the ducatus of Burgundy.36 The Gesta Autissiodorensium mention how Hainmar 

helped Charles (the Gesta mentions Pippin III, but given the chronology this must have been a 

mistake) in his battle against Eudo and his Saracen allies and even state that it was Hainmar 

himself who killed the Saracen king.37 Clearly, Hainmar’s honores extended well beyond that of any 

‘regular’ bishop. As a result, he was treated accordingly by Charles, who, in 733, invaded 

Burgundy and set up his own men in these important border regions.38  

 Besides Eucherius and Hainmar, at least five more high-placed members of the clergy fell 

victim to Charles and his satellites in the political turmoil of the early eighth century.39 Two of 

these had been abbots, namely Wando of St-Wandrille, who was later restored to his former 

office by Pippin III, and Celestinus of St-Peter of Ghent. The others were the bishops 

Chrodegang of Sées, Willicaries of Vienne and Rigobert of Rheims.40 With the exception of 

Rigobert, all of these men controlled large or strategically important domains on the borders of 

Charles’ realm, or in territories formerly hostile to his assumed rule. Their systematic removal 

should therefore not be seen as actions directed against the church, but rather as political 

manoeuvring to ensure the loyalty of those occupying key-strategic places in Charles’ realm. The 

accounts on men like Hainmar of Auxerre further point out that the Merovingian bishop of the 

late seventh and early eighth centuries had come a long way from being a ‘mere’ shepherd to his 

Christian flock (in imitation of Christ), to becoming a military and political figure operating 

within the ranks of the Frankish nobility.41  

 Charles’ actions, however, did have its repercussions for the episcopal sees and monasteries 

involved. Rigobert, for example, was replaced by Milo, a man of ill repute in the eyes of Boniface 
                                                 
34 Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, pp. 90-93. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, p. 155. 
37 Gesta episcoporum Autissiodorensium, c.27, ed. G. Waitz, MGH SS, XIII (Hanover 1881), p. 394; Fouracre, The Age of 
Charles Martel, p. 90. 
38 Continuations of Fredegar, c.14, pp. 175. The source makes no explicit mention of ecclesiastical figures being replaced, 
perhaps because it was a sensitive subject at the time of composition. 
39 Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, p. 93. 
40 Ibid., p. 123. 
41 Though the notion is no longer in fashion, this development has been referred to in the past as the 
‘Germanisierung der fränkische KircheEpiscopat’. For example see Eugen Ewig, 'Milo et eiusmodi simili', in: Eugen 
Ewig (ed.), Spätantikes und Fränkisches Gallien 2 (München, 1979), pp. 189-219, at p. 218; Georg Scheibelreiter, 'Der 
frühfränkische Episkopat. Bild und Wirklichkeit', Frühmittelalterliche Studien. Jahrbuch des Instituts für 
Frühmittelalterforschung der Universität Münster 17(1983), pp.131-147, pp. 141 ff. 



FRANKISH POLITICS AND THE CHURCH  23 

cum suis because of his ‘worldly’ behaviour as a bishop – though perhaps here, too, Fouracre’s 

maxim should be kept in mind.42 Worse, it seems, certain bishops, such as Chrodegang of Sées, 

were ‘replaced’ by laymen. Perhaps, as Wallace-Hadrill suggested, it was better that a layman 

governed the diocese than to leave it vacant for all to plunder.43 Furthermore, Charles was likely 

to have been hard-pressed for honores and lands to pass around to his loyal followers. Both could 

be found in abundance within the wealthy episcopacies and monasteries of his realm. 

 In the course of the sixth and seventh centuries several churches and monasteries had 

developed into massive landholdings.44 As we have already seen in the case of Eucherius and 

Hainmar, offices and property of the church were given by Charles to his followers as a beneficium 

for services rendered. However, this does not mean that church property was actually stolen. 

More likely church property was given in the form of a loan, according to the precarium principle. 

Charles may well have been the first Frankish ruler to have distributed church property to his 

followers in the form of a precarium, a practice which, as will be discussed below, would come to 

be institutionalized in Carloman’s capitularies as the precaria verbo regis.  

 The precarium verbo regis was a contract between a ruler, his beneficiary and the church. It had 

developed from the much older precarium arrangement, in which a church offered a client the use 

of a certain tract of land for an agreed period of time in exchange for a rent (census) – although 

other constructions are known to have existed well.45 This agreement had numerous advantages 

for both parties. For example, it allowed a church to manage its large and often widely dispersed 

estates, without running the risk of loosing its property claims. For a client, the precarium 

construction could be used to donate land to a church which is then automatically given back in 

the form of a precarium for the remainder of his life. Such an agreement could sometimes even 

extended to the lives of the client’s offspring. But whatever the precise agreement, the church 

remained in control. This changed when the ruler became involved: in the precarium verbo regis 

clause it was the ruler who decided who was to receive which piece of church land against which 

census. Technically, the church remained the owner of all its property, but in practice it had lost 

control over it. Small wonder that certain members of the clergy had difficulties with the new 

situation. 

 Charles was not out to control all of the Church’s property. He also made considerable 

donations to the church of Utrecht and the monasteries Echternach, Stablo-Malmedy and St. 

                                                 
42 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 87, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 198. 
43 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, pp. 134-138. 
44 Ibid., p. 123. 
45 On precaria: Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, pp. 123-128; Ian Wood, 'Teustsind, Witlaic and the history of 
Merovingian precaria', in: Wendy Davies and Paul Fouracre (eds.), Property and Power in the Early Middle Ages 
(Cambridge, 1995), pp. 31-52; Rosenwein, Negotiating Space, p. 100. 
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Denis.46 But despite his personal piety, Charles was above all a secular ruler who depended first 

and foremost on the support of his magnates, which he maintained by ‘heaping honores onto his 

satellites’, as well as land. Both commodities were difficult to come by, especially when much of 

the fighting took place on Frankish soil. Charles was forced to distribute church property to his 

followers in the form of the precaria verbo regis. However, to regard this as an attack on the church 

is misleading, since many of the ecclesiastical offices were already occupied by men who were 

deeply involved in worldly politics. It had become a feature of the seventh and eighth-century 

episcopate that, as Scheibelreiter put it, ‘Nobilitas and sanctitas, and in this particular order, formed 

the pillars of episcopal existence’.47 The Merovingian bishop was a member of the nobility and 

depended on the support of his kin-group and vice versa. This had in part been a result of the 

political instability of the late seventh century, when Merovingian royal power had begun to 

dwindle. Without the support of the king, bishops were left to fend for themselves. It resulted in 

the formation of a new type of bishop who, in order to protect the interests of himself, his kin-

group and the civitas for which he was responsible, was forced to actively participate in the secular 

affairs of his diocese.48 Of which Hainmar of Auxerre may have been a somewhat extreme 

example. In conclusion, Charles did not so much replace ecclesiastical leaders, but political actors 

on whom he had to depend for his own protection and that of the Frankish realm. 

2.3. The reign of the two principes (742-751) 

Pippin III, and perhaps Carloman as well, had been brought up in the monastery.49 To 

continental standards this was quite unusual. In Anglo-Saxon England, however, this practice was 

common enough among the nobility and extended even to Anglo-Saxon princes.50 Of course, 

one cannot be sure whether Charles Martel had deliberately followed Anglo-Saxon custom, 

though it would not be inconceivable, considering his support of the Anglo-Saxon missionaries. 

The central role Boniface would come to play in Carloman’s later reforms, as well as the various 

traces of Anglo-Saxon novelties to be found in these synods, further suggest that a strong Anglo-

Saxon influence should not be discarded lightly. 

 Pippin was brought up at St. Denis until he was about ten years old.51 According to Paul the 

                                                 
46 Diplomata, nos. 8-14, ed. Pertz, MGH Dipl. Imp., I, pp. 97-102. 
47 Scheibelreiter, 'Der frühfränkische Episkopat', p. 138. 
48 Ibid., pp. 139-140. 
49 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, p. 163. 
50 Pierre Riché, 'Le renouveau à la cour de Pépin III', Francia, Forschungen zur westeuropäischen Geschichte 2(1974), pp.59-
70, at p. 61. 
51 Kasten, Königssöhne und Königsherrschaft, p. 107; Richard A. Gerberding, '716. A crucial year for Charles Martel', in: 
Jörg Jarnut, Ulrich Nonn and Michael Richter (eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit (Sigmaringen, 1994), pp. 205-216, p. 
210; Brown, 'Introduction', at p. 5. Brown argues that there is little evidence for Pippin’s education by the monks of 



FRANKISH POLITICS AND THE CHURCH  25 

Deacon, Pippin, by now an adolescent, was sent to the Lombard court to be adopted by King 

Liutprand in 737.52 Being Charles’ second son, Pippin’s education at a royal monastery and his 

royal adoption (again, something unheard of in Frankish history) had the appearance of being an 

experiment that, in retrospect, turned out a success.53 Though there are many reasons for Charles 

to have had his son raised in a monastery, especially given the political instability of the 720s, 

sending him to the Longobard court, however, can certainly be seen as a sign of Charles’ vast 

ambitions. Perhaps their unorthodox upbringing may even account for their desire to reform the 

Frankish Church. 

 In the autumn of 741, crisis again followed the death of a Carolingian dux, although this 

time, or so some sources argue, Charles himself was to blame. According to Fredegar’s 

continuator, Charles had initially wanted to divide the realm in two, making Carloman ruler over 

Austrasia, Alamannia and Thuringia, and Pippin ruler over Neustria and Provence.54 Many of the 

peripheral duchies, such as Aquitaine, Bavaria or Saxony, were not mentioned in the division, as 

they were probably considered tributary to their neighbouring Frankish kingdoms.55 Yet, as death 

approached, Charles drastically changed his plans for his succession and made Grifo, his son 

from a second marriage, third heir to his realm by granting him a territory carved out of the very 

heart of the Frankish realm.56 (See appendix 1: Maps.) 

 Grifo’s older half-brothers, Carloman and Pippin, were not amused by the prospect of 

having to share their inheritance with their half-brother and, immediately after Charles’ death, 

incarcerated the unfortunate Grifo at Chèvremont (Ardennes). Having dealt with the matter, or 

so they thought, Carloman and Pippin re-divided the realm between them at Vieux-Poitiers.57 

But, as occurred only too often in Frankish history, prison bonds never held the truly persistent 

and Grifo fled to the east, steering up rebellions as he went.58 When Pippin finally managed to 

drive Grifo out of Bavaria in 748, to which Grifo had some claims through his mother’s side of 

                                                                                                                                                         
St. Denis. 
52 Paulus Diaconis, Historia Langobardorum, VI, cc.53, 54, ed. L. Bethmann and G. Waitz, MGH SRL (Hanover 1878), 
p. 183; Jörg Jarnut, 'Die Adoption Pippins durch König Liutprand und die Italienpolitiek Karl Martells', in: Jörg 
Jarnut, Ulrich Nonn and Michael Richter (eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit (Münster, 1994), pp. 217-226.  
53 Kasten, Königssöhne und Königsherrschaft, pp. 108-109. 
54 Fredegar, c.23, ed. KRUSCH, MGH SRM, II, p. 179. 
55 Collins, 'Pippin III as Mayor of the Palace', p. 85. 
56 The sources offer different explanations: while the Continuations of Fredegar and the (unrevised) Annales Regni 
Francorum remain silent, the AMP states that Swanahild had convinced Charles, whereas Erchanbert blames Charles 
himself. Annales Regni Francorum, ed. G.H. Pertz, MGH SRG, VI (Hannover 1895); AMP, s.a. 741, p. 32; Erchanbert, 
Breviarium regnum Francorum, ed. G.H. Pertz, MGH SS, II (Hanover 1829), p. 328. 
57 For a more detailed account, see Heinz Joachim Schüssler, 'Die fränkische Reichsteilung von Vieux-Poitiers (742) 
und die Reform der Kirche in den Teilreichen Karlmanns und Pippins', Francia, Forschungen zur westeuropäischen 
Geschichte 13(1985), pp.47-111; Ulrich Nonn, 'Die Nachfolge Karl Martells und die Teilung von Vieux-Poitiers', in: 
Matthias Becher and Jörg Jarnut (eds.), Der Dynastiewechsel von 751. Vorgeschichte, Legitimationsstrategieen und Erinnerung 
(Münster, 2004), pp. 61-73. 
58 Collins, 'Pippin III as Mayor of the Palace', pp. 86-87. 
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the family,59 he offered his half-brother the duchy of Le Mans in reconciliation. But for reasons 

unknown, Grifo declined the offer and instead fled to Aquitaine; from there he tried to cross the 

Alps into Lombardy in search of either safety or support. However, in the high passes of the 

Alps, Grifo had the misfortune to run into two of Pippin’s counts and was killed in 753.60 

 From the beginning, Carloman and Pippin were confronted with a situation similar to that of 

their father when he assumed control. As soon as Charles had died, rebellion sprung up in every 

corner of the realm. Some of these revolts may well have been acts of opportunity by peripheral 

dukes who believed the time had come to attempt to loosen their Carolingian bonds, perhaps 

fuelled by a disgruntled Grifo. Yet two things are to be kept in mind: first of all, with the excep-

tion of Pippin’s battle in the Alsace region,61 every campaign took place ‘abroad’, denoting the 

Carolingians as the main aggressors. Second, the fact that Carolingian sources referred to these 

acts of anti-Carolingian resistance as ‘rebellious’, implies that these sources regarded the Carolin-

gians as the lawful authority. Labelling their enemies as rebels – or for that matter: heretics62 – 

should therefore be understood as a rhetorical device meant to stigmatize those opposing 

Carolingian domination, and served to consolidate Carolingian power. Carloman and Pippin may 

well have had conquest on their minds when they rose to their father’s position. They attempted 

a more thorough integration of these regions into the Frankish realm than any Merovingian had 

done in the past. In light of this view, the peripheral duces who now saw their quasi-independence 

threatened, may indeed have wanted to resist Carolingian expansionism. 

 Try as they might, Carloman and Pippin did not succeed at placing all of the peripheral 

regions under Carolingian control; keeping them at bay while consolidating their authority in the 

regions that had originally been allotted to them proved difficult enough. At the end of his life, 

Pippin had just managed to defeat the Aquitanians after a decade of continuous warfare. 

Subduing the Bavarians and Saxons, and integrating them into the Carolingian realm, was left up 

to his son Charlemagne. Alamannia, one of the peripheral regions that had been allotted to 

Carloman from the start, proved a particularly troublesome region to control. Already under 

Charles Martel its leading family had lost its ducal privileges as the former duchy was annexed 

into Austrasia.63 Perhaps because of this, it proved one of the most obstinate territories to 

                                                 
59 Grifo’s mother Swanahild was the niece of duke Odilo of Bavaria. 
60 Collins, 'Pippin III as Mayor of the Palace', p. 86. For an especially interesting view on the troubled relations 
between Grifo and his half-brothers, see Stuart Airlie, 'Towards a Carolingian Aristocracy', in: Matthias Becher and 
Jörg Jarnut (eds.), Der Dynastiewechsel von 751. Vorgeschichte, Legitimationsstrategien und Erinnerung (Münster, 2004), pp. 
109-127. 
61 Schüssler, 'Die fränkische Reichsteilung von Vieux-Poitiers (742)', pp. 72-73; Semmler, 'Pippin III. und die 
fränkische Klöster', at pp. 97-99.  
62 On the ‘political use’ of the accusation of heresy, see Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen'. 
63 Collins, 'Pippin III as Mayor of the Palace', p. 85. 
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control and demanded disciplinary measures on numerous occasions. After having fought several 

campaigns to no avail, Carloman finally settled the matter in 746 by putting the majority of the 

conspiring Allemannian nobility to the sword.64 Now that ‘peace’ was restored, Carloman chose 

to abdicate the following year and opted for the contemplative life at Monte Cassino. However, 

he made a grievous mistake when he ‘entrusted’ his son and heir Drogo to his brother’s care.65 

With Carloman out of the picture, Pippin quickly disposed of his nephew and united both terri-

tories under his rule.  

 One of the key strategies of the Carolingians to accumulate power was their support of the 

mission and their monastic policy or Klösterpolitik.66 The Carolingians were well aware of the 

potential of monastic houses as (local) centres of religious, economic and often also political 

power.67 In remote areas, monasteries often provided the infrastructure needed through which 

their Carolingian patrons could enhance their control over a particular region. Such a strategy can 

already be seen in the time of Pippin II, who actively supported Willibrord’s mission and took up 

the monastery of Echternach under his tuition or protection.68 Charles Martel and his sons 

continued this practice, although Pippin III in particular seems to have been intent on building a 

vast network of Carolingian monasteries throughout his realm – a policy that grew even more 

important once he became king.69 

 For the years between 748 and 751, the sources are suspiciously quiet. This ‘silence before 

the storm’ has led many to speculate on what it was that was so obviously being erased from 

Frankish memory. Perhaps Grifo posed a bigger threat than Carolingian sources made him out to 

be. Or maybe Carloman’s retreat was less convenient, or perhaps less voluntary, than we are led 

to believe. However, setting speculation aside, when Pippin next resurfaces in the sources, it is to 

inform us that he had been chosen king by all the Frankish magnates and bishops and, sup-

posedly, even with the consent of the pope himself!70 In the meantime, Childeric III, the last of 

the Merovingian kings who up till now had remained somewhat of a political inconnu, was 

tonsured and tossed into a monastery. 

                                                 
64 Collins, 'Pippin III as Mayor of the Palace', pp. 85-86; Continuations of Fredegar, c. 29, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 
181. 
65 Continuations of Fredegar, c.30, ed. Krisch, MGH SRM, II, p. 181; The only evidence that Drogo, at least for a short 
while, had been in power in the east comes from an anonymous letter: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 79, ed. 
Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 171-172. 
66 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 95-97. 
67 De Jong, 'Carolingian monasticism'; Rosenwein, Negotiating Space, pp. 99-101. 
68 A.G. Weiler, Willibrords missie: Christendom en cultuur in de zevende en achtste eeuw (Hilversum, 1989), pp. 116-119. 
69 On Pippin’s royal monastic policy, see Semmler, 'Pippin III. und die fränkische Klöster'. 
70 Continuations of Fredegar c.33, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 182; Rosamond McKitterick, 'The Illusion of Royal 
Power in the Carolingian Annals', The English Historical Review 115(2000), pp.1-20. 
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2.4. The last of the Merovingian kings 

According to mainstream historiography, it had taken Pippin and Carloman little over a year to 

realize that, though they might have inherited their father’s realm, they had not gained his 

reputation. The resistance with which they were met upon becoming the new Frankish principes 

clearly indicated as much.71 Anti-Carolingian resistance is often ascribed to their unlawful claim 

to power, since no Merovingian had officially approved of their positions. In fact, after the death 

of Theuderic IV in 737, Charles Martel had deemed it unnecessary, if not inconvenient, to raise a 

new Merovingian to the throne. Thus far, no Carolingian had yet claimed to replace the king, 

only to rule in his absence.72 Though technically the early Carolingians were not usurpers, at least 

not until 751, in the eyes of their opponents, they may well have been the next best thing. 

 The Merovingian dynasty had claimed the right of kingship for nearly three hundred years, 

during which Merovingian kings sanctioned the holding of political offices, distributed justice, 

convened assemblies, assembled armies, and protected the religious cult.73 Above all, the 

Merovingians were supreme arbiters of power, in a continuous struggle to keep the influence of 

the political factions and families balanced, thereby safeguarding the property and privileges of 

all. To manage this they used the most powerful political instrument at their disposal: the Spring 

Assembly.74 During the Spring, the king’s armed subjects gathered to learn of oncoming 

campaigns and to see justice dispensed if needed. With the realm’s military force gathered in one 

place and at the king’s disposal, traitors and rebels were routed out, for no single dux, family or 

faction could withstand the might of the majority. These assemblies posed a threat to anyone 

overstepping his lawful boundaries and Charles Martel had certainly overstepped his when he 

chose to rule without installing a successor to the Merovingian throne. By acting as a 

Merovingian ‘steward’, Charles had effectively eliminated the possibility that his enemies would 

rally to the king, thereby giving the already dominant Carolingian faction room to expand its hold 

over the Frankish realm. 

 By openly ruling without a Merovingian king, though still in his name, Charles Martel tipped 

the scale for all to see. With the balance of aristocratic power gone, the Carolingians were left in 

charge and the rest at their mercy. Anxious to right this wrong, anti-Carolingian sentiments grew, 

but, as the sources vividly portray, there was no resisting Charles Martel.75 Succession, on the 

other hand, meant a moment of temporary weakness for the Carolingian dynasty and resistance 

                                                 
71 Rosamond McKitterick, The Frankish Kingdoms under the Carolingians (London and New York, 1983), p. 34. 
72 Diplomata e stripe Arnulfum, no. 14, G.H. Pertz, MGH Dipl., I, p. 101. 
73 Fouracre, 'The long shadow', pp. 8-9. 
74 Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, p. 18. 
75 See for example Charles’ representation in Continuations of Fredegar. 
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sprung up as soon as Charles died. Nevertheless, Carloman and Pippin proved to have inherited 

more than a name alone, and due to their cooperation managed to best every incursion they 

encountered. However, they may have realized that, in order to take the wind from loyalist’ sails, 

they would benefit greatly from having a Merovingian king of their own, in order help 

consolidate – or at least legitimate – their power. Especially with their ambitious half-brother 

Grifo on the loose, legitimizing their own positions would be preferable indeed. Thus, in the year 

742/743 they installed the Merovingian Childeric III as king of the Franks – or so historians have 

traditionally presumed.76 

 There is sufficient ground to question this line of thought. If legitimation had truly been 

their motive, then perhaps Carloman and Pippin had greatly miscalculated the effects of their 

action, for there seem to have been none. Resistance certainly did not diminish after 742. Either 

the anti-Carolingian opposition saw right through their (rather obvious) scheme, or Carloman 

and Pippin had a different motive to act as they did. When searching for Childeric in (more or 

less) contemporary sources, it immediately becomes clear that, for a king, there are surprisingly 

few references to be found. Moreover, those sources that do mention him, do not portray a 

strong and able royal figure, but instead show a passive and weak king, standing in the political 

background as his Carolingian mayors of the palace take care of every aspect of royal 

government. Of course, here especially it is important to realize that these sources were written 

(and later revised) by pro-Carolingian authors. 

 Childeric was raised to the throne either late in 742 or early in 743, yet no sources have 

survived or were produced to document this important event. It is hard to believe that it had 

been mere chance that this event was left out of all the surviving historical narratives. If the 

Carolingians raised Childeric for purposes of legitimation, would they not have emphasized this 

joyous event? Perhaps, in retrospect, the Carolingians felt that the five-year interregnum was best 

left forgotten and Childeric’s instalment was passed over in silence for that reason. Or, had 

Childeric’s appointment been a sign of Carolingian weakness, and was he to be banned from 

history to save the Carolingian reputation? Remarkably enough, the only contemporary sources 

we have to even mention Childeric’s name are two charters and a (Carolingian) capitulary, all 

datable to the first two years of Childeric’s reign. In the prologue of the capitulary of the Council 

of Soissons, written in 744, it is written that ‘the council was held in the second year of the reign 

of king Childeric’.77 Of course, dating legal texts according to the king’s reign was an old 

tradition. It is nevertheless odd that the king himself had not been involved in, or even present at, 
                                                 
76 No narrative sources mention deeds of Childeric III (743-751), who is only known from diplomatic sources. J.M. 
Wallace-Hadrill (ed.), The Fourth Book of the Chronicle of Fredegar and Continuations (London e.a. 1960), p. 99, n. 1. 
77 In anno secundo Childerici regis Francorum: Concilium Suessionense, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 33. 



30  ERIK GOOSMANN 

any of the synods – especially since convening assemblies, be they military or religious in nature, 

was a most royal prerogative. 

 The two charters issued in his name were supposedly produced on 23 April 743 and July 

744.78 The first charter confirms privileges abbot Wainmar of Saint-Bertin – supposedly the 

monastery where Childeric had come from79 – obtained from Theuderic IV and appears an 

ordinary Merovingian charter in every respect. The second charter, however, concerns a grant to 

the monastery of Stablo-Malmedy. In it we read how (the mere) ‘Childericus rex’ was introduced as 

having been ‘raised to the throne by the viro inclito Carloman, maior domus, rector palatii [etc.]’.80 

Carloman’s remarkably flattering appearance in this charter stands in sharp contrast to that of 

Childeric, whereas he is the one making the grant! This ‘unusual’ tone plus the fact that the titles 

‘vir inclitus’ and ‘rector palatii’ were most uncommon in this period and source type, suggest that 

this charter may have been a forgery.81  

  In the first half of the ninth century, Einhard, Charlemagne’s biographer, described 

Childeric as we have come to know him up till now: a rex inutilis, who had no royal potestas 

whatsoever and was king only in name. Somewhat foolish in appearance, Childeric had no 

possessions except for a single mansion and whatever his mayors of the palace allowed him to 

have. In more rustico, he would travel from his palace to the yearly assembly by ox-cart, while in 

the meantime the Carolingians managed the affairs of the kingdom.82 Though recognizing this as 

Carolingian propaganda in its purest form, historians have never doubted that there was at least 

some truth to Einhard’s (undoubtedly) exaggerated account. Shortly before Childeric was made 

king, Carloman and Pippin had redivided the Frankish territory among themselves at the division 

of Vieux-Poitiers. This division, as Schüssler pointed out, may have been based on the equal 

distribution between the two Carolingian brothers of their family estates and the royal fisci, which 

previously belonged to the Merovingian kings.83 If Schüssler is correct, there is no evidence that 

Pippin or Carloman returned the fisci to the new king. Instead, they would have ‘owned’ a beggar-

king who was completely indebted to his Carolingian mayors of the palace. It would mean that 
                                                 
78 Diplomata, nos. 96 and 97, ed. Pertz, MGH Dipl., I, pp. 86-88. 
79 Christian Settipani, La préhistoire des Capétiens 481-987. Première partie: Mérovingiens, Carolingiens et Robertiens (D'Ascq, 
1993), p. 126. 
80 Childericus rex Francorum viro inclito Karlomanno, mariorum domus, rectori palatio nostro, qui nobis in solium regni instituit, viris 
apostolicos patribus nostris, necnon et imperatoribus viris omnibus comitibus vel omnibus agentibus, tam praesentibus quam futuris: 
Diplomata, no. 97, ed. Pertz, MGH Dipl., I, p. 87. 
81 Ingrid Heidrich, 'Titulatur und Urkunden der arnulfingische Hausmeier', Archiv für Diplomatik 11/12(1965/66) p. 
102; Theo Kölzer, Merowingerstudien, 1, Monumenta Germaniae Historica. Studien und Texte 21 (Hannover, 1998), 
pp. 75-90; Ulrich Nonn, ' der fränkischen Hausmeier', in: Franz-Reiner Erkens and Hartmut Wolff (eds.), Von 
Sacerdotium und Regnum. Geistliche und weltliche Gewalt im frühen und hohen Mittelalter. Festschift für Egon Boshof zum 65. 
Geburtstag, Passauer historisch Forschungen 12 (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna, 2002), p. 31.  
82 Einhard, Vita Karoli Magni, c.1, eds. G.H. Pertz and G. Waitz, MGH SRG, XXV (Hanover and Leipzig 1911), pp. 
2-4; also see Wood, The Merovingian Kingdoms, p. 102. 
83 Schüssler, 'Die fränkische Reichsteilung von Vieux-Poitiers (742)', pp. 59-87. 
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the coup de grâce which ended Merovingian power had not come in 751, but nine years earlier, with 

the redistribution of the Merovingian fiscal lands at Vieux-Poitiers. 

 With the historical narratives being silent on Childeric and his deeds, at least until his 

unfortunate deposition by Pippin III in 751, Childeric remains a passive figure in Frankish 

political memory. If anything Childeric III made a lousy façade to cover up Carolingian 

dictatorship. The Frankish elite was undoubtedly aware of his existence and, as we have seen, not 

all traces of Childeric’s existence had been wiped from record. In retrospect, Childeric provided 

Pippin with a strong excuse to have seized the throne. After all, he replaced a rex inutilis along 

with his dynasty with that of his own, one which by now had proven to be capable of strong, 

righteous leadership. 

 When seen from this perspective, Childeric’s instalment in 742 may even be seen as the 

Carolingian’s greatest propaganda feat yet. Though perhaps only in retrospect, it would appear 

that Carloman and Pippin had intentionally – and publicly –installed a rex inutilis. This, too, would 

have justified their positions, but not in the way historians have generally suspected. While giving 

the Franks their traditional Merovingian ruler, they presented them at the same time with an 

example of why the Carolingians had been ‘forced’ to take over certain aspects of royal authority. 

Childeric’s inability to rule was living proof of the feebleness of Merovingian potestas. 

2.5. A critical voice 

Boniface, originally named Wynfrid, came to the Continent around 716 to convert his distant 

continental kinfolk to Christianity.84 After having worked under Willibrord in the Frisian mission 

for several years, Boniface went to Rome in 720 to be entrusted with a mission of his own and 

was sent of to preach among the Thuringians.85 From the start, Wynfrid made it clear that his 

ideological allegiance was to the Roman Church, though in the practicalities of everyday life he 

depended on the protection of the Frankish rulers on whose lands he preached. His connection 

to Rome strengthened further in 722 when Wynfrid, now called Boniface, was consecrated 

bishop. In his oath, Boniface swore to abide by the canons of the Church of Rome and declared 

that he would oppose all bishops (antistites) who opposed the ancient institutions of the holy 

fathers, or at least report of it to Rome.86 

 Although Boniface is commonly known as the ‘Apostle of the Germans’, the Thuringians 

                                                 
84 Boniface adresses the clergy of the ‘stirpe et prosapia Anglorum procreatis eiusdem.’ He desires of them to pray for the 
success of his mission to the Saxons, who ‘de uno sanguine et de uno osse summus’: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 46, 
ed. Tangl, MGH Epist. Sel., I, pp. 74-75. 
85 Ibid., no. 12, pp. 17-18. 
86 Ibid., no. 16, p. 29. Tangl notes that this phrase is derived from a Roman Formulary and that a similar formula was 
used for the consicration of bishops working under Longobard rule. 
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had long since been (superficially) Christianized by wandering Irish and Anglo-Saxon mission-

naries, who had preached in these regions long before Boniface’s arrival.87 In spite of this, in the 

730s Boniface was praised by the Roman pontiff for having made substantial headway in 

‘converting’ the Thuringians. As a consequence, his field of operations was expanded to encom-

pass Saxony and eventually all of the Provincia Germanica.88 Moreover, now that the Christian flock 

had grown considerably – something which Gregory III attributed to both the work of Boniface 

and Charles Martel89 – Boniface was given the instruction to set up new dioceses wherever 

needed, for which he was promoted to the rank of missionary archbishop and given the pallium.90  

 Setting up a church province proved no easy task, it seems. It took Boniface years to ordain 

new bishops and create new dioceses. His first attempts was not even in Thuringia, but in Bavaria 

around 739, where it had come to his attention that only a certain Bishop Vivilo of Passau 

presided over all of the Bavarian people. Thus, with the consent of the Bavarian dux Odilo and 

his nobles, Boniface divided the Bavarian principality into four dioceses and appointed three new 

bishops to occupy the newly created sees.91 By 742, he had done the same for his own German 

province and appointed bishops to the towns of Würzburg, Büraburg and Erfurt.92 Naturally, 

these were men of one mind with Boniface. In fact, Burchard of Würzburg, Witta of Büraburg 

and Willibald of Erfurt, had all been Anglo-Saxon monks. 

 New bishops required the consent of the Frankish ruler. Carloman confirmed the 

appointment of the new bishops, as well as Boniface’s archiepiscopal rank, in the prologue of the 

capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum.93 Although the men Boniface had selected had not come 

from Carloman’s entourage, they nevertheless brought him certain advantages. For one, they had 

been Anglo-Saxon monks and thus had few ties to Frankish secular politics. With no personal 

(military) resources, these men would come to depend on Carloman for their protection. They 

symbolized a new type of bishop: one that was raised in the Anglo-Saxon monastic tradition and 

whose sanctitas was put well before their nobilitas.  

 The state of affairs in the Frankish Church in the early eighth century was not to everyone’s 

satisfaction. Although only a small fraction of Boniface’s correspondence survived, we know that 

the Anglo-Saxon missionary was one of these critics, perhaps even the most fervent of them all. 

                                                 
87 Geary, Before France and Germany, pp. 215-216; Rosamond McKitterick, 'England and the Continent', in: Rosamond 
McKitterick (ed.), The New Cambridge Medieval History. Volume II c.700-c.900 (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 64-84, p.72. 
88 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 21, ed. Tangl, MGH Epist. Sel., I, pp. 35-36. 
89 Ibid., no. 45, p. 72. 
90 Ibid., no. 28, p. 50. 
91 Ibid., no. 45, p. 72. 
92 Ibid., no. 50, p. 81. 
93 Concilium Germanicum, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, pp. 1-4; For a brief overview of the discussion concerning 
its date, see Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 50-51, in particular n. 14. 
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In Boniface’s eyes, the Frankish Church was in desperate need of correction (corrigere et emendare) 

after the Franks had ‘despoiled and trampled upon the ecclesiastica religio for more than sixty or 

seventy years’.94 According to him, there had not been a council for over eighty years and 

because of it, the Frankish Church had fallen into disarray, lacking canon law, discipline and 

hierarchy. Most of the episcopal sees were in the hands of greedy laymen or adulterous 

clergymen. Boniface found the foul nature of the Frankish clergy particularly disturbing: while 

claiming to minister divine service, deacons, priests and even bishops kept wives or concubines. 

And although some denied such accusations, Boniface found others who were drunkards, 

participated in the hunt or even shed the blood of heathens and Christians alike in armed 

combat.95 The restoration of church hierarchy and canon law in the Frankish Church and the 

expulsion of falsi presbiteri became Boniface’s main objective in his attempts at reforming – or, as 

he perceived it: restoring – the Frankish Church. With the full support of Carloman, Boniface 

was able to organize church councils on a realm-wide scale, of which the first was held in 742.  

                                                

 Throughout his career Boniface had to deal with members of the clergy whom he referred to 

as falsi presbiteri. He accused them of occupying their episcopal sees in a most unbefitting fashion 

and for un-Christian purposes. Some of these ‘false priests’ can be identified in Boniface’s letters, 

such as the afore mentioned Bishop Milo of Trier and Rheims, Bishop Gerold of Mainz, and 

Bishop Gewilip, Gerold’s successor who was later deposed at a Frankish synod. Perhaps the 

names of the heretical bishops Clemens and Aldebert are to be added to this list as well. 

However, Ewig did not recognize these bishops as the evil-doers Boniface had made them out to 

be. Perhaps with the exception of Clemens and Aldebert, they were typical Merovingian bishops 

of the late seventh and early eighth centuries.96 

 Perhaps due to their different backgrounds, certain Frankish bishops may very well have 

opposed Boniface’s plans for reform. As a consequence, they fell victim to Boniface’s stigmati-

zation, who accused them of being ‘heretical’ or ‘false priests’.97 Only Gewilip of Mainz had been 

deposed by synodical decree on the charge of fratricide. The conflict between Boniface and 

Gerold, on the other hand, seems to have revolved around jurisdictional claims in the area of 

Hesse.98 Of Milo’s supposed vices nothing is known at all. Behind the façade of these 

 
94 Et [Carloman] promisit se de aecclesiastica religione, quae iam longo tempore, id est non minus quam per LX vel LXX annos, 
calcata et dissipata fuit, aliquid corrigere et emendare vellet.: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 50, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, 
p. 82. 
95 Et inveniuntur quidam inter eos eposcopi, qui, licet dicant se fornicarios vel adulteros non ess, sed sunt ebriosi et incuriosi vel venatores, 
et qui pugnant in exercitu armati et effundabant propria manu sanguinem hominum, sive paganorum sive christianorum: Ibid., pp. 82-
83. 
96 Ewig, 'Milo et eiusmodi simili', pp. 191-199. 
97 See Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen'. 
98 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 24, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 42. 
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accusations, there was a world of rivalry and fierce competition.99 Not everyone would have 

shared Boniface’s reform-mindedness, and, if they were in the spirit of change, they may have 

preferred different models on which to base a reform.100 

 Carloman, on the other hand, was of one mind with Boniface and began organizing the 

reform synods with Boniface’s help as soon as he became mayor of the palace. Carloman’s 

approval of the new bishops Boniface had selected can be understood even better in light of the 

possible resistance to Boniface’s (and therefore Carloman’s) plans for reform. After all, in worldly 

matters these new bishops owed their allegiance to Carloman who acted as their patron, whereas 

in religious matters they followed Boniface, whose disciples they had become. They would 

provide Carloman with the support he needed to embark on a program of ecclesiastical reform, 

which both he and Boniface felt was long overdue. 

                                                 
99 A similar sort of warning is given in by Scheibelreiter, who warns not to equate the bishop with the saint in the 
saint’s vita. Scheibelreiter, 'Der frühfränkische Episkopat', p. 133. 
100 Steffen Patzold, 'Créer une grade ecclésiastique: Métropolitains et archevêques du royaume franc (VIIIe-IXe 
siècle)', Hiérarchie, ordre et mobilité dans l'Occident médiéval (400-1100) [Conference] (Auxerre 2006), pp. pp. 4-5. 



   

Chapter Three 

The Carolingian reform councils,  

742-751 

3.1. Manuscript tradition 

In the decade between 741 and 751 five synods were organized on Frankish territory – which is 

to say that five synods left some trace in sources that are currently available to us. In modern 

historiography, these synods are known as the Concilium Germanicum (742), the Council of Les 

Estinnes (743) and the Council of Soissons (744). The remaining two councils are of unknown 

date and location, but were presumably held in 745 and 747. Unfortunately, only the capitularies 

of the first three councils survive, assuming that capitularies had been issued in 745 and 747 as 

well. These capitularies provide us with (partial) information regarding their date, location and 

audience. Moreover, the decrees offer us an inside view into the agenda of these synods. 

Information regarding the other two synods can only be reconstructed from Boniface’s letter 

collection and remains fragmented at best. However, to regard the Epistolae Bonifatii as a mere 

letter collection would be misleading. Aside from letters, the original manuscripts also contained 

other texts, such as charters and the capitularies of the Concilium Germanicum and the Council of 

Les Estinnes.1 The fact that Boniface’s letter collection not only contains all the information 

regarding the synods of 745 and 747, but also includes two of the three extant capitularies, makes 

it vital for our current understanding of early Carolingian conciliar activity. The only exception is 

Pippin’s capitulary of the Council of Soissons, which was not taken up, or even referred to, in the 

letter collection. 

 The letters of Boniface survived in over ten manuscripts of varying date and quality. Taking 

only those manuscripts into account which stand in an independent tradition to the original 

letters, the number can be reduced to three manuscripts.2 Of these, the earliest extant manuscript 

                                                 
1 On the diverse nature of Boniface’s letter collections in the manuscripts, see the introduction to: Die Briefe des 
heiligen Bonifatius, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I. 
2 Hubert Mordek, Bibliotheca capitularium regum Francorum manuscripta. Überlieferung und Traditionszusammenhand der 
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to contain Boniface’s letters is MS Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Lat. 8112. According to 

Tangl, the characteristics of the script suggest that the text was produced in a Frankish-Insular 

scriptorium, most likely Mainz, in the late eighth or early ninth century. After its production it 

was brought to the monastery of Fulda, where it probably came to be used by Hrabanus Maurus 

around 840.3  

 Around the middle of the ninth century, based on palaeographic evidence, two more letter 

collections were produced at Mainz. One of these, MS Karlsruhe Badische Landesbibliothek 

Rastatt 22, also found its way to Fulda and became the primary exemplar used by the visiting 

abbot Otloh, who, between 1062 and 1066, corrected the manuscript and used it to compose his 

version of the Vita Bonifatii. The last of the three manuscripts, MS Vienna Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek Lat. 751, was also produced at Mainz and ended up in Cologne, where it seem 

to have laid forgotten until the sixteenth century. It was composed in a markedly different 

fashion than the other two manuscripts and is believed to hold little relation to the two earlier 

two manuscripts. (See Appendix 2: Manuscript tradition). 

Unlike modern text editions, early medieval letter collections were seldom organized chrono-

logically. According to Tangl, the earliest manuscripts containing Boniface’s letter collection had 

derived from two older collections, which are now lost to us, which he named collectio pontifica, 

containing the papal correspondence, and collectio communis, containing the rest.4 Regarding the 

order of the letters, their indeed appears to be a relation between MS Munich BSB Lat. 8112 and 

MS Karlsruhe BL Rastatt 22.5 For instance, letter 56 (containing Carloman’s capitularies) belongs 

to group of 45 letters of which the internal arrangement is identical in both manuscripts. Within 

this group, the first 12 letters belong to what Tangl identified as the collectio pontifica, including 

letter 56, while the remaining 33 all belong to the collectio communis. However, though Tangl’s 

distinction between the two earlier collections seems logical since the first two manuscripts each 

start with papal letters followed by the rest, it cannot explain why the composers of both 

manuscripts chose to keep the order of these letters identical, while the remainder of the letters 

appear to have been ordered at random. Although further research is needed to fully understand 

how the internal composition of these collections came about, it at least shows that the relation 

between the two manuscripts probably did not depend on two earlier letter collections as 

                                                                                                                                                         
fränkischen Herrscherlasse, Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Hilfsmittel 15 (München, 1995), pp. 187-188. 
3 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. vii-viii. 
4 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. xiii. Ph. Jaffé (ed.), Sancti Bonifatii et Lulli epistolae, 
Monumenta Moguntina. Bibliotheca rerum Germanicum III (Berlin 1866). Jaffé was the first to suggest that the manuscripts 
Munich BSB Lat. 8112 and Karlsruhe BL Rastatt 22 were based on two earlier collections of letters, which he named 
Collectio minor (containing papal correspondence) and Collectio maior (containing the rest). 
5See the tables on the order and contents of Boniface’s letter collection in: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, ed. Tangl, 
MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. vii, x-xi, xii-xiii. 
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envisaged by Tangl. Instead, it would appear that either MS Munich Lat. 8112 was still available 

in the mid ninth century and was used as an exemplar from which MS Karlsruhe Rastatt 22 was 

(partially) copied, or that the identical section of both manuscripts was copied from an older, 

smaller and unknown collection of letters – albeit a different one from that Tangl proposed.  

 In the Munich and Karlsruhe manuscripts, the capitularies had been inserted after a letter of 

protection which Charles Martel send to his magnates in support of the missionary Boniface and 

were followed by one of Boniface’s earliest letters, in which he urged the young Nithard to 

pursue his studies.6 In Vienna Lat. 751 the capitularies were inserted almost at the end of the 

collection, between the correspondence of Bishop Lull. The letters surrounding the capitularies 

seem not to relate directly to the councils of 742 and 743 and the capitularies were of course not 

letters at all. Their individual place within the manuscript appears random and their function can 

only be understood when considering the letter collection as a whole: they contributed to the 

good memory of Boniface (and his successors) as they reflected Boniface’s work as a church 

reformer. 

 An exception in the (early medieval) manuscript tradition of Carloman’s capitularies is MS 

Vatican BAV Pal. Lat. 577, written in the late eighth or early ninth century, probably in Hersfeld.7 

It is the only ninth-century manuscript to contain the capitularies apart from the rest of 

Boniface’s letters. The manuscript contains a fascinating collection of texts of various topics and 

genres, some of which bearing a close relation to the issues of Carloman’s councils, such as the 

famous Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum.8 In turn, many of these texts also feature in the 

eighth-century MS Würzburg, M. p. th. q. 31. Although this manuscript does not contain the 

actual capitularies, both manuscripts nevertheless include a collection of canonical excerpts which 

may have been written by Boniface (or someone in his vicinity) in preparation for the councils of 

742 and 743.9 These manuscripts will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4. 

                                                

 It is important to note that the capitularies of the Concilium Germanicum and the Council of 

Les Estinnes are transmitted only together. When examining the structure and contents of both 

texts, it would appear that the capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum is an independent text, 

whereas the capitulary of the Les Estinnes, in its present form at least, clearly is not. The 

capitulary of Les Estinnes for example lacks a proper prologue, or incipit, and conclusion (usually 

in the form of a decree that emphasizes that all have to abide by the decrees in the capitulary). 
 

6 In MSS Munich BSB Lat. 8112 and Karlsruhe BL Rastatt 22 the capitularies are inserted after letters 22 and 9 
(resp.), according to Tangl’s numbering. 
7 Mordek, Bibliotheca capitularium regum Francorum, pp. 774-779. 
8 Alain Dierkens, 'Superstitions, christianisme et paganisme à la fin de l'époque mérovingienne. A propos de 
l'Indiculus superstitionum et paganarium', in: Alain Dierkens (ed.), Magie, sorcellerie, parapsychologie, Laïcité serie "Recherches" 
5 (Brussels, 1984), pp. 9-26, at p. 23. 
9 Mordek, Bibliotheca capitularium regum Francorum, p. 961. 
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Also, instead of (re-)issuing older decrees, it simply refers back to the decrees of the previous 

synod.10 This, however, does not necessarily mean that the capitulary had originally been 

produced in this form, as some assume.11 All we know is that from the late eighth-century 

onwards, the form in which these capitularies have been handed down has been identical in every 

manuscript, even in the anomalous MS Vatican BAV Pal. Lat. 577.  

 Hartmann tentatively suggests that the ‘crippled’ state of the capitulary of Les Estinnes may 

have been caused by the limited size of the early Carolingian chancellery, which supposedly 

decided to write down only the new decrees.12 I, however, would like to suggest two different 

possibilities to account for the rather peculiar form of this capitulary: first of all, MS BSA Munich 

Lat. 8112, containing the oldest extant capitularies together with Boniface’s correspondence, 

served as the exemplar from which the capitularies were from then on copied. The form of the 

capitularies may have been edited on their insertion into the letter collection, after which the 

original capitularies may have been lost. Alternatively, it is of course also possible that the 

capitularies had been linked together at an even earlier stage, perhaps even from the beginning. 

Though, as we shall come to see, the Council of Les Estinnes was held on a much larger scale 

than the Concilium Germanicum, the two synods should nevertheless be understood together, the 

second complementing the first. To emphasize the importance of the first synod, at which only a 

handful of bishops attended, Carloman may have chosen to express their interdependent relation 

by simply re-issuing the capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum to which the capitulary of Les 

Estinnes was added, which contained the additions made to the first capitulary. 

 Pippin’s capitulary of the Council of Soissons is a different matter. It survived in five 

manuscripts, of which only one manuscript, MS Vatican BAV Vat. Lat. 3827, dates back to the 

late ninth century. In two tenth-century manuscripts, a collection of law texts known as MS Paris 

BN Lat. 9654 and a collection of capitularies known as MS Vatican BAV Pal. Lat. 582, the 

sections containing Pippin’s capitulary of Soissons appear to date back to the ninth century as 

well, based on palaeographic evidence.13 Pippin’s capitulary therefore survived in an entirely 

different context, namely law collections, whereas Carloman’s capitularies primarily survived 

because of their connection to St. Boniface. Because we can only know of that which survives, as 

actual objects or in reference, it would appear that, within the field of law, Pippin’s capitularies 

enjoyed a wider circulation than those of Carloman. Though the manuscript transmission is not 

always proportionate to the importance of the texts it contained, it may have been that 

                                                 
10 Concilium Liftinense, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 7. 
11 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 53-55. 
12 Ibid., p. 54. 
13 Mordek, Bibliotheca capitularium regum Francorum, p. 780. 
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Carloman’s work was deemed less important than that of Pippin, perhaps because Carloman – 

despite having been the initiator of the reform – abdicated in 747, whereas Pippin became king 

and founded a royal dynasty. Only from the twelfth century the distinction between the 

capitularies of the two Carolingian brothers vanished, as Carloman’s capitularies, too, came to be 

inserted into larger law-collections (although never together).14 

 In short, a brief study of the manuscript tradition shows that the order of the letters in 

modern text editions is an artificial one; the sequence of letters in the surviving manuscripts tends 

to differ from each other and appear to be randomly organized. More importantly, the fact that 

these capitularies were not collected neatly together, as modern scholars tend to see them, may 

suggest that they were not considered to be as important to the development of the Carolingian 

reform as the actual human interaction, i.e. the synod. Modern scholars are easily misled by these 

capitularies, which are often seen as textual reflections of the actual synods, simply because they 

are all that remain. The capitulary should, however, not be confused with the synod from which 

it derived. Furthermore, the capitularies of the 740s were not the same as those of later 

Carolingian generations; they were still the word of mayors of the palace and not yet that of kings 

or emperors. On the other hand, our earliest extant manuscripts containing the capitularies of the 

740s were produced in the late eighth or early ninth century. By that time, the Carolingian 

dynasty was already firmly in control and the so-called Carolingian Renaissance was well 

underway. By then, there may have been little need to circulate the first tentative steps of 

Carolingian reform as part of a larger programme. Lastly, it may be important to realize that the 

conciliar activities of both Carolingian principes were not transmitted in the same textual context. 

3.2. The Concilium Germanicum (742) 

In 742 Carloman and Boniface convened their first reform council which in the eighteenth 

century became known as the Concilium Germanicum, since only bishops from the eastern part of 

Carloman’s realm attended, in which Boniface had recently founded the provincia Germania. In 

every extant copy of the capitulary it is mentioned that the assembly was convened on 24 April 

742. However, some historians, following Schieffer, found reason to doubt this date and 

suggested 743 instead.15 Because such an alternative claim for the date would have large 

repercussions for our understanding of the development of the reform, it is to this problem of 

chronology that I shall turn first. 

 Schieffer’s main argument has to do with Boniface’s creation of the bishoprics Würzburg, 

                                                 
14 For example: Vatican, BAV Vat. Lat. 4982. 
15 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 51, n. 14. 
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Büraburg and Erfurt in the area of Hesse and Thuringia, and in particular the ordination of its 

bishops, namely Burchard, Witta, and Dadanus, whom we know attended the Concilium 

Germanicum also.16 Schieffer deemed it highly unlikely that Charles Martel, shortly before his death 

in October 741, would have consented to the consecration of these three bishops. Following 

Schieffer’s line of reasoning, it would then also be improbable that a synod, at which these men 

participated, convened as early as April 742. According to Schieffer, Charles Martel had never 

been a friend of the church and he considered a ‘conversion’ at the end of his life highly 

implausible.17 If Schieffer had been right in his assessment of Charles, we may wonder what 

prevented Boniface from having his new bishops approved of by Charles’s son Carloman, in the 

period between Charles’ death (October 741) and the supposed date of the synod (April 21, 742). 

Though the chronology would be rather tight, making it perhaps unlikely, it would certainly not 

have been impossible. 

 However, since the appearance of the volume Karl Martell in zeiner Zeit (1994), Charles’s bad 

reputation has been under revision.18 Though not a saint, historians no longer seem to agree with 

the Charles’ image as a demonic despoiler of church property, as he was made out to be by 

Carolingian ecclesiasts in the mid ninth century. There also seems to be no reason to suspect that 

Charles opposed Boniface’s work.19 On the contrary, as mentioned above, Pope Gregory III 

praised both Boniface and Charles for their support of the Thuringian mission and we know 

Boniface enjoyed Charles’ protection.20 In fact, there is good reason to believe that Charles had 

actually approved of (at least some of) Boniface’s bishops.  

 According to the vita Willibaldi, written in the second half of the eighth century, Willibald 

came to Thuringia in the autumn of 741, where he was ordained bishop of Eichstätt by 

archbishop Boniface and in the presence of Burchard and Witta.21 If the chronology of this 

source is sufficiently accurate, then perhaps it would be possible – though highly unlikely – that 

Willibald was consecrated shortly after Charles Martel’s death and without his consent. However, 

the fact that Boniface was at first unsure which of Charles’ sons would succeed him as ruler of 
                                                 
16 Theodor Schieffer, Angelsachsen und Franken. Zwei Studien zur Kirchengeschichte des 8. Jahrhunderts, Abhandlungen der 
geistes- und sozialwissenschaftlichen Klasse 20 (Wiesbaden, 1950), p. 1448 ff. 
17 Schieffer, Angelsachsen und Franken, pp. 1448-1449. 
18 Jarnut, Nonn and Richter (eds.), Karl Martell in seiner Zeit; Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel. 
19 This idea was based on letter no. 73 of Boniface to Aethelbald, of which an alternative version had been included 
in William of Malmesbury’s Gesta Regum Anglorum, containing the account in which Charles is portrayed as a despoiler 
of church land. Today, certain historians believe that this addition was made by William of Malmesbury himself. 
Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, pp. 134-135; Reuter, '"Kirchenreform" und "Kirchenpolitik"', at p. 58. 
20 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, nos. 20 and 22, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 34, 36-38. 
21 Vita Willibaldi, ed. O. Holder-Egger, MGH SS, XV-1 (Hanover 1887), pp. 80-106, at p. 105; Hartmann, Die Synoden 
der Karolingerzeit, p. 51, believes Willibald was most likely made bishop of Erfurt instead of Eichstätt; Cf. Michael 
Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg. Zur politische Dimension eines Rechtsbegriff, Freiburger Beiträge zur Mittelalterliche 
Geschichte 17, ed. Hubert Mordek (Frankfurt am Mainz, 2004), pp. 171-177. Glatthaar argues for the more accepted 
Eichstätt as Willibald’s episcopal see. 
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Thuringia, makes it unlikely that he got permission from anyone other than (the dying) Charles.22 

The presence of Burchard and Witta in the vita provides a further clue. Although the vita only 

mentions their names and not their titles, it should be assumed that Burchard and Witta (and 

perhaps Dadanus as well) had already been consecrated as bishops, since Gregory III had earlier 

given Boniface clear instructions that new bishops were to be consecrated in the presence of two 

or three other bishops.23 Thus, assuming Boniface followed proper procedure, according to the 

vita Willibaldi, Burchard and Witta had been consecrated before the autumn of 741 and most 

likely with the consent of Charles Martel. Of course, there is also the possibility that the author of 

the vita, so as not to discredit Boniface or Willibald, added Burchard and Witta to the story 

precisely because it was proper procedure. 

 A further cause to doubt the correctness of the date of the synod as mentioned in the 

capitulary is its poor match with the contents of certain letters in Boniface’s correspondence. 

Early in 742,24 Boniface had sent a welcoming letter to the newly appointed Pope Zacharias and 

gave him a full report on the state of affairs in the Provincia Germania, where Boniface acted as 

missionary archbishop and papal legate.25 He informed the pope that he had appointed three 

bishops in the ‘cities’ of Würzburg, Büraburg and Erfurt, and asked him for a papal charter which 

confirmed these dioceses.26 Also, he mentioned Carloman’s intention to organize a Frankish 

synod, ‘in that part of the Frankish kingdom, in which he is ruler’.27 Boniface then elaborates on 

the poor state of the Frankish Church, and implored Zacharias to send him advice. Zacharias 

sent his reply on April 1 743, in which he confirmed the new bishoprics and provided Boniface 

with the advice he sought.28  

 If the Concilium Germanicum had indeed been held in 742, the advice would have come too 

late by a year. Boniface must have realized in advance that there was no hope of obtaining papal 

advice before 21 April 742, as this would have meant that his letter and the pope’s reply would 

have made it from the heart of Germany to Rome and back – during winter(!) – in merely two 

months. In this respect, the 743 option indeed seems the more logical. In addition to this 

argument, some have identified the synod of which Boniface wrote in his letter not with the 

Concilium Germanicum, but with the Council of Les Estinnes, which had been organized on a much 

                                                 
22 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 48, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 76-78. 
23 Ibid., no. 28, pp. 49-52. Of course, there is always the possibility that the author of the vita had included both men 
not because this it how it occurred, but simply because this how it should have occurred. 
24 Michael Tangl, 'Studien zur Neuausgabe der Bonifatius-Briefe, I', Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft für ältere deutsche 
Geschichtskunde 40(1916), pp.639-790, at pp. 772-774. Pope Zacharias was installed on 10 December 741. 
25 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 50, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp 80-86. 
26 Ibid., no. 50, p. 81. 
27 ...quod Carlomannus dux Francorum me arcessitum ad se rogavit, ut in parte regni Francorum, quae in sua est potestate, synodum 
cepere congregare: Ibid., no. 50, p. 82. 
28 Ibid., no. 51, pp. 86-92. 
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larger scale, which would for that reason better fit Boniface’s description: ‘a synod held in that 

part of the Frankish realm in which Carloman ruled’.29 

 The small size of the Concilium Germanicum has been a further cause for debate. Aside from 

Boniface, only six bishops attended, all coming from dioceses in the east of the Frankish realm.30 

Moreover, there is no evidence to suggest that the laity attended at this synod. According to the 

capitulary, Carloman, ‘by the advice of his servants of God and his magnates, had brought 

together in the fear of Christ, the bishops of my realm with their priests into a council or synod’, 

making it appear as though the Concilium Germanicum had been a provincial, rather than a realm-

wide, synod.31 De Clercq offered two hypotheses to account for the small number of episcopal 

participants.32 First of all, the synod may have been intended as a realm-wide synod, but had 

ended up a failure. In this light, Boniface’s letter to Zacharias can be explained as a renewed 

attempt at reform, this time with Roman support. But if so, why would Carloman have issued a 

capitulary to put his name and authority behind the decrees of a ‘failed’ synod? And, if a failure, 

why did all subsequent synods refer to the decrees issued in 742? Clearly, the Concilium 

Germanicum should be considered a success. For that reason, De Clercq’ second hypothesis seems 

the more logical of the two, and suggests that the Concilium Germanicum may indeed have been a 

provincial council, organized in preparation for the larger realm-wide council that was to be held 

the next year in Les Estinnes.33  

 An interesting addition to this discussion was made by Schüssler, who convincingly argues 

that Carloman and Pippin had campaigned against the Alamannian duke Hunuald in the spring of 

742 and only afterwards re-divided the realm amongst themselves, this time excluding Grifo. 

Schüssler therefore argues that in the spring of 742 Carloman’s territory did not exceed the 

boundaries as drawn up during the original division of 741.34 Thus, when Boniface mentioned in 

his letter to Zacharias that he had been summoned by Carloman to set up a synod ‘in that part of 

the realm which he controlled’, he may indeed have been referring to the Concilium Germanicum.35 

                                                 
29 Dierkens, 'Superstitions, christianisme et paganisme', pp. 13-15. 
30 Concilium Germanicum, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 2. The capitulary only mentions the names of the 
bishops. Dadanus is the only unidentifiable bishop on the list and historians suspect either Spier, Utrecht or Erfurt. 
In F. Loofs, Zur Chronologie der auf die fränkische Synoden bezïglichen Briefe des bonifazischen Briefsammlung (Leipzig, 1881), p. 
14, Loofs argues that ‘Dadanus’ should be read as ‘Davidus’, who can be identified as the bishop of Speyer. There is, 
to my knowledge, no evidence to identify ‘Dadanus’ or any other bishop to the see of Utrecht in this period. I agree 
with Albert Hauck, Kirchegeschichte Deutschlands1 (Leipzig, 1989), p. 505, who considers Erfurt the most likely 
candidate, since it stands to reason that all three of Boniface’s newly established dioceses would have participated at 
the council. 
31 Concilium Germanicum, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 2. 
32 Carlo De Clercq, La Législation religieuse Franque de Clovis a Charlemagne (507-814). Étude sur les actes de conciles et les 
capitularies les statuts diocésains et les règles monastiques1 (Louvain and Paris, 1936), pp. 117-118. 
33 De Clercq, La Législation religieuse Franque. 
34 Schüssler, 'Die fränkische Reichsteilung von Vieux-Poitiers (742)', p. 91. 
35 See above, chapter 3, n. 27. 
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 In short, there is no reason not to assume that the Concilium Germanicum was held in 742, as 

the source itself states, as it was most likely to this council that Boniface referred in his letter to 

Pope Zacharias. Naturally, Boniface informed the pope of Carloman’s plans at reform and 

requested the authority and advice of the Apostolic See. But Boniface was far from helpless 

without it.36 After all, he was papal legate and therefore the pope’s representative in the territory 

north of Bavaria.37 And besides, asking at this late hour for papal advice would not have hurt 

Boniface. On the contrary, obtaining the new pope’s authority and advice added extra weight to 

his position and the fact that the pope was new, also meant that Boniface had to re-establish his 

position in Rome; asking advice and authority from Zacharias thus meant subjecting himself to 

the new papal ‘regime’. 

 According to the prologue of the capitulary, Carloman ordered a ‘council and synod’ 

(consilium et synodum) on the advice of his magnates and servants of God and out of fear for Christ, 

so that: ‘the bishops and their priests may give their advice on how the law of God (lex Dei) and 

the discipline of the church (aecclesiastica relegio), which in the days of former rulers had fallen into 

decay, might be re-established, and how the Christian people might attain salvation for their souls 

and not perish through the deceit of false priests.’38 The capitulary further consists of seven 

capitula or decrees, beginning with a confirmation of the newly appointed bishops by Boniface 

and his instalment over them as archbishop and papal legate. The synod’s main theme is the 

restoration of church organization, discipline and canon law, which can easily be recognized in 

most of its decrees. Moreover, to indicate that this was not meant to be a one-time event, it was 

decided that in the future a council was to be held each year so that ‘the canonical decrees and 

the laws of the Church (aecclesiae iura) may be restored and cult of God (relegio christiana) may be 

emended’.39  

 An important element of restoring the proper relegio was removing ‘bad elements’ from the 

clergy. False priests (falsi presbiteres) and adulterous (adulteri) and lecherous (fornicationes) deacons 

and clergymen were deprived of their church incomes, degraded and forced to do penance. The 

severity of these punishments was set and depended on one’s ecclesiastical order.40 Clerical 

behaviour had to be brought in line with the prescriptions of the canons and the distinction 

                                                 
36 See above, chapter 4.1. According to Hermann Schüling, 'Die Handbibliothek des Bonifatius. Ein Beitrag zur 
Geistesgeschichte der ersten Hälfte des 8. Jahrhunderts', Archiv für Geschichte des Buchwesens 4(1963), pp.285-348, 
Boniface had access to several collections of canon law. 
37 McKitterick, 'England and the Continent', at p. 73. 
38 …ut mihi consilium dedissent, quomodo lex Dei et aecclesiastica relegio recuperetur, quae in diebus praeteritorum principum dissipata 
corruit, et qualiter populus christianus ad salutem animae pervenire possit et per falsos sacerdotes deceptus non pereat: Concilium 
Germanicum, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, pp. 2. 
39 Quomodo lex Dei et aecclesiastica relegio recuperetur, que in diebus priorum principum dissipata corruit: Concilium Germanicum, c.1, 
ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 3. 
40 Ibid., c.6, p. 4. 
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between the different orders – the laity, monks and the clergy – needed to be firmly established, 

in order to fulfil the requirements of the divine cult in the best possible way. Thus, the clergy was 

forbidden to carry arms or participate in combat, with the exception of those clergymen who 

were assigned to perform divine services during military campaigns.41 To emphasize the 

distinction between the clergy and the laity, the clergy was forbidden to dress laicorum more. More 

importantly, they had to live as clergymen: they were forbidden to hunt with dogs or birds, to 

keep women under their roofs and those living in monasteries were ordered to abide by the Rule 

of St. Benedict.42 

 Another aspect of correcting relegio christiana was to (re-)establish a proper church hierarchy 

at the level of the diocese. The third decree stated that all priests were subject to the bishop in 

whose diocese they dwelled. They were to report to their bishop during Lent and were required 

to meet him at the head of their community when the bishop toured his diocese for inspection. 

Also, an attempt was made to prevent unknown priests from wandering about the diocese. Only 

after conciliar approval would a hitherto unknown priest be allowed to administer holy 

sacraments within the diocese.43 In the minds of Boniface cum suis, the divine cult was the 

responsibility of the bishops, who had to make sure that the cult was properly ministered. These 

wandering priests, who could hardly be controlled or guided by a local bishop, were therefore 

considered a threat to the responsibility of the church, and therefore the stability of the realm. In 

his letters, Boniface wrote frequently of encountered such men who (falsely) declared to have 

received their office from the Apostolic See. When Boniface decided to look into the matter, 

Rome denied having done any such thing. In fact, according to the Pope Zacharias, these 

impostors had most likely been runaway serfs.44 

 An old issue to be debated at Frankish synods, and which returned in 742, concerned the 

struggle against paganism. Article five of the capitulary states that count and bishop were to 

combine their efforts to counter pagan influences.45 Although the area in which Boniface resided 

had been converted to Christianity long before his arrival, Hesse and Thuringia were nevertheless 

the eastern-most fringes of the Frankish realm and bordered on the territories of pagan peoples 

such as the Slavs or Saxons. Given its vast territory, paganism must have been near to impossible 

to root out entirely in the remote expanses of the Provincia Germania. Moreover, the orthodox 

Boniface did not hold back in condemning religious practices that deviated from his own model 

of Christianity as signs of ‘paganism’. His remedy for the problem was simple enough: after the 
                                                 
41 Concilium Germanicum, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 3. 
42 Ibid., cc.2 and 6, pp. 3-4. 
43 Ibid., cc. 3 and 4, p. 3. 
44 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 80, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 175. 
45 Concilium Germanicum, c.5, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, pp. 3-4. 
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instalment of a proper church infrastructure, ecclesiastical and secular powers were to combine 

their effort in order to root out all traces and resurgences of paganism. 

 The restoration of church property was a new item on the Frankish conciliar agenda. As 

mentioned earlier, secular rulers in the late seventh and early eighth centuries had begun 

conferring church property in precaria as benefices for loyal supporters. This system gave 

Carolingian rulers access to land the church had in excess, while at the same time it 

‘impoverished’ wealthy dioceses in order to prevent pretentious bishops from becoming too 

influential in Frankish politics. With Charles Martel gone and replaced by a new generation of 

Carolingian principes who supported, if not initiated, ecclesiastical reform, Boniface had hoped to 

be able to restore some of the lost church property. His first attempts at restoration appear to 

have been made at the Concilium Germanicum, though the matter would be thoroughly dealt with at 

the Council of Les Estinnes. Carloman initially supported the idea of restoring church property 

or revenues (pecunia) and seems to have made some gestures himself, as he proclaimed that ‘we 

have restored and returned the property [or money?] which had been defrauded from the 

Church.’46 However, the implications of this decree led to some ado and the matter would be 

taken up again the next year, at the Council of Les Estinnes. 

 The Concilium Germanicum would set the tone for, and to a certain extend decide the agenda 

of, the Carolingian councils to come. Its programme was diverse and aimed at emending and 

restoring the Frankish Church to its (imagined) pristine glory. The Concilium Germanicum had been 

Boniface’s inauguration as a church reformer and, in retrospect, it turned out to be his greatest 

contribution to the Christianization of Europe. As a missionary, he at least had the dubious 

fortune of dying a martyr’s death near Dokkum, since he never had the opportunity to actually 

bring the gospel to the ‘virgin heathen’. Instead, he trotted through lands that had already heard 

of and, to a certain extend, practiced Christianity. Perhaps with the exception of his first and last 

years as a missionary in northern Frisia and Saxony, Boniface’s missionary strategy consisted 

mainly of establishing monasteries and bishoprics throughout already superficially converted 

lands.47 Where others had converted the masses, Boniface desired to turn them into good 

Christians. It was through his work as a church organizer that he became Carloman’s ideal 

candidate to lead his reform of the Frankish Church and her clergy, who in Boniface’s eyes had 

long since grew decadent, idle and corrupt. The Concilium Germanicum was only the first step; a 

new and more elaborate council was planned for the following spring, at which the fire of reform 

was to cleanse the relegio christiana in the very heart of the Frankish realm. 
                                                 
46 Et fraudatas pecunias aecclesiarum aecclesiis restituimus et reddidimus: Concilium Germanicum, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH 
Conc., I, p. 3. 
47 McKitterick, 'England and the Continent', p. 73. 
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3.3. The Council of Les Estinnes (743) 

On the first of March, at the time of the March Assembly, ‘all the venerable priests of God and 

the counts and prefects’ gathered in council at the royal palace of Liftinense (or Les Estinnes), near 

the monastery of Lobbes.48 Unlike the Concilium Germanicum, the Council of Les Estinnes was 

attended by a mixed audience of both the ecclesiastical and secular elite. Because it was convened 

at the very centre of Carloman’s realm and at a most convenient date, historians suspect that the 

Council of Les Estinnes drew a larger crowd than the Concilium Germanicum, although its 

capitulary unfortunately fails to mention the exact identities or even the number of those 

present.49 By 743 Carloman’s territory had grown considerably at the expense of that of his half-

brother Grifo. After the re-division of Vieux-Poitiers, Carloman’s realm stretched from Rouen to 

Würzburg, encompassing the northern half of the Frankish kingdom. But although the synod 

may have grown in size, it had apparently not increased in importance, as becomes evident when 

viewing the capitulary, which depends heavily in both form and contents on that of the Concilium 

Germanicum. The agenda had not changed and its decrees consist, for the most part, of 

amendments to articles made in 742. Moreover, the conjoint manner in which Carloman’s 

capitularies survived suggests that the Council of Les Estinnes had been a necessary sequel to the 

Concilium Germanicum, now that Carloman’s realm had expanded.50  

 Unfortunately, as discussed above, the capitulary derived from the Council of Les Estinnes, 

in its current form, was not as complete as that of the Concilium Germanicum.51 With regard to the 

date of the synod, the short prologue mentions only the day and month of the council, but 

neglects to mention in what year the assembly took place. Surprisingly enough, no discussion 

came out of this as scholars generally agreed with Hauck who concluded that the Council of Les 

Estinnes had to be held in 743.52 Hauck arrived at this conclusion because of the simple fact that 

it had been decreed at the Concilium Germanicum that a synod was to be held each year. Surely, it 

was thought, this decree would have been honoured at least during its first year.53 Moreover, 

Hauck argued that the Council of Soissons referred back to the decrees of both the Concilium 

Germanicum and the Council of Les Estinnes, thereby ruling out that the latter synod was held in 

                                                 
48 Concilium Liftinense, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 6. 
49 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 53-54. 
50 See De Clercq, La Législation religieuse Franque, p. 120; Cf. Schüssler, 'Die fränkische Reichsteilung von Vieux-
Poitiers (742)', pp. 91-92.Schüssler argued that early in 742 Carloman’s consisted of the eastern part of the realm, 
making the Concilium Germanicum also a ‘realm-wide’ council for Carloman. 
51 See above, chapter 3.1. 
52 Hauck, Kirchegeschichte Deutschlands, p. 541, n. 1; Schüssler, 'Die fränkische Reichsteilung von Vieux-Poitiers (742)', 
p. 92. 
53 Concilium Germanicum, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 2. 
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744.54 However, in the capitulary of Soissons the Council of Les Estinnes is nowhere mentioned, 

nor does it clearly refer to articles that belong exclusively to the Council of Les Estinnes. 

 De Clercq, on the other hand, did suggest that the Council of Les Estinnes had been held in 

March 744, shortly before Pippin’s Council of Soissons.55 Dierkens, who agrees with De Clercq, 

argued that les décisions prises aux Estinnes et à Soissons se recoupent et se complètent; quelques articles 

seulement diffèrent et concernent les ‘partes regni’ respectives.56 But the fact that some of the decrees in 

both capitularies were complementary and of the same character is no reason to suspect that 

these councils convened on roughly the same day. On the contrary, complementarity would 

sooner be an argument to go against this notion. Alternatively, it could simply have meant that 

Carloman and Pippin worked together in reforming the Frankish Church, just as they had been 

cooperating in their military affairs.57 

                                                

 A final argument to date the Council of Les Estinnes in 743 may be found in a letter 

Boniface had sent to Rome in the autumn of 743. In it, Boniface asked Pope Zacharias to send 

three pallia to the Franks. One was to go to Bishop Grimo of Rouen and one of Carloman’s men, 

while the other two went to bishops Abel of Rheims and Ardobert of Sens, both belonging to 

Pippin’s sphere of influence. Zacharias was obviously pleased to see church hierarchy being 

restored in Francia and complied.58 It may be significant that the capitulary of Les Estinnes is 

silent on these events, while the capitulary of Soissons is not.59 Because of this, it would appears 

that the decision to promote these men had not yet been made at the time of the Council of Les 

Estinnes (743), whereas Pippin could insert it in his capitulary for Soissons (744). Given the date 

of Boniface’s request for the three pallia, Carloman and Pippin could well have decided on the 

matter in the summer of 743, some months after the Council of Les Estinnes, while on a joint 

campaign against their brother-in-law Odilo, the dux of the Bavarians.60 

 The capitulary of Les Estinnes contains only a short list of decrees. It begins by stating that 

‘all the venerable priests of God and the counts and the prefects unanimously confirmed the 

decrees of the previous synod, which they want to fulfil and promised to observe.’61 As will 

 
54 Hauck, Kirchegeschichte Deutschlands, p. 541, n. 1. 
55 De Clercq, La Législation religieuse Franque, p. 128. 
56 Dierkens, 'Superstitions, christianisme et paganisme', p. 15. See discussion in: Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei 
nützliche Rebellen', p. 258. Zeddies refers to the ideas of Jörg Jarnut, 'Bonifatius und die fränkische Reformkonzilien 
(743-748)', Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte. Kanonistische Abteilung 66(1979), pp.1-26 . Jarnut proposes 
that the Concilium Germanicum, the Council of Les Estinnes and the Council of Soissons should be seen as one 
concilium and that there had been no successive councils. 
57 Also see Brown, 'Introduction', at. p. 12. 
58 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 57, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 103-104. Boniface’s original letter is lost, but 
Pope Zacharias referred to its contents in his reply, mentioning also the time it was sent. 
59 Concilium Suessionense, c.3, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 34. 
60 Continuations of Fredegar, c.26, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 180. 
61 …omnes venerabiles sacerdotes Dei et comites et praefecti prioris synodus decreta consentientes firmaverunt, se inplere velle et observare 
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become clear, the contents remainder of the capitulary also strongly resembles that of the 

Concilium Germanicum, identifying this council as the ‘previous synod’ mentioned in first decree. 

The capitulary then goes on to emphasize the differences between the ecclesiastical orders 

(aecclesiastici ordines). A distinction is made between ‘all the clergy belonging to the church: the 

bishops, priests, deacons and clerics’ and the monks and abbots on the other. Whereas the first 

group is to ‘abide by the canons of the ancient fathers and have promised to restore ecclesiastical 

law in terms of morals, doctrine and service’, the second group should ‘accept the Rule of St. 

Benedict in order to restore the regular life.’62 Carloman therefore was the first ruler to stipulate 

that the Rule of St. Benedict was to be the only official monastic rule in his realm. In the spirit of 

the Concilium Germanicum, the first article concludes by stating that the ‘lecherous and adulterous 

clergy, who up until now have polluted holy places or monasteries, we have ordered to be 

removed and rendered them to do penance; and if after this ruling they fall into the crime of 

adultery or lechery, they shall suffer the punishments the previous synod decided upon [i.e. 

Concilium Germanicum, c.6]. The same applies to monks and nuns.’63  

 The second article of Les Estinnes is an amendment to the decree of the Concilium 

Germanicum that had stated that stolen church property was to be restored to the church (c.1). 

Apparently, this notion had met with resistance from the secular elite, which depended on these 

lands to maintain their war efforts. According to the capitulary of Les Estinnes, Carloman 

decided ‘with the advice of the servants of God and the Christian people (populus christianus) and 

because of the imminent wars and persecutions of the surrounding peoples (gentes)’ that parts of 

the property of the church would remain in the hands of the secular elite sub precario verbo regis, for 

which a set census was to be paid.64 These ‘precarial’ contracts could be prolonged by Carloman as 

long as he saw fit, but at least it ensured the property claims of the church and provided it with a 

compensation for its (temporary) losses. Carloman’s new position in this matter meant a 

substantial change, not only did he take back his earlier policy of restoring the property of the 

church, but also the notion of ‘fraudata’ was removed from the text. By Carloman’s authority, the 

‘alienation’ of church property under the precaria verbro regis-clause had become a legitimate affair. 

Perhaps in reconciliation with the church (and a disgruntled Boniface), Carloman added a clause 

which excepted impoverished churches from this decree, which would otherwise no longer be 

able to sustain themselves due to their loss of land. The property of these churches was to be 
                                                                                                                                                         
promiserunt: Concilium Liftinense, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, pp. 6-7. 
62 Et omnis aecclesiastici ordinis clerus, episcopi et presbyteri et diaconi cum clericis, suscipientes antiquorum patrum canones, promiserunt 
se velle ecclesiastica iura moribus et doctrinis et ministerio recuperare: Ibid.  
63 Fornicatores et adulteros clericos, qui sancta loca vel monasteria ante tenentes coinquinaverunt, praecipimus inde tollere et ad 
poenitentiam redigere; et si post hanc definicionem in crimen fornicationis vel adulterii ceciderint, prioris synodus iudicium sistineant; 
similiter et monachi et none: Ibid. 
64 Ibid., c.2, p. 7; Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, p. 140. 
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fully restored.65 

 The third decree dealt with problems concerning marriage and introduced a new topic to the 

agenda of the Carolingian reform, or, for that matter, to the Frankish Church. To Boniface this 

was a familiar topic and had long since occupied his mind and letters.66 According to the 

capitulary, marriages were only to take place in accordance with canon law and ‘illegal’ marriages 

were to be punished at the bishop’s discretion.67 At future Carolingian assemblies, this theme 

would regularly return and even come to dominate the agenda of the Council of Verberie (756). 

 The capitulary concludes with a decree concerning the relations between pagans and 

Christians. It states that Christian slaves were not to be sold to pagans and Carloman reinstated 

(or confirmed) a fine of 15 solidi for those participating in pagan rites. According to the capitulary, 

this fine had already been set by his father, Charles Martel, during his reign68 – again it goes to 

show that Charles Martel was not as indifferent to the wellbeing of the Frankish Church as 

historians used to assume. These ‘paganas observationes’ may have been discussed and identified in 

more detail in the so-called Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum, which can be found along with 

Carloman’s capitularies and a number of other closely related texts in MS Vatican Pal. Lat. 577.69 

3.4. The Council of Soissons (744) 

In 744 Pippin joined the reform effort and organized a synod in his realm in Soissons. The 

decrees and ideals put forward in his capitulary strongly resemble those in Carloman’s earlier 

capitularies, making the Council of Soissons without a doubt an integral part of the same 

programme of reform.70 However, there are significant differences as well. As described above, 

the capitulary of Soissons stood in a different manuscript tradition compared to those issued by 

Carloman. More importantly, whereas Carloman’s capitularies tend to be disciplinary and norma-

tive, Pippin’s capitulary of Soissons also focuses at re-establishing orthodoxy.71 For example, the 

capitulary begins with a confession to uphold the Nicene Creed and the clergy swears to subject 

to the ‘antiquorum partum canones’ and ‘ecclesiastica iura’.72 The restoration of orthodoxy was further 

                                                 
65 Concilium Liftinense, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 7; Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg pp.254-261. 
66 Arnold Angenendt, '"Er war der Erste..." Willibrords historische Stellung', in: Petty Bange and A.G. Weiler (eds.), 
Willibrord, zijn wereld en zijn werk. Voordrachten gehouden tijdens het Willibrordcongres Nijmegen, 28-30 september 1989 
(Nijmegen, 1989), pp. 13-35, at. p. 24. 
67 Concilium Liftinense, c.3, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 7. 
68 Decrevimus quoque, quod et pater meus ante praecipiebat, ut, qui paganas observationes om aliqua re fecerit, multetur et damnetur 
quindecim solidus: Ibid., c. 4, p. 7. 
69 Dierkens, 'Superstitions, christianisme et paganisme', pp. 23-26. 
70 Cf. Jarnut, 'Bonifatius und die fränkische Reformkonzilien'. 
71 Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', pp. 232, 259-261. 
72 Concilium Suessionense, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 34. 
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stressed by the condemnation of certain heretics.73 More than the synods organized by Carloman 

and Boniface, Pippin’s Council of Soissons was modelled after late antique or patristic example.74  

 There are several possibilities to account for these differences. For one, the audiences 

attending these synods may have stood in a different tradition, allowing for the different focus of 

the synods of both Carolingian mayors. Moreover, Carloman may have benefited substantially 

from Boniface’s experience in Anglo-Saxon England. Pippin, as by the manuscript evidence 

indicates, may have lacked Boniface’s support and most likely counted on his own experienced 

church prefects to organize his synod. 

 Fortunately, no discussion is possible concerning the date of the Council of Soissons. The 

capitulary offers two different systems of dating:  

In the year 744 after the incarnation of Christ, on the sixth day before the None of March 

and the fourteenth moon in the second year of Childeric, king of the Franks (…)75 

The capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum was the first Frankish text produced at court, which 

reckoned time according to the Incarnation of Christ. Of course, at that time there had been no 

king to relate time to. The ‘ab incarnatione Christi’-system may have been a viable alternative, 

possibly inspired by Anglo-Saxon example, although, as will be discussed further in chapter five,  

there may have been more to this alternative system of dating. Pippin followed his brother’s 

example in dating his capitulary, but added the customary way of relating time as well by also 

referring to the reign of Childeric III.76 Like the Council of Les Estinnes, the Council of Soissons 

was convened early in March, most likely together with the Spring Assembly. As with the Council 

of Les Estinnes, the Council of Soissons also had a mixed audience consisting of both the secular 

and the ecclesiastical elites.77 

 According to the capitulary, twenty-three bishops attended the assembly, although it does 

not mention their names or sees.78 It may be assumed that Abel of Rheims and Ardobert of Sens 

were present, as they were promoted to the archiepiscopal rank.79 Due to the political climate, the 

remaining 21 bishops were not likely to have come from either Bavaria or Aquitaine and 

probably came from episcopal sees in Pippin’s share of Neustria and Burgundy.80 Historians 

                                                 
73 Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', especially p. 259. 
74 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 56. 
75 Anno septingentesimo quadragesimo quorto ab incarnatione Christi sub die VI Nonas Martii et luna XIIII in anno secundo 
Childerici regis Francorum: Concilium Suessionense, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 33. 
76 Childeric was most likely raised shortly after the Council of Les Estinnes. Our only source for this is: Diplomata, 
no. 96, ed. Pertz, MGH Dipl., I, pp. 86-87; Also see Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, pp. 140-146. 
77 Concilium Suessionense, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 34; Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 56-57. 
78 Ibid., c. 10, p. 36. 
79 Ibid., c.3, p. 34. 
80 Hauck, Kirchegeschichte Deutschlands, p. 528. 
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generally presume that Boniface was not present at the Council of Soissons. Boniface operated in 

Carloman’s realm and the fact that Boniface’s letters do not contain a copy of the capitulary of 

Soissons (or any other reference to that particular synod) further suggests that Boniface had not 

organized or even attended the synod.81 On the other hand, a number of Boniface’s letters dealt 

with the heretics Aldebert and Clemens, which seems to suggest that Boniface was, at least to a 

certain degree, involved in communications concerning the proceedings of 744, as the capitulary 

of Pippin’s synod reported of Aldebert’s trial (c.2) and the undoing of his heretical work (c.7).82 

Moreover, the fact that Boniface’s letter collection does not contain a copy of the capitulary of 

Soisssons may of course tell us more of Lull’s agenda and interests than of that of Boniface.83 

 Aldebert is first documented in the extant sources in a response Zacharias sent to Boniface, 

dating to 22 June 744.84 The letter informs us of how Boniface had come across two pseudo-

prophets (or ‘pseudo-Christians’, as Zacharias added with disdain) named Aldebert and Clemens. 

Naming them the forerunners of the anti-Christ, Boniface had these men incarcerated to await 

trial. According to the second article of the Soissons capitulary, Aldebert’s trial took place at the 

Council of Soissons, where he was condemned by twenty-three bishops (and their priests) and 

with the consent of the princeps and the populus.85 Also, Pippin ordered the cruciculae (or ‘little 

crosses’), which Aldebert had raised in the fields, to be put to the torch.86 Yet even after these 

decrees, the matter of the heretic Aldebert did not find closure. The following year Aldebert was 

again condemned, this time at the Roman Council of 745, based on letters which Boniface had 

sent.87 Through the case of these ‘pseudo-prophets’, Boniface appears to have been involved in 

the proceedings of 744, although perhaps not in the role of archbishop, but as legate to St. Peter. 

 The capitulary of Soissons consists of ten articles, beginning with a confession to uphold the 

Nicene Creed and to abide by the canon laws of the saints. The stated purpose of the Council of 

Soissons is almost identical to that of Carloman’s synods: ‘to restore the law of God (lex Dei) and 

the order of the Church (aecclesiastica regula), which had been lost in the days of bygone rulers.’88 

The meaning of the notion ‘aecclesiastica regula’ may very well be considered identical to that of 

Carloman’s ‘relegio christiana’, implying the divine or religious cult. It certainly went beyond the 

liturgical aspects of Frankish religious practices and also related to matters of church hierarchy, 

                                                 
81 De Clercq, La Législation religieuse Franque, p. 123. 
82 Cf. Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', pp. 262-263. 
83 See above, chapter 1.2.2; Also see Palmer, 'The 'Vigorous rule' of Bishop Lull'. 
84 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 57, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 102-105. 
85 Concilium Suessionense, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 34. 
86 Similiter, constituemus, ut illas cruciculas, quas Adlabertus per parrochia plantaverat, omnes igne consumantur: Ibid., c.7, p. 35. 
87 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 59, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 108-120. 
88 …quomodo lex Dei et ecclesiastica regula recuperetur, quae in diebus priorum principum dissipatu corruit: Concilium Suessionense, 
c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 34. 
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doctrine, order and clerical discipline. 

 The second decree ordained that there was to be one bishop per diocese, over which Abel of 

Rheims and Ardobert of Sens were to preside as archbishops. Both its contents as well as its 

vocabulary are nearly identical to that of Carloman’s capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum.89 

Each diocese was to be an efficient and self-sufficient organizational unit, in which the clergy was 

ordered to obey their bishop, who in turn was held responsible for the state of religion within his 

diocese.90 Wandering clergymen and problems concerning clerical jurisdiction were prevented as 

‘bishops and priests of other regions were not allowed to perform church services (ministerio 

ecclesiae), without first having been approved by the bishop to whom the parish belongs’.91 Issues 

that transgressed the borders of the diocese were placed before the archbishop or the synod, 

which, following the tradition of the Concilium Germanicum, was to be held each year to ensure that 

the souls of the ‘people of Christ’ achieved salvation and that heresies, such as that of Aldebert, 

were given no chance to take root.92 The yearly synod was not only an important instrument in 

the formation of new church policies and laws; it also served as a court of law and to inspect the 

clergy. As McKitterick stated: ‘synods are the outward and visible sign of the church being 

managed properly.’93 

 The Council of Soissons further sought to correct the behaviour of the two main ecclesiasti-

cal orders. Monks and nuns were to live according to the holy rule. Surprisingly enough the Rule 

of St. Benedict is not explicitly mentioned. According to Hartman, this difference may be due to 

the fact that the western part of the kingdom stood in a stronger Iro-Frankish tradition than the 

east.94 The clergy, in much the same way, had to live as prescribed by canon law: they were to 

refrain from adultery and were forbidden to dress like the laity or to keep dogs for the chase.95 

Also, the clergy was not allowed to have women living with them, whether she was one’s niece, 

sister, or even mother.96 In the future, Chrodegang’s Regula canonicorum would regulate the lives of 

the clergy – or at least those who were connected to the episcopal see – even further.97  

 Pippin superseded Carloman in his attempts to integrate the laity into the reform. The fourth 

decree ordered that the laity was to abide by the law, were to refrain from adultery and were not 

                                                 
89 Concilium Suessionense, c.3, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 34. 
90 Ibid., cc. 4 and 6, p. 35. 
91 …ut supervenientes episcopus vel presbyteris de aliis regionibus non suscipiantur in ministerio ecclesiae, nisi prius fuerint probati ab 
episcopo cuius parrochia est: Ibid., c.5, p. 35. 
92 Ibid., c.2, p. 34. 
93 McKitterick, 'England and the Continent', p. 76. 
94 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 57. 
95 Concilium Suessionense, c.3, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 34. 
96 Ibid., c.8, p. 35. 
97 For a detailed account, see Claussen, The Reform of the Frankisch Church. 
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to tell lies in church, nor give false testimony.98 These matters had not been mentioned in 

Carloman’s two earlier capitularies. Article nine, on the other hand, is concerned with marriage, 

but gives a more detailed account than Carloman’s decree on the same subject in the capitulary 

for the Council of Les Estinnes. Pippin’s decree formulated in which cases a marriage is 

considered illegal and in under what circumstances divorce could be allowed.99 One explanation 

for Pippin’s elaboration on this point may be the Council of Rome of 743, which also dealt with 

marriage, and which could not yet have been known at the Council of Les Estinnes.100 

 Although Pippin’s capitulary may have been different in its style and contents, the changes 

were relatively minute and it is obvious that both the synod and the capitulary owed much to the 

work that had already been done by Carloman and Boniface. The Council of Soissons had not 

been the last of the Carolingian synods of the 740s. Through Boniface’s letters we learn that the 

biggest synod was yet to come. 

3.5. The councils of 745 and 747: the church united? 

After the Council of Soissons we enter murkier waters, as no capitularies survive for the 

remainder of the 740s – or perhaps they were never produced. However, taking into account the 

meagre manuscript tradition of the capitularies we do have of this period, it could very well have 

been mere happenstance that other capitularies of this decade did not survive. Boniface’s letters 

do, however, provide clues to suggest that additional synods were in fact held after 744.101 Thus 

far, all the previous synods had proclaimed that a synod was to be held each year. But, as far as 

the sources permit us to reconstruct the conciliar activity of the 740s, it seems that this decree 

was not effectively implemented. A year after the Concilium Germanicum in 742, Carloman had 

organized the Council of Les Estinnes. Yet in 744 the sources are silent around Carloman, while 

the ball was passed to Pippin who organized his first council in Soissons, based on his brother’s 

reform agenda. The Council of Soissons may have had its successor in the synod of 745, or 

perhaps it was succeeded in the mid 750s by Pippin’s royal councils. There is nothing to suggest 

that there was any conciliar activity in 746, whereas Boniface gives reason to believe that in 747 a 

council was again convened, which may well have been the last synod – though not the last 

assembly – before the dynastic change of 751. 

 On 31 October 745, Pope Zacharias replied to a letter Boniface had most likely sent to 

Rome earlier that same year, in which he reported that a synod had been held ‘in the territory of 

                                                 
98 Concilium Suessionense, c.4, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 35. 
99 Ibid., c.9, p. 35. 
100 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 58. 
101 On this matter, also see Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 59-62. 
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the Franks through the mediation of our most noble sons Pippin and Carloman’.102 That same 

month, the pope had also send a letter to ‘all the bishops, priests, deacons, and abbots, all dukes 

and counts, and all God-fearing men throughout Gallia and the provinces of the Franks’, stating 

among other things that: ‘[Boniface] had brought together a synod in your realm according to our 

directions and with the concurrence of our sons Pippin and Carloman, who are your principes, he 

himself presiding in our stead.’103 With good reason, it has led historians to assume that this must 

have been a joint synod and the fact that Boniface mentioned it in his letter would imply that he 

was involved in its organization.104 Unfortunately, few details are known of this synod, as only 

Zacharias’ reply to Boniface survived. It is not surprising that the pope did not go into the details 

of this synod, of which Boniface had informed him earlier that year in a letter which is now lost 

to us. Nevertheless, Zacharias’ letter does mention certain topics that had been discussed. 

Because most of these items cannot be found in Pippin’s capitulary of the Council of Soissons, it 

should be ruled out that Boniface had simply sent a (belated) report of last year’s council to 

Rome.  

 Apparently, at the synod of 745, Carloman and Pippin had decided to grant Boniface the 

metropolitan see of Cologne, for which Boniface now sought papal confirmation.105 The issue of 

the falsi sacerdotes had not left the conciliar agenda and in this case it had led to the deposition of 

bishop Gewilip of Mainz, who had been found guilty of fratricide – even in the early middle ages 

this was regarded an act not befitting a church prefect.106 It also seems that the heretics Aldebert 

and Clemens passed the review again before their case was forwarded to Rome later that year to 

be judged at the Roman Synod of October 745.107 Thirdly, there was the (still) unresolved matter 

– at least in Boniface’s eyes – of the alienated church property. Yet despite Boniface’s efforts, the 

archbishop again proved unable to get a full restitution and he had had to settle for a rent of 

twelve denarii (one solidus) to be paid for each family of serfs, which meant that the situation 

remained the same.108  

 Although it remains unclear when and where the council convened, or who attended, the 
                                                 
102 De synodo autem congregato apud Francorum provinciam mediantibus Pippino et Carlomanno excellentisissimis filiis nostris: Die 
Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no.60, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 121. 
103 Universis episcopis, presbiteris, diaconibus, abbatibus, cunctis etiam ducibus, comitbus omnibusque Deum timentibus per Gallias et 
Francorum provincias constitutis…Bonifatio episcopo, quod, dum synodus aggregata esset in provincia vestra iuxta nostram 
commonitionem mediantibus filiis nostris Pippino et Carlomanno principibus vestris, peragente etiam vice nostra: Ibid., no.61, p. 125.  
104 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 59. 
105 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 60, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 121. 
106 Ibid., p. 124. 
107Ibid., p. 123. The proceedings concerning the two heretics Aldebert and Clemens is not at all clear. According to 
the capitulary of the Council of Soissons (c.2) Aldebert had already been convicted at that synod, suggesting that he 
may have been convicted again in Rome. Cf. Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen'; Glatthaar, Bonifatius 
und das Sakrileg, pp. 393 ff. 
108 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 60, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 120-125. The census of twelve denarii was the 
same as agreed on in the Council of Les Estinnes (c.3). 
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synod of 745 had been a joint endeavour of both Carolingian rulers. The items discussed, or at 

least those that we are able to reconstruct from Boniface’s letter, appear to have been of a 

practical nature which could explain the absence of a capitulary. After all, nothing new appears to 

have been added to the agenda, therefore there may have been no need to issue a new 

capitulary.109 By now the themes would have been familiar: Boniface’s appointment of Mainz as 

his episcopal see fitted well within the desire to establish a proper church hierarchy and 

infrastructure. The effort to expel corrupt priests from the church had been on the agenda since 

day one, as was the church’s futile struggle to reclaim its ‘lost’ property. 

 The joint synod of 745 may well have been the highpoint of the Carolingian reform of the 

740s. There is no evidence that further joined synods were held in the following years. It would 

appear that Boniface’s influence in the Frankish Church began to subside when Carloman 

retreated to the monastic life in 747, until Boniface finally retired (or was forced to do so?) from 

church politics. After Boniface had founded the monastery of Fulda, he took up his missionary 

work from there. However, there is sufficient reason to assume that before Boniface’s retreat to 

the solitude of the missionary life, a council was held in 747.  

 Boniface’s involvement in a synod in 747 is made clear in a letter he had send to Archbishop 

Cuthbert of Canterbury dated to that same year, in which he desired his colleague to correct 

certain decrees issued at a Frankish synodale conventum.110 Most of what Boniface informed his 

Anglo-Saxon colleague of was not new at all and relates easily to earlier Frankish councils. 

However, there are some novelties to be found as well, suggesting that his letter did not contain a 

compilation of decrees collected from previous synods Boniface had held, but instead contained 

the outcome of a new synod, presumably held earlier that same year, in 747, shortly before 

Carloman’s departure.111 In his letter, Boniface mentioned the following decisions: 

‘We have decreed in this council to maintain our catholic faith and unity and subjections to 

the Roman Church, for as long as we live; to want to remain subject to St. Peter and his 

vicar; (…) that metropolitans would ask for their pallia from that see and that in all things we 

shall obey the orders of St. Peter according to the canons, so that they may be entrusted to 

his care’112 

 

When Pope Zacharias responded to Boniface’s report on 1 May 748, he wrote that he was filled 
                                                 
109 See my earlier remaks on the symbolic function of capitularies, chapter 1.2.1. 
110 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 78, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 163.  
111 Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, pp. 102-103. 
112 Decrevimus autem in nostro synodali conventy et confessi sumus fidem catholicam et unitatem et subiectionem Romanae ecclesiae fine 
tenus vitae nostrae velle servare; sancto Petro et vicario eius velle subici;…; metropolitanos pallia ab illa sede querere et per omnia precepta 
sancti Petri canonice sequi desidare, ut inter oves sibi commendatas numeremur: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 78, ed. Tangl, 
MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 163. 
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with joy to learn that Boniface and those bishops under his guidance had confessed to the 

orthodox faith and catholic unity, confirming their unity with the Apostolic See. The pope 

further mentioned that he had sent these men a letter of gratitude.113 Fortunately, this letter 

survived and it was addressed to the bishops Reginfrid of Rouen, Deodatus of Beauvais, Rimbert 

of Amiens, Eliseus of Noyon, Fulcher of Tongres, David of Speyer, Aetherius of Thérouanne, 

Treward of Cambrai, Burchard of Würzburg, Genebaud of Laon, Romanus of Meaux, Agilulf of 

Cologne, Heddo of Strasburg et ceteris amantissimis chorepiscopis.114 Could this have been the list of 

participants of the Synod of 747? If so, then it appears that the council of 747 had not been a 

joint Frankish council, since these bishoprics all belonged to Carloman’s territory.115  

 The fact that none of Pippin’s bishops had attended Boniface’s synod of 747 does not mean 

that nothing had been organized in Pippin’s realm as well. In fact, an anonymous letter in 

Boniface’s letter collection, roughly dated by Tangl to the years 747/748, inquires whether 

Boniface has ‘gone to the synod of the dux of the western provinces, or to the son of Carloman 

[Drogo]’.116 The letter does not only imply that, for a brief moment, Drogo may have been in 

command of Carloman’s realm in 747, but also that Pippin had organized a synod at the same 

time. It is possible that Pippin’s synod of 747 was related to the letter he sent to Pope Zacharias 

somewhere the previous year.  

 Pippin requested information on certain issues from the Pope. Unfortunately, only 

Zacharias’ response survived, containing the excerpts of twenty-seven canons.117 The questions 

(we assume) Pippin asked can be categorized in three general themes: church hierarchy or order, 

proper conduct of the laity and proper conduct of the clergy.118 The nature of Pippin’s questions 

was clearly related to topics discussed at earlier councils of the 740s, although his interests may 

have shifted. For example, a number of Pippin’s inquiries appear to have been concerned with 

achieving monastic purity. Furthermore, Pippin seemed to have been particularly interested in 

carrying the reform beyond the churches and monasteries to Frankish society as a whole, which 

was to be recreated according to the prescriptions of the canons. Of course, to achieve this, the 

church itself had to be well organized, as had been the main aim of the preceding reform 

councils. All in all, we can easily recognize Pippin’s agenda for his future royal synods of the 750s 

                                                 
113 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 80, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 178. 
114 Ibid., no. 82, p. 182. 
115 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 61. 
116 Indica nobis aliquid de episcopo nostro, an ad synodum ducis occidentalium provinciarum perexisset an ad filium Carlomanni: Die 
Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 79, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 172. 
117 Codex Carolinus, no. 3, ed. W. Gundlach, MGH Epist., I, pp. 479-487. 
118 Ibid., pp. 480-486: the twenty-seven canons can be divided (by approximation) in three categories: On church 
hierarchy and discipline: cc. 1-5, 8, 10, 13, 15-17, 19; on lay conduct: cc. 6, 7, 12, 22-25; and on clerical/monastic 
conduct: cc. 9, 11, 14, 18, 20, 21, 26, 27. 
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in the questions he posed the Roman pontiff. 

 Zacharias was not pleased with this development. Along with his reply to Pippin, the pope 

also informed Boniface of Pippin’s desire to personally deal with Rome. According to the letter 

Boniface received, Zacharias had requested Pippin to have these canons read aloud at a synod 

over which Boniface was to preside, though no mention of that can be found in Pippin’s letter as 

it survived in the Codex Carolinus.119 No doubt Zacharias would have found it hard to believe that 

only a few years later his successor would cross the Alps to meet with this ambitious Carolingian, 

who by that time had already founded his own dynasty.120 

 Unfortunately, the answer to that anonymous letter send by one of Boniface’s clergymen was 

not inserted in to the letter collection and Boniface’s whereabouts will remain a mystery to us. 

The fact that Boniface’s letter collection does not mention the synod, aside from Zacharias’ 

letter, may suggest that Pippin had not chosen Boniface to preside over it, in spite of the pope’s 

wishes. Moreover, Boniface’s subsequent retreat from Frankish church politics, which has often 

been explained as the result of hostility between Boniface and Pippin, may have been caused by 

his attendance at Drogo’s synod – which proved a rather unfortunate choice, given Pippin’s 

political ambitions. However, Boniface’s retirement from church politics did not necessarily 

mean the end of the Carolingian reform, as scholars have reasoned in the past.121 Despite the lack 

of source material to support one theory or the other, it seems more likely, as Patzold believes, 

that Pippin continued his policy of reforming the church; after all, there were other means, 

besides convening synods, to further the reform.122 

 

                                                 
119 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 77, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 160. Of course, the instruction to organize a 
synod in which the canons would not necessarily have been written in the letter; it could also have been transmitted 
orally. 
120 I follow McKitterick, 'The Illusion of Royal Power in the Carolingian Annals'. According to McKitterick it is 
unlikely that Pippin had petitioned Pope Zacharias to authorize his coup. Cf. Josef Semmler, Der Dynastiewechsel von 
751 und die fränkische Königssalbung, Studie humaniora. Düsseldorfer Studien zu Mittelalter und Renaissance. Series 
minor 6 (Düsseldorf, 2003), p. 46; Arnold Angenendt, 'Pippins Königserhebung und Salbung', in: Matthias Becher 
and Jörg Jarnut (eds.), Der Dynastiewechsel von 751. Vorgeschichte, Legitimationsstrategien und Erinnerung (Münster, 2004), 
pp. 179-209. 
121 For example: Hauck, Kirchegeschichte Deutschlands, p. 552 
122 See Patzold, 'Créer une grade ecclésiastique', pp. 5-7. 



   

Chapter Four 

Acquiring an Agenda of reform 

4.1. Ideological models of God’s Church 

A common prerequisite for reform is (widespread) dissatisfaction with the current situation 

combined with the prospect of a better alternative. Boniface certainly had no scruples expressing 

his displeasure concerning the state of the Frankish Church, which probably caused much of the 

animosity felt by certain members of the Frankish clergy towards the meddling Anglo-Saxon. 

Boniface vented his frustrations in his letters. At some point, he complained to his mentor Daniel 

of Winchester that ‘what we plant, they do not water.’1 In 747 he wrote to archbishop Cuthbert 

of Canterbury: ‘My labour seems like that of a barking dog that sees thieves and robbers break in 

and plunder his master’s house, but, because he has none to help him in his defence, can only 

whine and complain.’2 Yet despite Boniface’s frustration, he must have had supporters as well, 

although there is no hint that these ranked among the indigenous Frankish clergy. Rather, his 

supporters in Francia consisted primarily out of fellow-Anglo-Saxons with whom he began his 

reforms at the Concilium Germanicum. Boniface’s attempts at initiating reform would no doubt have 

been futile were it not for the support and authority he received from Rome and the Frankish 

court.  

 Boniface was primarily concerned with the spiritual welfare of the people, or, as Bugga had 

eloquently put it: ‘to reap the harvest of God, gathering in sheaves of holy souls into the 

storehouse of the heavenly kingdom.’3 He perceived ‘false priests’ as an immanent threat to their 

salvation, for how could such sinners intercede for the people before God and what disastrous 

effect did their un-canonical behaviour have on the effects of Mass or Baptism?4 Boniface strove 

to correct these malpractices and to ensure the salvation of as many souls as possible. Preaching 
                                                 
1 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 50, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 129. 
2 Ibid., no. 78, p. 165. 
3 Ibid., no. 15, p. 27. 
4 Boniface felt the need to rebaptize those of whom he suspected to have received the sacrament through the hands 
of bad priests. For this he got into conflict with the Irish bishop/priest Virgilius and was reprimanded by Pope 
Zacharias because it went against the official doctrine. See Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 68, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. 
Sel., I, pp. 140-142. 
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was one thing, but, under the auspices of Carloman and with the authority of St. Peter, Boniface 

also set out to restore – or perhaps introduce – harmony and discipline to the Frankish Church. 

An important aspect of this was simply to expose and remove the ‘wolves in sheep-clothing’, 

though this was not all that needed to be done. To Boniface, the very core of the Frankish 

Church had been polluted through long neglect and clerical misbehaviour, and needed to be 

restored and emended. To that end, though Boniface would probably not have perceived it as 

such, three ideological ‘models’ may have been available: the uncorrupted or pristine Frankish 

Church; Boniface’s native Anglo-Saxon Church; and, lastly, the ‘Universal’ Church of Rome. In 

the minds of Boniface and his Carolingian patron(s), however, there could only be one ‘model 

church’ which they sought to restore: that of the patristic fathers in late antiquity. But although 

they undoubtedly believed that they worked to revive a past they perceived as glorious and pure, 

in practice, however, they would have been deeply influenced by models closer to their own time 

and experience, which they believed were closer to the the ideal of the pristine church then the 

Frankish Church was at that time. 

4.1.1. Merovingian precedents 

Boniface did not exaggerate that much when he wrote that the Franks had not held synods for 

over eighty years – if with synods he meant religious gatherings on a realm-wide scale.5 The last 

of these large Merovingian synods had been the Neustro-Burgundian Council of Châlons, held 

somewhere between 647 and 653, at which Clovis II (r. 639-657) had assembled six 

metropolitans, thirty-three bishops and several other high-ranking members of the clergy.6 

Additional synods had been held in the second half of the seventh century, but these had been of 

a provincial character.7 The similarities between the decrees of certain Merovingian councils of th 

sixth and seventh centuries and the Carolingian capitularies of the 740s suggest that Boniface had 

been familiar with at least some of these, in particular the aforementioned Council of Châlons.8 

For instance, article three of the Council of Châlons forbids the clergy to have intimate relations 

with women.9 Though using different words, this article returns at the Concilium Germanicum (c.7) 

and the Council of Soissons (c.8). The same applies to article nine of the Council of Châlons, 

which among other things states that it is not right for Christian slaves or captives to be kept in 

the service of a Jewish master.10 Slightly altered, this decree reappears in Carloman’s capitulary of 

                                                 
5 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 50. 
6 De Clerq, Concilia Galliae a. 511-695, CCSL, 148 A, p. 302. 
7 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 50. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Concilium Cabilonense a. 647-653, c.3, ed. De Clerq, CCSL 148 A, pp. 303-304. 
10 Ibid., c.9, p. 305; a similar decree had been issued at: Concilium Clippiacense a. 626-627, c.13, ed. De Clerq, CCSL, 148 
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Les Estinnes, which states that Christian slaves are not to be traded to pagans (c.3).11 

 Clearly, there was a fair amount of continuity between the Merovingian synods and those 

organized by the Carolingian mayors of the palace. Boniface was probably familiar with the 

decrees of the Council of Châlons, but other Frankish synods may have been consulted as well. 

The articles on the distinction between the laity and the clergy, as promulgated at the Concilium 

Germanicum (cc. 2 and 7) and later at the Council of Soissons (c.3), which forbade the clergy to 

hunt, carry arms, or dress in lay-fashion, were not new, but had already been formulated at 

seventh-century councils.12 Of course, the organization of the diocese had also been a matter of 

interest in the sixth and seventh centuries. For example, at the Concilium Latunense it was decided 

‘that there may not be two bishops in one diocese, except if one is a pilgrim (peregrinus).’13 The 

Concilium Germanicum (c.1) and the Council of Soissons (c.3) also stated that each diocese was to 

have one bishop and that foreign (de aliis regionibus) priests were not to be allowed to administer 

church services, until they had been approved by the (provincial) synod (Conc. Germ. c.4) or the 

bishop (Soissons c.5). With regard to the frequency of the organization of synods, which in Late 

antiquity had been established at twice a year, Carloman and Pippin followed sixth-century 

Frankish practice which only required a synod to be held once a year.14 Lastly, the problem of 

paganism had also been a much discussed item at earlier Frankish synods and concern with it was 

not new, nor were the measures issued to prevent it.15 

 Despite the fact that the Council of Soissons had largely been based on Carloman’s 

capitularies of 742 and 743, it nevertheless contained some distinctive oddities and introduced 

several new topics to the reform agenda. One such irregularity was its first article, in which the 

participants swore to uphold the Catholic doctrine as established at the Council of Nicea (known 

as the Nicene Creed). Hartmann recognizes herein a Visigothic influence, referring to the third 

Council of Toledo (633) where the same measure had been decreed by the Visigothic clergy, after 

having officially rejected Arianism and having been converted to Catholicism.16 However, instead 

of recalling Visigothic synods of the seventh century, despite the striking similarities, Carloman 

                                                                                                                                                         
A, p. 294. 
11 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 55, points out the this topic had also been on the agenda of the Council 
of Rome (743). This could be an argument for placing the Council of Les Estinnes in 744, were it not for the 
possibility that it may have derived from an earlier Merovingian council. 
12 Ibid., pp. 52-53; For example, Concilium Latunense a. 673-675, c.2, ed. De Clerq, CCSL, 148 A, states: Ut nullus 
episcoporum seu clericorum arma more seculario ferre praesumat. 
13 Ut due episcopi in una civitate non sint nisi peregrinus: Concilium Latunense a. 673-675, c.6, ed. De Clerq, CCSL, 148 A, p. 
135. 
14 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 53; Cf. Hans Barion, Das fränkisch-deutsche Synodalrecht des Frühmittelalters 
(Amsterdam, 1963) pp. 25-33. 
15 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 52-53; Cf. Concilium Liftinense, c.4, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., I, p. 7. 
16 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 56-57; Cf. Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', p. 260; De 
Jong, 'Religion', p. 137. 



ACQUIRING AN AGENDA OF REFORM  61 

and Pippin (or their senior clergymen) may just as well have thought of the Council of Nicea 

directly. After all, it was in the tradition of the late antique church that church synods were held 

in the first place. More over, an identical example could be found much closer at home, for 

instance at the Council of Châlons were the clergy had already confessed to the Nicene Creed.17 

 Not everything that had been done in the Frankish Church was immediately condemned and 

refuted by Boniface. Many, if not most, of the articles in the Carolingian capitularies were of 

Merovingian origin. A more thorough investigation of the Merovingian antecedents would 

undoubtedly unearth more interesting details concerning the origins of the Carolingian reform 

agenda. However, for now it will suffice to know that the Merovingian past had indeed been a 

major source of inspiration for the councils of the 740s. This is perhaps unsurprising, knowing 

that Carloman and Boniface had set out to correct and emend the cult of God, which, as they put 

it: ‘had degenerated in the days of bygone rulers.’ It therefore was not the church itself that 

needed to change, but the behaviour (or discipline) of the Frankish clergy. Moreover, if changes 

were to be made, then it would not be brought about by dictating a set of new and alien 

directives in an age that held so dear to tradition and the glories of the past. As the Carolingians 

and Boniface were well aware, the Frankish Church may have suffered from neglect, but much 

could be restored simply by reinstating older decrees. However, they may have realized too that, 

if change was to be introduced, it had to come gradually and preferably embedded within the 

pretence of Frankish tradition. 

4.1.2. Anglo-Saxon influences 

Boniface was certainly not the first Anglo-Saxon to have come to the Continent. At the closing 

of the seventh century, when the relationship with Rome could be characterized as ‘spasmodic 

exchanges’ at best,18 Anglo-Saxon missionaries were already roaming the Frankish countryside 

following Irish example.19 The Carolingian family in particular had a long tradition of supporting 

first Irish and later Anglo-Saxon missionaries in the north-eastern parts of the Frankish realm and 

appear to have been susceptible to Anglo-Saxon ideas.20 For example, the Carolingians certainly 

had been in the position to have their sons raised at the Merovingian court, as was customary in 

the upper echelons of Frankish society, but instead Charles Martel chose a monastic upbringing 

for his sons. It has been argued that Charles followed seventh-century Anglo-Saxon example – 

                                                 
17 Concilium Cabilonense, c.1, ed. De Clerq, CCSL, 148 A, pp. 303. 
18 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, p. 165. 
19 Georg Scheibelreiter, 'Der Missionar im Frankenreich im 7. und 8. Jahrhundert. Typus und Individuum', in: Petty 
Bange and A.G. Weiler (eds.), Willibrord, zijn wereld en zijn werk. Voordrachten gehouden tijdens het Willibrordcongres Nijmegen, 
28-30 september 1989, Middeleeuwse Studies 6 (Nijmegen, 1989), pp. 328-347, pp. 334-340. 
20 Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, p. 126 
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although it could also have been a precaution to ensure his sons’ safety in precarious times.21 

Also, the afore mentioned introduction of the annus domini dating system in Carolingian 

capitularies probably originated from Bede’s De temporibus ratione, which may have been 

introduced in Carloman’s realm through the intercession of Boniface.22 Boniface’s predecessor 

on the Continent, Willibrord, already had established close ties with the Carolingian family, who 

endowed him with several monasteries, including Echternach, and made numerous additional 

grants to ensure the prosperity of these religious houses (not to mention their own salvation).23 

Besides having baptized Pippin III and no doubt performing other religious services to the family 

as well, Willibrord’s fealty to the Carolingians became particularly appreciated after his 

consecration to the archiepiscopal rank by the pope.24 However, since Columbanus’ arrival on 

the Continent, no Insular missionary had made such an impact on the Frankish ecclesiastical 

milieu as Boniface had. 

                                                

 Boniface once wrote that he felt ‘an exile in Germany who was to enlighten the dark corners 

of the Germanic peoples (…) and who would fall into deadly snares if he had not the Word of 

God as a lamp unto his feet and a light upon his path.’25 The missionary life must, at times, have 

been trying, the more so given Boniface’s pessimistic and critical nature. His letter collection 

shows that Boniface kept close to his Anglo-Saxon network and does not appear to have 

established bonds of friendship with the indigenous Frankish clergy – who he in general 

considered sinful and avoided out of fear of losing his soul. Confronted with the situation on the 

Continent, one would suspect Boniface to have held his native Anglo-Saxon Church in high 

esteem. But, although he frequently mentioned his gens Anglorum in his letters, Boniface never 

spoke of an ‘ecclesia Anglorum’. Instead, he referred to ‘the English people being converted to the 

catholic faith by the preachers sent by Saint Gregory, apostolic pontiff.’26  

 Of course, Christianity in Britain predated the arrival of Augustine and had already formed a 

 
21 Cf. Riché, 'Le renouveau', p. 61. 
22 Rosamond McKitterick, History and Memory in the Carolingian World (Cambridge, 2004), pp. 92-97. McKitterick is 
nevertheless sceptical of Bede’s influence here and opts for a direct influence by the work of Dionysius Exiguus. 
Boniface was however an admirer of the works of Bede: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, nos.75, 76 and 91, ed. Tangl, 
MGH Epp. Sel., I. 
23 Weiler, Willibrords missie, pp. 95-147; Angenendt, '"Er war der Erste..."'; Michael Richter, 'England and Ireland in 
the time of Willibrord', in: Petty Bange and A.G. Weiler (eds.), Willibrord, zijn wereld en zijn werk. Voordrachten gehouden 
tijdens het Willibrordcongres Nijmegen, 28-30 september 1989, Middeleeuwse Studies 6 (Nijmegen, 1989), pp. 35-50. 
Willibrord could in many respects be considered a link between the Irish and Anglo-Saxon traditions. Northumbria, 
where Willibrord had been born and raised, was strongly influenced by Irish Christianity. Moreover, Willibrord 
studied for 12 years in Ireland, before coming to the Frisians. 
24 Angenendt, '"Er war der Erste..."', p. 18. 
25 …exulem Germanicum spiritali lumini consolata est, quia, qui tenebrosos angulos Germanicarum gentium lustrare debet, nisi habeat 
lucernam pedibus et lumen semitis suis verbum Domini, in laqueum mortis incident: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 30, ed. 
Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 54. 
26 Apostolicus pontifex sanctus Gregorius ab apostolica sede missis predicatoribus catholice fidei gentem Anglorum ad Deum verum 
convertit: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 73, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 152. 
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distinctive identity of its own. Through the efforts of Pope Gregory I, Augustine and the support 

of the Anglo-Saxon kings, Christianity had become the dominant religion in Anglo-Saxon 

England and had its church modelled after Roman example.27 When the metropolitan see of 

Canterbury, which had been founded by Augustine, became vacant in 667, Pope Vitalianus (657-

672) chose to sent Theodore of Tarsus – who was not of Roman origin, but had come to Rome 

as a refugee when Tarsus (near Antioch) was overrun by Arabs. Theodore was particularly well 

received by the Anglo-Saxons. In fact, Bede informs that he was ‘the first archbishop whom the 

entire Church of the English obeyed.’28 An old man well into his seventies, he immediately began 

instructing the bishops and issued in an ‘era of synods of the ecclesia Anglorum.’29 From all over the 

British Isles, Ireland included, disciples gathered at the ‘school’ of Canterbury to be educated in 

the practices of the Roman church and to learn of the exotic customs of the distant East.30 With 

Theodore, the missionary phase of the newly established Anglo-Saxon Church came to an end 

and was replaced with a period of consolidation and unification. It was in this exciting climate of 

ecclesiastical reform that Boniface was raised to priesthood. 

 Although the seventh-century Anglo-Saxon Church is traditionally thought of as an ‘annex’ 

to the Church of Rome, this view has begun to shift during the 1950s as historians began to 

realize that, despite its close affiliation with the Apostolic See, typical Insular traits survived, 

giving it a distinctive identity of its own.31 Regardless of our modern scholarly opinion on the 

ecclesiastical peculiarities of the period, it should be doubted whether Boniface, or other 

contemporary Anglo-Saxon clergymen, realized and, if so, acknowledged the hybrid ecclesiastical 

culture that characterized the Anglo-Saxon Church. Of course, clergymen, churches and 

monasteries sometimes strayed from the ‘true’ path, thereby leaping into heresy – at which 

Boniface was particularly quick to point a reproachful finger. Boniface’s stringent view on 

Christianity even surpassed that of the pope, as it had led him to admonish Pope Zacharias for 

condoning the pagan celebration of the Saturnalia near St. Peter’s basilica.32  

 Boniface believed that both his native church, as well as that of the Franks, should follow 

the directions of Rome. But what Boniface encountered upon his arrival in the Frankish realm 

                                                 
27 Bede, The Ecclesiastical History of the English People I, c. 23, ed. Judith McClure and Roger Collins, Oxford World’s 
Classics series (Oxford 1999), pp. 37-38. 
28 Bede, The Ecclesiastical History, IV, c. 2, ed. McClure and Collins, p. 172. 
29 Hanna Volrath, Die Synoden Englands bis 1066, Konziliengeschichte, ed. Walter Brandmüller (Paderborn et. al., 
1985), p. 95; Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, p. 76. 
30 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom. Triumph and Diversity, A.D. 200-1000, The Making of Europe, ed. 
Jacques Le Goff (Oxford and Malden (MA), 2003), pp. 368-371. 
31 Angenendt, '"Er war der Erste..."', p. 14; Cf. Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, pp. 147-148. 
32 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 50, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 84-85; Wood, The Merovingian Kingdoms, pp. 
309-310. 
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deviated significantly from the apostolic precepts he had grown so accustomed to.33 Through the 

reform councils of the 740s, Boniface found himself in a position to bring the Frankish Church 

in line with that of Rome, though it should also be understood that, in a very practical sense, 

Boniface perceived the world through Anglo-Saxon eyes. Because he was reared in the Anglo-

Saxon Church, his experience, for example in organizing synods, will have derived from his 

participation at the Anglo-Saxon synods which he attended as a young priest.34 Whether or not 

Boniface realized the difference, the Anglo-Saxon Church, though on the whole following 

apostolic precepts, had its own distinctive culture, priorities and practices, and these undoubtedly 

influenced Boniface in his work on the Continent.  

 Boniface frequently wrote his Anglo-Saxon mentors and colleagues, asking for advice. 

Boniface even asked Archbishop Cuthbert of Canterbury, whom he considered a high esteemed 

equal, to ‘correct and improve’ the decrees of the Frankish Councils he had organized: 

The work of our ministry is one and the same cause, and an equal oversight of 

churches and people is entrusted to us, whether in teaching or in restraining or 

in admonition or in protecting all classes of the clergy or the laity. Therefore I 

humbly request that if at any time God shall inspire you or your synods with 

wholesome counsel you will not hesitate to share it with us. And we likewise, if 

I shall impart our infirmity anything useful or acceptable to you, will do the 

same by you. (…) And hence, (…), we feel that on account of your holy and 

humble good will towards us you would prefer to be informed about what we 

here have decided and now submit to you for correction and improvement 

[the decrees of our synod].35 

There appears to have been a relation between Boniface’s Frankish synod of 747 and the Council 

of Clofesho which Cuthbert had organized that same year. There has, however, been some 

discussion as to the direction of this relation; who influenced who? Boniface most likely wrote his 

letter in 747, but voices have been raised arguing that this date might be incorrect and that the 

                                                 
33 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, pp. 49-50. 
34 Willibald, Vita Bonifatii, c.4, ed. Levison, MGH SRG, LVII, pp. 13-14. 
35 Nam labor nostri ministerii unius et eiusdem causae esse dinoscitur et equalis speculatio in curis aecclesiarum sive populorum nobis 
credita est sive in docendo sive in artando et monendo sive in defendendo canonicos gradus vel plebeos. Idcirco humillima [prece deposco, ut, 
dum vobis salubre consilium Deus inspiraverit vel suo spiritu synodalium consultuum, nobis insinuare non pigeat. Et nos similiter, si 
parvitati nostrae Deus aliquid tale vobis quod necessarium vel amabile] insinuaverit, similia faciamus. Maior enim nobis sollicitudo 
aecclesiarum et cura populorum propter pallia credita et recepta quam ceteris episcopis, quia proprias tantum procurant parrochias, 
incumbit. Propterea, carissimi, non quia vestrae prudentiae opus sit rusticitatis nostrae statuta audire vel legere, sed propter bonam et 
humilem et sanctam voluntatem vestram putamus vos libentius scire velle quam nescire, quae hic sacerdotes nobiscum servanda decreverunt, 
vobis emendanda et corrigenda distinamus: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 78, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp. 162-163. 
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letter should be dated to 748 instead.36 If this were to be the case, and Cuthbert had complied 

with Boniface’s wishes (Cuthbert’s response has not survived), then it still would not have meant 

that Cuthbert had directly influenced the proceedings of the Frankish reform synod of 747.37 

Cubitt furthermore argues that Boniface’s request for ‘correction and improvement’ should be 

regarded foremost as a literary device and not as an actual question to correct these decrees, 

before using them to organize a synod. More importantly however, the majority of the decrees 

mentioned in Boniface’s letter could well have derived from the Concilium Germanicum, which had 

been held five years earlier.38 

 The organizational structure of the Anglo-Saxon Church undoubtedly was something the 

Carolingian rulers would have envied. Reforming church hierarchy had, after all, been an 

important aspect of the Carolingian reform. Created by Augustine in the seventh century, its 

strict hierarchy and metropolitan structure made the Anglo-Saxon Church an efficient institute to 

manage, while it accepted Rome’s supremacy at the same time – a link with Rome combined with 

‘efficient manageability’ would undoubtedly have been music to Carolingian ears.  

 Even though other typically Anglo-Saxon influences are difficult to recognize in the 

Carolingian reform, it should be kept in mind that Boniface, and many of his fellow-bishops, 

priests and monks in the eastern parts of the Frankish realm, had grown up in the Anglo-Saxon 

Church. Although they may have perceived their mentors across the Channel as Roman Catholic 

instead of Anglo-Saxon in matters of religion, they nevertheless actively sought Anglo-Saxon 

support in their attempts to constitute a proper Frankish Church. An interesting thought offered 

by Zeddies is that Boniface may have recognized in Theodore of Canterbury a role model: both 

men strove to consolidate and educate a church and both ushered in an age of synods.39 

4.1.3. ‘Following the teachings and precepts of the Apostolic See’40 

When Willibrord came to the Continent as a missionary, he travelled to Pippin II, who at that 

time controlled the northern regions if the Frankish kingdom, to acquire his consent and support 

for his missionary labours among the Frisian people. Willibrord’s strategy may have resembled 

that of Augustine when he arrived at the shores of Kent, though with one marked difference: 

Willibrord did not go to the pagan Frisian king Radbod, but allied himself with the Christian 

conqueror instead. After having gained the support of the dux Francorum, Willibrord went to 

                                                 
36 Cf. Tangl, 'Studien zur Neuausgabe', at pp. 783-785. 
37 Cf. Hanna Vollrath, Die Synoden Englands bis 1066, Konziliengeschichte, ed. Walter Brandmüller (Paderborn et. al., 
1985), pp. 150-156, who argues that it was Cuthbert who influenced Boniface. 
38 Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, pp. 102-103.  
39 Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', pp. 254-257. 
40 …praeceptum et iudicium apostolicae sedis: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 50, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 82. 



66  ERIK GOOSMANN 

Rome to acquire the support and blessing of St. Peter as well. Boniface went about it differently 

and initially followed Augustine’s example more closely. According to Willibald’s Vita Bonifatii, he 

arrived at Dorestad in the Spring of 716 where he sought permission of Radbod to preach among 

the Frisians. Unfortunately, Boniface petitioned in vain as tensions rose between Radbod and 

Charles Martel. Realizing at the end of summer that his labours had borne no fruit, he returned to 

England.41 Persistent as he was, Boniface made another attempt the next year, though he did not 

plan to make the same mistake twice. This time, he beached at the shores of Normandy, from 

which his fellowship travelled directly to Rome where Pope Gregory II entrusted him with the 

mission to the heathen.42 Only then, backed by the authority of St. Peter, did he return to Frisia 

where he joined Archbishop Willibrord for three years, before travelling to Hesse to set up his 

own mission. In reaction to his initial reports, Boniface was summoned to Rome where he was 

consecrated bishop. Afterwards he was sent back with letters of recommendation to Charles 

Martel, whom he acknowledged as his lord and patron.43 

 The Apostolic See provided Boniface not only with a mandate; it also served as a repository 

of antique Christian knowledge and authority. Boniface was very much aware of this and 

followed the precepts of Rome to the letter. His worry about upholding the canons becomes 

clear in the letters he sent requesting for knowledge on certain problems he encountered in the 

field. In his vita, for instance, Willibald wrote that when Willibrord, in his old age and ‘thinking 

only of the salvation of souls’, tried to persuade Boniface to succeed him as bishop, the latter is 

said to have refused, arguing that ‘he had not yet reached the age of fifty required by canon 

law.’44 Naturally, when the opportunity presented itself, the Roman pontiff insisted that the clergy 

conscientiously followed official decrees and rituals: when given his mission, Gregory II insisted 

that Boniface also instructed the Christians he encountered on his path to use ‘the sacramental 

discipline prescribed by the ritual formulary of our Holy Apostolic See’.45 Unsurprisingly, when 

Boniface was later given the task to organize a realm-wide synod, he immediately asked the pope 

for the ‘teachings and precepts of the Apostolic See.’46 

                                                 
41 Willibald, Vita Bonifatii, c.5, ed. Levison, MGH SRM, LVII, pp. 18-26; Bugga wrote: Postea inimicum catholicae 
aecclesiae Rathbodum coram te consternavit: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 15, ed. Tangl, p. 27. Most likely, she meant 
that Radbod had died, so that Boniface could begin converting the Frisians, therefore triumphing over the deceased 
pagan king. 
42 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 12, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, pp 17-18. 
43 Willibald, Vita Bonifatii, c.6, ed. Levison, MGH SRG, LVII, pp. 26-36. 
44 Ibid., c.5, p. 25. 
45 …ex formula officiorum sanctae nostrae apostolicae sedis instructionis: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 12, ed. Tangl, MGH 
Epp. Sel., I, p. 18. 
46 …praeceptum et iudicium apostolicae sedis: Ibid., no. 50, p. 82. 
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4.2. The Sententiae Bonifatianae 

Recognizing the ideological scheme(s) which had inspired the reform of the Frankish Church is 

vital to understanding the changes that were taking place. However, they cannot explain the items 

on the reform agenda itself. Assuming Boniface and the Carolingians had a set up a concrete 

‘agenda’ from which they executed their reform, instead of it being an ad hoc programme with a 

result, such an agenda nevertheless was the product of individual motives, interests and priorities, 

guided by the ideals of the ideology they adhered to. To the Carolingians, the reform likely was 

based on a combination (or even a symbiosis) of political and religious motives – of which the 

first shall be more thoroughly examined in chapter five.  

 Carloman (and later Pippin) desired a well-functioning and devout cult (or relegio christiana), 

pleasing to God. To establish it, Carloman required the expertise of Boniface and the episcopal 

synod in order to determine how exactly this was to be achieved, although he probably had some 

ideas of his own as well. It would therefore be valuable to know where Boniface’s influence on 

the agenda ended and where that of Carloman began. By comparing the topics on the reform 

agenda with certain texts of which it is generally assumed that they were produced in Boniface’s 

circle, this section will attempt to establish the extent of Boniface’s influence on the reform 

agenda.  

 Unfortunately, Carloman did not leave a single letter from which historians can learn 

something of his personality or (religious) interests. His pious reputation is derived from the two 

capitularies he had drawn up together with the knowledge that in 747 he abdicated his rule to 

enter the monastery of Monte Cassino. Boniface, on the other hand, left a substantial amount of 

clues to his thoughts and personal interests. Aside from his correspondence, there also exist a 

(small) number of texts of which historians are now convinced that they were produced (or 

copied) in Boniface’s circle, and perhaps by Boniface himself.47 Among other things, these texts 

point out that Boniface was well versed in church law and that he had access to a number of 

collections of canon law.48 His interest in church law can also be seen in several of his letters, in 

which he requests certain decrees or canons from the papacy or his Anglo-Saxon colleagues.49 In 

this regard, the manuscript is especially interesting, for it contains the so-called Sententiae 

Bonifatianae along with numerous excerpts of canon law collections.50 If it indeed belonged to 

Boniface in the early 740s, this manuscript offers an invaluable asset to our understanding of how 
                                                 
47 Also see: Schüling, 'Die Handbibliothek des Bonifatius', pp. 285-339. 
48 Ibid., pp. 319-320. 
49 For example: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, nos. 32, 34, 50 and 91, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I. 
50 Arnold Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift der Irischen Canonensammlung', Archiv für katholisches 
Kirchenrecht 60(1888), pp.3-84, at p. 33; Hauck, Kirchegeschichte Deutschlands, p. 464, n.1.; Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das 
Sakrileg, pp. 84-85. 
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the reform agenda came into being and allows us to (better) speculate which aspects of the 

capitularies came from Boniface’s mind and how much of it can be credited to Carloman’s 

ingenuity. 

 MS Würzburg, Universitätsbibliothek, M. p. th. q. 31 consists of three parts.51 Part one 

(folios 1r- 41r) contains excerpts from the Collectio Hibernensis written in a late eighth-century 

Anglo-Saxon hand. The second part, containing excerpts from the Collectio Vetus Gallica (folios 

42r-51v), was written in a different hand, but also shows Anglo-Saxon characteristics and dates 

from about the same time. The third and last part (folios 52r-59r) was written in the same hand as 

the first and consists out of a number of canons, sentences and small texts that may have been 

produced by Boniface cum suis. Because the verso-side of folio 59 contains an eleventh-century 

inscription naming the manuscript’s contents (‘SENTENTIOLE SANCTORUM PATRUM’ and 

‘CANONES’), it is assumed that the eleventh century is the latest date at which the second part was 

combined with parts one and three, although the possibility of a much earlier, and perhaps even 

contemporary, combination of the different elements should not be ruled out. It would be most 

interesting to examine the contents of the excerpts of the Collectio Hibernensis and the Collectio 

Vetus Gallica, and see if it relates to Boniface’s work as a reformer, or to the topics of his 

correspondence. Especially with regard to the Collectio Hibernensis, it would be interesting to learn 

how Boniface got hold of this text and if it could be connected to the presence of Virgil, an Irish 

clergyman with whom Boniface frequently clashed, but who, with Pippin’s aid, ended up 

becoming bishop of Salzburg. Unfortunately, answering these questions would, at this point, go 

beyond the scope and possibilities of this investigation.  

 The third section of the manuscript, however, forms a rather peculiar set of sentences, 

canons and other treatises, of which scholars have been more confident that it had actually 

belonged to Boniface’s circle.52 Its 54 articles are known as the Würzburg Sententiae Bonifatianae 

and deal with a variety of topics. The first set of articles (except for c.1, which is identical with 

c.46), ranging from c.2 to c.15, are excerpts of canons gathered from a variety of sources and deal 

primarily with the rite of baptism, a matter with which Boniface was greatly concerned 

throughout his career. But in spite of its frequent appearance in Boniface’s letters, baptism held 

no place in Carloman’s capitularies of the reform councils.53 

 The articles ranging from c.16 to c.27 do not appear to be canons at all, but, as Nürnberger 

                                                 
51 For a detailed discussion on the manuscript, see: Mordek, Bibliotheca capitularium regum Francorum, pp. 960-964; 
Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', pp. 3-84; Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, pp. 83-163. 
52 Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 33; Hauck, Kirchegeschichte Deutschlands, p. 464; Glatthaar, 
Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, pp. 84-85. 
53 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, nos. 26, 32, 33, 34, 60, 73, 78, 80, 87 and 91, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I. 
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points out, have the appearance of ‘titles’ or ‘headings’, perhaps to (missing) canons.54 Other 

scholars, however, identified these short sentences as short notes or reminders for future 

councils55 or, possibly, letters.56 As will become clear, the subjects of the sententiae are similar to 

many of the decrees of the reform councils and to topics mentioned in Boniface’s letters. The 

first of this set of articles, ‘on the differences and contradictions of the Eastern date’ (c.16),57 has 

led Glatthaar to believe that these notes were produced either before 740 or 743. During these 

years, the difference between the Irish and Roman calculations of Easter would be larger then 

usual. Given the circumstances of the time (Charles Martel’s sickness in 740 and the Council of 

Les Estinnes in 743), the latter date appears the likelier of the two.58 As with baptism, however, 

the problem of calculating the correct date for Easter also found no entry in the capitularies of 

the 740s. Moreover, since the Franks would have used the Roman system of calculating the date 

of Eastern, this particular article would be irrelevant to use in the context of Carolingian reform. 

 On the contrary, cc. 19-25 are concerned with heresy and mention the two heretics Clemens 

and Aldebert.59 They deal with a fraudulent clergy, who make due without proper teachers (sine 

magistris) and (therefore) without a proper understanding of sacred Scripture (cc.19 and 23). C.20 

refers to the allegories mentioned in the treatises of Jerome, Augustine and Gregory, which relate 

to the heresy of Clemens, who, according to Boniface, ‘denied and refuted the canons of the 

Church of Christ and rejected the treatises and teachings of the holy fathers Jerome, Augustine 

and Gregory.’60 It may also be significant that most of the excerpts of the Collectio Hibernensis in 

the first section of the Würzburg manuscript consist of ‘teachings’ of these Church Fathers. 

Article 21 states: ‘On the heretics Clemens or Aldebert, on the schism and on the unity of the 

Church.’61 Though these sententiae do not say much, the fact that they mention these particular 

heretics, clearly puts the text of the manuscript in the context of the 740s.  

 The remaining articles mention simony (c.22) and deal with the degradation of adulteros 

episcopos vel praesbiteros and of those who have raised such men to the episcopacy in the first place 

(cc. 24 and 25).62 Due to the striking similarities, in both contents and vocabulary, between these 

sententiae and the Carolingian capitularies of the 740s, as well as the letters of Boniface, it seems 
                                                 
54 Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 25. 
55 Mordek, Bibliotheca capitularium regum Francorum, p. 961; Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, p. 119. 
56 Schüling, 'Die Handbibliothek des Bonifatius', pp. 325-326. 
57 De diversis pasce temporibus et contrariis: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses, c.16, ed. Nürnberger, 'Ueber die 
Würzberger Handschrift', p. 80. 
58 Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, pp. 123-133. 
59 Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', pp. 25-26, 80. 
60 …canones ecclesiarum Christi abnegat et refutat, tractatus et intellectus sanctorum patrum Hieronimi, Augustini, Gregorii recussat: 
Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 59, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 112. 
61 De hereticis clemente vel heldebertho, de scismaticis et de unitate aecclesia: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses, c.21, ed. 
Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p.80. 
62 Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 26. 
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more than plausible that the so-called Sententiae Bonifatianae are indeed related to this period, if not 

to the actual reform itself. 

 Another link with the Carolingian reform councils can be seen in c.26, which simply states: 

‘The pagan rites of rustics that take place near graves or at churches.’63 It not only resembles c.5 

of the Concilium Germanicum, but also appears closely related to a text known as the Indiculus 

superstitionum et paganiarum, found in MS Vatican BAV Pal. Lat. 577 (ff. 7r-v). In fact, the MS 

Vatican BAV Pal. Lat. 577 contains a number of the sententiae which can also be found in the 

Würzburg manuscript.64 Because the date of the Indiculus is still under discussion, its relation with 

the Würzburg Sententiae Bonifatianae has been used as an additional argument to connect it with 

Carloman’s reform effort, instead with that of his nephew Charlemagne, several decades later.65  

 The sententiae ranging from c.28 to c.47 deal largely with the property of the church.66 With 

the exception of c.46 and c.47, which appear to have been original texts, they are excerpts of 

canons taken from the Collectio Hibernensis or the Decreta Gratiani, as well as sayings of the Church 

Fathers Augustine and Jerome.67 Although several of the sententiae mention deposed or rejected 

bishops or priests (cc. 30-37), Nürnberger nevertheless felt that they fitted within the larger 

theme of church property, since false priests were often deemed unworthy because they 

defrauded church property.68 It would account for the fact that the first decree of the Concilium 

Germanicum ordered ‘false priests to be degraded and abstained from church funds’ as well as 

‘defrauded church money to be restored to the church.’69  

 Articles 46 (which is identical to c.1) and 47 stand out from the other sententiae because of 

their size. They contain small treatises instead of single-lined sentences and appear to have been 

original creations, albeit influenced by Julianus Pomerius’ De vita contemplativa, which was quoted 

in c.29.70 Otherwise known as the Capitula de invasoribus ecclesiarum and the Capitula de invasoribus 

monasteriorum, they stand at the heart of Boniface’s convictions and deal with ‘laymen and false 

clergy, who carry the burden of many sins, because they have trampled upon the Church of God 

and undid the power of the priests and pastors.’71 The Capitula de invasoribus ecclesiarum consist of 

                                                 
63 De pagano ritu rusticorum quos faciunt iuxta sepulcra vel ad aecclesias: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses, c.26, ed. 
Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 80. 
64 Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, p. 87. 
65 Mordek, Bibliotheca capitularium regum Francorum, 777; G.H. Pertz (ed.), MGH Legum, I (1835), p. 19, places the text 
in Carloman’s day, whereas A. Boretius (ed.), MGH Cap. I (1883), p. 223 believes this text to be produced during the 
reign of Charlemagne; also see Dierkens, 'Superstitions, christianisme et paganisme'. 
66 Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 27; Schüling, 'Die Handbibliothek des Bonifatius', p. 326. 
67 Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', pp. 27-29, 81-82. Nürnbergers edition falls short on these 
points, making it difficult to investigate these points in greater detail. 
68 Ibid., p. 28. 
69 Concilium Liftinense, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Con., II, p. 7. 
70 Schüling, 'Die Handbibliothek des Bonifatius', p. 326, n. 286. 
71 De eo qui laicus vel adulter clericus aeclesiam dei invasit et abstulit de potestate sacerdotis et pastoris, quam multiplex pondus 
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seven articles concerning the responsibility of the adulter clericus for the loss of Christian lives and 

souls due to their neglect or corruption.72 The false clergymen in question are held accountable 

for those who died without having received baptism or the teachings of the catholic doctrine and 

for those unfortunates who have not been sheltered in the grace of the Holy Spirit through the 

laying on of hands (cc. 1-3).73 Glatthaar recognizes in these articles an attempt by Boniface to 

firmly establish these sacraments in the ministry of Frankish bishops and priests.74 Equally guilty 

are those priests who, because they are without the guidance and teachings of a bishop, have led 

people into error and perdition (c.4).75 The fifth article concerns those ‘who buy off the sins of 

the dead or the living at the expense of the Church’ (c.5) and also relates to c.1 of the Concilium 

Germanicum which deals with the restoration of defrauded church funds.76 According to the sixth 

article, those who cause the death of the needy (i.e. poor, pilgrims, widows, orphans and the 

lame) who freeze to death or famish, because they had kept from them the goods off which the 

poor of Christ are to live, are held responsible as well.77 The text concludes with a rather lengthy 

article (c.7) in which it is emphasized that at Judgement Day these sinners will suffer damnation 

and eternal pains, because ‘anyone who steals from the Church is guilty of the blood of Christ, 

from which the Church came into being.’78 The Capitula de invasoribus monasteriorum (c.47) is similar 

in its message, though less neatly organized, and deals with the ‘the laity or the fornicating clergy, 

who hold back on their monasteries against canon law.’79 

 The final series of sententiae (cc.47-54) again resemble headings or notes. Most deal with 

topics that can be found in Carloman’s capitularies. For example, articles 48 and 53 deal with the 

relation between the clergy and the military. Especially the latter – titled ‘On the adulterous and 

fornicating armed clergy who stand in battle’80 – appears closely related to the second article of 

                                                                                                                                                         
peccatorum portet: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses - Capitula de invasoribus ecclesiarum ed. Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das 
Sakrileg, p. 105. 
72 Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift'; Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, pp. 101-112. 
73 Unum est capitulum, quod reus est de sanguine anumarum quae in illa parrochia sine baptismo defunctae sunt. Alterum, quia 
homicida est populi [d]eo, quid sine doctrina et sine fide catholica moriuntur absque paenitentia. Tertium capitulum, quod sine inpositione 
manus episcopi, sine gratia spiritus sancti moriebatur populus, quod in animam eius redundant: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses - 
Capitula de invasoribus ecclesiarum, ed. Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, pp. 105-106. 
74 Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, p. 101. 
75 Quartum, quia praesbiteri et clero sine pastore et sine magistro sunt adulter et erronei et in errore seducunt populum, ut cecus cecum 
ducat in foveam perditionis: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses - Capitula de invasoribus ecclesiarum, ed. Glatthaar, Bonifatius 
und das Sakrileg, p. 106. 
76 Quintum, quod cotidiae peccata aliena comedit sive mortuorum sive vivorum, qui sua peccata redimentes aeclesiam vestierunt de suo: 
Ibid., p. 107. 
77 Sextum est, quia necator et percussor pauperum et peregrinorum, viduarum et orfanorum, cecorum et claudorum et omnium miserorum, 
qui frigore vel fame moriuntur aut cruciantur, esse probatur eo, quid ipse retenet sibi, unde pauperes christi vivere debuerunt: Ibid., p. 
107. 
78 …pater noster deus est,…, mater nostra aeclessia est. Proptera quicumque pecuniam aeclesiae rapuerit, reus erit sanguinis christi, quia 
aeclesia fabricata est de sanguine Christi: Ibid., p. 108. 
79 Quale periculum inmineat saecularibus vel clericis fornicariis, qui monasteria contra iura canonica sibi retentant: Ibid., pp. 112-113. 
80 De clericis adulteris et fornicatoris armatis in acie stantibus: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses, c.53, ed. Nürnberger, 
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the Carloman’s capitulary of 742, which states that ‘we have absolutely forbidden the servants of 

God to carry arms or to fight, or to enter the army or to march against the enemy (…).’81 Several 

of these articles mention the adulterous clergy in some context or other (cc. 50-52). The final 

article (c.54) is perhaps also the most extraordinary one, although it appears consistent with the 

idea that Boniface was its author. The Würzburg Sententiae Bonifatianae ends with the statement 

that ‘there exists no Christian people in the whole world who committed more grievous crimes or 

more serious sins against the Church of God and the monasteries as the Franks.’82 If this sententia 

represented the way a number of the Frankish clergy perceived the state of the Frankish cult of 

God, then it would go along way to account for the unorthodox Carolingian intervention in the 

form of religious reform: the cult was in dire need of restoration. 

  The numerous similarities regarding the contents, origins and vocabulary between the 

Würzburg sententiae and the texts of Carloman’s capitularies, as well as Boniface’s letter collection, 

support the idea that MS Würzburg, Universitätsbibliothek, M. p. th. q. 31, or at least the section 

containing the sententiae, is a late eighth-century copy of a text that had originally belonged to 

Boniface or someone in his circle. Despite the fact that the majority of the sententiae appear 

nothing more than title-headings and do not contain an actual message, their subjects at least 

appear closely related to those encountered in the Carolingian reform synods of the 740s. 

However, due to their strange format, the function of the Sententiae Bonifatianae remains somewhat 

of a mystery.  

 If the sententiae in the Würzburg manuscript were indeed related to the synods of the 740s, 

then they may well have been produced in preparation for these synods, for the simple reason 

that Carloman’s capitulary would have rendered (most of) the sententiae obsolete. On the other 

hand, the fact that they were copied in a late ninth century manuscript is evidence that these 

sententiae were not considered to be obsolete at all. As mentioned above, a somewhat similar set 

of sententiae are also found in the MS Vatican BAV Pal. Lat. 577, though their contents are more 

substantial than the sententiae in the Würzburg manuscript (i.e. most of the Vatican sententiae 

contain actual messages or are fully developed decrees). Moreover, the Vatican manuscript also 

includes Carloman’s capitularies, which could suggest that this text was the next step in 

(documenting) the development of the reform, perhaps in preparation for new synods to come. 

Of course, additional research would have to be done to further expand on this supposed relation 

                                                                                                                                                         
'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 84. 
81 Servis Dei per omnia omnibus armaturam portare vel pugnare aut in exercitum et in hostem pergere omnino prohibuimus: Concilium 
Germanicum, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 3. 
82 De eo quod nulla gens Christiana in toto mundo contra aeclesiam dei et monasteria tam inmane scelus et tam grave peccatum habet 
quam gens francorum: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses, c.54, ed. Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 
84. 
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between these two manuscripts.83  

 The fact that some of the sententiae in the Würzburg manuscript can clearly be recognized in 

Carloman’s capitularies, while others seem to have been left out, might suggest that a selection 

had taken place, most likely during the proceedings of the synod itself. On the other hand, the 

sententiae could just as easily have been references to topics of Boniface’s personal interest, in 

which case he could have expressed them wherever and whenever he saw the opportunity, 

whether in his correspondence or at the Frankish synods. 

 Perhaps as a preliminary conclusion, we can neither rule out, nor confirm with any certainty 

the year in which the Sententiae Bonifatianae were produced or to what end. Assuming the sententiae 

were indeed created by Boniface and that it reflected what he considered important in the reform 

or correction of the Frankish Church, then a considerable share of the reform agenda may indeed 

be attributed to the Anglo-Saxon missionary archbishop. The fact that the falsi clerici are 

omnipresent in the Sententiae Bonifatianae, the Carolingian capitularies and the correspondence of 

Boniface strongly suggests that Boniface considered them an important issue for the reform of 

the Frankish Church. The same applies to the issues of heresy and church property. Articles on 

church hierarchy, on the other hand, a theme of importance in Carloman’s capitularies, are 

almost absent in the Sententiae Bonifatianae. Perhaps here we can recognize Carloman’s 

contribution to the conciliar agenda, although these items would, of course, have been close to 

Boniface’s own orthodox heart as well.  

 Nevertheless, similarities do prove whether the Würzburg Sententiae Bonifatianae were 

produced in preparation for one of Carloman’s synods. To suggest this may well be placing the 

cart before the horse, especially since a number of the topics mentioned in the sententiae appear to 

be more in place with Pippin’s Council of Soissons. The various articles on heresy match 

particularly well with the contents of Pippin’s capitulary of 744. The sententiae therefore support 

the idea that Boniface’s influence on the proceedings at Soissons in 744 may have been more 

substantial than has traditionally been assumed. Yet, in spite of the uncertainty and speculation 

surrounding this complicated text, it at least offers us an insight into Boniface’s mind, revealing 

what he felt were important problems within the Frankish Church that needed to be remedied. 

                                                 
83 On the relationship between Würzburg, Universitätsbibliothek, M. p. th. q. 31 and Vatican BAV Pal. Lat. 577, see 
elaborate discussion by Glatthaar, Bonifatius und das Sakrileg, esp. pp. 455-502. 



   

Chapter Five 

The shadow of politics 

5.1. The attractions of Roma Christiana 

Since late antiquity, Roma Christiana, home to St. Peter and his vicars, not to mention a legion of 

other saints and martyrs, had been the hub of Western Christianity. While the city’s earthly glory 

lay, quite literally, in ruins, Christian Rome remained an awe-inspiring concept. In Christian eyes, 

Rome had become a place of worship and a repository of Christian knowledge and authority.1 

Though the eternal city had lost its secular primacy, its new caretaker, the Roman pontiffs, 

attempted to replace it with a claim of religious primacy based on the apostolic foundation of 

their see. In name of St. Peter, the popes preached of a universal church under their spiritual 

leadership, or at least would come to do so with some success in the Latin West. 

 Yet for all the universality that radiated from Rome, Christianity in the West had developed 

into a patchwork of (interacting) Micro-Christendoms, as Peter Brown aptly named them – early 

Medieval Christianity was characterized by its diversity rather than its uniformity.2 Perhaps as a 

theological afterthought that ultimately derived from Augustine’s De Civitate Dei, the notion of a 

universal Christendom survived the disintegration of the Roman hegemony. Nevertheless, and 

especially in the eyes of later Carolingian rulers, the ideal of a universal church was identified with 

the (idealized) concept (of the late Antique Roman) empire. Therefore when Charlemagne was 

crowned emperor in 800, he succeeded Constantine, not Octavian, as the famous Triclinium 

mosaic near the Lateran palace in Rome still reminds us today. (See appendix 3.) 

 It is, however, important to realize that the so-called Franco-Papal Alliance only came into 

existence after Pope Stephen II (752-757) travelled across the Alps in 754 in search of support.3 

Prior to that event, Rome had of course been an important religious site to the Franks and the 

pope an important figure for Western Christianity, but they were nonetheless distant notions. 

Rome and its pope were certainly not (yet) as important to the Frankish Church as they had been 

                                                 
1 De Jong, 'Charlemagne's Church', pp. 116-117. 
2 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, pp. 3-5. 
3 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, p. 169. 
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to the Anglo-Saxon Church. Anglo-Saxon missionaries, and Boniface as missus Sancti Petri in 

particular, may therefore have contributed greatly to raising the pope’s stature among the Franks; 

one could almost envisage papal influence seeping into Francia through the backdoor, held open 

by the Anglo-Saxon missionaries working in the Germanic east. 

 The Carolingians, however, seem to have recognized the authoritative qualities of Rome 

from an early date. Willibrord, for example, had been sent to Rome to be consecrated as 

archbishop on the instigation of Pippin II.4 Aside from the advantages for Willibrord’s Frisian 

mission, it gained the Carolingians the support of an archbishop, which at that time was the 

highest ranking ecclesiastical functionary in the Frankish realm. Perhaps it had not been a 

coincidence that Boniface received the pallium in the same year that Willibrord died (739), as 

Willibald’s Vita Bonifatii seems to imply.5 However, there is no hint in the sources that Boniface 

had received his archiepiscopal title on Carolingian instigation. Boniface was summoned by the 

Apostolic See and went on his own accord. 

  Charles Martel, who had been mayor of the palace at the time of Boniface’s promotion, 

appears to have had other priorities, as would appear from his (lack of) response to Pope 

Gregory III’s cry for help in 739.6 Although Charles may already have been sick when the request 

arrived, he nonetheless ignored the pope’s plea for help against the Longobards, who, after all, 

had been valuable allies in his campaigns against the invading Arabs several years earlier. 

However, when in 754 his son Pippin received a similar request by Pope Stephen II – this time 

delivered by the pope personally – he did not turn the Roman pontiff down, but came to his aid 

in exchange for papal backing of his recent claim to kingship, thereby establishing the Franco-

Papal alliance.7  

 Chance related as these events may appear to have been, Pope Stephen II may not have 

decided to cross the Alps were it not for the Carloman’s and Pippin’s reform efforts during the 

740s. Following his grandfather’s example, Carloman had attached himself to the archbishop 

Boniface. With the aid of Boniface, who acted also as papal legate, they had begun reforming the 

Frankish Church in accordance with the precepts of Rome. In that sense, Boniface’s allegiance to 

Rome and Carloman’s political and spiritual ambitions appear not to have clashed and indeed 

proved fertile ground for future Franco-Papal relations. A further hint to suggest that Carloman 

was greatly attracted by the religious aura emanating from Rome may have been his monastic 

retreat to St. Benedict’s monastery of Monte Cassino. No doubt both Carloman and Boniface 
                                                 
4 Angenendt, '"Er war der Erste..."', pp. 20-21.  
5 Willibald, Vita Bonifatii, c.5, ed. Levison, MGH SRG, pp. 18-26. 
6 Codex Carolinus, no. 1, ed. Gundlach, MGH Epist., III, pp. 476-477. The answer of Charles Martel did not survive. 
7 Thomas F.X. Noble, The Republic of St. Peter. The Birth of the Papal State, 680-825, The Middle Ages, ed. Edward 
Peters (Philadelphia, 1984), pp. 71-94. 
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were convinced of the authority of the Apostolic See and on matters of canon law and Christian 

doctrine.  

 Adherence to Rome was undoubtedly perceived as a great asset to the spiritual welfare of the 

Franks, and one that came at little cost. Rome certainly presented no threat to Carolingian 

authority. In the eighth-century at least, papal authority, for all its claims of moral and religious 

supremacy, depended on the loyalty of their functionaries abroad, such as Boniface, and the 

active support of local secular rulers to put their directives into practice.8 Carloman’s reform 

agenda may have held some points in addition to that of Boniface, but there is no reason to 

assume that these conflicted with each other or with Rome. On the contrary, Carloman would 

have welcomed the support, blessings and authority of the Apostolic See, to give additional 

momentum to his programme of reform. Reforming in St. Peter’s name was yet another arrow 

on the Carolingian bow. 

 When Pippin joined Carloman’s reform in 744, he lacked a direct link to Rome, as Carloman 

had found in Boniface. Instead of basing his synods directly on the ‘advice and teachings of the 

Apostolic See’, as Boniface had done through his letters,9 the Council of Soissons explicitly 

placed itself in the tradition of the late antique councils, as described above.10 Yet, several years 

later, Pippin took the initiative and approached the pope personally, writing him a letter in which 

he asked the pope’s advice on certain religious matters.11 Not only was this letter a clear sign that 

the Carolingians recognized the authority of the Apostolic See and actively pursued papal 

guidance in their reform, it was an important piece of evidence that the Carolingian mayors had 

taken an active interest in the development of the reform, instead of merely ordering their clergy 

to organize synods on their behalf.  

5.2. A rhetoric of provocation 

Wallace-Hadrill believed that the Carolingian capitularies ‘contained little or nothing that would 

have surprised an earlier generation’.12 Indeed, as we have seen in the previous chapter, the 

mainstay of the Carolingian reform agenda was not new at all, but was based on Merovingian, 

Roman or otherwise late antique traditions. But despite the fact that the majority of the decrees 

lacked originality, there was sufficient reason for an earlier generation of Franks to have been 

greatly surprised by the synods of the 740s. Most notably, the fact that it had been a (Carolingian) 

                                                 
8 Noble, The Republic of St. Peter, p. 62. 
9 Nam si per verbum vestrum hoc negotium duce rogante supradicto movere et incipere debeo, praeceptum et iudicium apostolicae sedis cum 
canonibus aecclesiasticis presto habere cupio: Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 50, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 82. 
10 See chapter 3.4, p.50. 
11 Only the pope’s reply survived: Codex Carolinus, no. 3, ed. Gundlach, MGH Epist., III, pp. 479-487. 
12 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, p. 164. 
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mayor of the palace who had taken the initiative to organize a synod, and one in which he 

himself actively participated, was unprecedented in Frankish history. Although Carloman’s 

religious reform, which was beginning to take form in his Concilium Germanicum, was to benefit in 

the first place the divine cult, it unmistakably had political ramifications as well. Through 

Boniface, who now stood at the head of an hierarchical and obedient church in Carloman’s 

realm, the princeps acquired an invaluable (and sacrosanct) instrument to govern his realm.13 

 This strategy was not new and resembles that of king Æthelberht I of Kent who, prior to 

Augustine’s arrival, had requested Pope Gregory I to sent a Roman missionary. As overlord of 

the East Saxons, the prospect of having the Anglo-Saxon Church governed from the 

metropolitan see of Canterbury must have attracted Æthelberht considerably.14 A well-organized 

hierarchical and unified church was likely to be a positive influence on the internal cohesion of 

the realm and, given the relatively well-developed infra-structure and administrative skills of the 

church, gained the ruler a valuable instrument of central control.15 Enhancing political cohesion 

and control through religious uniformity should also be seen as one of the main aims of the 

Carolingian reform. Moreover, consolidating authority through religious institutions was a 

strategy with which the Carolingians had long since been familiar, though on a smaller and 

predominantly monastic scale.16 Carloman, as the church’s new patron, elaborated on this 

strategy and strengthened his position through his influence over the Austrasian clergy. After all, 

the influence of the church had spread to every corner of the realm and invaded every layer of 

Frankish society; it had become the glue that was to hold the realm together. 

  Carloman’s idea to organize a synod may originally have come from Bavarian example. In 

739 Boniface had, under the auspices of the Bavarian duke Odilo and with the consent of the 

Apostolic See, organized a Bavarian synod somewhere on the banks of the Danube River.17 This 

Bavarian synod, of which little else is known, is the first known example of a synod organized by 

a member of the secular elite. Boniface’s activities in Bavaria would in many ways prefigure his 

future activities up north, under the patronage of Carloman. Of course, the Carolingians were to 

go one step further. Instead of merely assigning Boniface the task to organize a synod, Carloman 

actively participated in its proceedings and later emphasized his position by issuing capitularies in 

which he promulgated the outcome of the synod under his own name and authority.18  

 Aside from the practical advantages of the Carolingian reform policy, being able to reform 

                                                 
13 Geary, Before France and Germany, p. 217. 
14 Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, p. 31; Geary, Before France and Germany, p. 217. 
15 Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, pp. 149-151. 
16 Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom, p. 9; Cf. Semmler, 'Pippin III. und die fränkische Klöster'. 
17 On the relation between Bavaria and Rome at this time, see Noble, The Republic of St. Peter, pp. 64-65. 
18 Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', p. 258. 
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the church, to convene synods on a realm-wide scale and to act as patron to the church, were 

above all symbols of the unequalled position of the Carolingians within Frankish society. In fact, 

these had been royal prerogatives, which the Carolingian mayors had now begun to ‘usurp’. The 

emphasis Carloman and Pippin placed on their personal involvement in the reform made both 

the synods and the capitularies above all political statements. As Zeddies states: Den Hausmeiern 

dienten die Konzilien und ihrer Veröffentlichung als herrscherliches Kapitular zur Bekundung ihrer faktische 

Macht gegenüber den theoretisch noch regierender Merowingerkönigen.19  

 Despite their idiosyncrasies, the Carolingian synods were characterized by their continuity 

with the Merovingian tradition, as Wallace-Hadrill rightly remarked. One reason, as noted above, 

may have been that, in medieval thought, innovation (or reform) came in the guise of restoration 

and tradition and was only appreciated if it entailed going back to a pristine state.20 At the same 

time, the Carolingian mayors were deftly posing as Merovingian-styled rulers. Imitation of 

Merovingian leadership – if not yet kingship – was a necessary step on the road to consolidate 

Carolingian power: if they wanted to be accepted as rulers, they had to play the part as it was set 

out for them by a family who had ruled the Franks for almost three centuries. Yet imitation, as a 

means towards legitimation, has one fundamental flaw: it identifies by referring to the original. 

The more ‘convincing’ the Carolingians became in ruling the Franks, the more they came to be 

identified as usurpers of Merovingian power. Therefore, in order to justify their unlawful claim to 

power, the Carolingians had to outdo their royal masters, or at the very least remove them from 

their pedestal.  

 It is no coincidence that one of the earliest attempts to downgrade the Merovingian dynasty 

can be found in the capitulary of the Concilium Germanicum and the Council of Soissons. In order 

to justify their attempts to ‘restore’ the Frankish Church, Carloman and Pippin pointed out how 

‘rulers of bygone days had left the law of God and the divine cult to dissipate’.21 Given the 

negative connotation, I consider it unlikely that these ‘rulers of bygone days’ had been the 

Christian emperors of late antiquity, as Hartmann believes.22 Instead, they referred to the 

Merovingian kings who supposedly had been slothful in protecting the integrity of the divine cult 

– again Boniface’s pessimistic description of a Frankish Church suffering from decades of neglect 

springs to mind. The fact that Carloman and Pippin spoke of ‘principes’ instead of ‘reges’ could be 

seen as a further attempt to devalue the Merovingian reputation, or at least closing the social gap 

                                                 
19 Zeddies, 'Bonifatius und zwei nützliche Rebellen', p. 262. 
20 De Jong, 'Religion', pp. 131-132. 
21 …quomodo lex Dei et aecclesiastica relegio recuperetur, quae in diebus praeteritorum principum dissipata corruit: Concilium 
Germanicum, c.1., ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 3; …quomodo lex Dei et aecclesiastica regula recuperetur, quae in diebus 
priorum principum dissipate corruit: Concilium Suessionense, c.1, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 34. 
22 Hartmann, Die Synoden der Karolingerzeit, p. 57. 
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that existed between the Merovingian kings and the Carolingian mayors of the palace – of course, 

the title princeps could refer to many types of rulers, kings included.  

 Taking responsibility for the spiritual welfare of ones subjects constituted one of the most 

important tasks of the medieval Christian kingship.23 The dangers posed by wanton royal 

behaviour were very real, as Boniface clearly expressed in his letter of rebuke to king Æthelbald 

of Mercia (r.716-757):  

If the English people, as is reported here and as is charged against us in Francia and Italy and 

even by the heathen themselves, are scorning lawful marriage and living in wanton adultery 

like the people of Sodom, then we must expect that a degenerate and degraded people with 

unbridled desires will be produced.24 

Thus, Carloman and Pippin had not only taken the bold step to convene synods with the most 

honourable intentions, namely to correct and restore the Frankish aecclesiastica relegio, but they had 

done so because the Merovingians had made a mess of things.  

 In reality however, organizing synods as Carloman and Pippin had done was an act of 

provocation, not necessity. Though at the time of the Concilium Germanicum the Frankish throne 

was still vacant, there certainly had been a Merovingian king during the Councils of Les Estinnes 

and Soissons, as the capitulary of the latter synod clearly and expressly stated. The Carolingian 

policy did not change after Childeric became king of the Franks, which adds additional weight to 

the assumption that Childeric’s instalment had not been a serious Carolingian attempt, or at best 

a half-hearted one, to conform to the status quo. The Carolingian mayors had long since outgrown 

their positions of mayors of the palace and there is no indication other than the sudden 

appearance of a Merovingian king that they were of a mind to give up their leadership over the 

Franks. Quite the contrary, Childeric’s rise to kingship (in retrospect) served to emphasize 

Carolingian potestas vis-à-vis Merovingian inutiles – though whether this was done intentionally 

remains open to discussion. 

5.3. Expanding identities 

The Carolingian interest in Christianity and the church has long been regarded as something 

distinctly Carolingian to set them apart from the more secular-minded Merovingians. For over a 

decade now, this perspective has been challenged and, as a result, refuted. Since the conversion 

of Clovis, the Franks believed they took part in Christian eschatology, for which the Merovingian 

kings were expected to take responsibility as leaders of their people. From the start, the 

                                                 
23 De Jong, 'Charlemagne's Church', p. 115. 
24 Die Briefe des heiligen Bonifatius, no. 73, ed. Tangl, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. 151. 



80  ERIK GOOSMANN 

Merovingians had been benefactors of the Frankish Church and several accounts survived in 

which bishops mirrored their Merovingian lords to their biblical equivalents.25 The Christian 

identity of the pre-Carolingian rulers was emphasized through a number of activities, such as the 

royal patronage of Frankish liturgy (the laus perennis) or the organization of synods such as 

Chlothar II’s elaborate Council of Paris (614).26 Obviously, the notion of Christian kingship was 

no Carolingian invention, but had existed since the sixth century, if not earlier. The Carolingians 

were, however, masters of elaboration or, as Hen points out, ‘continuity with Merovingian 

practices and ideology is obvious, but as they did in so many matters, the Carolingians operated 

on a much more grandiose scale.’27 

 The success of the Merovingian dynasty depended to a large degree on the fact that they 

were not considered to be part of the Frankish nobility, but stood above it, in order to protect its 

property, status and privileges.28 This was not the case for the Carolingian family. Dominant as 

they had become, they were nevertheless part of the Frankish nobility, which in turn accounted 

for the difficulty they experienced at consolidating their power. The Carolingian rise to power 

should therefore be studied not solely in terms of their relation to the Merovingian kings, as has 

traditionally been done, but also from the perspective of the Frankish nobility of which they were 

part and, more importantly, on whose support they ultimately depended.29 Aside from 

overthrowing the legitimate Merovingian dynasty, it was imperative that the Carolingians 

managed to influence the Frankish elite into supporting their claim to power. In view of this, 

Pössel, studying the period from 779 until 829, applied social identity theory in order to 

understand how Carolingian rulers continued to relate to their fellow nobles.30 

 According to social identity theory and its derivative, self-categorization theory, groups are 

defined at their core, not their edges. The identity of a group is represented in the minds of its 

members in the form of an ideal group member who embodies the group: the so-called group 

prototype. This ‘group prototype’ therefore is the embodiment of the (positive) values, as 

perceived by the group as a whole. Changes in this perception may therefore lead to a change in 

what, or who, is perceived to be the group prototype. However, the prototype, by changing its 

identity, also influences the identity of the group it represents.31 As Pössel expressed it, ‘the most 

                                                 
25 Mary Garrison, 'The Franks as the New Israel? Education for an identity from Pippin to Charlemagne', in: Yitzhak 
Hen and Matthew Innes (eds.), The uses of the past in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 114-161, at p.123. 
26 Hen, 'The Christianisation of Kingship', p. 170; De Jong, 'Ecclesia', pp.124, 126-127. 
27 Hen, 'The Christianisation of Kingship', p. 176. Also see Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, p. 25; Wood, The 
Merovingian Kingdoms, pp. 482-751; Nelson, 'Kingship and royal government', at pp. 422-423. 
28 Fouracre, The Age of Charles Martel, p. 18. 
29 See especially Airlie, 'Towards a Carolingian Aristocracy'. 
30 Pössel, 'Authors and recipients'. 
31 Ibid., pp. 270-274. 
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prototypical member of a group is thus, to a certain extent, the natural group leader, and it is 

certainly of advantage to any leader to be considered prototypical. Prototypicality lends a leader a 

very practical kind of legitimacy: the most prototypical member is justified simply by his or her 

embodiment of the group.’32 

 If one looks at the situation of the 740 from this theoretical perspective, the Carolingian 

mayors, as members of the Frankish nobility, strove to become evermore prototypical in this 

group in order to gain the group’s acceptance and support. Of course, the Carolingian mayors 

must already have had considerable backing in order for them to have come as far as they did – 

they were after all the principes Francorum: the Frankish primus inter pares. Apparently, they already 

ranked high within the group hierarchy, being land owners, victorious in battle and able leaders. 

Initiating their program of religious reform, thereby presenting themselves as protectors and 

benefactors of the church, added additional ‘values’ to their identity and allowed them to become 

the ‘prototypical’ or natural leaders of the group that was the Frankish elite. Their 

accomplishments at reform may be seen as a sign of their success in becoming the ‘natural 

leaders’ of the Frankish elite, though the Carolingian mayors still had a long way to go before 

actually having consolidated their power. 

 If kingship had been on the minds of the Carolingian mayors, then their eventual goal was to 

surpass the Frankish nobility and replace the Merovingian dynasty itself. The Merovingians, 

however, proved a hard nut to crack, despite their lack of power in the eighth century. Social 

identity theory cannot account for Merovingian leadership in the late seventh and eighth 

centuries, as these Merovingians were not considered to be the ‘natural’ or ‘prototypical’ leaders of 

the Franks, but instead had been leaders appointed by law and custom, for the benefit and 

protection of all.33 Standing outside and above the Frankish nobility, they formed a league of 

their own. This exempted position accounts for their long-lasting success as a ruling dynasty. 

However, it also accounts for their alienation from Frankish political reality, resulting in the 

situation wherein the actual power in the realm lay not with the king, but with his maior domus. 

 The Carolingians no-doubt envied the exalted position of the Merovingian kings, who stood 

safe and secure above the ‘petty’ squabbles of the nobility. On Pippin’s rise to kingship in 751, 

rituals such as his royal anointment were to emphasize the newly created distinctiveness between 

the Frankish nobility and the Carolingian family. Yet at the same time, it was imperative for the 

Carolingians to remain a member of the group, to be considered ‘one of us’, especially if that 

meant being the prototypical leader. Both positions had distinct advantages to a leader, and both 

                                                 
32 Pössel, 'Authors and recipients', p. 272. 
33 See Ibid., p. 271. 
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were necessary for the newly established Carolingian ruler to keep his position ‘consolidated’. 

 The capitularies of this period are a good example of how Carloman and Pippin were to 

achieve just that: while the Carolingians are clearly ‘taking the lead’ by issuing out capitularies and 

organizing synods, they also involved the Frankish nobility in this process. Never do Carloman’s 

capitularies speak of Carloman having decided on a matter; instead it reads ‘we have decided’. 

Pippin, in his capitulary of 744, even states that they decided ‘una cum consensus episcoporum sive 

sacerdotum seu servorum Dei et optimatum meorum consilio’.34 The Carolingians made sure not to rule 

without the consensus of their ecclesiastical and secular magnates. As a consequence, a 

precarious balance developed in which Carolingian rulers sought to distinguish themselves from 

the nobility one the one hand, while on the other emphasized their shared identity.35 

 Aside from reshaping their own identities, it would appear that the Carolingian mayors also 

worked to extend the identity of the Franks as a whole. In their capitularies, Carloman and Pippin 

did not refer to the Franks as the (conventional) gens Francorum, but instead spoke of to the populus 

Dei or populus christianus. Both these notions stand in a late antique tradition. Whereas ‘populus Dei’ 

was generally used in a biblical context (i.e. the people of Israel), the notion of a ‘populus 

christianus’ was used in a universal and more abstract context, referring to all Christians gathered 

in the Universal Church. Though these concepts can be found to some extent in Anglo-Saxon 

papal sources, they were quite uncommon in Frankish texts in the seventh and early eighth 

centuries. Of course, it may have been the case that the vocabulary of the Carolingian capitularies 

owed much to Boniface’s presence; however, the purpose with which it was produced bore no 

relation to the agenda of the Anglo-Saxon archbishop. 

 In the Bible and patristic traditions, the term populus Dei had often been used as the antonym 

of the (pagan) gentes.36 This dichotomy reappears in the capitularies of the 740s. In the Concilium 

Germanicum, count and bishop had to work together ‘so that the populus Dei performs no pagan 

rites, but reject and cast out all the foulness of the gentilitatis.’37 At the council of Les Estinnes, 

when Carloman could not restore all the property taken from the church, he argued in his 

defence that this was impossible due to the threat of war posed by the surrounding gentes. 

According to the capitulary, Carloman had not arrived at this decision on his own, but instead he 

had acted on the advice of the servants of God and the populus christianus.38 Although the 

                                                 
34 Concilium Suessionense, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 34. 
35 Pössel, 'Authors and recipients', pp. 273-274. 
36 Patrick Geary, The Myth of Nations. The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton and Oxford, 2002), pp. 53-56 and 151-
154; De Jong, 'Ecclesia', p. 119. 
37 …ut populus Dei paganias non faciat, sed ut omnes spurcitias gentilitatis abiciat et respuat: Concilium Germanicum, c.5, ed. 
Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, pp. 3-4. 
38 Statuimus quoque cum consilio servorum Dei et populi Christiani propter inminentia bella et persecutions ceterarum gentium:…: 
Concilium Liftinense, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 7. 
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dichotomy between populus christianus and gens [paganus] is only vaguely implied in this example, it 

is nevertheless extremely interesting that Carloman presents himself as a spokesman of the 

Christian people, with which he denoted a group larger than the Frankish clergy alone. Pippin, in 

his capitulary of Soissons, issued the decree that a synod had to be held each year, ‘so that the 

populus christianus can achieve salvation for their souls.’39 These examples clearly point out that by 

using the term ‘people of God’ or ‘Christian people’, Carloman and Pippin were not implying 

some abstract notion with which they referred to the Christian community as a whole. Instead, 

they implied their subjects, the Franks in the broadest sense of the word, of whom the 

Carolingian principes presented themselves as their benefactors and protectors. 

 The question thus becomes why Carloman and Pippin chose to use the notions ‘populus 

christianus’ and ‘populus Dei’ to refer to the Frankish people, instead of the more conventional ‘gens 

Francorum’. One reason may have been the disadvantages that stuck to the term ‘Franci’ or ‘gens 

Francorum’, especially in light of Carolingian ambition. First of all, these were old names and had 

the undesired effect of referring to a people that, according to some of their oldest written 

histories and laws, were to be ruled over by a Merovingian king. If Carloman and Pippin had 

been planning from the start to consolidate their control in the Frankish realm by ousting the 

Merovingian dynasty – putting practice into theory, as it were – then they may have desired a 

Frankish identity that was less tightly connected to a Merovingian past. In other words, they were 

attempting to modify Frankish social identity, detaching it from its Merovingian connotations 

and making it easier for the Carolingians to nestle themselves at the heart of the Frankish identity 

once the Merovingian dynasty was removed. 

 Second, the group of people which were implied by the name Franci differed depending on 

the context in which the term was used. In the broadest sense of the word, it encompassed all 

those living within the confines of the Frankish kingdom – variable as its borders may have been. 

Yet, when used within the Frankish realm, the name ‘Franci’ reduced this group to free men living 

in, or coming from, the Frankish heartlands (i.e. Neustria and Austrasia). Those living south of 

the Loire, in the Provence or Aquitaine, were still referred to as ‘Romani’.40 Likewise, the peoples 

living east of the Rhine, whose territories were considered tributary and peripheral to the 

Frankish heartlands, also kept their original names, at least in the sources. In its narrowest 

definition, as used in the seventh-century Liber Historia Francorum, the name ‘Franci’ referred only 

to those of Neustrian descent.41 

                                                 
39 …ut populus christianus ad salutem animarum pervenire posit: Concilium Suessionense, c.2, ed. Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, 
p. 34. 
40 Continuations of Fredegar, c.25, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 180. 
41 Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians, pp. 1-10. 
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 Moreover, the name ‘Franci’ also came with severe limitations that may not have fitted well 

with Carolingian aspirations. For one, the very heart of Carolingian power and wealth lay in the 

eastern regions of the Frankish realm, in territories that officially did not belong to the Frankish 

heartlands. Furthermore, the east offered the prospect of future expansion, which was of course 

undertaken under the guise of conversion, though it allowed the Carolingians to create new 

positions, territories and booty with which to satisfy their supporters.42 To the Carolingians, 

finding a common denominator that included all, including those living east of the Rhine, would 

have been an important asset to the Carolingian quest for consolidation. Christianity being the 

obvious choice, they began to refer to their subjects not only as ‘Franks’, but also as ‘populus 

christianus’ or ‘populus Dei’. It not only amplified their desired identity as devout Christian rulers, 

but also transgressed the traditional borders of the different gentes, allowing for further expansion 

in the future. Lastly, speaking of a ‘Christian people’ had the much-desired political advantage of 

projecting a greater sense of unity in a realm. Re-establishing unity was precisely what Carolingian 

mayors had ceaselessly campaigned for, after its dismantlement during the crises of the early 

eighth century.43 

 The Carolingian attempts at establishing a ‘supra-ethnical’ identity using such notions as 

populus Dei or populus christianus were not meant to ‘replace’ the original Frankish identity, only to 

extend it, moving the identity of the Franks into a religious sphere – which the Carolingians 

sought to dominate. But aside from the main decrees in the capitularies, the Carolingian mayors 

were also making sure to be connected to the Franci as well. For example, the prologues of the 

capitularies still stated that Carloman and Pippin were the principes Francorum. Representing the 

Franks as God’s elect served to bridge the distance between the notion of the Franks and God. 

As with a bridge, once in place, the bridgeheads cannot be removed, for without it the entire 

concept of a bridge would become meaningless.  

 

 

                                                 
42 Matthew Innes, 'Charlemagne's government', in: Joanna Story (ed.), Charlemagne. Empire and Society (Manchester, 
2005), pp. 71-90, at pp. 74-75. 
43 Innes, 'Charlemagne's government', p. 74. 



   

Chapter Six 

Conclusion: Harnessing the 

aecclesiastica relegio 

Indeed, the Carolingian reform of the 740s did not end with Pippin’s consecration as king of the 

Franks in 751. As kings and emperors, Pippin and his descendants continued to organize synods 

through which the Carolingians sustained their influence on the Frankish realm and its church. 

The reform agenda changed as the Carolingians managed to consolidate and expand their autho-

rity over the Franks, or as new situations arose that threatened the stability of the realm. The 

foundation of what became known as the Carolingian Renaissance is to be found in the period 

from 742 until 751, when the Carolingian mayors of the palace had begun their reform of the 

Frankish Church and, subsequently, the transformation of Frankish society. 

 Carloman and Pippin were to be the third Carolingian generation in line to hold the office of 

maior domus, making it almost a Carolingian family privilege. Regardless of the fact they had 

become the de facto rulers of the Franks, their father had not felt secure enough to claim the royal 

title for his family – at this point, there were apparently still limits to Carolingian audacity. Even 

so, when Charles Martel died, his sons found themselves in a potentially volatile situation: 

Carloman and Pippin had risen to power as leaders of the Franks, though without Merovingian 

consent.1 With the Frankish throne vacant, the now hollow façade of the office of maior domus, 

which had justified Carolingian power for generations, was giving way to expose the tyranny that 

had befallen the Franks. 

 The Carolingian family depended for its survival on their own wealth and military superior-

ity, their ability to distribute the spoils of war among their followers, and their additional control 

over large monastic estates from which additional wealth and forces could be levied as well.2 In 

practice however, this hardly offered the Carolingians a solid and enduring base of power, as 

recurring revolts against Carolingian domination illustrated. As a result, an alternative means of 

                                                 
1 Fouracre, 'The long shadow', 8-9. 
2 De Jong, 'Carolingian monasticism', at pp. 625-627. 
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consolidating their authority had to be found. When seen in this context, the Carolingian reform 

synods of the 740s were of great political significance.  

 Although Boniface may have had a fair share of influence on the actual contents of the 

reform programme, he had not been given carte blanche. Carloman and Pippin had their own 

(political) agendas to meet and, as the capitularies illustrate, actively participated in the 

proceedings of the reform. Their main objective was to establish a church hierarchy, and efforts 

towards that goal can be found throughout the reform. As the decrees in the capitularies indicate, 

the church was reorganized from top to bottom, casting the clergy into a strict hierarchical order 

that ranged from archbishop to deacon. At the highest level, metropolitan bishops were installed, 

as was a yearly synod which functioned as an instrument to govern the church. At the level of the 

diocese, priests were subjected to the authority of the local bishop. Attention also went out to the 

monasteries, where the Rule of St. Benedict became mandatory. In addition, the clergy was tied 

to the land and bishops were deprived of (much of) their secular powers, which were restored to 

the counts with whom they were expected to cooperate, not compete. 

 The ‘blueprint’ of the Carolingian reform was made at the Concilium Germanicum. Its 

provincial character may have been caused by Carolingian inexperience or possibly a lack of 

influence. Alternatively, its limited size could also be explained by Carloman’s need for a select 

group of likeminded clergymen whom he could trust to set up and prepare the agenda of his 

reform. The following year, the scope of the reform was greatly increased when Carloman 

organized the Synod of Les Estinnes at which his secular and ecclesiastical magnates attended. 

The chief purpose of the synod had been to accept the outcome of Concilium Germanicum, which 

Carloman had given additional momentum by obtaining papal confirmation for these decrees 

through the agency of Boniface, and by issuing them under his own authority in the form of a 

capitulary. Though several amendments and compromises were necessary, the ideals of the 

reform were distributed successfully throughout Carloman’s realm. 

 What Carloman and Boniface had begun at the synods of 742 and 743, was picked up and 

elaborated by Pippin in 744, when he organized the Council of Soissons. Pippin’s most notable 

addition was the full inclusion of the laity into the reform programme. Unfortunately, only scraps 

of information survived regarding later synods. We know that the Council of 745 had been a 

joint Carolingian synod, which may have been desired to align the outcome of the previous 

reform synods in both Carolingian realms. Unfortunately, the sources become even more 

obscure afterwards. There is sufficient evidence to state that atleast one synod was held in 747, in 

Carloman’s realm. Very likely, Pippin also organized a synod in his part of the realm that same 

year, though information regarding this event is less evident. Nothing is known of the further 
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development of the Carolingian reform until Pippin re-emerges in the Frankish historical 

narratives as king of the Franks. 

 Under the guise of restoration, the Carolingian reform had established a sense of order and 

uniformity in the Frankish Church. By establishing a hierarchical organizational structure and by 

implementing a common set of canon laws and principles, the Carolingians ended up in control 

of, or at least in a position to (strongly) influence, the Frankish Church through its clergy, which 

in the near future would even come to be fully integrated into the structure of the Carolingian 

court.3 In a very practical sense, the reform had provided the Carolingian mayors with an 

efficient instrument to govern the Frankish realm. However, the reform as a symbol of 

Carolingian influence was equally important. Convening realm-wide synods and issuing 

capitularies served to emphasize the Carolingian’s unequalled position in the Frankish kingdom. 

Moreover, it not only testified to their power and authority, but it also spoke volumes of their 

intentions. Carloman and Pippin had set themselves up as protectors of the Christian cult, or 

relegio christianus, which had been dangerously neglected, or so they claimed. Boniface, their chief 

spokesman, needed little convincing of the ramshackle state of the Frankish Church. Since he 

first set foot on Frankish soil, the Anglo-Saxon missionary had fulminated against the Frankish 

clergy for their lack of discipline. Boniface was very explicit in expressing his views on the 

Franks, their church, and its clergy, as he wrote: ‘No Christian people exist in all the world who 

committed more grievous crimes or more serious sins against the Church of God as the Franks.’4 

                                                

 According to the Carolingian mayors, the poor state of the church was the result of having a 

decadent royal dynasty which now proved incapable of properly ruling the Franks. After all, it 

was considered a royal task to ensure the realm’s material and spiritual wellbeing. That the 

Carolingians were ‘forced’ to intervene and restore the cult of God, for the good of the Franks, 

would become their main argument for overstepping their legitimate boundaries of power as 

mayors of the palace. As their capitularies stated, they ‘had restored the Law of God (lex Dei) and 

the divine cult (aecclesiastica relegio) which had fallen into ruins in the days of rulers past.’5 Their 

claim not only served to justify their actions, it also accused the Merovingian dynasty of having 

neglected its responsibilities, which in turn gave the Carolingians every excuse to invade royal 

authority from all directions, and eventually supplanting the Merovingian dynasty with that of 

their own. 

 
3 On this development, see Josef Fleckenstein, Die Hofkapelle der deutschen Könige: Grundlegung. Die karolingische 
Hofkapelle, Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Schriften 16/1 (Stuttgart, 1959). 
4 De eo quod nulla gens Christiana in toto mundo contra aeclesiam dei et monasteria tam inmane scelus et tam grave peccatum habet 
quam gens francorum: Sententiae Bonifatianae Wirceburgenses, ed. Nürnberger, 'Ueber die Würzberger Handschrift', p. 84. 
5 Quomodo lex Dei et aecclesiastica relegio recuperetur, que in diebus priorum principum dissipata corruit: Concilium Germanicum, ed. 
Werminghoff, MGH Conc., II, p. 2.  
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 The Carolingian reform was one of the most straightforward attempts of the Carolingian 

mayors to weaken the Merovingian basis of power. Through their reform, the Carolingian mayors 

pursued strategies of imitation and slander, accusing the Merovingian dynasty of having neglected 

their duties, while simultaneously presenting themselves as the new and able leaders of the 

Franks. Moreover, the vocabulary used in the capitularies suggests that aside from reshaping their 

own identity, the Carloman and Pippin were also set on expanding the identity of the Franks as a 

people by equating them as God’s elect. When perceived as a strategy towards the consolidation 

of Carolingian power it had several distinct advantages, though above all it helped to facilitate the 

transfer of power away from the Merovingians onto the Carolingians. 

 However, it should be emphasized that the Carolingian reform should not be viewed as an 

elaborate rouse to mask their political ambitions. Religion in the early middle ages was one of 

life’s realities, not some weak excuse to accumulate power. The Carolingians had but one agenda 

of which politics and religion were two inseparable entities. When in 751 Pippin had risen to 

become king of the Franks, the author of the Continuations of the Chronicles of Fredegar remarked that 

Pippin had been made king ‘as order had required since antiquity’.6 There is more to this phrase 

than Carolingian propaganda alone; ‘natural order’ demanded that those who had the potestas of 

kings should also be kings, so that the stability of the realm could be ensured. That not every 

Frankish nobleman was equally convinced of this Carolingian perspective on what best served 

the interests of the realm is demonstrated by the resistance that continued to plague the early 

reign of the Carolingian kings. 

 

This study of the Carolingian reform in the period from 742 until 751 has attempted to join, link, 

and (where possible) contribute to a number of scholarly debates through the study of recent 

historical discourse as well as cross-referencing this information with the available source 

material. Above all, it has been the purpose of this investigation to include Carloman and Pippin, 

as mayors of the palace, in the debate on the consolidation of Carolingian power. All too often, 

historians have made a too rigid distinction between the Carolingian mayors of the palace and the 

Carolingian kings. Though the year 751 presents scholars with a sharp break, as one dynasty 

succeeds the other, this thesis has attempted to illustrate that this supposed ‘break’ was not as 

sharp as genealogical tables make it appear to be. In fact, the fundamentals of Carolingian identity 

and ideology, as historians tend to recognize in rulers ranging from Charlemagne to Charles the 

Bald, were to a large extend formulated in the period from 742 until 751. 

 Regarding the relation between the religious and secular spheres and the definition of the 

                                                 
6 Ut antiquitus ordo deposcit: Continuations of Fredegar, c.33, ed. Krusch, MGH SRM, II, p. 182. 
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Frankish Church in this period, I have applied the concepts as discussed and defined most 

recently by De Jong.7 The Carolingian reform of the 740s proved to be fascinating case study in 

this respect, since it brought about the transformation of the very concept of the Frankish 

Church, namely its development into a uniform and cohesive institute and the integration of this 

institution, instead of just its chief agents, into the framework of Carolingian government. The 

key to this development had been the active involvement of the Carolingian mayors in organizing 

realm-wide synods and issuing capitularies. Yet the significance of the Carolingian synods and 

their capitularies lies not in its practical purpose as instruments of law and government, but also, 

and perhaps especially, in their function as symbols of Carolingian power and authority.  

 Carloman had been the first non-royal figure to have organized synods of this magnitude, 

and had been the first Frankish ruler to issue out a capitulary. This thesis has sought to 

emphasize that these first Carolingian synods and capitularies were still very distinct from those 

of Carolingian rulers to come: first of all, because they were new and experimental, and organized 

by ambitious men who still lacked the skill and experience their successors would come to have. 

Secondly, these synods and capitularies had not been convened or issued by kings and emperors, 

but by mayors of the palace seeking to expand and consolidate their basis of power. In this sense, 

by emphasizing the otherness of the synods and capitularies in the 740s, this thesis has meant to 

contribute to our understanding of these gatherings and texts, and to introduce the notion that 

their definition cannot be perceived as static, but that it developed as changing situations and 

circumstances demanded. 

 The construction or reshaping of a distinct Carolingian identity has been at the core of the 

Carolingian strategy to consolidate their power. In studying this development, I followed the 

example of Pössel, who in her recent article on later Carolingian capitularies and their audiences 

approached this topic using current theories in group-psychology.8 Applying social identity 

theory to account for the early development of Carolingian identity not only proved to be a 

successful venture, it also helps to understand the difficulties the Carolingian mayors experienced 

in their attempt to oust and replace their Merovingian lords, regardless of the fact that their 

family had been in control of the Frankish realm for over a generation.  

                                                

 With respect to Childeric III, who has remained a shadowy figure in modern historiography 

due to the limited availability of (trustworthy) information regarding his person, this study also 

offers new possible insights on his standing in the Frankish realm. In light of the reform, it 

becomes difficult to continue to perceive Childeric’s instalment as a half-hearted Carolingian 

 
7 See De Jong, 'Charlemagne's Church'; De Jong, 'Ecclesia'. 
8 Pössel, 'Authors and recipients'. 
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attempt to secure their offices and legitimize their positions, as has traditionally been assumed. 

Instead, I offer the possibility that Childeric was yet another ‘trick’ up the Carolingian sleeve to 

point out Merovingian inutiles vis-à-vis Carolingian potestas. As a king, he was cut short in his 

ability to rule and figured as a ‘puppet-king’ to demonstrate the growing need for Carolingian 

interference in the governance of the Frankish realm. However, for the Carolingians to take the 

place of the Merovingian dynasty as the legitimate family to rule the Franks meant doing more 

than merely boosting their own identity. Through their capitularies, the Carolingian mayors also 

sought to alter, or extend, the identity of the Franks, referring to them as the populus Dei. Though 

this conclusion does not go against Garrison’s article on the Franks as God’s elect, it does 

however push the discussion back by several decades.9 

 Yet for all the answers this thesis was meant to give, it has left a myriad of relevant and 

interesting questions unasked, while still others can now be raised. Most of the topics that were 

briefly touched demand additional research, which undoubtedly will unearth interesting new 

insights regarding the development of Carolingian power in this period. For one, there occurred 

much more in the decade between Charles Martel’s death and Pippin’s consecration to kingship 

then religious reform alone. Reform. As stated in the introduction of this dissertation, religious 

reform was only one strategy towards the consolidation of Carolingian power. Although an 

investigation into this aspect of Carolingian politics may be worthwhile, as I hope this thesis has 

proven, it can only provide a one-sided view on the process of consolidating Carolingian power 

as a whole. But it would also be most interesting to further develop the research on this theme, 

for example by studying the implementation of the reform decrees in this period; the effects 

these had on the development of the Frankish clergy, its churches, and monasteries; or the 

manner in which Pippin’s policy towards the Frankish Church as he rose to kingship.  

 

In the past, historians have placed questioned the success of the Carolingian reform of the 740s. 

Especially for the last years of the decade, information regarding Pippin’s actions becomes 

particularly scarce. Moreover, there is no telling whether or not the decrees in the capitularies had 

successfully been put into practice – after all, giving orders is one thing, having them 

implemented another. Yet on the other hand, the development of the reform programme, as can 

be traced in the successive capitularies and letters of Boniface, shows considerable progression, as 

does the fact that at least five realm-wide synods were organized in under ten years. I would 

therefore rather argue that the Carolingian reform of the 740s had been a phenomenal success; it 

not only ended with the Carolingian family firmly in control of both the realm and its church, it 

                                                 
9 Garrison, 'The Franks as the New Israel?'. 
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also left Pippin in a position to claim the Frankish throne and found the Carolingian royal 

dynasty. But what may have been the most important outcome of the reform, at least in light of 

the things to come, was the link that had been established between the Franks and Rome. To the 

Roman pontiffs, the Franks, led by their Carolingian duces, had become a reality and, around 754, 

even an alternative source of protection to Rome’s troubled relationship with the Eastern 

Empire. Thus, the 740s not only laid the basis for Carolingian kingship, if not the Carolingian 

empire, it also laid the foundation for a Franco-papal alliance that would come to form the 

defining essence of Carolingian rulership and the consolidation of their power in the later eighth 

and ninth centuries. 
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Maps 
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2. THE DIVISION OF THE REALM (741/742) 
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 Fig. 2a: Original division of Charles Martel (741)

Fig. 2b: Revised division of Charles Martel (741)  
Fig. 3b: Division of Vieux-Poitiers (742)  

 

 

 

  

2a 
The boundaries in these maps are an interpretation 
based on the Continuations of Fredegar, ed. Krusch, 
MGH SRM, II (Hannover, 1920).  
 
The border as established at Vieux-Poitiers is based 
on: H.J. Schüssler, ‘Die fränkische Reichsteilung 
von Vieux-Poitiers (742) und die Reform der 
Kirche in den Teilreichen Karlmanns und Pippins’, 
Francia. Forschungen zur westeuropaïschen Geschichte 
13(1985), p. 60. 
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3. THE GEOGRAPHICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE CAROLINGIAN REFORM, 742-744 
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Fig. 3a: Concilium Germanicum (742) 

Fig. 3b: Conuncil of Les Estinnes (743) 

Fig. 3c: Council of Soissons (744) 
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Appendix 2 

Early medieval Manuscript tradition:  

The letters of Boniface 

 

 Concepts and original letters of Boniface
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Collectio communisCollectio pontifica 

Combination of the two collections

MS Munich, BS Lat. 8112 MS Karlsruhe, BL Rastatt 22 MS Vienna, ÖNB Lat. 751

Table: Stemma codices of early medieval manuscrips conaining Boniface’s letter collections 
(containing manuscripts produced before c.900) according to Michael Tangl, Die Briefe des heiligen 
Bonifatius und Lullus, MGH Epp. Sel., I, p. xxx. 

 



   

Appendix 3 

Triclinium mosaic of Pope Leo III 
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 Fig. 1: Triclinium mosaic of the Lateran Palace, Rome. The mosaic is an 18th-century imitation 
of the original 9th-century triclinium mosaic, as had been commisioned by Pope Leo III. 

Fig. 2: Detail of the triclinium mosaic. Pope Leo III and 
Charlemagne kneel before St. Peter, who gives the first a 
pallium and the second a banner. Inscribed is the text: 
‘Beate Petre donas vita Leon PP et bictoria Carulo regi donas’ 

The apse basin containes a depiction of the Mission of the 
Apostles (Matt. 28: 16-20). Two groups of each three figures 
are represented left and right on the arch. The group on the 
left, as can be seen on the detail (fig. 2), consists of St. Peter, 
Leo III and Charlemagne. On the right Christ hands the 
pallium to Pope Sylvester and the ladanum to Constantine.  
 
Because there are no sources left of the original depiction at 
the right side of the arch, it is unsure whether this 18th-century 
representation is accurate. Most believe that it is, making it the 
antetype to the image on the left, in the spirit of the 
Constantinian Donation. 

Source: Richard Krautheimer, Rome. Profile of a City, 312-1308 
(Princeton and New Jersey, 2000), pp. 115-116. 2
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