
Master thesis Annika Rulkens 

0491462 

OGC Research Master Medieval Studies 

March 2007 

 

 

 

‘Domus dei’ and ‘opus dei’ 

The Reichenau monastery in the eighth and ninth centuries 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Supervisors: 

MW. dr. Els Rose 

Dr. Lex Bosman 



 2 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABBREVIATIONS                                                                                                                     3 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS             4    

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION   5  

1.1 Walahfrid’s world: Francia in the eighth and ninth centuries    6 

1.2 Walahfrid’s home: The Reichenau monastery  10 

1.3 The challenge of interdisciplinarity: methodology  15 

CHAPTER 2 THE DOMUS DEI: ARCHITECTURE ON THE ISLAND 19 

2.1 The house of God and the home of the monks 19 

2.2 The initial settlement – Reichenau-Mittelzell: church and claustrum  25 

2.3 Other settlements on the island 32 

2.4 Life in the monastery  37 

CHAPTER 3 THE OPUS DEI: THE REICHENAU LITURGY  40 

3.1 Early medieval Frankish liturgy  40 

3.2 Liturgical manuscripts from Reichenau: the library  46 

3.3 The calendars  50 

3.4 The tangible cult of the saints: relics in Reichenau € 56 

 3.4.1 Arrival of the first relics  57 

 3.4.2 Valens? Mark the Evangelist? A mysterious yet powerful patron  59 

CHAPTER 4 ARCHITECTURE AND LITURGY COMBINED  64 

4.1 Walahfrid Strabo’s liturgical commentary  64 

4.2 Walahfrid’s views on architecture and liturgy  69 

4.3 Architecture and liturgy combined  74 

CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSION  78 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY  80 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 94 

ILLUSTRATIONS                95 

TIMELINE                103 



 3 

ABBREVIATIONS 

 
  
BBKL  Biographisch-bibliographisches Kirchenlexicon.  

Bautz.de. Version 2 February 2007. http://www.bautz.de/bbkl/ 
BHL  Bibliotheca hagiographica Latina antiquae et mediae aetatis. Brussels: 1898-

1986. 
CLA Lowe, E.A., Codices Latini Antiquiores: A palaeographical guide to Latin 

Manuscripts prior to the ninth century. London: 1935-1971. 
KAR  Beyerle, Konrad, Peter Paul Albert (eds.), Die Kultur der Abtei 

Reichenau: Erinnerungsschrift zur zwölfhundertsten Wiederkehr des 
Gründungsjahr des Inselklosters 724-1924. Munich: 1925. 

LitWb Brinkhof, Lucas, W. de Wolf, Augustinus Hollaardt (eds.) Liturgisch 
Woordenboek. Roermond: 1958-1968. 

MGH   Monumenta Germaniae Historica 
 Capit. Boretius, A., V. Krause (eds.), Legum Sectio II. Capitularia Regum 

Francorum. Hanover: 1883-1897. 2 vols.  
 Libri Mem. N.S. Libri memoriales et Necrologia Nova Series. Hanover: 1979-. 
 Poet. Lat. Dümmler, E., L. Traube, P. Von Winterfeld, K. Strecker (eds.), Poetae 

Latini aevi Carolini. Hanover: 1881-1899. 4 vols. 
 SS   Scriptores (in folio). Hanover: 1824-1924. 30 vols.  
 SS rer. Germ. Scriptores rerum Germanicarum in usum scholarum separatim editi. Hanover: 

1871-1987. 63 vols. 
NCMH Abulafia, David, Rosamond McKitterick (eds.), The new Cambridge 

Medieval History, Vol II: c.700-c.900. Cambridge: 1995. 
PL Migne, J.-P. (ed.). Patrologiae Cursus Completus. Series Latina. Paris: 

1841-1864. 



 4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

This thesis is the outcome of two years I spent at Utrecht University in the Research 

Master’s programme Medieval Studies. My previous training as an art historian has been 

supplemented there with knowledge of other disciplines, most notably history and liturgical 

studies. For this, I would like to thank all the people who have taught me in various courses 

over these two years. Thanks are due especially to Els Rose and Lex Bosman, who 

communally took on the task of supervising me which, I am sure, was not always easy. Not 

only have they inspired me and shared their knowledge and experience, they have also 

discussed drafts of this thesis with me and offered countless useful comments. Lex Bosman 

took me to Aachen to get a feel of Carolingian architecture, and brought me in contact with 

Sible de Blaauw, who encouraged me to carry on with this topic and offered some useful 

additions to my bibliography. It was during a tutorial with Els Rose that I first encountered 

early medieval liturgy, and from that time onwards, she continued to be my guide in liturgical 

matters. She also introduced me to Yitzhak Hen, to whom I am very grateful for letting me 

use an article by his hand in advance of publication.  

 Thanks are due to Mayke de Jong, especially for finding the time in her busy 

schedule to read this thesis as an objective reader. My gratitude also goes out to Marco 

Mostert, who convinced the director of the Stiftsarchiv St.Gallen, Lorenz Hollenstein, to 

accept me for an internship there. Especially Peter Erhart made my stay there a pleasant and 

inspiring one, if only because he listened patiently to my far form perfect utterances in 

German.  

 

Finally, I would like to thank my family, friends and colleagues, who have made this thesis 

possible by standing by me, offering mental support, encouraging me and by reading endless 

drafts of this thesis and commenting on them.  



 5 

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

 

“quare non potius nos templa et altaria nostrae religiositatis indicia Deo 

salvatori nostro per inlibata et vera sacramenta dedicare curemus, ut et cum 

nostrae devotionis officiis divinae maiestati placeamus et ipse nos semper 

invisere et mansionem sibi in nobis facere dignetur, qui per prophetam dicit: 

‘Pavete ad sanctuarium meum’, et reliqua?” 

 

“should we not therefore take still more trouble to dedicate to God our 

Saviour the churches and altars of our religion with pure and true sacraments 

as evidence of our devotion, given that we hope to please the divine majesty 

with our liturgy and He in turn shall always deign to look after us and make 

in us a dwelling for Him who has said through the prophet: ‘Revere My 

sanctuary…’?” 

 

This quote is taken from a treatise written by Walahfrid Strabo (808/9-849). Walahfrid, the 

child of a poor family, was given by his parents to the Reichenau monastery, in present-day 

southern Germany, to become a monk there. He proved to be an excellent student and went 

on to make a lightning career for himself in the ecclesiastical hierarchy.  

 The subjects of this study are exemplified by Walahfrid himself and by the booklet 

he wrote. The matter that I want to explore is the way architecture and liturgy are related to 

each other and to the historical context in which they came about. As the above quote has 

shown, this is a question that interested Walahfrid as well. The next connection with 

Walahfrid is that he lived in the early medieval monastery of Reichenau, which will function 

as a case study here. By looking at the buildings that were erected in Reichenau, the liturgical 

books that were used and saints that were celebrated there, a better understanding of both 

these particular subjects and the history of the monastery in general can be gained.  

 The major problem for a study of this sort, and one of the reasons why this has 

hardly been done so far, is the seemingly unbridgeable gap that exists between the various 

disciplines. Archeologists and art historians focusing on architecture are mainly trying to 

(literally) uncover the history of a certain area of settlement. Once an overview of the 
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buildings at a specific site has been gained, these are interpreted by comparisons with other 

buildings.1 

 Liturgists, on the other hand, are very much focused on texts. In the past, they have 

linked families of texts and manuscripts with each other in order to trace the development of 

a certain liturgy, for example the Gallican rite.2 Only recently has liturgy been studied as one 

mode of expression of people from a certain historical period.3 

 In this thesis, I firstly want to study both architecture and liturgy separately. After 

having gained an overview of these aspects of the Reichenau monastery, I will then look at 

the connections between them. Thereby a more thorough understanding of both fields and 

their various interrelationships can be gained. In addition, this will prove to be useful for 

historians and other scholars occupied with the early Middle Ages. Buildings and liturgical 

rites can contribute to their work as well as do the textual sources that are most commonly 

studied, such as historiography, hagiography and charters.  

 Methodological issues and the ordering of the material will be discussed further on in 

this introduction. Yet, first a brief look at the time and place in which the monastery came 

into existence is in order. 

 

1.1 WALAHFRID’S WORLD: FRANCIA IN THE EIGHTH AND NINTH CENTURIES 

 

It is very difficult to give a nuanced view of the history of Francia in the eighth and ninth 

centuries in just a few pages. In the following, I will therefore focus on those aspects of it 

that will provide the context in which to place the history of Reichenau. The developments 

in architecture and liturgy, or more broadly speaking in early medieval monasticism, which 

are the topic of this research cannot be understood if they are not placed in the context in 

which they occurred.  

 Eighth-century politics were dominated by the rise to power of the Carolingian 

dynasty. By the late seventh century, Francia had evolved into a relatively stable kingdom 

                                                 
1 The most recent work on the Reichenau architecture has been done by Alfons Zettler. His work 
proves to be a case in point: Zettler looks for clues regarding the building history in textual sources, 
but never wonders how his work could contribute to the understanding of early medieval 
monasticism in general. See Zettler 1986; 1988. A more nuanced overview of scholarship on 
medieval architecture will be given in chapter 1.3 
2 A summary of previous research on the Gallican liturgy is given in King 1959, pp. 77-84. 
3 Most notably by Yitzhak Hen, see Hen 2001. 
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ruled over by the Merovingian kings. However, in actual practice it was the (Carolingian) 

mayors of the palace who were in charge. This development culminated in 714 when Charles 

Martel, due to his military success, became sole mayor of the palace for all Frankish 

kingdoms, most notably Austrasia and Neustria-Burgundy. After Charles’ death in 741 a ten-

year struggle broke out between his sons, from which Pippin III emerged victoriously. In 

751, he deposed the Merovingian king Childeric III and declared himself king. Later 

Carolingian historians have made it appear as if this rise to power was the only logical thing 

to do, because the Merovingians were do-nothing kings (rois fainéants) whereas the 

Carolingians had for a long time been in charge, not in name but in practice. They 

emphasized the role the pope had in their struggle for power, because his divine authority 

could overrule human tradition. Yet in practice, Pippin’s kingship was approved of by the 

Franks and it would not have been possible without local support, represented by the 

bishops who anointed him. For later historiography however, this was an opportunity to 

provide the Carolingian dynasty with a tradition of rulership reaching back into the seventh 

century, as well as a divinely sanctioned kingship. Pippin’s son Charles (later to be called 

Charlemagne) took his father’s example one step further. Charlemagne had been the sole 

ruler of Francia since 771 and on Christmas Day 800, during a visit to Rome, he was 

crowned emperor by the Pope. A year before his death in 814 he crowned his son Louis 

emperor as well, which ensured the continuation of the Frankish empire under Louis (the 

Pious, 814-840) and his son Charles (the Bald, † 877).4  

 One definitive break between the Merovingian and the Carolingian era cannot be 

pinpointed. In many cases, the period was characterized by continuity. On the other hand, 

some things also substantially changed. One of these changes was the way in which the 

rulers coped with religion and the sacred. The Carolingians used religion to an 

unprecedented extent as the ideological basis of their kingship. Yet the way they handled the 

Church and monasteries in particular also differed markedly from the Merovingian traditions.  

 Charles Martel and Pippin III already put forward a policy of reforming the Church. 

They aimed at ‘the establishment of Church hierarchy, the restoration of ecclesiastical 

discipline and the correction of morals.’5 Charlemagne took these goals one step further in 

his striving for unification and correctio. There can be discussion about the effect this policy 

                                                 
4 Fouracre in NCMH, pp. 85-109. 
5 Hen 2001, p. 66. 
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had and about the extent of unification which was strived for, but it is nevertheless clear that 

the Carolingian rulers took the Church and its role for their dominion very seriously.  

 One of the first attempts to reform the Frankish monasteries was made by the Irish 

and Anglo-Saxon missionaries, foremost among them Boniface. During the councils he 

organized in the 740’s, Boniface had called for universal adherence to the Rule of St. 

Benedict. This already shows a heightened interest in Rome (Benedict was called ‘the Roman 

abbot’) which was intensified when the Pope crowned Charlemagne in 800. The Pope 

himself was in need of a powerful protector, whereas Charlemagne needed authoritative 

texts for his reform of the church and the liturgy. The pre-eminent place to look for these 

was Rome, the Apostolic See, where the successor of St. Peter resided.6  

 At home in Francia, in the meantime, the ecclesiastical hierarchy was not as clearly 

defined as Charlemagne might have liked. Bishops and abbots, as well as clerics and monks, 

could not all too easily be differentiated between. This was partly because of their common 

task, the opus dei, and way of life, the vita communis. Both monks and clerics could live in a 

community, and both spent their days with prayer and pastoral care, although the balance 

between these two could vary. An attempt to distinguish monks more clearly from other 

clerics was made from around 800 onwards by Benedict of Aniane, one of the most 

important religious advisors of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious. In his reform councils 

held in 816 and 817, Benedict propagated both the Rule of Benedict and a unified liturgical 

custom for the monks, which partly depended on a unified interpretation of the Rule of 

Benedict.  

 Apart from being ‘powerhouses of prayer’ and through their intervention with God 

important for the welfare of the kingdom, monasteries were also important in worldly 

matters. They were centres of economic resources as well as centres of political control in 

largely rural areas. ‘In other words: monasteries were indispensable to those wielding 

power.’ 7  Yet, which exactly ‘those wielding power’ were is not easily defined. In the 

Merovingian period, the ones in control of monasteries had mainly been bishops. From 

Charles Martel onwards, the Carolingians tried to break up the ‘Episcopal states’ that were 

halting their rise to power, thereby gaining control over the monasteries in these dioceses. It 

was not unusual for a monastery to be controlled by the king or a noble family: already in 

                                                 
6 Fouracre in NCMH , pp. 85-109. 
7 De Jong in NCMH, p. 623. 
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Merovingian times, kings and nobles had founded monasteries (Eigenklöster) over which 

they then assumed direct power, independent of the bishop. However, once the new dynasty 

had secured as much monasteries as it needed for economic and military purposes, the 

relationship with the bishops could be improved again. In 755, it was established that 

monasteries would be either royal or Episcopal.8 This way, local nobles could no longer use 

monasteries to gain too much control over a region.9  

 Monastic life in theory had nothing to do with politics. Yet in practice one of the 

most important aspects of Carolingian monasticism was the constant struggle between 

separation and integration or between integrity and worldly pursuits.10 The foregoing has 

mainly focused on monasteries as part of a wider world. The time has now come to take a 

look at what happened inside these monasteries.  

 The monk’s main duty was to pray. In all Rules for monks, including of course the 

Rule of Benedict, certain times were reserved for prayer each day. These constituted the 

Monastic Office. In addition to this, there were prayers for certain occasions, such as a 

Saint’s feast day, or for other purposes. The latter mainly included Masses that were said to 

help the souls of the deceased, so that they had a better chance of (eventually) going to 

heaven. It had become customary, partly due to the penitential practice that Irish 

missionaries had brought to the Continent, to pay a priest for celebrating a Mass. This 

development was made possible by the pragmatic relationship the Christian faithful had 

grown to have with God. ‘The central ritual of the church’ – i.e. Mass, but this definition 

could be extended to include all forms of prayer – ‘had become a gift (munus), for which a 

counter-gift (remuneratio) was to be expected.’11 Apart from their regular times of prayer 

monks and especially those that had been ordained as priests, were expected to fulfil other 

duties of prayer. These included praying for the ruler and the welfare of the realm, for local 

aristocrats who ‘hired’ them to pray for their own well-being and that of their deceased 

relatives, and for monks in other monasteries as well as their own deceased. The latter 

category was a special case. Confraternities of prayer between monasteries, although not a 

new concept in itself, started to flourish from the ninth century. The names of living and 

                                                 
8 At the synod of Ver: MGH Capit. I, pp. 33-37, here p. 36. De Jong in NCMH, p. 626. 
9 De Jong in NCMH, pp. 622-636. 
10 Raaijmakers 2003, p. 8; De Jong in NCMH, p. 623. 
11 De Jong in NCMH, p. 648. 
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dead monks, sisters and lay people were entered in so-called libri memoriales so that as many 

prayers as possible would be said for the well-being of their souls.12  

 It was not only important that the monks prayed, it was crucial that they prayed in 

the correct manner. The reforms of Charlemagne stressed above all the importance of the 

study and the copying of authoritative texts in the monasteries. Therefore, the areas of the 

monastery connected to these two duties, prayer and intellectual work, had to be protected 

from outside intrusion. The cloister or claustrum provided the monks with an area of calm 

and stability, both mentally and physically. In some parts of the monastic building, most of 

all the monastic choir, library and scriptorium, only the monks were allowed entrance. On 

the other hand, if the monks for some reason had to leave the monastery, they should retreat 

to a sort of ‘inner claustrum’.13  

 Especially with regard to the celebration of the liturgy, the Carolingian reforms did 

not succeed in unifying all monasteries in una consuetudo, one practice or custom. 

Consequently, each monastery should be seen in its own development. The next paragraph 

will therefore consider the history of Reichenau. 

 

1.2 WALAHFRID’S HOME: THE REICHENAU MONASTERY 

 

Reichenau Island is situated in the western part of Lake Constance, in present-day Germany. 

Its Alemannic name was Sindleozesavva, ending in avva or ow, which means island. This 

was later Latinized into Augia (felix or dives), which then turned into Reichenau. The island 

itself is roughly five kilometres long and had three major settlement areas during the early 

Middle Ages: Mittelzell, Oberzell (East of Mittelzell) and Niederzell (West of Mittelzell).14 

The monastery founded by Pirmin in or around 724 was located in Mittelzell. Regarding the 

details of this foundation and the early history of the monastery, not much is known, mainly 

due to the lack of surviving sources. Who Pirmin15 actually was and where he was born 

remains unclear for the time being. Many suggestions have been made regarding his origins, 

                                                 
12 De Jong in NCMH, pp. 647-651. 
13 De Jong in NCMH, pp. 636-640. 
14

 See illustrations 1-5. 
15 Or Perminius, in its Latinized version. 
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varying from Frankish to Irish, Anglo-Saxon or Visigothic.16 In any case, it is clear that he 

and his monks were referred to as monachi peregrini, and that the concept of ‘ascetic exile’ had 

Irish origins. In one way or another, Pirmin must have been influenced by Irish 

monasticism.17 Most of his companions are likely to have originated from the continent, but 

they may also have been educated in an Irish-influenced monastery.18 A detailed study of 

both Pirmin himself and his companions, whose names can be found in the confraternity 

books (libri memoriales), lies beyond the scope of this thesis.19  

 Pirmin’s arrival at Reichenau has traditionally been placed in the year 724. But this 

date is by no means certain. It has also been argued that Pirmin arrived as late as 729.20 It 

seems unlikely that an unequivocal conclusion will ever be reached, since the sources are 

limited and open for different explanations. The main sources that name 724 as the year of 

his arrival are Hermann der Lahme, a monk from Reichenau writing in the second quarter of 

the eleventh century, and the so-called ‘foundation charters’.21 No foundation charters from 

the time of the monastery’s foundation have survived, yet in the twelfth century two 

‘forgeries’ were written that claim to be early eighth century documents.22 In them, maior 

domus Charles (Martel) made it known to duke Lantfrid and count Bertoald (both 

Alemannian nobles), that he had taken Pirmin under his protection and that he had given 

him the island of Reichenau to found a monastery there. The two charters vary slightly, but 

both are mainly concerned with the legal state of the monastery, e.g. regarding immunity and 

military service, and its claims to the surrounding property.23 Ingrid Heidrich has argued 

convincingly that some parts of the ‘fake’ charters are based on an original foundation 

                                                 
16 The Visigothic hypothesis is mainly advocated by Gall Jecker, see Jecker in KAR, 1927, and 
followed by Paul Lehmann, Hieronymus Frank and H. Büttner, 1967. For the Irish case, see Franz 
Beyerle in KAR and Franz Flaskamp in KAR. 
17 Angenendt 1972, pp. 267-270; Schreiber 1953, pp. 47-49. 
18 Beyerle 1947, pp. 134-140. 
19 About Pirmin, see amongst others Angenendt 1972; Engelmann 1976; Jecker in KAR, 1927; 
Richter 1996; Schreiber 1953. The confraternity books are discussed extensively in Rappmann & 
Zettler 1998. 
20 Mainly by Beyerle, see Beyerle 1947. 
21 The leading authority regarding these foundation charters has long been Karl Brandi, see Brandi 
1890. Die Gründungsurkunden der Reichenau, edited by Classen and published in 1977, has shed new light 
on the matter. For a more thorough discussion of the material, see therefore Classen 1977. 
Hermannus Contractus, Chronicon; ed. MGH SS 5, pp. 67-133, here p. 98.  
22 On forged charters, see Mostert 2007.  
23 For a discussion of the term ‘immunity’ and its various meanings, see Rosenwein 1999, pp. 3-4. See 
also Davies & Fouracre 1995.  
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charter.24 The date – “Actum in Iopilla villa […] anno dominice incarnationis, dccxxiiii” - is 

most probably copied from an original charter. Their writer, Udalrich, was trying to provide 

his monastery, which was in his time in a miserable state, with a legal basis for the claims it 

made on property in surrounding areas. Not only was he not interested in changing the date 

of the foundation of the monastery, he was also probably incapable of doing this in a 

convincing way. Udalrich was neither sufficiently trained nor talented enough to make his 

charters look genuinely Merovingian, without looking at some sort of original charter. This 

becomes clear when comparing the language of the ‘new’ parts of the charter with those that 

are most probably copied.  For example, the first part of the charter, dealing with the 

donation of the island to Pirmin, is written in perfectum, whereas the donation of the Villa 

Ermatingen (added by Udalrich) is written in praesens. I cannot go into the matter in more 

detail, but it is convincingly argued in Die Gründungsurkunden der Reichenau that the dates in the 

‘foundation charters’ are original. I will therefore stay with the date of 724.25  

 Yet the date is not the most interesting part of these charters. They also provide 

information about the political and economic position of this newly founded monastery. In 

addition to the ‘false’ charters written in the name of mayor of the palace Charles Martel, an 

original charter, written in 815, has survived as well.26  In it, Louis the Pious confirms that 

his father Charlemagne and his predecessors had taken Reichenau in their protection. As 

Barbara Rosenwein has shown, the choice of words in charters like these is very significant.27 

The Merovingian immunitas was coupled with exemption, which meant that a monastery was 

‘immune’ to tax collectors and others who tried to interfere in internal matters. The abbot 

was only accountable to the king or to the pope, but even they had in principle no access to 

the monastery’s possessions. The Carolingians, however, coupled immunity with protection, 

tuitio or mundeburdium. This was antithetical to the freedom the immunity seemed to include: 

it put the monastery under the direct control of the ruler.28 From its foundation, therefore, 

the Reichenau monastery had been closely connected to the Carolingian court. Charles 

                                                 
24 Heidrich 1977. 
25 Classen 1977. 
26 Strasbourg, Archives du Bas-Rhin, Gx3. Diploma Ludovici Pii Imperatoris; ed. in Migne, PL 105, pp. 
767-770.  
27 Rosenwein 1999.  
28 Rosenwein 1999, pp. 97-99, 109. 
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Martel was still struggling to gain control over the Alemannians and having control over a 

monastery in this area would only strengthen his position.  

 Pirmin himself only stayed in Reichenau for three years. He went on to found more 

monasteries, which was the usual thing to do for monachi peregrini. However, his sudden 

departure has been interpreted as a sort of exile. Hermann der Lahme states in his chronicle, 

for the year 727, that Pirmin was driven away from the monastery ‘ob odium Karoli a 

Theodebaldo Gotifridi ducis filio’.29 Yet it is very unlikely that Theudebald, the brother of 

the local (Alemannian) count Lantfrid, would have been able to send someone who was 

protected by Charles Martel in exile. It has also been suggested that Pirmin was driven away 

from the island by the bishop of Constance, in whose diocese Reichenau lay but who was 

not consulted regarding its foundation. Yet, there is no evidence for this theory either. The 

most logical explanation for Pirmin’s departure is still that he left simply because it was time 

to move on. He appointed one of his students, Heddo, to the abbacy and went to Alsace, 

where he founded several more monasteries such as Murbach.30  

Heddo also left less than a decade later, to become bishop of Strasbourg. From 736 

onwards three abbots combined their duties in Reichenau with the episcopacy of  near-by 

Constance.  One of them, Johannes II (760-782), was also abbot of St. Gall. The 

connections with this near-by monastery, founded by Gallus, an Irish companion of 

Columban, had been very close from the time of the foundation of Reichenau. Gallus had 

built a cell and a house of prayer in a valley next to the river Steinach, around 645. This 

community became a ‘real’ monastery under the abbacy of Otmar, an Alemannian, from 719. 

After Johannes’ death in 782, Peter was chosen abbot independently from St. Gall or the 

bishopric of Constance. It is assumed that this was made possible by the support lent to the 

monastery by Charlemagne, who was far more powerful than the bishop of Constance.31 The 

                                                 
29 Hermannus Contractus, Chronicon; ed. MGH SS V, pp. 67-133, here p. 98; translation in Trillmich 
& Buchner 1961, pp. 617-707. The explanation for this comment has been that the Alemannian 
nobles were angry with Pirmin because the land he was given by Charles Martel was taken from the 
Alemannians during Charles’ military campaigns several years before. The campaigns are mentioned 
in the Annals of Fulda; MGH SS rer. Germ. 7, p. 2. 
30 Murbach is a hotly debated foundation, mainly because its church was dedicated in 728, which is in 
contradiction with the idea that it was founded in 717 by Pirmin. See amongst others Gilomen-
Schenkel 1986, pp. 42-45; Heidrich 1977, p. 31; Mayer 1953, pp. 305-315. Conrad Beyerle even 
argues that Murbach had nothing to do with either Pirmin or Reichenau. See Beyerle 1947, p. 137. 
31 In addition, Charlemagne’s wife Hildegard was closely connected to the monastery through her 
brother Gerolt. After military success in the Saxon wars, Gerolt had been made a Count by 
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amount of continuity during this period is remarkable, considering the ‘slaughter’ of 

Cannstatt that took place in 746. After a last uprising of the Alemannian aristocracy, mayor 

of the palace Carloman killed many of them and brought the Alemannians under Frankish 

rule once and for all.32  

During the reign of both Charlemagne and Louis the Pious, the monastery flourished 

like never before. This can be exemplified by Peter’ successor Waldo (786-806), by descent a 

Frankish (Austrasian) noble. Waldo’s star was rising quickly after he had assumed the abbacy 

of Reichenau. He was sent to Italy by Charlemagne to be the tutor of the latter’s son Pippin 

and soon went on to become bishop of Pavia and later also Basel, all the while remaining 

abbot of Reichenau. On the island, the school and scriptorium flourished under the heading 

of librarian Reginbert, who acquired books from all over Francia. In addition to the 

monastery in Mittelzell, another church was founded in Niederzell. Bishop Egino of Verona 

wanted to retreat to the island and had been given permission by Waldo to found a small 

community there.  

When Waldo was asked by Charlemagne to become abbot of St. Denis, his student 

Hatto became his successor (806-823).33 Hatto had already taken over the episcopacy of 

Basel and followed in Waldo’s footsteps also as one of the advisors of the emperor.34 His 

position as one of the most important intellectuals of the time was further confirmed by his 

participation in the Aachen reform councils in 816 and 817, headed by Benedict of Aniane 

under the impetus of the new Emperor, Louis the Pious. Two monks from Reichenau, 

Grimalt and Tatto, spent more time in Aachen and sent Reginbert, their former teacher and 

librarian, at his request an authoritative copy of the Rule of St. Benedict.35 In addition to his 

                                                                                                                                                 
Charlemagne. In this capacity, he became one of the patrons of Reichenau. When he died in battle in 
799 his body was taken to Reichenau to be buried in the church. Beyerle in KAR, pp. 59-69. 
32 About the battle of Cannstatt, see Fuchs 2001, pp. 207-208; Behr 1975, p. 197. 
33 There are three ways of spelling this name: Heito, Haito and Hatto. Generally, for the first abbot 
with this name Heito is used, whereas the last is called Hatto. On the other hand, the fact that they 
are referred to as numbers I, II and III acknowledges that in principle, they have the same name. For 
the sake of clarity, I will call each of them Hatto. 
34 In 811, he was sent on a mission to Constantinople in order to improve the relationship between 
Charlemagne and the Byzantine emperor. Beyerle in KAR, pp. 63-73. 
35 Beyerle in KAR, pp. 78-85; Rothenhäusler in KAR, p. 281. A copy of the Rule they sent and of the 
accompanying letter can be found in St. Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek Cod. 914. About this manuscript, see 
Gilissen 1979. Please note that this Grimalt is not the arch chaplain of Louis the German and later 
abbot of St. Gall.  About that Grimald, see Depreux 1997, pp. 121-122. 
   Grimalt and Tatto did not stay at the Court in Aachen, but at the monastery of Benedict of Aniane 
himself: Inden (Kornelimünster).  
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work in the rest of the realm, Hatto managed to oversee the building of a new church for the 

monastery, dedicated in 816.36 

After Hatto’s retreat, Erlebald (823-838) became the new abbot. Yet he was soon 

overshadowed by one of the monks: Walahfrid Strabo. Another important Carolingian 

personality, Walafrid studied in Fulda and became the tutor of young king Charles.37 He then 

returned to Reichenau, where he had spent his youth, to become abbot (838-849). After the 

death of Louis the Pious in 840, he was exiled for two years, due to siding with the wrong 

party in the struggle that broke out over his succession.38  

As far as the political power of the monastery is concerned, abbot Hatto III (888-913) 

provides a small revival. Being regent for the last (under-age) King of the Eastern Franks, he 

had the chance to gather more relics for his community and to build the third church on the 

island, Reichenau-Oberzell.39  

The most important aspects of Reichenau’s early history have now been sketched. 

The next step is to decide how to approach the buildings and liturgical texts from this period 

and how to interpret them. These matters of methodology will be discussed in the next 

section.  

 

1.3 THE CHALLENGE OF INTERDISCIPLINARITY: METHODOLOGY 

 

Before expanding on the scope and methodology of the present study, a brief look at 

previous scholarship on Reichenau is in order. The monastery is well-known amongst 

medievalists and is remarked upon in almost all overviews of medieval (religious) history. 

Yet there is a very limited number of detailed studies that focus on Reichenau. The main 

work is still Die Kultur der Abtei Reichenau, published in 1925. In two large volumes the subject 

is approached from all possible viewpoints. The main problem with this work is not that it is 

quite old, and therefore, partially outdated, but that very often clear references are lacking.   

 More recent studies have generally focused on certain aspects of the monastery. 

Arno Borst has examined Reichenau as part of the monasteries in the Lake Constance area40; 

                                                 
36 See chapter 2.2. 
37 I will get back to Walahfrid Strabo in chapter 4.  
38 Beyerle in KAR, pp. 85-110. 
39 Beyerle in KAR, pp. 112/2-112/9. 
40 Borst 1974 and 1978. 
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Peter Classen has studied the so-called ‘Gründungsurkunden’ of the abbey41; and several 

scholars, amongst whom Walter Berschin figures prominently42, have studied the literature 

that was created in Reichenau. Most frequently, however, we find studies about the art and 

architecture that originated on the island. Alphons Zettler has written the most recent 

overview of the architecture, using archaeological data collected by Emil Reisser. 43  The 

interior decoration of the churches, mainly Reichenau-Oberzell, has been studied by Koichi 

Koshi.44  

 

The main goal of this thesis is to explore how the study of the history of architecture 

and liturgy can be combined to provide a deeper understanding of both fields as well as of 

the understanding of this place and period in general. Reichenau has been chosen as a case 

study for several reasons. First of all, it can be counted among the most important 

Carolingian monasteries and stood in close connection to rulers and intellectuals in the realm 

at large. Not only does this make Reichenau a pars pro toto for the unfolding of the history of 

Carolingian monasteries, it also means that direct connections can be seen between the 

monastery and religious and political developments in a wider sense. Secondly, this approach 

is possible because secondary literature about both the architecture on the island and the 

liturgical life and books is available. This considerably broadens the scope of material that 

can be covered in a study of a relatively small size. On the other hand, none of the sources 

that will be discussed have ever really been connected to each other.  

Studies combining liturgy and architecture are still relatively rare, a fact that Sible de 

Blaauw attributes to the distance between the various disciplines. 45 What little work has been 

done, is multidisciplinary rather than interdisciplinary.46 According to De Blaauw, there is no 

“theoretically crystallized methodological concept of research in this field.”47 The second 

                                                 
41 Classen 1977. 
42 Bershin 1987. 
43 Zettler 1988; Reisser 1960. 
44 Koshi 1999. 
45 An overview of this literature is given in De Blaauw 1991. See also Duval 1996. 
46 As for example the work of Carol Heitz. Heitz 1980, 1963. 
47 De Blaauw 1991, p. 31 
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problem is that mainly architectural historians have tried to bridge the gap, whereas liturgists 

have shown little interest in architecture.48 This has lead to a very one-sided view.  

However, by combining what little theoretical work has been done, De Blaauw 

comes up with a theory that is based on the view of the relationship between architecture 

and liturgy as a multi-layered reality. He distinguishes three levels: the contextual, the 

functional and the spiritual or abstract level. The contextual level has been largely ignored in 

previous research, which has ignored the fact that a specific liturgy was celebrated at a 

specific place. In other words: architectural and liturgical sources should coincide. This 

means that the investigation of a specific building, combined with general, unproven 

assumptions about the shape of the liturgy is not enough. Liturgical sources that originate in 

this geographical area and chronological period should be used. Once it has been established 

that the architectural and the liturgical sources coincide, both can be viewed as part of a 

historical context which has to be explored as well. The functional level operates in a more 

practical way. It deals with the points in which liturgy and architecture literally meet: it 

concerns the spatial implications of the liturgy and the parts of the building that came into 

existence to accommodate specific ritual actions. The spiritual or abstract level looks at both 

subjects from a bird’s-eye view. They are seen as visible expressions of invisible ideologies, 

be they social, political or religious.49   

A crucial aspect of De Blaauw’s theory is that both subjects must first be studied 

independently and with equal regard for each theme. And one may add: with equal expertise 

in each field. A large part of this thesis will therefore be dedicated to the sketching of 

contemporary developments in the fields of architecture and liturgy. The reconstruction of 

the liturgy as celebrated at Reichenau and the architectural remains will then receive detailed 

attention independent from each other, in order to avoid the circular argument of which De 

Blaauw warns us. Only when the data for both fields are established, it is possible to 

combine these in order to draw further conclusions about their interactions.  

A method to interpret these collected data has been offered by Gerard Lukken.50 

Lukken uses semiotics to explain both rituals and architecture. He states that it is impossible 

                                                 
48 Practically the only matter for which liturgists have turned to architecture is that of the celebration 
of the Eucharist: how many altars were there in a church and in which direction were they facing. See 
Nussbaum 1961, Häussling 1973. 
49 De Blaauw 1991, pp. 32-34. 
50 Lukken 1987.  
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to gain a full understanding of a ritual if the space in which this took place is not considered. 

The spatial-architectural dimension is important, because it partially provides the boundaries 

for the ritual. For example, the various spaces in the church are more or less sanctified by 

means of the architecture: it is clear for lay people that the choir is ‘out of bounds’ because 

of a spatial division. When a certain ritual takes place on the border of these areas, the 

meaning of the ritual itself is partially defined by this. Lukken’s approach will prove to be 

useful later on in this thesis.    

 

In the next two chapters, architecture and liturgy are studied separately, starting with 

a general overview of architectural and liturgical developments in the period and area under 

investigation, and then working towards Reichenau. The building history which is discussed 

in the second chapter offers at the same time a more thorough exploration of the 

monastery’s history and is therefore put at the beginning. The various buildings on the island 

are studied more or less separately, each undergoing several chronological stages.  

 With regard to the liturgical material, some harsh choices have been made. It would 

be impossible to give an overview of all liturgical texts that were either written in Reichenau 

or have been in use there. I have therefore chosen to focus on the liturgical commemoration 

of the saints. On the one hand, this can be traced by means of calendars, which will be 

discussed in chapter 3.2. On the other hand, the most important saints for an early medieval 

monastery were those whose relics were kept in the church. Therefore, these will be 

scrutinized in the subsequent section.  

 In the fourth and last chapter we will firstly return to Walahfrid Strabo. His treatise 

De Exordiis is one of the few early medieval texts that discuss buildings and liturgical rites 

simultaneously.51 During the period in which he wrote this booklet, the first half of the ninth 

century, the monastery flourished. De Exordiis illustrates the culmination of earlier events 

and consequently it highlights the binding factors of all the facts that have been accumulated 

by then. This will then lead to the last section, in which the finds from the previous chapters 

will be brought together in yet another chronological overview.  

                                                 
51 The most recent translation of and commentary on the text are to be found in Harting-Correa 
1996.  She uses an earlier edition by Krause: MGH Capit. II, pp. 473-516. 
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CHAPTER 2 THE DOMUS DEI: ARCHITECTURE ON THE ISLAND 

 

2.1 THE HOUSE OF GOD AND THE HOME OF THE MONKS 

 

The Rule of Benedict, which was observed in the Reichenau monastery, is very clear about 

the celebration of the Divine Office. The main idea comes from Psalm 119:164: ‘Seven times 

a day I give praise to thee’. Combining these seven times of prayer (Lauds, Prime, Tierce, 

Sext, None, Vespers, Compline) with one during the night gives rise to an eightfold system. 

A large part of the monk’s day was spent in the church: at least eight times a day the 

community gathered there.  

For the monks who had been ordained as priests, the amount of time spent in 

church steadily increased. This had everything to do with the changed conception of the 

Mass. In early Christian times, the celebration of Mass was the remembrance of Christ’s 

sacrificial death. This orare pro, praying for the community and its sinners, then turned into 

offere pro: each Mass that was said was an offering in itself.  The relationship with God 

thereby became more concrete: the faithful gave something, in order for God to give 

something back. The missa publica, attended by the whole community, either lay or monastic, 

had been supplemented with the missa privata, a mass not attended by anyone but the priest 

who celebrated it, who did so for a specific purpose.52 From the eighth century the private or 

votive mass became more and more important, especially in the monasteries. In exchange 

for a donation to the monastery masses would be said for example for a deceased relative of 

the donor. The ‘Gebetsverbrüderungen’ or confraternities discussed in the introduction were 

based on the same principle: priests in a certain monastery would say Mass for monks in 

another, with which they were in a relationship of prayer. The increased frequency of Masses 

also meant that there was a greater demand of priests in the monasteries. Around 800, a 

third of the monks in the average monastery had been ordained.53 At the same time, this 

development affected the interior of the church: more and more altars were set up so that 

several Masses could be celebrated at the same time.  

                                                 
52 Angenendt 1983, pp. 153-163, 175-181. As Angenendt has shown, there is more to the missa privata, 
or missa votiva, or missa specialis, than just the fact that it was not attended by anyone except the 
celebrating priest. It was celebrated for a different purpose than the missa publica.   
53 Angenendt 1990, pp. 175-181. See also Häussling 1973. 
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 In the next chapter, more attention will be paid to the liturgical life of the monks. 

Yet the developments briefly sketched above should be kept in mind also when looking at 

monastic architecture. The church was the centre around which monastic life evolved, and 

almost continuously, some kind of liturgical activity was unfolding in it.  

 However, other parts of the monastery could be very interesting from a liturgical 

point of view as well, but there is simply not much information about these available. Hence, 

studies about early medieval monastic architecture have tended to focus on the monastic 

church. When possible, the claustrum will be taken into consideration here. This is the area 

surrounding the cloister, the most private part of the monastery, where only the monks were 

allowed entrance.54  Otherwise, the church will be the main point of interest, since most of 

the liturgy was celebrated in the church.  

Yet the discussion of actual buildings must briefly be postponed in order to look at 

the methodology with which these will be approached. Contrary to previous scholarship that 

focused on the formal or stylistic aspects of architecture, the last decades have seen a 

movement that called for a view of architecture as ‘bearer of meaning’. This iconographical 

or iconological approach has been developed by for example Günter Bandmann and Richard 

Krautheimer, who have both filled in this concept in a distinctive way.55 Important concepts 

within this theory are the architectural copy and the quote. Parts of a model, for example St. 

Peter’s, were incorporated in a building in order to refer to the essence of that example. The 

goal was not to literally copy this building, but to relate the present building to the ideology 

with which the example was associated. Especially in the case of a quote, this could be meant 

for and understandable to a very limited number of people.56 The overarching concept in 

which the copy and the quote can be placed is that of ‘historical meaning’. By understanding 

the historical and societal position of the commissioner of a building, the statement he 

wanted to make and therefore the building itself can better be understood. 57  Friedrich 

                                                 
54 I use the term claustrum in the way defined by Mayke de Jong in the Cambridge New Medieval History: 
“In this inner sanctuary only monks were to be admitted; their coming and going was subject to the 
abbot’s approval, as was the highly exceptional admittance of outsiders. […] Above all, the three 
places around which religious life revolved were secluded from intrusion by outsiders: the monastic 
choir, library and scriptorium.” De Jong in NCMH, p. 637. 
55 Bandmann 1951; Krautheimer 1942.  
56 Bosman 1994, pp. 4-5. 
57 With regard to the early Middle Ages, I think ‘commissioner’ can be understood in a rather broad 
sense. Very often, it is unclear who initiated a building-campaign and who finished it. But even when 
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Möbius has added a more functional approach, inquiring about the ‘Gebrauchswert’ or 

practical use of a building.58 In the following, I will combine these theories, focusing on the 

context in which the buildings in Reichenau came into existence and the way they were used 

by the community.  

 

Before turning to monastic churches in general and Reichenau more specifically, let 

us first cast a brief look at some of the developments in Christian architecture in Western 

Europe since Late Antiquity. Only by looking at the buildings in Reichenau in a broader 

framework, it is possible to see what trends were followed and what choices were made as a 

response to local circumstances.  

 The falling apart of the Roman Empire in the West meant the end of imperial 

patronage for monumental architecture, at least from the late sixth century. The Germanic 

tribes ruling Europe from this time had a wholly different building tradition, mainly 

consisting of relatively small wooden buildings. The political disunity allowed for much 

regional differentiation, incorporating ‘barbarian’ influences from a specific area. These 

tribes may have brought with them a new aesthetic, but for the ground-plan of larger edifices 

in stone, late antique architecture was used all over Europe as a source of inspiration. 

Besides, the spread of Christianity and the apparent need for church buildings made people 

look towards Rome, the city of the martyrs and of the successor of St. Peter. Especially in 

the case of ecclesiastical architecture, the Roman and Late Antique heritage was appropriated 

and perpetuated in the West, yet at the same time it was supplemented by and combined 

with ‘barbarian’ elements. 59 

 During the fourth century, several monumental Christian buildings had arisen in 

Rome. Most prominent among these are the Lateran complex, St. Peter’s, San Paolo fuori le 

Mura, S. Stefano Rotondo and Sta. Maria Maggiore. Whatever the political motivations 

behind these building campaigns, they were also designed with regard for the needs of the 

congregations.60 Several ‘types’ had been found for the buildings that were needed by the 

                                                                                                                                                 
we cannot refer to a certain individual, the bishop of a certain place or the abbot of, in this case, 
Reichenau, can be seen to have certain interests at heart.  
58 Möbius 1985, pp. 5-20. 
59 McClendon 2005, pp. 1-3, 35-58. Besides the possible use of shapes that originated in Rome, 
simply the building in stone or brick and mortar was seen as a symbol of romanitas. Therefore, early 
medieval references to building in the ‘Roman style’ do not necessarily refer to a specific Roman style.  
60 Krautheimer 1965, pp. 63, 127. 
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Christian faithful. Baptisteries were often centrally planned, preferably octagonal buildings, 

such as the Lateran baptistery. Churches also arose in this central-plan format,61 but the most 

common was the basilica. The emperor Constantine built a church for the bishop of Rome 

and used a practical, previously secular shape for it: that of the basilica. It was the most 

appropriate building in which to gather large crowds and in addition, it bore imperial 

connotations which made it very suitable for a building honouring the ‘king of kings’. 

Although a commonly used shape, the basilica became distinctly Christian when it was 

placed on an East-West-axis. This was a requisite of the liturgy, which was celebrated 

towards the East.62 The Lateran Basilica was followed by St. Peter’s, which combined the 

double-naved basilica-shape with a transept, thereby making the church cruciform. Besides 

the fact that this was obviously a useful type of church building, its popularity was also due 

to its connection with St. Peter, whose tomb was situated under the main altar.63 The most 

common type of church thus became a basilica with a long nave with one or two side aisles 

on each side, a transept and a semicircular apse, focused towards the east. The western 

entrance was possibly preceded by an atrium or narthex.64    

The cult of the relics was of major importance for the development of early medieval 

Christian architecture. The popes were starting to promote Rome as the city of the martyrs, 

which is also visible from their building campaigns. Initially these were focused on churches 

built on top of the remains of a saint, such as St. Peter’s and San Paolo fuori le Mura. The 

Romans had traditionally been very hesitant about moving the dead once they were buried. 

Relics were therefore begotten by lowering objects into the grave of a saint, producing a so-

called contact-relic. Very soon, however, the ban on the transportation of relics was 

relaxed.65 This development opened up more possibilities while at the same time lending 

more importance to the crypt of a church. Now that the corporeal remains of the martyrs 

                                                 
61 However, they are very rare. The most well-known is San Stefano Rotondo in Rome; to this may 
be added San Lorenzo in Milan.  
62 Unjustly, this aspect is often forgotten in descriptions of early Christian architecture. It has been 
brought to the attention again by Sible de Blaauw. De Blaauw 2000, p. 39. 
63 McClendon 2005, pp. 23-34. 
64 For a detailed description of the interior and exterior design, see Krautheimer 1965, pp. 125-127. 
65 However, the official policy of the Popes forbade the exhumation of Roman martyrs until the mid-
eighth century. This resulted in a ‘northward flow of relics’. Smith 2000, p. 321.  
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could be removed from the catacombs, relics could be kept under the main altar of every 

church. There, they should somehow be accessible to the community of the faithful.66 

 

Within these architectural developments, monastic architecture constituted a special 

category. Contrary to other churches, which were meant to cater for a large and diverse 

group of people and were also open for ‘outsiders’, monasteries were built for a small, 

enclosed community. Yet early western monastic architecture shows that there were many 

possible ways of building a monastery. The most important foundations, such as Tours and 

Lérins in Gaul and the island of Iona, are too diverse to speak of a single development. Even 

the later monasteries, such as Jouarre and Luxueil are difficult cases.67 The development of 

one type of western monastic architecture started with the Rule of Benedict of Nursia.68 First 

of all, the following of a common Rule made the monasteries more and more alike, at least 

theoretically. Secondly, although Benedict does not literally comment on what the layout of a 

monastery should look like, he names the buildings that it should incorporate and, more 

importantly, he brings them all together in one complex. The various segments, such as a 

dormitory for sleeping, a refectory for eating and a cloister already existed, but they had to 

be organized to form a single plan.69 This took some time: only from the Carolingian age, we 

can speak of the fully developed Benedictine monastery. By that time, Frankish monasteries 

such as Fulda and Centula had left their mark, just as much as Benedict’s Monte Cassino.70  

 The spatial organization of an early medieval monastery can be illustrated by the so-

called Plan of St. Gall. Made in the first half of the ninth century, at Reichenau, for the abbot 

of St. Gall, it represents a utopian vision. Freed of the restrictions a particular site might 

impose, the buildings and enclosures that the perfect monastery should have, are grouped in 

the most ideal way.71 At the centre of the plan is a huge church, consisting of a long nave 

                                                 
66 Angenendt 1994, pp. 167-182; Thacker 2000, pp. 250-251. See also Snoek 1995; Häussling 1973. 
67 Braunfels 1972, pp. 19-24. 
68 Only during the reform councils of 816/817, an attempt was made to make the Rule of Benedict 
the standard for all Frankish monasteries.   
69 The cloister is the most problematic of these. For a discussion of recent debates, see Klein 2004, 
mainly the articles by Klein, Jacobsen and Legler. 
70 Braunfels 1972, pp. 24-29.  
71 It is pointless to go into detail here about the past and present controversy regarding the plan of St. 
Gall. See Jacobsen 1992 and Hecht 1997; references to literature are to be found there. See also Horn 
and Born 1974, for the connection with Reichenau. A useful facsimile and description are given in 
Reinhardt 1952. High-resolution digital images can be found on saintgallplan.org. 
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with single aisles, a small eastern transept and both an eastern and a western apse. Lay 

people entered the church, and through it also the monastery, via the western apse, which 

was flanked by towers dedicated to the archangels Michael and Gabriel. Little over half of 

the church was accessible to them; in the second bay before the crossing, the monk’s choir 

started with an ambo and two lecterns.72 The crossing itself is labelled ‘chorus psallentium’ 

and from it, steps lead up to the main altar, dedicated to Mary and Gallus. Lay people could 

pass the monk’s choir and enter the crypt on both sides of the high altar to end up, 

eventually, behind the altar, where Gallus’ sarcophagus was situated. The church was a 

‘veritable warehouse of altars’: in the apses the altars for Sts. Peter and Paul; in the transept, 

an altar dedicated to St. Andrew, and one to Sts. Philip and James; on the stairs leading 

towards the main altar, there were altars for St. Benedict and St. Columban; on the first floor 

of the towers, altars were dedicated to the archangels; eight were situated in the side aisles 

and in the middle of the church, an altar for the Holy Cross and one for John the Apostle 

and John the Baptist. The latter is placed directly behind the baptismal font.  

 The southern wall of the church is simultaneously the northern wall of the cloister. 

This is surrounded by the dormitory (connected to the southern transept wall), with baths 

and lavatories, refectory and store-room. Between the store-room and the church was the 

entrance to the claustrum. The narrow passage between the store-room and the southern wall 

of the church constituted the entrance to this secluded area. This was the only place where 

the ‘public’ and ‘private’ parts of the monastery met. 

 Connected to the eastern apse of the church were two ‘micro-monasteries’: one for 

the novices and one for the sick. Each group had its own chapel and claustrum. South of the 

novitiate, that is east of the ‘real’ claustrum, was the cemetery. The eastern part of the plan 

was meant for those, who were neither full members of the community nor real outsiders. 

For the latter, the area to the north of the church was reserved. Here we find the hostel (?)73, 

the guest house, the external school, the physician and the abbot’s house. The rest of the 

space, the northern and western parts, was used for the keeping of animals and for the 

workshops.  

                                                 
72 The term ‘choir’ is not as unambiguous as it might seem. I will get back to this later. For now, see 
Gall 1951 and Möbius 1983. 
73 This is but one possibility; to the north-west of the church a large building with unknown purpose 
was drawn. This has almost entirely been erased by a later writer. Jacobsen 1992, p. 20.  
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 No monastery has ever been built according to this drawing. In practice, local 

circumstances play a role, as well as financial considerations. Monasteries evolved in an 

almost organic manner; existing buildings were adjusted, new ones built once there was need 

for them and old ones only torn down when there was a replacement for them. Yet the plan 

of St. Gall is useful for us, because it shows what buildings might be needed and what a 

useful model for them would be. In addition, it was probably written at Reichenau, under the 

supervision of abbot Hatto, and was meant for the abbot of nearby St. Gall.74 But in order to 

place the architecture of Reichenau in the development that has been sketched above, we 

first have to know what kind of buildings existed in Reichenau. Let us therefore turn to these 

first.  

 

2.2 THE INITIAL SETTLEMENT – REICHENAU-MITTELZELL:  

 CHURCH AND CLAUSTRUM 

 

Pirmin was not the first to settle on the island. Before we turn to the monastery he founded 

and the other early medieval buildings on the island, let us therefore cast a brief look at the 

island itself and previous settlements on it. Reichenau is the largest island in the Lake of 

Constance and is situated in the so-called ‘Untersee’, which is almost cut off from the rest of 

the lake, called the ‘Obersee’.75 The first people to visit the island, as far as archaeological 

research has shown, lived in prehistoric times. A field of urns from the late Bronze Age, 

which could have been in use until 800 B.C., has been found. The lack of remains from 

Roman and Alemannian times indicates that the island had not been permanently inhabited 

until the arrival of Pirmin.76 It is not without reason that both settlements, more than fifteen 

hundred years apart, were located on almost exactly the same spot. This curve on the 

northern shore of the island, on the side of the ‘Gnadensee’, was suitable as a harbor and 

                                                 
74 As noted above, this is not the place for a detailed discussion of the Plan of St. Gall. In connection 
to Reichenau however, it is interesting to explore whether there was an example upon which the plan 
was based. As Jacobsen notes, the small number of mistakes makes it very unlikely that there was no 
example. Having established this, the question is whether it was based on a sketch made in Reichenau, 
or on another plan. Hecht has even suggested that a plan was drawn up for or by Benedict of Aniane, 
(a copy of ) which ended up in the possession of Hatto. Hecht 1997, pp. 315-316; Jacobsen 1992, p. 
325.  
75 See illustration. The German name ‘Bodensee’ refers to the eighth-century fisc Bodman, which will 
briefly be discussed in chapter 4.3. 
76 Schmidle in KAR, p. 8-9; Schlichtherle 1988, p. 321. 
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protected from south-western storms. Another important reason for Pirmin to choose this 

location was that it provided the quickest and safest way to reach the monastery’s 

possessions on the mainland.77  Most of the lands specified by name in the ‘foundation 

charters’ are situated to the north of the island, such as Allensbach, Markelfingen and 

Kaltbrunn. To the south, only Ermatingen is named. 78  The site that Pirmin chose had 

another advantage, namely the spring that was later called the ‘Pirminsbrunnen’. Even if this 

was not his main consideration, it must have been very convenient to have a spring inside of 

the cloister.79  

 

Before turning to the other inhabited areas on the island, the buildings of the main 

settlement, Reichenau-Mittelzell, will be discussed.  The remains of these have been 

relatively well-preserved. This is partially due to the climate and the position of the churches 

near the lake. The moist soil has been the perfect environment for the building materials, 

both wood and stone. The first buildings were only 3,5 meters above the water-level of the 

lake and every time parts of the monastery were rebuilt, the ground-level was heightened a 

little. Therefore, it is possible to find remains of every single building, even though a new 

building was generally built on top of the old one. At the same time the early seventeenth 

century rebuilding of the monastery in Mittelzell in a different place has saved the older 

foundations. These were simply covered with soil and the area was then used as a garden.80  

 However, the fact that the remains are well-preserved does not mean they are also 

well researched. The most extensive archaeological research has been done by Ernst Reisser 

in the 1920s and -30s, but unfortunately, he has been unable to publish these finds himself. 

In 1960, a book based on his work was published posthumously.81 Subsequently, both his 

                                                 
77 Zettler 1988, p. 39. 
78 Heidrich in Classen 1977, p. 83.  
    “[…] quinque loca extra insulam in fisco nostro Potamico […] Quorum locorum nomina hec sunt. 
Marcolfingas, Alahollespach, Caltaprunno, Uualamotingas, Alachmontescurt […]et ex altera parte 
Reni fluminis Ermŏtingas[…]”. 
79 The location of the spring had long been named as the prime reason for founding the monastery at 
this spot, e.g. in Reisser 1960, p. 24. Zettler has convincingly argued that the reasons mentioned 
above were more important. Zettler 1988, pp. 39-40. 
80 Zettler 1988, pp. 156-157. 
81 Reisser 1960. 
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material has been re-interpreted and new archaeological research has been undertaken.82 The 

most recent extensive survey of all available material is given by Alphons Zettler.83  In the 

following, I will mainly rely on his work.84  

 Zettler has subdivided the buildings in Mittelzell into ten building phases. However 

useful this system, it is fundamental to keep in mind the importance of continuity. During 

any sort of building activity, the monastery had to keep functioning. It is therefore very 

difficult to divide separate phases: small parts of the buildings were being modified or rebuilt 

while others remained in their old shapes. 85  It may be clear that ten phases within 

approximately three hundred years can be very hard to separate. What is further problematic 

is that Zettler counts all building activity from the ninth century onwards as one phase. 

(Phase III, subdivided in IIIA and B). This does not do justice to the far-reaching changes 

that were made.  

The first buildings at the site were made of wood. Dendrochronological research has 

established that these were built in the early eighth century, so they may date from Pirmin’s 

time. Underneath, Reisser has found the remains of two ovens that have most likely been 

used during the construction and have been abandoned when the building activity had 

progressed towards the west. Zettler has classified this deepest layer as phase A.86  

 The wooden buildings (Phase I) were part of the monks’ living quarters and were 

accompanied by a church, built in stone. This was probably the first church ever to be built 

on the site, but there is a possibility that a wooden church was built a few years earlier. The 

church consisted of two parts, roughly of equal size. The eastern part ended in a square altar 

room with a single altar; the western part was preceded by an ante-room. The floor of the 

western part is the lowest, and Reisser has therefore concluded that this part is the oldest. 

According to him, the ante-room was built for lay people; the main room was used by the 

monks themselves. When both communities grew, the monks extended the church towards 

the east.87 Zettler reaches the opposite conclusion, based on the presence of graves from the 

mid-eighth century in the apse and on the connection between the (wooden) eastern part of 

                                                 
82 For critical remarks on Reisser’s work, see e.g. the review and article in Edgar Lehmann 1961 and 
1963. See also Horn and Born 1974.  
83 Zettler 1988.  
84

 See illustrations 6-15 about the architecture of Reichenau-Mittelzell.  
85 Zettler acknowledges these problems. 
86 Zettler 1988, p. 158. 
87 Reisser 1960, pp. 31-32. 



 28 

the cloister and the church.88 Zettler’s arguments are more convincing, so the eastern part of 

the church may be called phase IA, the western part phase IB. Regarding the wooden 

monastic buildings, which were connected to the northern wall of the church, an ambitus 

(cloister) and large room can be traced quite precisely. The problem lies mainly in the 

surrounding buildings: the cloister was probably connected to other buildings on all sides, 

but the North- and Westside have not been researched in detail.  

It is very difficult to provide any of the eighth-century buildings with a precise date. 

The earliest stone church incorporates the grave of Count Gerold, who died in 799.89 This 

provides a terminus ante quem: in any case, the church must have been built before then. Yet 

the grave is the youngest find from this phase. Two layers of flooring for example prove that 

the church has been redecorated – inside only – several times before 799. Zettler therefore 

dates the church as well as the other buildings in stone around the middle of the ninth 

century.90  

This means that the wooden monastery was replaced by one in stone after only a few 

decades. (Phase II) It had roughly the same layout and had for a large part been built while 

the wooden structures were still standing. The foundations of the western part of the cloister, 

for example, are situated inside of the foundations of the wooden cloister-wall. The cloister 

was located in the centre of the complex, surrounded to the East and West by several other 

buildings and sharing its south wall with the northern wall of the church. The eastern and 

western outer walls of the cloister are connected to the church, but clearly belong to a 

different building phase, having been built either just before or just after the church. These 

stone walls follow the direction of the previous wooden walls, which were not connected to 

the church in a straight angle.91  

Several aspects of phase II deserve more attention. Let us start with a detailed 

description of the church. Starting from the West, a rectangular ante-room provided the 

entrance to the western part of the church. The ante-room itself was connected to the 

southern gallery of the cloister. As with most other doors, this entrance cannot be traced 

                                                 
88 Zettler 1988, pp. 167-172. 
89 Visio Wettini Walahfridi; ed. MGH Poet. Lat. 2, p. 330; Reisser 1960, p. 5; Hermannus Contractus, 
Chronicon ; ed. MGH SS 5, p. 101; about Gerold see Borgolte 1986, pp. 122-126. Some time before 
799, Gerold provided new decorations for the altar of Mary. This source confirms that a church with 
an altar dedicated to Mary already existed some time before 799. MGH Poet. Lat. 4, p. 639. 
90 Zettler 1988, p. 170. 
91 Zettler 1988, pp. 167-174. 
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because the foundations, the only remains, run underneath the whole wall.92  The same 

problem occurs with the connection between the eastern and western parts of the church. 

The eastern part of the church consisted of a large room ending in a rectangular apse. This 

choir-area was higher than the rest of the church. The eastern walls of the main room 

protruded slightly into the choir area, thereby providing space for two altars on either side of 

the entrance to the choir, one dedicated to St. Peter, the other to St.  Paul.93 The altars 

themselves were set on rectangular elevations. The choir-room had only one freestanding 

altar, dedicated to Mary.94 In the south-western corner of the choir the grave of Gerold was 

placed. Behind the altar, a bench was connected to the eastern wall of the choir. In the 

north-western corner, two stairs connected the church to the cloister. The descending stairs 

gave access to the monk’s living quarters or warming room, roughly two meters below the 

level of the choir. The ascending stairs connected the choir to the dormitorium.  

Regarding the cloister, it is noteworthy that the southern gallery of the cloister was 

broader than the other ones and was outfitted with benches running the whole width of the 

northern wall and the opposing part of the southern wall (which was at the same time the 

northern wall of the church). The corner between the southern and western corridors of the 

cloister constituted some kind of entrance to the cloister.95  

 

The simple, single-naved church with rectangular altar room did not even survive for 

one century. It was replaced under the abbacy of Hatto (806-823) and the new church (Phase 

III) can be dated quite precisely: Hermann der Lahme writes in his chronicle for the year 816: 

 

“Augiae basilica sanctae Mariae a Heitone abate et episcopo constructa et dedicata 

est”96 

“The basilica of Saint Mary in Reichenau is constructed and dedicated by Hatto, 

abbot and bishop”97 

                                                 
92 Reisser 1960, p. 32. 
93 One of these altars was definitely dedicated to St. Peter; see MGH Poet. Lat. 4, p. 640. It has been 
assumed that its counterpart, the existence of which has been proven by the archaeological 
investigations, was dedicated to St. Paul.  
94 MGH Poet. Lat. 4, p. 639. 
95 The above has been based on the drawing in Zettler 1988, p. 172 and the description in Reisser 
1960, pp. 32-35. 
96 Hermannus Contractus, Chronicon; ed. MGH SS 5, pp. 102.  
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The older church was also dedicated to Mary, but it is not strange that Hermann uses the 

word constructa.98 For indeed the whole church was new. It was about four times as large as 

the old one and had a very different model: that of a basilica with a wide nave and two 

narrower side aisles. These seem to have ended in a very simple western wall. The eastern 

transept was followed by a choir divided in three parts with two semicircular apses in the 

middle. When one looks at this church on a map, it seems quite unbalanced. The eastern 

part (transept and choir) is both wider and longer than the nave. This could easily have been 

avoided by tearing down the old anterooms and lengthening the nave. It has therefore been 

suggested that this was the initial plan that was disturbed for some reason or other.99 This 

could be possible, but it must be noted that the church probably did not appear very 

unbalanced from the inside. The rooms to the sides of the main choir were hardly visible 

from the nave. Secondly, there was no need for a very large nave, because the church was 

not built primarily for a lay community. 

 The main altar, still dedicated to Mary, was placed in the central part of the choir. It 

would be likely that the altars for SS. Peter and Paul were set in the two apses behind this 

main altar. In the middle of the nave, just before the transept, an altar for the Holy Cross 

was added. Together with the construction of the new church, the older room to the east of 

the cloister was provided with floor heating and a small new room was added, partly 

enveloping the north eastern corner of the choir. This room also had floor heating and has 

been identified with the scriptorium.100  

 Quite soon after the building of the new church the simple western wall was replaced 

by the so-called ‘older western transept’. (Zettler incluses this in Phase III) This probably 

happened during the abbacy of Erlebald (823-838). Because it had roughly the same 

dimensions as the eastern transept, this building protruded into the cloister. To make up for 

this lack of space, the northern wall of the southern part of the cloister was moved a little. 

                                                                                                                                                 
97 ‘Basilica’ can also simply be translated with ‘church’. However, taking into account the shape of the 
church, I have decided to keep basilica in the translation. About the use of this term, see Binding 
2002, p. 314. 
98 Isidor of Seville and Hrabanus Maurus use Vituvius’ concept of architecture as consisting of three 
parts: dispositio (planning), constructio (construction) and venustas (decoration). Constructio is used for the 
erection of the building. Binding 2002, p. 19. The same meaning is given in Lewis & Short 1966, p. 
440 under constructio: an erecting, building, constructing. 
99 See Erdmann & Zettler 1974, p. 502; Jacobsen 1992, pp. 229, 255-279. 
100 Reisser 1960, p. 38; Zettler 1988, p. 176. 
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This way, a narrow corridor connected to a small hall arose. The benches that had previously 

been in this part of the cloister were partially kept and a sort of waiting area came into being. 

This was connected to the western part of the church by stairs. Together with the transept, a 

proper entrance was built: two wide doors flanked by two staircases. These additions were 

probably built not long after 816, but when exactly remains unclear.101  

The issue is further complicated by the construction of the so-called ‘Markuskirche’ 

inside this western transept.102 During the building of the Western transept, the nave had 

been elongated, now consisting of five bays. Under abbot Ruadho (871-888), a small 

structure was built inside of the Western transept and last bay of the nave, which had been 

finished in the 830s. What has been labelled phase IIIA by Zettler is in fact a change in the 

interior of the church.103 Reisser, on the other hand, uses the term ‘Markuskirche’ to refer to 

a Western apse, that Zettler dates assigns to the abbacy of Witigowo (985-997).104  Reisser 

designates this Western apse, together with the structure inside the Western transept, as a 

second sanctuary and choir, facing West.105 When taking Zettler’s (more recent) finds into 

consideration, I have to agree with Zettler. The Western apse was not built until the late 

tenth century, and therefore there is no reason to assume that the altar faced west. However, 

I agree with Reisser in his classification of the structure as a second sanctuary. The whole 

structure was clearly separated from the rest of the church and an altar was set up there. 

Moreover, the direct connection to the claustrum facilitated easy access for the monks.  

The construction of both the western transept and the ‘Markuskirche’ was probably 

instigated by the presence of relics. Around 830, the relics of a saint Vales or Valens were 

brought to the island. In the 870s, a vision revealed to Bishop Gebhart of Constance that 

these were actually the relics of St. Mark the Evangelist. What is more, Mark complained that 

his bones were getting wet. The account of his miracles that was later written in Reichenau 

                                                 
101 However, Walahfrid, who only arrived in the monastery in 825, could still see the both the old 
(Phase II) and the new (Phase III) church. See MGH Poet. Lat. 2, p. 425. It is therefore likely that 
the western transept was finished in the later years of Erlebald’s abbacy, some time after 825. 
102 Reisser seems to attribute the Markuskirche to monk-architect Einmut, working under abbot 
Erlebald and finds written sources to support this thesis. Reisser 1960, pp. 45-49. Zettler now agrees 
with Reisser, but has tried to prove earlier that the Markuskirche was actually a fore-runner of the 
‘older western transept.’ Zettler 1988, pp. 176-179; Erdmann & Zettler 1974, p. 503. Zettler then 
makes the whole issue even less clear by writing in the legend under his map on p. 178 ‘Westkirche 
des abtes Erlebald (sogenanntes Älteres Westquerhaus) mit Einbauten der ‘Markuskirche’ seit 873/75. 
103 Zettler 1988, p. 180. 
104 Zettler 1988, pp.181-183. 
105 Reisser 1960, p. 50. 
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describes the response of abbot Ruadho (871-888), who took the relics out of the altar in 

which they were kept to allow them to dry in the morning sun. He then placed them in a 

new shrine and put them back in the altar. 106  When combining this text with the 

archaeological evidence, as interpreted by Zettler and Reisser, the most likely conclusion 

would be that the western sanctuary (the ‘Markuskirche’) was built after the vision of 

Gebhart, so under the abbacy of Ruadho.  

Possibly in connection with the growing importance of the Western part of the 

church, the heating room was moved from the eastern part of the monastery to the western 

part. This structure, connected to the Western wall of the cloister, was also extensively 

enlarged. (Phase VI) 107  

 To the eastern choir, a ‘rotunda’ was added. (Phase VII) It was dedicated to the Holy 

Cross, a relic of which arrived on the island around 925.108 However, it is not clear whether 

the rotunda was built to house these specific relics, or whether it already existed and was 

dedicated to these after their arrival. These last three phases have proven to be very difficult 

to date. They clearly belong to different building phases, but even Zettler does not dare to 

make a statement about the order in which they were built.109 In any case, they are to be 

dated to the late ninth or first half of the tenth century. The rebuilding of the church and 

parts of the monastery under abbots Witigowo (985-997) and Berno (1008-1048) mark a 

whole new chapter in the history of the island and belong to a different period of history in 

general. Therefore, I end my survey of Reichenau-Mittelzell here. 

 

2.3 OTHER SETTLEMENTS ON THE ISLAND 

  

The monastery consisted of more than just the church, the cloister and the buildings directly 

adherent to it. To the east of the church, behind the choir, the monastic cemetery was 

located. With every extension to the building the space was fenced in, but it stayed in 

                                                 
106 De miraculis et virtutibus S. Marci evangelistae as it is to be found in Badischen Landesbibliothek 
Karlsruhe, mss. Aug. LXXXIV, fols. 138ra-144rb. This is the earliest known version of the text, from 
the tenth century. Ed. Klüppel 1980, pp. 143-151. Beyerle in KAR, pp. 356-359. For a more 
comprehensive account of this story, see Chapter 3.4.2. 
107 Zettler 1988, p. 181. 
108 A translatio in the same manuscript as that of St. Mark tells of the arrival of a piece of the Holy 
Cross and some earth from mount Golgotha, soaked with blood. Beyerle in KAR, pp. 361-374. 
109 Zettler 1988, p. 180. 
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roughly the same spot from the eighth to the seventeenth century. Reisser grants the 

graveyard both an oratorium in cimeterio and a chapel dedicated to SS. Cosmas and  Damian.110 

It would make sense for the cemetery to have some sort of chapel, but Reisser does not 

make a clear reference to the sources upon which this statement is based.111  

To the north-west of the church was the area that has been classified as 

‘Wirtschaftsbereich’ or economic area. It was the part of the monastery that was closest to 

where boats would land and it would therefore be logical that goods coming from the 

mainland would be taken there first, to be moved to another part of the monastery when the 

need arose. Archaeological research has only shown that there have been buildings at this 

site, starting from the early middle ages. What their exact nature was and when they were 

built remains unclear.112  

 Then there is the matter of the palace or Palatinate, southwest of the church.113 

Excavations in the late 1970s have, according to Zettler, given reason to believe that 

buildings at this spot have existed since the ninth century. However, their shape and 

function are not clear.114 Written sources exist only from the tenth century, when Witigowo 

built a new church there.115 By that time, it was not unusual to separate the property of the 

abbot from that of the monastery. The Pfalz could have served as a house for the abbot and 

a guesthouse for important guests from the ninth century. In any case, it is clear that in the 

twelfth century and later it was used for the abbot’s legal transactions, such as the writing of 

charters.116 Without more archaeological data we can only speculate about this area and the 

buildings that may have stood there.  

 Lastly, Zettler hypothesizes about the existence of houses for guests and pilgrims to 

the west of the church. Sources from the thirteenth century speak of a ‘Konversenhospital’ 

at this spot and Zettler concludes that this would be a logical spot for a hostel, mainly based 

on the place of these on the Plan of St. Gall.117 However, this suggestion cannot be proven 

                                                 
110 Reisser 1960, p. 27. 
111 Unfortunately, the matter will therefore have to remain in the dark for now. 
112 Zettler 1988, pp. 148-150; Reisser 1960, p. 27: “als Mindestbedarf [sind] zu vermuten: Ställe für 
Reit- und Zugtiere sowie für Geflügel, [...] Gesindewohnungen, Werkstätten, und von der 
Lebensmittelbereitung mindestens die Pfisterei.” (Bakery)  
113 Not to be confused with the ‘Königspfalz’ Bodman, which was located on the mainland. 
114 Zettler 1988, pp. 150-155. 
115 Purchardus, Gesta Witigowonis; ed. MGH Poet. Lat. 5, p. 277. 
116 Brandi 1890, p. 30 nr. 107. 
117 Zettler 1988, p. 155. 
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because any evidence for the existence of such buildings has been disturbed by the building 

of the new monastery at the start of the seventeenth century.  

Not or only partially connected to the monastery was the church of St. John, a parish 

church. Once again, the interpretation of the archaeological remains is not unequivocal. The 

written sources refer to a church dedicated to St. John built during the abbacy of Ekkehart I 

(958-972). 118  By that time, there was surely a lay cemetery accompanying the church. 

However, it is unclear where the precursor of this building, the chapel of John the Baptist, 

was located. This chapel, presumably a baptistery for lay people, has been referred to in 

ninth-century sources. 119  Zettler places it at the same spot as the later church; Reisser 

attaches it to the Pfalz.120 Although both buildings have surely existed, it has so far not 

proved possible to construct an image of what either the baptistery or the parochial church 

may have looked like.  

 

What about the other churches on the island? Reichenau-Niederzell was dedicated in 

799 by Egino, former bishop of Verona, who founded the church several years before in 

order to have a place to die in peace. The first church, built in the late eighth century, was in 

itself quite simple. It was a hall church, the eastern part of which had a slightly heightened 

floor, ending in a single, semicircular apse. To the north of the church were living quarters. 

Since this was not meant to be a monastery, there was no proper cloister. There was, 

however, a rectangular inner courtyard, surrounded to the north and east by other buildings. 

To the south-east of the church was a chapel, also a hall church ending in an apse, but about 

one fourth of the size of the church. The eastern third of the chapel was marked off from 

the rest by a wall and in the southern part of the church, slightly more towards the west, a 

baptismal font has been found. Towards the west of the chapel, ending together with the 

western wall of the church, was some sort of enclosure. It is unclear whether this was a 

courtyard or a sort of portico. Further towards the west was a graveyard, which has lead 

Wolfgang Erdmann to conclude that the chapel was used as a place to commemorate the 

dead, to baptize and to keep the Host.121  

                                                 
118 Beyerle in KAR, pp. 383; Reisser 1960, p. 27. 
119 “das in den Martyrologien des 9. Jahrhunderts verzeichnete Oratorium des hl. Johannes des 
Täufers”; Zettler 1988, p. 150. 
120 Zettler 1988, p. 150; Reisser 1960, pp. 27-28. 
121 Erdmann 1974a, p. 527. 
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The other major church on the island was Reichenau-Oberzell. Its history is 

connected to the abbacy of Hatto III (888-913) who was at the same time bishop of Mainz. 

Hatto acquired a relic of St. George in Rome in 896 and brought this either immediately or 

within the next few years to Reichenau to use it for the dedication of the newly built 

church. 122  The church was dedicated at the end of the ninth century, probably on 18 

November 896.123 This date would point to the political significance the building of the 

church had for Hatto: it is the octave of the feast of St. Martin of Tours, who was the patron 

saint of Mainz. Apparently, his two functions were closely connected for Hatto.  

The church that stands in Oberzell to this day is for a large part still the church that 

Hatto III built. However, there is no consensus over when exactly its various parts were 

constructed or when it was decorated with its famous murals.124 The general opinion that has 

been propagated for years is that the building is late Carolingian and has been decorated with 

murals in the late tenth century under abbot Witigowo (985-997).125 However, it has recently 

been argued by both Dörthe Jakobs and Koichi Koshi that both the church and (most of the) 

decoration are Carolingian, dating from the late ninth century.126 It was already accepted that 

the main corpus of the building, at least the nave and crypt, were built before 896, to be 

dedicated by Hatto III with the relics of St. George on November 18th. Jakobs had shown 

that the plaster on the walls of the nave was applied directly after the construction of these 

walls. Koshi has consequently noted that the connections between the murals in Oberzell 

and the late tenth-century book illuminations from Reichenau that have previously been 

used to date the murals, are mainly of an iconographical nature. A stylistic analysis of the 

paintings shows that they have more in common with late Carolingian murals in for example 

Goldbach and Müstair.127  

                                                 
122 Notker Balbulus from St. Gall relates that Hatto III was given the head of St. George by Pope 
Formosus (891-896). Notker Balbulus, Martyrology; St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek Cod. 456, pp. 110-111; ed. 
PL 131, pp. 1025-1163, here p. 1070. Hatto was in Rome on the occasion of king Arnulf’s being 
crowned Emperor by the Pope.  
123 Jakobs 1999, pp. 17-18; Haubrichs 1993, p. 511. Haubrichs has found this date in the Martyrology 
from Reichenau, now kept in Zürich. Zürich, Zentralbibliothek Ms. Rh. Hist. 28, fol. 152r.  
124 For a very extensive discussion of previous scholarship on St. Georg, see Jakobs 1999, pp. 33-52. 
125 Erdmann 1974, p. 590.  
126 Jakobs 1999; Koshi 1999. 
127 Jakobs 1999, pp. 46-52; Koshi 1999, pp. 249-254. In addition, it may be noted that the narrative 
scenes are explained by tituli in a very Carolingian-looking capitalis quadrata. Also, abbot Grimald of St. 
Gall (841-872) is said to have hired monks from Reichenau to decorate his ‘aula palatinis’. Cod. 
Sangallensis 397, p. 50; MGH Poet. Lat. 4, p. 1108. This would only make sense when a tradition of 
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The church itself looks somewhat like the church Hatto (806-823) built in Mittelzell. 

The nave, with two side-aisles, is only slightly longer than the choir, whose three parts make 

it just as wide as the nave. The easternmost parts of the side-aisles are fitted with 

semicircular apses, presumably used as side-altars. The choir is reached with a flight of stairs, 

as is the square altar room protruding towards the east. Underneath these is a small crypt. 

On the western side of the church, a semicircular apse provides the entrance to the church. 

The apse, in turn, is preceded by a rectangular ante-room which is the actual entrance. The 

second floor of this small structure is used as a chapel dedicated to St. Michael.128 However, 

it is very likely that both the western apse and the ante-room (with the chapel) are later, that 

is tenth-century, additions.129  

The murals in the nave depict miracle-scenes from the gospels; the crypt has a 

crucifixion scene.130 Also noteworthy are the busts of abbots, recognizable by their tonsure, 

tunics and books, above the narrative scenes in the nave. It is remarkable that there are no 

references in the murals to St. George. Koshi has seen this as one further argument in favor 

of dating the murals before 896. At the time of the construction and decoration of the 

church, Hatto did not yet know that he would return from Rome with the relics of St. 

George.131  

 However, Hatto III’s church was possibly not the first church-building in Reichenau-

Oberzell. His predecessor Hatto I (806-823) could already have built a cella there.132 But this 

is not directly relevant here. Whether or not there was already some kind of settlement on 

this part of the island, Hatto III thought it useful to order the construction of a new church 

there. The church was initially quite simple and clearly inspired by the church his 

predecessor Hatto built in Niederzell. Yet it is difficult to attribute any kind of significance 

to this stylistic choice. For now, let it simply be noted that there may have been other issues 

at play than just Hatto III’s wish to find a place to die in peace. The dedication of the church 

                                                                                                                                                 
mural painting already existed on the island or when monks were in the process of being trained for 
this.  
128 Erdmann 1974b, p. 579; Jakobs 1999, pp. 29-32, figs. 12, 13, 25-28.  
129Jakobs 1999, pp. 146-147. 
130 For a discussion of Carolingian and Ottonian crucifixion iconography see Chazelle 2001. 
131 Koshi 1999, p. 21. A very extensive bibliography on the Oberzell murals is given in both Jakobs 
1999 and Koshi 1999.  
132 This is indicated by a passage in Gall Öhem’s chronicle, which refers to a priest who was sent to 
Oberzell, ‘die zelg Hattonis’ under abbot Ruodhelm (838-842). Gallus Öhem, Cronick des Gotzhuses 
Rychenowe; ed. Brandi 1893, p. 50. 
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to St. George will be discussed in more detail in chapter three. But first, a brief look at the 

community that lived in the buildings discussed so far is in order.  

.  

2.4 LIFE IN THE MONASTERY 

 

The buildings described in the foregoing were inhabited by monks.133 In order to gain an 

understanding of what daily life in the monastery looked like, we have to know how many 

monks actually lived in Reichenau and what their various functions were. With regard to the 

number of people living on the island, the confraternity book is one of the most important 

sources. The main part of this manuscript consists of 59 folia in which, starting around 

824/825, the names of those that were to be commemorated in the liturgy were recorded.134 

The first few pages are reserved for the monks of Reichenau, both living and already 

deceased, but very soon the pages are filled with the names of monks from other 

monasteries, with whom a confraternity existed. These lists have been added to until the late 

Middle Ages. Especially for these later additions the chronological order of the lists seems to 

be lost. Names, for example of kings, have been added almost at random. Nevertheless, a lot 

can be gained from this source, especially when combined with two other manuscripts 

containing necrologia from Reichenau. 135  The oldest of these is part of a sacramentary 

currently kept in Vienna, to which a calendar was added. There was a lot of open spaces on 

the pages of the calendar and therefore, it was used from the mid-ninth century to record the 

deceased monks. This manuscript will be discussed more extensively in chapter three. In the 

second manuscript, the necrology is combined with a martyrology. Both were probably 

conceived around 900. Yet names have been added in so many hands, that it is hard to 

distinguish which names were written in which period.  

 The first inquiry into these sources would concern the number of monks that resided 

in the monastery at a certain moment. Zettler has made an inventory of this, partially by 

simply counting the names, partially by combining other sources and demographic material. 

                                                 
133 A limited number of lay people also lived on the island, for example the fishermen who supplied 
the monks with fish. Unfortunately, not much is known about them. See Beyerle in KAR, pp. 515ff. 
134 Zentralbibliothek Zürich Ms. Rh. hist. 27. For a codicological description and facsimile, see MGH 
Libri Mem. N.S. I. See also Rappmann & Zettler, pp. 37-263. See illustration 16.  
135 Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek Wien Cod. lat. 1815; Zentralbibliothek Zürich Ms. Rh. hist. 
28. See Rappmann & Zettler 1998, pp. 281-288. 
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He concludes that Pirmin arrived at the island with approximately 40 monks, which is a 

remarkably large number. Probably in the next decade, their number was halved when 

groups left for the newly founded monasteries of Altaich, Murbach and Pfäfers. 

Nevertheless, under the abbacy of Peter (ca. 780), it had again climbed up to sixty to eighty 

monks. Under Hatto (ca. 810), it was reaching the one hundred-landmark. We then reach 

firmer ground. The first list of names that has survived was written under Erlebald. It counts 

around 110 monks. The highest number was reached under Folkwin (855): 129. From that 

time onwards, the number of monks only decreases. Yet very slowly, as is shown for 

example by the 121 monks that lived under the abbacy of Ruadho (876).136  

 These are all relatively high numbers. There were of course monasteries with even 

more monks, such as Fulda which housed up to six hundred monks. Yet most of them lived 

in dependencies of the monastery and not in the mother convent, which housed only some 

hundred and forty monks.137  

 

 Without a more thorough interpretation these numbers do not mean much. A list 

with a number of names does not tell us anything about the people behind these names. Our 

next questions would therefore be whether they were indeed all monks, and if so, whether 

they were ordained as clerics. In order to answer this question, more sources are needed. 

Perhaps a look at a unique early medieval source from another Carolingian monastery can 

shed some light on this matter. The monastery of Fulda, had a lot in common with 

Reichenau, most of all its size and its close connection to the Carolingian court. Therefore, 

some demographical information from Fulda can also provide a better understanding of 

Reichenau. In the Annales Necrologici, the names of the deceased monks are recorded in 

chronological order, starting in 779. For almost eighty years only the deceased from Fulda 

were written down, not benefactors or monks from monasteries with which a relationship of 

confraternity existed. This makes the text a unique and inward-looking document, solely 

focused on the own community. Not only are the names of the monks recorded: also their 

ordination or function. Karl Schmid has done research on this text by using statistics. By 

means of computer analysis he has compared the Annales Necrologici with other early medieval 

                                                 
136 Rappmann & Zettler 1998, pp. 242-245. 
137 Raaijmakers 2003, pp. 3-4. 
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sources from Fulda, such as charters and the Liber Vitae.138 His finds allow us to form an 

image of the development of the community. Some general conclusions can be formulated, 

such as the fact that the average monk spent thirty years of his life in the monastery and that 

the monastery was therefore practically completely renewed every thirty years.139 Yet we can 

also connect his finds with other information about the history of the monastery. It then 

becomes clear that in times of crisis the community was flexible enough to adapt itself and 

that for example the liturgical memoria of the dead could temporarily be postponed.140 

 The question of the function and ordination of monks during the early Middle Ages 

is still for a large part unanswered. As Häussling has shown, various terms were used to 

designate monks, priests and even abbots.141 Therefore, the necrologies and confraternity 

lists from Reichenau should be carefully investigated with regard to their use of these terms 

before any conclusions can be drawn. Yet, some general remarks can be made. As has been 

noted above, the increasing number of votive Masses that were to be celebrated in 

monasteries also increased the demand for priests. By the year 800, a third of the monks had 

been ordained. The priesthood had become something to strive for: the most important 

occupation of the monks was the celebration of the liturgy, of which the Eucharist was the 

pinnacle. However, ordained monks were not better than the rest.142 The internal hierarchy 

was established according to seniority, measured by the number of years the monks had 

resided in the monastery.  

 

The physical aspects of the monastery have so far been mapped out. The 

investigation of the buildings on the island has shown a lot of building activity during the 

eighth and ninth centuries. This is in concurrence with the increasing number of monks and 

the growing importance of the monastery. In chapter 4.3, these matters will come up once 

again. But for now, it is time to turn to more elevated matters: the opus dei or work of God.  

                                                 
138 Schmid 1978, pp. 125-135. 
139 Schmid 1978, p. 146. 
140 During Ratgar’s megalomaniac building project, the writing down of names in the Annales 
Necrologici ceased almost completely. Especially the names of the deceased from the out postings 
(cellae) did not reach the mother convent any more. Yet many monks must have died there, for Ratgar 
sent monks that were old and therefore were a burden for the monks in the mother convent to these 
far-away places, as well as opponents to his ‘regime’. See Raaijmakers 2003, p. 60.  
141 Häussling 1973, pp. 129-133. 
142 Nussbaum 1961, pp. 132-133; Häussling 1973, pp. 142-143, 150-156. 
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CHAPTER 3 THE OPUS DEI: THE REICHENAU LITURGY 

 

A reconstruction of the liturgy celebrated in Reichenau in the first centuries of the 

monastery’s existence is of course for a large part dependent on the preserved liturgical 

manuscripts. Especially for the eighth century, these are very scarce. Therefore, the liturgy as 

instated by Pirmin and celebrated in the next decades can only be reconstructed by making 

use of circumstantial evidence: developments in the Frankish realm as a whole combined 

with specific local circumstances. In the following, I will first give a short overview of early 

medieval Frankish liturgy, paying attention specifically to the books that were used. This will 

then lead to a short description of the extant library catalogues from Reichenau. In the next 

two sections a selection of the extant liturgical works that originated from Reichenau will be 

discussed. First the remaining calendars will be treated in order to gain an idea of what the 

liturgical year looked like in the monastery. Based on the conclusions reached in this section, 

the cult of those saints whose relics were kept on the island will then be looked at. 

 

3.1 EARLY MEDIEVAL FRANKISH LITURGY 

 

It is difficult to speak of the Frankish Church when referring to the period before 750, after 

which Pippin became king and started to seriously re-organize the Frankish Church. Western 

Europe was divided in bishoprics or dioceses roughly based on Late Roman civil structures 

first instituted by Diocletian at the end of the third century, which in turn were made up of 

various, hierarchically organized units of pastoral care. Partially disconnected from these 

dioceses ran a network of monasteries. Lastly, there were the ‘Eigenkirchen’ that were 

founded and sponsored by a particular patron.143 That this system was more or less the same 

all over Western Europe does not mean that the actual practices, in this case mainly the 

celebration of the liturgy, were the same also. Firstly, there was a huge difference between 

‘families’ of liturgies, such as the Roman, Visigothic and Gallican liturgy. Secondly, within 

each of these, every local variant combined common influences in a different way. 144 

                                                 
143 This schematical division in dioceses, monasteries and ‘Eigenkirchen’ is useful when looking at the 
Frankish Church as a whole. However, for various regions, the sources provide a more nuanced 
picture. For refences to these, see Reynolds in NCMH, pp. 599ff.  
144 Reynolds in NCMH, pp. 599-601, 617-621. 
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Nevertheless, let us first focus on the family from which the Reichenau liturgy originated: 

the Gallican liturgy.  

The term ‘Gallican’ has been used in many different senses, so, in order to avoid 

confusion, the definition used here is “the rite existing in Gaul before the reforms of Pippin 

and Charlemagne.”145 Yet it is crucial to keep in mind that this definition might suggest a 

sense of unity that did not actually exist. There was no sufficient political centralization to 

enforce a unified liturgy on the whole ‘Frankish realm.’ At the same time, even if it had been 

possible, it was not on the rulers’ lists of priorities. As the definition given above suggests, 

this situation changed with the rise to power of the Carolingians.146 The lack of unity meant 

that the main characteristic of the Gallican liturgy was its local character and pluriformity. 

Yet the sources provide a somewhat one-sided view, since most of them originate in 

Burgundy or Neustria and have been written towards the end of the Merovingian period, 

when external influences started to affect the Gallican liturgy. Still, some general statements 

can be made about the specifics of the Gallican liturgy as opposed to, for example, the 

Roman liturgy.147  

 Around the end of the fourth and start of the fifth century, the liturgical rites as 

celebrated in Gaul, Spain, Britain and Ireland were markedly different from those of Rome. 

How and when exactly this development started is unclear. Various movements in 

scholarship have tried to find the origins of the Gallican liturgy in one place. Three 

suggestions have been made: Asia Minor, such as Ephesis or Cappadocia; Milan and Rome. 

The general consensus currently seems to be that all of the suggested examples have had 

some influence.148 This does not mean, however, that the Gallican liturgy consisted only of 

parts of these three liturgies added up. Previous scholarship has often ignored the fact that 

there was a lot of liturgical creativity going on in Gaul itself. Even though many of the texts 

themselves have not survived, men such as Hilary of Poitiers and Germanus of Auxerre 

were, in the fourth and fifth centuries, theorizing about the liturgy and writing new liturgical 

texts. In the Merovingian period the evidence becomes more numerous, for several 

sacramentaries composed in this period have survived.149 

                                                 
145 King 1959, p. 77. 
146 Hen 1996, p. 30. 
147 LitWb c. 2084-2092. 
148 King 1959, pp. 77-84. 
149 Hen 2002, pp. 302-305. 
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The Gallican liturgy that developed out of these varying forebears was centred 

around a basic structure which could be filled in according to local need. The existence of 

such a homogeneous structure, particularly concerning the celebration of Mass, was deemed 

very important. This becomes visible when looking at Merovingian church councils whose 

ideal was to standardize the celebration of Mass, at least concerning the parts that a proper 

Mass consisted of, and their order.150 The Mass was always characterized by its three lessons 

(Old Testament, Epistles, Gospels), the kiss of peace after the offertory and the Pater Noster 

after the Eucharistic prayer and the breaking of the bread. 151  The liturgical year was 

structured around feasts that were celebrated everywhere. The most important feasts in the 

Temporal cycle were, in the order in which they were celebrated, Epiphany (initially more 

important than Christmas), Easter, preceded by a forty-day fast, the Ascension, preceded by 

the Rogationes or Litaniae minores, and Pentecost.152 Only very few saints in the Sanctoral 

where commemorated everywhere; notably Peter and Paul and very often Martin of Tours. 

The assumption of Mary around 18 January usually was included in this cycle as well.153 

 Following Yitzhak Hen’s discussion of unity and diversity in the Gallican liturgy, we 

have to make a distinction between two forms of local practice. On the one hand, every area 

had local traditions and practices. This is visible for example in the saint’s feasts that were 

written down in a particular calendar, or in the votive masses that feature in a collection. On 

the other hand, each area had different ideals and standards. This meant that the Mass for a 

certain feast that was celebrated everywhere could be filled in with different prayers and 

readings. This choice was up to the local bishop or abbot.154 

 

This brief characterization of the Gallican liturgy is based on a very limited number 

of liturgical manuscripts. The codices that have survived more or less as a whole are the 

Sacramentarium Gelasianum Vetus155, the Missale Gothicum156, the Missale Gallicanum Vetus157, the 

                                                 
150 Notably the councils of Épaon (517), Vaison (529) and Arles (554). Hen 1996, p. 27. See also 
King 1959, pp. 95ff.  
151 King 1959, pp. 150-183; LitWb, c. 2090-2091.  
152 King 1959, pp. 133-143; LitWb, c. 2092-2093. 
153 LitWb, c. 2093. 
154 Hen 1996, pp. 25-26. 
155 Vatican, MS. reg. lat. 316; Paris Bibl. Nat. MS latin 7193, fols. 41-56 (CLA I, pp. 105); ed. 
Mohlberg 1968. 
156 Vatican MS. reg. lat. 317 (CLA I: 106); ed. Mohlberg 1961; Rose 2005.  
157 Vatican MS. pal. lat. 493 (CLA I: 92-94); ed. Mohlberg 1958. 
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Missale Francorum158, the Bobbio Missal159 and the Lectionary of Luxeuil160. Additionally, there are 

the so-called Masses of Mone, surviving as a palimpsest, a piece of parchment that has been 

scraped off and re-used for a different text. These ‘Mone Masses’, probably written in 

Burgundy the late seventh century, were erased and the parchment was re-used in 

Reichenau.161 

 The extant manuscripts exemplify various types of liturgical books. During the first 

four centuries of Christianity, prayers were more or less freely formulated by each individual 

celebrant. In the fifth century, so-called libelli missarum started to appear. These booklets, 

sometimes consisting of no more than one page, contained the formulae for one or more 

masses. They did not include the Canon of the Mass or the readings, prayers or chants to be 

performed by participants other than the celebrant. The libelli were eventually collected and 

put together in compilations, which in turn became the fore-runners of sacramentaries.162 

Typically, a sacramentary contains all the texts a priest needs when he presides over the 

liturgy; whether it be the celebration of Mass, the administration of the sacraments, the 

celebration of the Hours or any other ritual. However, there are no indications to the actual 

carrying out of the ritual; these were contained in the ordines.163  

 A number of ‘families’ of sacramentaries can be distinguished. The Old Gelasian 

sacramentary, probably based on a (presbyteral) Roman prototype but with extensive 

Gallican influences, circulated both in Rome and in the Frankish kingdom from the late 

seventh century onwards. The so-called ‘eighth-century Gelasian’ or ‘Frankish Gelasian’ 

sacramentary used texts from the Old Gelasian, but combined these to suit the Frankish 

needs.164  

                                                 
158 Vatican MS. reg. lat. 257 (CLA I: 103); ed. Mohlberg 1957. 
159 Paris Bibl. Nat. MS. latin 13246 (CLA C: 653); ed. Lowe 1920. 
160 Paris Bibl. Nat. MS. latin 9427 (CLA V: 579); ed. Salmon 1944.  
161 Karlsruhe Aug. CCLIII (CLA VIII: 1102; CLLA: 203); ed. Mohlberg 1958, pp. 61-91; Dold & 
Baumstark 1925. Another palimpsested text, the Lectionary of Wolfenbüttel, although very 
interesting, is left out of consideration here because it belongs to another development than the other 
manuscripts, who all give three readings for Mass, whereas the Wolfenbüttel Lectionary uses a system 
of two readings.  
162 Vogel 1986, pp. 37-38. The most well-known among the collections of libelli missarum is the 
Veronensis, previously mistakenly called the Leonine Sacramentary.  Ed. Mohlberg 1956. 
163 Vogel 1986, p. 64. 
164 Vogel 1986, pp. 61-70; see here for references to manuscripts. In addition, the eighth-century 
Gelasian has a “certain Benedictine flavor about [it]”. Moreton, B., The Eighth-Century Gelasian 
Sacramentary. Oxford: 1976, p. 15. As quoted in Vogel 1986, p. 73. 
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 Another type of sacramentary, produced in the seventh century, eventually came to 

have more influence than the Gelasian. This so-called Gregorian sacramentary was meant to 

be used by the pope for the stational liturgies throughout the city of Rome, but the seventh-

century prototype was quickly adapted outside Rome in order to meet different needs.165 In 

this way, several sub-families emerged. The most important of these, for this study at least, is 

the so-called Sacramentarium Gregorianum Hadrianum, sent by Pope Hadrian I to Charlemagne 

at the end of the eighth century.166 It was subsequently corrected and expanded in the ninth 

century, possibly by Benedict of Aniane.167 The main differences between the Gregorian and 

the Gelasian sacramentaries are that the former united all masses in one book, whereas the 

latter divided the Temporal, Sanctoral and various other masses and prayers. Secondly, the 

Gregorian had only three proper prayers for each mass, whereas the Gelasians normally had 

more.  

In addition to a sacramentary, several other books were needed for the celebration of 

the liturgy. The liturgical action itself was described in an ordo. Especially when using a new 

or unfamiliar sacramentary, this was crucial for the successful performance of the ritual. 

Then, of course, there were the books for the other participants in the rite. Initially, the book 

used by clerics was dictated by their specific functions. For example, the deacon read from 

the Gospels and therefore used a gospel book or lectionary; the cantor or schola cantorum used 

an antiphonary and so on.168  

 

This short summary of liturgical goings-on in the Frankish realm has made it clear 

that the student of this subject is faced with several problems. The diversity of local practices 

combined with the difficulties in localizing and dating the few sources we have left means 

that is it very hard to form an idea of what the practices of a certain area were. And even if it 

were possible to reconstruct the liturgy of an area, it would be difficult to find material to 

compare it to or to find out how these practices developed over time. Moreover, the sources 

do not always point to the type of community in which they were used, which is problematic 

because there was a major difference between the liturgy as celebrated in a monastery, in an 

episcopal church or in a small lay community.  

                                                 
165 Vogel 1986, pp. 79-80. 
166 Vogel 1986, pp. 80-85; see here for references to manuscripts.  
167 Vogel 1986, pp. 85-92; see here for references to manuscripts. 
168 See Palazzo 1998. 
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 Previous research in the history of liturgy has unfortunately not always made things 

easier. The search for uniformity and the focus on the Eucharistic liturgy has lead to a very 

one-sided view, in which less helpful evidence was systematically excluded from the 

research.169 Moreover, the method of comparative liturgy, that in itself is ‘an important and 

often even indispensable instrument for exploring the liturgy of the Early Middle Ages’,170 

has the risk of considering the liturgy as an autonomous entity. When comparing liturgical 

texts exclusively to one another, other possible influences are lost sight of.  

Luckily, there are still possibilities to overcome these problems. One way of looking 

at liturgical sources and comparing them as well as taking other contemporary material into 

account is by looking at the saints that were commemorated in the liturgical calendar. This 

way, the scope of material that is available is broadened by for example hagiographic sources 

that have survived in larger quantities. As Els Rose has shown for the Missale Gothicum, this is 

a viable method.  

 In the case of Reichenau, this method can be useful because there is a relatively large 

number of sacramentaries and calendars available, spread over several centuries, which 

makes it possible to trace developments over quite a long period. For Reichenau, various 

special circumstances were of importance. Firstly, it was of course a monastery, which meant 

it had a special liturgy that suited its specific needs and priorities. Moreover, it was a 

Benedictine monastery, although the Rule of St. Benedict was not yet the standard monastic 

Rule in Francia.171 Then, Pirmin, wherever he may have come from, was in some way or 

another influenced by the Irish monastic culture. As the manuscripts discussed in section 

two will prove, all this had its effects on the celebration of the liturgy. Studies about the 

Reichenau monastery in general have mainly argued that the liturgy on the island has always 

been profoundly influenced by the Roman liturgy. This tendency is most visible in Die Kultur 

der Abtei Reichenau, where the choice of the Rule of Benedict is directly connected to a 

preference for a Roman-influenced liturgy.172 Yet these Roman influences even though they 

                                                 
169 Rose 2004, pp. 75-77. 
170 Rose 2004, p. 81. 
171 Only during the reform councils of 816 and 817, a conscious effort was made to enforce the Rule 
of Benedict as the standard for Frankish monasteries. However, even after that time it was not 
adhered to everywhere. De Jong in NCMH, pp. 629-634. 
172 KAR, e.g. Manser, p. 321 and Göller, pp. 438-451. The connection between the Rule of Benedict 
and the Roman liturgy that these scholars take for granted seems to be based only on eighth- and 
ninth-century sources that call Benedict ‘the Roman abbot’. See also Fouracre in NCMH, pp. 85-109. 
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are undeniably there, should not be over-appreciated. Reichenau did not have more 

connections to Rome than the other major Carolingian monasteries.  

 

When looking at the actual material from Reichenau, we must keep in mind the 

historical circumstances in which the monastery came into being. Its relatively late 

foundation in 724 meant that the monastery and its traditions were formed in a very 

turbulent period. Charles Martel was gradually undermining Episcopal power over 

monasteries, and a new balance between ecclesiastical and worldly power had to be found. 

Starting with the councils in the 740s, dominated by Boniface, more and more attention was 

being paid to the unification of the church and the liturgy, for example by favouring the Rule 

of Benedict.173  

 

3.2 LITURGICAL MANUSCRIPTS FROM REICHENAU: THE LIBRARY 

 

Under the abbacy of Peter, the first signs of a ‘library policy’ emerge. His successor Waldo 

(786-806), who had previously organized the archive in St. Gall, started the Reichenau annals 

in 790. Ten years later the confraternity with St. Gall came into being. Waldo was closely 

connected to Charlemagne, and the monastery flourished under his abbacy. The period from 

the abbacy of Waldo until the death of Walahfrid Strabo in 849, has traditionally been 

classified as Reichenau’s first ‘golden age’. Between Waldo and Walahfrid, three more abbots 

left their mark on the history of the monastery. Hatto (806-823) was sent to Constantinople 

by Charlemagne while at the same time Reginbert, the librarian, started the first library 

catalogue, the Brevis librorum, which included more than four hundred books. When Hatto 

retreated from the abbacy in 823, his place was taken by Erlebald (823-838). However, Hatto 

stayed in the monastery and wrote the prose version of the Visio Wettini (824). In the 

following year, Walahfrid turned the Viso Wettini into a metric composition. The existing 

fraternizations were recorded in the confraternity book.  

The second ‘golden age’ started with abbot Ekkehart I (958-972) and lasted until the 

middle of the eleventh century. This was the time of the famous Reichenau manuscript 

                                                 
173 De Jong in NCMH, pp. 624-625, 629-630. 
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illumination, as represented by the Gospels of Otto III.174 In the eleventh century, Hermann 

der Lahme or Hermannus Contractus represented a small revival of the intellectual culture in 

the monastery. Hermann wrote poetry, musicological treatises, and a chronicle. The latter is 

of interest for this research, because it was based on early medieval sources that are no 

longer extant.175 

In order to gain an overview of the liturgical books that were kept in the monastery, 

a brief look at the early medieval library catalogues is in order. The early medieval library of 

the monastery can partially be reconstructed. Our main sources are the chronicle by Gall 

Öhem (c. 1500) and the work of Johann Egon.176 In the late eighteenth century, Egon made 

a transcript of a parchment rotulus with a library catalogue.177 Öhem also used an older rotulus, 

but according to the differences between these lists, this must have been a distinctly different 

one. The catalogues named here can be found in the work of Paul Lehmann about the 

medieval library catalogues from the bishoprics of Constance and Chur.178  

Only Gall Öhem comments on the library during the first century of the monastery’s 

existence, and he remarks about most abbots that they had a special love for books. He says 

that Pirmin arrived with approximately fifty books and that the monastery collected more 

books over the following years. Eventually, under the abbacy of Heddo (727-734), both the 

monks and the books were split in four, and three groups were sent to the (newly founded) 

monasteries of Pfäfers, Murbach and Altahaim in Payer. How many books constituted the 

one quarter that remained on the island is not clear. Sidonius and Johannes cherished the 

books that remained and collected some more. Then abbot Peter (782-786) visited Rome 

and brought with him a beautiful addition to the library: a Psalter. Unfortunately for the 

monks, bishop Egino of Verona borrowed the Psalter, and never returned it. Under Peter, a 

Saxon named Edefridus came to Reichenau and left the monastery several books written in 

the vernacular. For the rule of Waldo (786-806), Gall Öhem has identified many men, mainly 

                                                 
174 The view of the monastery’s history as evolving around these two ‘golden ages’ is quite outdated: 
there is no real break between the period before and that after Walahfrid’s death. In addition, the 
importance of the Reichenau School of book illumination in the Ottonian period has recently been 
questioned. See Koshi 1999. 
175 Hermannus Contractus, Chronicon; ed. MGH SS 5, pp. 67-133.   
176 Gallus Öhem, Cronick des Gotzhuses Rychenowe; ed. Brandi 1893. Öhem’s remarks about the library 
are also printed in Lehmann 1918, pp. 234-238.  
177 Published by Neugart, T, Episcopatus Constantiensis Alemannicus. St. Blasien: 1803, pp. 536-544; 
reprint in Becker, Gustavus, Catalogi bibliothecarum antiqui. Bonn: 1885. 
178 Lehmann 1918, pp. 222-266. 
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priests, who came to the monastery and brought books with them, some coming from as far 

away as the monastery of St. Martin of Tours. Under Hatto (806-823) and Erlebald (823-

838), more men with books arrived, as well as some books from Saint Denis and some gifts 

from emperor Louis the Pious.179  

Under Hatto, Reginbert the librarian started making catalogues of the library. None 

of these has survived, except for a copy of the catalogue made in 821-22.180 For any further 

information we have to rely on copies (of copies?) made in the seventeenth century, now lost 

also, upon which two editions, published in the eighteenth century, have been based.181  

 Reginbert’s first catalogue is titled Brevis librorum, qui sunt in coenobio Sindleozes-Auva, 

facta anno VIII. Hludovici imperatoris. Many texts are listed, divided by writer or theme, but the 

order in which they listed is not entirely clear. The section on liturgical books is very brief, 

giving no more information than: “Libri sacramentorum LVIII. Lectionarii XII. 

Antiphonarii X. Officia VII. Psalteria L.” Homiliaries are listed separately, as are saint’s 

lives.182 The next catalogue lists the books produces under abbot Erlebald (823-838); both 

those for the monastery and for his personal collection. The first group includes two 

collections of saint’s lives, arranged in the order of the liturgical year. Erlebald’s own books 

are all liturgical books; combined with the large number of sacramentaries and Psalters in the 

previous catalogue, this would suggest that each priest had his own sacramentary. Erlebald 

possessed the following books: a Gregorian sacramentary, an evangeliary, a lectionary, two 

antiphonaries, a missal and a penitential.183  

 Another catalogue lists books that the monastery acquired (mainly) under the abbacy 

of Erlebald. They were not written in Reichenau, but bought or donated. More than half of 

the list of sponsors is made up of priests (who had become monks in Reichenau?) who 

donated their liturgical books to the library. The usual formula is “[…] presbyter attulit 

[…].”184  Between the two ‘Erlebald-catalogues’ is a short list of books written under abbot 

                                                 
179 Lehmann 1918, pp. 222-248. 
180 Geneva cod. lat. 21 f. 195v-196 v; a ninth century copy. See Lehmann 1918, pp. 240-244. The 
Geneva copy lacks certain titles that are included in Neugart’s list. Lehmann concludes that this copy 
was made after a copy of Reginbert’s original that was no longer complete. The Geneva copy was 
made for the monastery of Murbach.  
181 Neugart, T, Episcopatus Constantiensis Alemannicus. St. Blasien: 1803. 
182 Lehmann 1918, pp. 240-252. 
183 Lehmann 1918, pp. 252-255. 
184 “[…], priest, has brought [with him] […]”. 
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Ruadhelm (840?-842). 185  Many of the catalogues somehow overlap. This is visible, for 

example, in Reginbert’s catalogue of books written by him or under his supervision and 

those acquired by him during the abbacies of Waldo, Hatto, Erlebald and Ruadhelm. It is 

unclear whether this list includes books that are already included in the previously discussed 

lists. Reginbert neatly describes the contents of each book, naming several books with saint’s 

lives and some liturgical books. The exact nature of these is in many cases unclear due to the 

fact that the editors of the list were unable to read large parts of the catalogue.186  

 The next catalogue is less clearly datable. It only lists the books that the monastery 

possessed around the middle of the ninth century, without commenting on who wrote these 

books and where, or when they were acquired, or under whose abbacy.187 The books are 

roughly divided by theme, the liturgical books being listed at the end.188  

 

It is remarkable that less catalogues from St.Gall are known, whereas more books 

from this monastery have survived. Lehmann only names five catalogues from the ninth 

century, mainly describing the private collection of one particular abbot. 189  Liturgical 

manuscripts are hardly to be found here; only the catalogue of the books owned by abbot 

Grimald (841-872) starts with several liturgical books.190 It is very hard to draw preliminary 

conclusions based on such scanty evidence, but at least we can say that the monks in 

Reichenau were consciously taking care of their library, and counted liturgical books among 

those worthy to be named in a catalogue. Although priests brought their own liturgical 

books, these were counted among the communal possessions once they were in the 

monastery. The number of liturgical books, such as sacramentaries, in some of the 

catalogues indicates that there were indeed quite a lot of priests in the monastery, as has 

already been suggested in chapter 2.4.191 

                                                 
185 Remarkable among these are the ten books of Vitruvius’ de Architectura. 
186 Lehmann 1918, pp. 255-262. 
187 According to Lehmann, the “youngest” work in the list is by Amalus of Lyon, a treatise against 
the Jews written between 840 and 852. Lehmann 1918, p. 263. 
188 Very few liturgical books are listed in this catalogue: “Sacramentorum libri XXII, insuper II in III 
voluminibus. Lectionarii X. Undecim volumina plenarii.” Therefore, it is possible that a part of the 
catalogue is missing.  
189 Lehmann 1918, pp.55-101. 
190 Lehmann 1918, pp. 87-89. 
191 A thorough investigation of these catalogues could, in my opinion, contribute much to our 
understanding of early medieval libraries in general and the use of liturgical books in monasteries in 
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After the dissolution of the monastery in 1757, whatever was left of the medieval 

manuscripts was transferred to Karlsruhe. This collection is still in the ‘grossherzoglich 

badischen Hof- und Landesbibliothek Karlsruhe’ and has been published by Alfred Holder 

at the beginning of the twentieth century. 192  Holder gives a detailed description of all 

manuscripts, including a codicological description, a short summary of the contents and 

references to editions, when available. About twenty-five liturgical manuscripts, produced in 

Reichenau from the eighth tot the early tenth century, have survived in Karlsruhe. 

 Several other manuscripts have ended up in various libraries across Europe. The 

most important of these are three Sacramentaries, one kept in Vienna, another in 

Donaueschingen and the last one in Florence.193 To the Vienna sacramentary, a calendar is 

added. To these, we will now turn.  

  

3.3 THE CALENDARS  

 

Liturgy is the sanctification of time. This might be obvious, yet it deserves reiteration here. 

By means of the liturgy, units of time are given meaning.194 In a monastery, the day is 

organized around the liturgy of the Hours. The week is dominated by the celebration of 

Mass on Sundays and the year is subdivided in various liturgical seasons, such as Advent and 

Lent. The saints’ feasts and the festivities that accompanied these were also a reason for lay 

people to celebrate. Calendars were used to keep track of these major feasts, both of the 

Sanctoral and of the Temporal cycle.  

In the early Christian period, the so-called Julian Calendar was used for the 

reckoning of time. Instituted by Julius Caesar in 46 BC, the years of this solar calendar 

consisted of 365,25 days and started on the first of January – as they still do in the Western 

                                                                                                                                                 
particular. It would be interesting, for example, to see when exactly certain books were acquired or 
copied. Unfortunately, such a study lies beyond the scope of this research. 
192 Holder & Preisendanz 1906-1912.  
193 Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek 1815; Donaueschingen, Hofbibliothek 191; Florence, 
Bibliotheca Nazionale B.A. 2. The oldest traces that point to the liturgy that was celebrated in 
Reichenau have survived in the form of palimpsests. Among these are the famous ‘Mone Masses’ 
already noted above. In a yet to be published article, Yitzhak Hen discusses liturgical palimpsests 
from the Early Middle Ages, among them the fragments from Reichenau. 
194 In the last decades, several interesting perspectives on the liturgy as an instrument to shape time 
have appeared. See amongst others Althoff 2002; Assmann 1997; Geary 1994; Fraser 1968. 
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world. The spring equinox was set at the 25th of March. This calendar had become the 

standard by the time Christianity became the dominant religion and was therefore also used 

by the Christians. Despite previous calls for reform of, for example, Bede, it was only 

adjusted by Pope Gregory XIII in the sixteenth century.195  The Julian calendar was then 

combined with the – originally Jewish – division of the week in seven days and the 

calculation of the most important Christian feast, Easter, by means of a lunar calendar.196 The 

combination of the mobile feasts connected to Easter and the Saint’s feasts that were 

celebrated on a specific date makes the Christian calendar a complex one, yet once the date 

of Easter had been calculated, all the connecting feasts could simply be filled in. The 

individual days of the months were still named or numbered by means of the old lunar 

system. This meant that the first of the month was the kalendae, which referred to the full 

moon. The fifth or seventh day of the month was the nonae or first quarter, the thirteenth or 

fifteenth day was the idus or full moon. The other days were named by counting backwards 

from the next kalendae, nonae or idus.197 For example, October 20 was called the thirteenth 

calends of November. Each day was then assigned one of the litterae dierum. Starting from 

January 1st, the days were connected with a letter from A to G. When one knew which letter 

the first Sunday of the year had, all the other days of the week could be filled in. This way, 

the same calendar could be used each year.  

These practical comments have shown how the calendar itself was formed. The 

interesting parts, however, at least from a liturgical perspective, will now be discussed. 

Before turning to the calendars that were in use in Reichenau, a few words on the use of 

liturgical calendars in the early Middle Ages are in order. “Certain key events in the history of 

salvation, and certain key elements of faith, have become attached to certain dates of the 

calendar like gems on a bracelet. [..] We cannot handle it without encountering those gems, 

each of which carries a distinct message.”198 The ‘gems’ that are of interest here are the saints 

that were inserted into the calendars. The importance of the cult of the saints for medieval 

religiosity has already been widely accepted.199 The amount of information that can be gained 

                                                 
195 Harnoncourt & Auf der Maur 1983, pp. 25-29.  
196 The calculation of the right date for Easter has of course lead to many controversies, most notably 
between the Irish and the Continent. See also Borst 1993, pp. 24-32. 
197 Harnoncourt & Auf der Maur 1983, p. 25.  
198 Borgehammer 2001, p. 13. 
199 Most notably by Peter Brown, see Brown 1981, 1982. But also Van Dam 1993; Geary 1978. 
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from their liturgical commemoration, however, has only recently been pointed out.200 Not 

only can the spread of the cult of a particular saint shed light on the evolution of liturgical 

practices, the actual prayers for this saint can also be compared to hagiographical material.  

 Contrary to martyrologies, which also list saints in the order of their celebrations 

during the year, calendars were made for a specific church. Martyrologies collected texts 

about as many saints as possible so that these could be read on the day preceding their feast. 

The saints could function as examples to monks, yet the occurrence of these texts does not 

state anything about whether their feasts were actually celebrated the next day. For this 

purpose, calendars were used.201 This is made clear for example by the fact that in general, 

only one saint’s name for a certain day is given. If a new feast takes precedence over the one 

that was previously celebrated on a certain day, then the old one is erased. In other words: 

only one feast could be celebrated on a certain day, so there was no use in listing more than 

one name.  

 

Most of the surviving Carolingian calendars have been edited quite recently by Arno 

Borst.202 Borst argues that under the impetus of abbot Richbod of Lorsch an attempt was 

made to reform not only the liturgical calendar, but the conception of time of the whole 

Carolingian realm. This resulted in a prototype that later evolved into the ‘Karolingische 

Reichskalender’.203 Borst has examined more than half of the circa four hundred surviving 

early medieval calendars and has seen influences of the Lorsch prototype in many of them. 

He does state that not all calendars should be seen as versions of the Reichskalender,204 but 

in the end he tries to fit as many as possible in this straitjacket. Borst divides the material in 

eight groups or ‘families’ of manuscripts based on the geographical area in which they can be 

encountered. However, many exceptions are made to this system.205  

 The existence of the ‘Reichskalender’ has in my opinion not sufficiently been proven. 

Why it was made and more importantly how it was enforced is not discussed by Borst in 

                                                 
200 For example in Rose 2004. 
201 Harnoncourt & Auf der Maur 1983, p. 56.  
202 Borst 2001. (MGH Libri Mem. 2) 
203 Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Phillips 1869, fols. 1r-11v (Borst A1). 
204 Borst 2001, pp. 36-37. Two conditions have to be met: firstly, a calendar has to resemble the 
Lorsch prototype in a formal way. This means that a clear organisation has to be aimed for. Secondly, 
it has to reflect contemporary discussions. This is tested by Borst by means of several criteria.  
205 For example, the so-called ‘encyclopaedic’ versions.  
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detail. Yet this is not the main problem here. The actual problem is that far too many 

calendars have been combined in one edition. The usefulness of these texts as historical 

sources lies in their individual character, which is lost when one looks only at what they have 

in common. It would be interesting to trace the spread of the cult of a particular Saint by 

comparing calendars from various times and places, but making one calendar out of this 

highly divergent material and listing all possible entries on a particular day is practically 

useless. Calendars are defined by their individual and regionally determined character, and in 

an edition such as the one under scrutiny, it has become almost impossible to see the 

individual traits of the calendars that were used by Borst.206  

 Unfortunately, many of the early medieval calendars have not been edited separately. 

This is problematic because many calendars have been altered and added to over the years, 

either because the liturgical life changed and different saints were commemorated, or 

because they were used as necrologia, recording the names of deceased monks and donors. 

In both cases, the result is that the manuscripts are full of names and it is hard to distinguish 

when exactly these have been added. This requires expert knowledge of palaeography and of 

the scribes from the monastery under investigation. Without this expertise, it is very difficult 

to compare calendars from different monasteries. Therefore, studies of this sort are still 

relatively rare.  

In spite of these practical problems, some observations can be made regarding the 

calendars of Reichenau. Borst has identified five calendars that (possibly) originated in 

Reichenau.207 The most famous among these is the one that is included in the vademecum of 

Walahfrid Strabo.208 Walahfrid used this booklet, written between 825 and 840, to record 

texts that were of interest to him. Some of these texts have been written by himself and the 

manuscript is consequently of great interest as one of the few autographs of early medieval 

personalities that have been preserved. The calendar was also written by Walahfrid and is 

very sober. It lists three to four months on one page and consists only of the Roman dating 

                                                 
206 However, the material is all there if one is able to make sense of the cumbersome footnotes to this 
edition. 
207 Borst d 5, Heidelberg, Universitätsbibliothek, Salemitanus IXb, fols. 2r-7v, has been excluded 
because it was written in the tenth century, whereas the present survey focuses on the ninth century. 
208 St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. Sang. 878, pp. 324-327 (Borst a 4); digital facsimile available on 
http://www.cesg.unifr.ch. Walahfrid Strabo will be discussed in more detail in Chapter four. See 
Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 6-12; Bischoff 1950, pp. 30-48.  
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with an entry on roughly half of the days. For the sake of brevity, additions such as sancti and 

beatae or natalis and depositio have been omitted.209  

 Then, there is a calendar that is now kept in Vienna.210 It was written somewhat later, 

between 856 and 858, and precedes a copy of the Sacramentarium Gregorianum Hadrianum. 

It is much more comprehensive than Walahfrid’s calendar, both in execution and in the 

number of feasts it lists. Additionally it was also used as a liber memoriae, to commemorate 

deceased monks and people somehow related to the monastery.211  

 The last calendars to be discussed here are two texts copied into one manuscript, 

currently in Paris.212 According to Borst the manuscript was written at the end of the ninth 

century, mainly by one hand, as a copy of a manuscript written at Reichenau before 840, 

which in turn used an example from the 830s.213 The first calendar in the manuscript (Borst f 

1) is a copy of Walahfrid’s calendar that has been discussed above.214 The second one (Borst 

F 1) is more elaborated, not only in its execution and the number of feasts from the 

Temporal and Sanctoral cycle, but also in regard to other additions. Most notable is the large 

number of remarks regarding astronomy, such as the zodiac signs.215  

 

The comparison of the Sanctoral cycles of these calendars has lead to several interesting 

discoveries.  First of all, it is remarkable how many Roman saints are commemorated in 

them, martyrs such as the ‘seven holy brothers’ (July 10), virgins like Agnes (January 28), 

popes like Marcellus (January 16) and Gregory the Great (March 12) and typically Roman 

feasts such as that of Marcellinus and Peter (June 2).216 Then, of course, there are some 

monastic feasts such as the commemorations of Anthony (January 17), Cuthbert (March 20) 

and Benedict (March 21). Specific for Reichenau were the commemoration of its abbots 
                                                 
209 Borst 2001, pp. 77-78.  
210 Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek 1815, fols. 6r-12v (Borst d 3). Edited in Gerbert 1777, 
p. 482-492 and more recently Munding 1952, pp. 237-240. 
211 Borst 2001, pp. 190-192. 
212 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Latin 4860, fols. 158r-160r; Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Latin 
4860, fols. 135v-136v (Borst F 1 and f 1 respectively). Unfortunately, no separate edition of these 
calendars exists.  
213 It is unclear to me how Borst combines this statement with the dating of Walahfrid’s vademecum 
(825-840). In any case, when discussing F 1 he refers to a manuscript written before 824 whereas in 
the discussion of f 1 he refers to ‘the 830s’.  
214 Borst 2001, pp. 226-228. 
215 Borst 2001, p. 239. 
216 About the cult of Roman martyrs in Francia in general, see Smith 2000, and about Marcellinus and 
Peter especially, see Smith 2003.  
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(August 18) and of its deceased (November 13) as well as of course of its founder Pirmin 

(November 3). Several saints that were celebrated more widely in the region are St. Gall 

(October 16) and Felix and Regula (September 11), for whom a cult existed in Zurich from 

at least the eighth century. 217  Remarkable is also Genevieve of Paris (January 3). Her 

appearance in the calendars has been explained through the mutual connection to St. Denis 

of Genevieve and the former abbot of Reichenau Waldo, who was buried in St. Denis.218 

Almost all saints that appear in these calendars are also found in the Sacramentaries 

that have been discussed in the first section.219 For example, feasts like Peter and Paul (June 

29) and the nativity of Mary (September 8) figure in both the Gregorian Sacramentary and in 

the Old Gelasian; the eighth-century Gelasian added to these for example the feasts of 

Genevieve (January 3) and Simon and Jude (October 28).  

The calendars from Reichenau indicate the celebration of saints’ feasts that were 

commonly celebrated in the Frankish realm in the eighth and ninth centuries. This becomes 

visible for example in the celebration of the feast of the Circumcision on January 1st. Christ 

was circumcised on the eighth day after his birth according to Jewish custom.220 However, 

this event was not celebrated until a relatively late date, possibly due to the pagan festivities 

with which January 1st was connected. In the sixth century at least it seems to have been 

celebrated in the Gallican rite in some places.221 In Rome, to the contrary, on January 1st the 

octave of Christmas was celebrated instead of the circumcision. However, from the eighth 

century the feast of the circumcision is regularly found in Frankish sacramentaries.222  

 Before turning to the relics, one more calendar has to be discussed. It is currently 

kept in Zurich, but was written at Reichenau in the late tenth century.223 This calendar is 

especially interesting because it reflects to a large extent the ninth-century tradition, while 

simultaneously revealing the onset of later developments. I will briefly discuss it here as a 

                                                 
217 For more information on the cult of Felix and Regula, see Etter et al. 1988. 
218 Munding 1952, p. 243. 
219 For a comprehensive discussion of the feasts that figure in the various Sacramentaries, see 
Munding 1952, pp. 240-241. 
220 Luke 2:21. 
221 As indicated by the Council of Tours in 567; MGH Legum 3, pp. 121-136, Can. XVII. 
222 Duchesne 1912, pp. 273-274. For a short history of the liturgical commemoration of the 
‘circumcisio domini’, see Rose 2005, pp. 216-218. As Rose has noted, the feast of the circumcision 
does not, strictly speaking, belong to the Sanctoral cycle.  
223 Zentralbibliothek Zürich, MS. Rh. 71; an edition of the calendar can be found in Turner 1965, pp. 
242-245. 
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typical example of the changes that occurred in the liturgy of the saints at Reichenau during 

the tenth century. 224  Generally speaking, this calendar has more entries than the ninth-

century ones. Almost all saints that were commemorated in the ninth century are listed here, 

too, but others have been added to the previous lists. Two saints typical for monastic 

communities, Anthony and Cuthbert, have been left out. Yet many local saints – and events, 

such as the dedication of the Church of Mary on August 16 - were added. Among these are 

Pelagius (August 28), Genesius (June 21) as well as Senesius (April 20), Valens (May 21) and 

Mark (April 25). Pelagius was the patron of the See of Constance; the others will be 

discussed at length in the next section. 

As a preliminary conclusion, we could say that the Sanctoral cycle as celebrated in 

Reichenau in the ninth century was firmly set in the Frankish tradition, yet it was at the same 

time influenced by Roman traditions. In the next section this outcome will be combined 

with another form of knowledge that is available about the cult of the saints in Reichenau: its 

relics.  

 

3.4 THE TANGIBLE CULT OF THE SAINTS: RELICS IN REICHENAU 

 

From its early days the Reichenau monastery had a serious problem when it came to the cult 

of saints: it possessed no relics. Unlike monasteries such as Fulda (founded by Boniface) or 

St. Gall, the monks from Reichenau did not have the body of their founder to work miracles 

and attract pilgrims.225 Although all churches were keen to acquire more relics, Reichenau was 

in need of at least one very important saint who could heighten the status of the monastery 

and possibly even attract pilgrims. In the course of the ninth century, relics of several saints 

were brought to the island. Generally, these were small pieces of the corporeal remains of a 

minor saint. In 830, however, the monks were presented with the complete body of a saint, 

who turned out to be Mark the Evangelist, a saint of foremost importance. The arrival of 

these relics has profoundly influenced the liturgy and architecture of Reichenau. Therefore, 

St. Mark will be discussed separately. But first, let us look at the other relics the monks laid 

their hands on. 
                                                 
224 Closely related to the Zurich calendar is the one found in Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, MS. 
Sal. IXb, fols. 2-7v; ed. in Dodwell & Turner 1965, pp. 39-42. Regarding the aspects that interest us 
here, the Heidelberg calendar corresponds with the one in Zurich.   
225 Pirmin was buried in Hornbach, one of his other foundations.  
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3.4.1. ARRIVAL OF THE FIRST RELICS 

 

 The church in Mittelzell, founded by Pirmin, was dedicated to Mary, Peter and Paul. 

Previous scholarship has put before these a dedication to the ‘Salvator Mundi’226, yet as 

Arnold Angenendt had argued, every church was first and foremost dedicated to Christ.227 

This can therefore not be seen as a separate dedication. Yet Mary, Peter and Paul seem to 

have been Pirmin’s favorites: he also dedicated the church in Hornbach to them.228 This 

patronage could suggest that Pirmin was referring to Rome, but then again: this was a 

widespread dedication for (monastic) churches.229  As Eugen Ewig has shown, during the 

seventh century Peter, sometimes in combination with Paul, was the most popular patron-

saint for monastic churches. Especially in monasteries somehow connected to Luxueil, this 

patronage was often combined with Mary. Ewig has attributed the rare occurrence of 

‘Sonderpatrozinien’ to a lack of relics. Given the relative scarcity of potent, local relics, the 

number of newly founded monasteries simply was too large. Only with the influx of relics 

from Rome, or with the development of local saints’ cults, did this change. Reichenau is a 

case in point: the monastery had no (major) relics of its own and therefore a dedication to 

Mary, Peter and Paul was the logical thing to do. This dedication did not have much 

influence on the liturgy. These three saints were extensively commemorated everywhere, so 

it is not remarkable that they figure in the calendars from Reichenau.230  

In the course of the ninth century, Reichenau finally acquired some relics as the 

monastery in Mittelzell received, amongst others, relics of a certain St. Genesius or Senesius 

(commemorated on respectively June 21 and April 20) and of St. Januarius, a Beneventan 

bishop (October 19). The origin of the relics of Genesius is still clouded in mysteries. 

Additionally they seem to have had very little impact either in the liturgy or as far as the 

                                                 
226 Manser in KAR, pp. 328-331. His main arguments are the Rule of Benedict which, according to 
Manser, describes the monastic calling as ‘Heerdienst für den Herrn und wahren König Christus’ and 
the Ottonian school of book illumination on the island whose main subject was Christ himself. 
Neither of these arguments are very convincing: the former goes for each Benedictine monastery and 
the latter goes for practically all Ottonian schools of book illumination. 
227 Angenendt 1994, pp. 203-206. 
228 Manser in KAR, p. 331. 
229 The same is the case for the church of Fulda that was dedicated in 818 under abbot Eigil. 
230 Ewig 1960; Rose 2005, pp. 248-249. 
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dedication of altars goes.231 Januarius was slightly more successful: Walahfrid refers to these 

relics several times, but always in connection to Emperor Lothar who brought them to the 

island during his visit in 838.232 However, after Walahfrid, no reference is made to these 

relics until the 870s. A passion of Januarius was then copied, to which a translatio was 

added.233 It relates that Januarius’ relics were brought to the island by an Alemannian in the 

service of Louis the German. While fighting the Saracens in southern Italy, this Alemannian 

was approached by a priest, who had hidden the relics of Januarius for the heathen enemies. 

As soon as possible, he took them to his home country and they arrived in Reichenau in 874. 

It is unclear what the connection between the story of Lothar and that of the anonymous 

Alemannian is. Perhaps Lothar promised the relics to the monastery, but never actually 

handed them over, or perhaps the story was no longer deemed trustworthy in the 870s and 

therefore, a translatio that could prove the presence of the relics on the island was written.234  

Another translatio was written, that corresponds with that of Januarius almost 

literally.235 The only real difference is the name: this text relates the travels that the relics of 

St. Fortunata and her companions made, before ending up in Reichenau. It seems as if both 

relics were already on the island in the 870s, yet an acceptable explanation of the manner in 

which they were acquired was still needed.236  

The church at Reichenau-Oberzell, consecrated in 899 by Hatto III (888-913), fared 

slightly better. It was endowed with relics of St. George that Hatto had acquired several years 

                                                 
231 Both Genesius and Senesius figure in the tenth-century calendar kept in Zurich, but neither in the 
ninth-century Vienna calendar nor in that of Walahfrid. An account of the miracles of Genesius was 
written in Reichenau during the abbacy of Erlebald (822-838). However, it was probably written for 
the monastery of Schienen, where the relics of St. Genesius had been kept for thirty years already. 
Badischen Landesbibliothek Karlsruhe, Cod. Aug. CCII, fols. 109v-122r; ed. Wattenbach 1872, 
MGH SS 15, pp. 169-172 (partial). See also Beyerle in KAR, pp. 345-352; Klüppel 1980, pp. 18-25. 
When Ratolt of Verona brought the relics of Valens to Reichenau, he honored his own foundation 
Radolfzell with the bodies of SS. Senesius and Theopontus. In later historiography from Reichenau 
(e.g. Hermannus Contractus) both stories were combined and Ratolt was said to have brought relics 
of Valens and Genesius.  
232 MGH Poet. Lat. 2, pp. 415-416. See also Beyerle in KAR, pp. 354-356. 
233 Badischen Landesbibliothek Karlsruhe, Cod. Aug. CIX, fols. 47v-51v (BHL 4124 and 4131); ed. 
MGH SS 15, pp. 472-473 (solely the translatio). 
234 Klüppel 1980, pp. 57-59. The liturgical cult of Januarius seems to have started later. Only during 
the building campaign of Witigowo (985-997), a chapel was dedicated to Januarius. This is in line 
with the mention that is made of him in the tenth-century Zurich calendar. 
235 Zentralbibliothek Zürich Rh. 81, pp. 205-207 (BHL 3083); ed. MGH SS 15, pp. 473ff. 
236 Apart from this translatio, I have found no references to the relics of Fortunata. See also Klüppel, 
pp. 58-59.   
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before.237 Little is known about St. George, except that he was one of the early martyrs. 

Despite the lack of information about his life, his cult was celebrated in the East as well as in 

the West from at least the fifth century. Masses for George can be found in the Veronensis 

or ‘Leonine Sacramentary’238  and churches were dedicated to him in for example Paris, 

Mainz and Naples.239 From the sixth century, relics of George had been circulating widely in 

the West.240  This patronage for the church in Oberzell is therefore not very remarkable. 

Part of the relics of St. George were brought to Mittelzell immediately after their 

arrival. From this time onwards, more and more relics arrived there, including a flask of 

Holy Blood which was given a very special place in the church of Mittelzell. But this is 

stretching the historical period under scrutiny here too far. Therefore, it is time to turn to the 

most important relic that arrived on the island during the second century of its existence.241  

 

3.4.1 VALENS? MARK THE EVANGELIST?  

 A MYSTERIOUS YET POWERFUL PATRON 

 

In his best-seller Furta Sacra Patrick Geary has shown how important relics could be for early 

medieval religious communities, especially in times of crisis. Geary also discusses the famous 

relics of St. Mark the Evangelist, which are kept in Venice. 242  This poses us with an 

interesting problem, since the monks of Reichenau also claimed to possess the (complete) 

body of St. Mark the Evangelist. The stories from Venice and Reichenau correspond with 

each other in several aspects.   

According to the Venetian translatio, two merchants from Venice accidentally ended 

up in Alexandria, where they were told that the Muslim ruler was planning to tear down the 

church where Mark’s relics were kept. They then managed to convince the monks who 

looked after the church to flee to Venice with them, of course taking the body of St. Mark. 

                                                 
237 On Oberzell and Hatto, see Chapter 2.3 
238 Ed. Mohlberg 1956. 
239 Kirschbaum 1974, vol. 6, c. 365-390.  
240 As noted for example by Gregory of Tours in his Miracles. 
241 In the foregoing, I have left out Meinrad, a former monk of Reichenau who is seen as the founder 
of the monastery of Einsiedeln. Although he was commemorated as a saint quite soon after his death 
in 861, it is unlikely that this already happened in the ninth century. See Klüppel 1980, pp. 45-56; 
BBKL.  
242 Geary 1990, p. 88-94. 
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Upon their arrival in 827 or 829, the Doge promised to build a church for St. Mark. This 

church burned down in 976, was then rebuilt and again rebuilt in the late eleventh century. 

Between the first and the second rebuilding, somehow, the relics were lost. They were 

recovered only when St. Mark himself appeared at the resting-place of his relics.243  

As noted, both Venice and Reichenau claimed to have the complete body of St. 

Mark. The De Miraculis et Virtutibus S. Marci, written in Reichenau, agrees with the Venetian’s 

claim that the relics were brought from Alexandria to Venice. 244 However, it also relates that 

these relics left Venice again in shortly after their arrival there. Bishop Ratolt of Verona (802-

840), who was closely connected to Reichenau and was planning to found a church in its 

vicinity, acquired the relics from a Venetian.245 Although he paid quite a large sum of money 

for the relics, it is stressed repeatedly in the Miracles that Ratolt had a very special relationship 

with this Venetian, who was said to be the Doge himself. It was not simply a business 

transaction: the Venetian party actually wanted the relics to go to Reichenau, but this had to 

happen secretly. Therefore, Ratolt had to swear that the real identity of the relics would be 

kept a secret during his lifetime. Ratolt kept his word to the mysterious Venetian. At least 

until his death in 840, the relics were attributed to another saint: Valens.  

Before turning to the cult of St. Mark as it developed afterwards, we have to look at 

the cult that was formed in honour of St. Valens or Vales. It is completely unclear who came 

up with the attribution of the relics to Valens, and why. The monks of Reichenau seem to 

have been very confused about this also: they called ‘their’ saint Valens, but connected him 

to the cult of Vales of Auxerre, whose feast was celebrated on May 21st. In several of the 

martyrologies from Reichenau an entry for St. Valens is found on this date. What little 

information they did had was then used to write the vita of St. Valens, based on the passion 

of an Eastern saint that was kept in the library. Most probably, the writer has tried to find a 

                                                 
243 BHL 5488; ed. in McCleary 1931-1933. The oldest extant manuscripts of the translatio were written 
in the eleventh century; yet references to the relics themselves are already made in sources from the 
ninth century. See Demus 1960, p. 9, footnotes 21-24. 
244 De miraculis et virtutibus S. Marci evangelistae as it is to be found in Badischen Landesbibliothek 
Karlsruhe, mss. Aug. LXXXIV, fols. 138ra-144rb. This is the earliest known version of the text, from 
the tenth century. Ed. Klüppel 1980, pp. 143-151. 
245 Initially, Ratolt asked permission to spend his last days in Niederzell, founded by his predecessor 
Egino (of Verona). However, the monks of Reichenau (presumable by this the monks in Mittelzell 
are meant) did not agree and therefore Ratolt was given permission to found a church on the 
mainland. This place was thereafter called Ratoltescella or Radolfszell.  
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passion that incorporated the only piece of information they had about Valens, namely  that 

he died together with some youthful martyrs.246 

 Yet the celebration of the cult of St. Valens did not last very long. Soon after the 

arrival of the relics, miracles started to happen on April 25th, the feast-day of St. Mark. And 

then, between 873 and 875, St. Mark appeared to bishop Gebhart of Constance in several 

dreams, complaining about the bad conditions in which his physical remains were kept. 

When Gebhart finally told the abbot of Reichenau, Ruadho (871-888), the latter responded 

quickly and took out the relics to allow them to dry in the morning sun. He then placed 

them in a new shrine and put them back in the altar. But still the real identity of the saint was 

kept a secret. However, with all this action going on, the monks could not help but notice. 

In the early tenth century, they went to bishop Noting of Constance (919-934) and begged 

him to release the name so that his feast could be celebrated properly. Noting then decreed 

that the feast of St. Mark should be solemnly celebrated in the whole diocese, because his 

relics were kept in Reichenau. After this official approval of the cult that already existed in 

practice, the translation of the relics and the miracles of St. Mark were recorded in the De 

Miraculis et Virtutibus S. Marci that was already referred to above.247  

 The main goal of the text is to prove that the relics kept in Reichenau truly belonged 

to St. Mark the Evangelist.248 Immediately after Ratolt had received the relics, it is recounted 

that they passed every test of authenticity.249  Several stories are included in it in which 

pilgrims who come to Reichenau do not believe that the relics really are St. Mark’s, for 

example because they had already seen his grave in Alexandria. Every time, Mark appears to 

them and punishes them for not believing. And then, of course, there are the ‘regular’ 

miracles that had been performed by St. Mark on the island. All in all, the writer of the 

                                                 
246 Klüppel 1980, pp. 43-44.  
The passion on which it was based was that of St. Babylas, a bishop of Antioch who died during the 
Decian persecutions. Babylas is commemorated in the West on January 24.  
Although we cannot be certain, it seems very logical that the text was actually written in Reichenau. 
This was the only place in the region where a cult of Valens existed, and therefore the monks of 
Reichenau were the ones in need of an account of his life. In addition, the passion of Babylas, copied 
in the ninth century, was definitely in their possession: now Badische Landesbibliothek Karlsruhe, 
mss. Aug. XXXII, fols. 87r-89v. 
247 De miraculis et virtutibus S. Marci evangelistae; ed. Klüppel 1980, pp. 143-151. The text was probably 
written immediately after Noting’s official approval, around 930. See Klüppel 1980, pp. 102-105. 
248 Klüppel 1980, pp. 94-95. 
249 De miraculis et virtutibus S. Marci evangelistae chapter 6; ed. Klüppel 1980, p. 145. “sub testatione 
iuramenti et iudicio ferventis aquae et calidi ferri’. 
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miracles of St. Mark had a difficult task in defending the cult of St. Mark in Reichenau. It 

was common knowledge that Mark’s relics were kept in Alexandria; a competing cult had 

been started in Venice; the relics arrived in Reichenau under dubious circumstances and they 

were there for almost a hundred years before it was finally proclaimed that they were really 

the relics of the Evangelist. Yet although St. Mark had to be defended against critics and 

sceptics, the story clearly shows that a (liturgical) cult existed. Pilgrims came to the 

monastery to visit the relics and the feast of St. Mark was a common feast day. The latter is 

exemplified by the story of a girl who not only uttered doubts about the authenticity of the 

relics, but who also dared to work on Mark’s feast day. She was punished for this by a 

sickness, and only recuperated after she had promised to honour Mark’s feast-day from now 

on.250 

 As far as the calendars go, solid proof of the liturgical cult of St. Mark is only 

available from the tenth century onwards. The tenth-century calendar now kept in Zurich 

has an entry for St. Mark on April 25th. Walahfrid’s calendar also lists Mark, but this does not 

count as conclusive evidence because of Walahfrid’s interest in the Apostles and Evangelists 

in general.251 However, it is likely that some controversy over the feasts to be celebrated in 

the last week of April has existed. As has been noted in chapter one, the relics of St. George 

were brought to the island around 900. It is quite remarkable that the two most important 

relics that the monks of Reichenau acquired, belonged to saints whose feasts were celebrated 

in the same week. The monks of Reichenau were strongly advised by Notker of St. Gall to 

hold on to the saints’ original feast days, in order to avoid confusion.252  

Several questions spring to mind upon hearing this story. What was Mark doing in 

Alexandria and why did the Venetians (and the monks from Reichenau) choose this saint? 

There are several references in the New Testament to a Mark, who was closely connected to 

St. Peter and wrote a Gospel based on Peter’s teaching.253 According to tradition, he was the 

first bishop of Alexandria and died there on 25 April in the year 67.254 St. Mark was attractive 

                                                 
250 De miraculis et virtutibus S. Marci evangelistae chapter 19; ed. Klüppel 1980, pp. 150-151. 
251 Walahfrid’s calendar lists almost all the Apostles and Evangelists, contrary to the other 
contemporary calendars. 
252 Notker Balbulus, Martyrology; St. Gall Stiftsbibliothek Cod. Sang. 456; ed. Migne, PL 131, pp. 1025-
1163, here p. 1070. Haubrichs 1993, pp. 509-510. 
253 Acts 12:12, 25; 13:5, 13; 15: 37-40; and several times in the letters of St. Peter. 
254 Paul the Deacon, writing in the late eighth century, tells that he was sent to Aquileia before going 
to Alexandria. Migne, PL 45, p. 699. As quoted in Demus 1960, p. 10.  
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to the Venetians because he was seen as the Apostle of Italy and accredited with founding 

the church of Aquileia. Venice was fighting the latter over ecclesiastical superiority in the 

region, and the presence of the relics of St. Mark in Venice would highly improve their 

chances in this regard. As Patrick Geary has rightly noted, it is remarkable that the Venetian 

translatio shows a very different view on relic-theft than ‘the average’ northern hagiography. 

The relics were taken by merchants, not by pious monks, who were familiar with the East 

and its customs (e.g. they covered the relics with pork in order to scare away Saracen officials) 

and the author of the translatio seems to be inspired by his civic pride more than by his 

religiosity.255  

The monks of Reichenau had their own reasons for ‘choosing’ Mark. First of all, 

they were in dire need of relics. St. Valens apparently was not powerful enough, and 

especially in the 870s there was an enlarged interest in the acquisition of new relics and the 

authentication of present ones, as is exemplified by the cases of Januarius and Fortunata. 

The monastic church was already dedicated to the two Apostles of the highest standing, and 

Mark was the saint who was closest to St. Peter. In addition, the connections between 

Reichenau and Italy, and acquisition of the relics by Ratolt in the year that the relics of Mark 

arrived in Venice lent credibility to the story.  

 

                                                 
255 Geary 1990, pp. 88-94. 
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CHAPTER 4 ARCHITECTURE AND LITURGY COMBINED 

 

4.1 WALAHFRID STRABO’S LITURGICAL COMMENTARY 

 

Walahfrid has been mentioned several times before, but the time has now come to look at 

his work more extensively. The text by his hand that is of interest for this research is entitled 

Libellus de exordiis et incrementis quarundam in observationibus ecclesiasticis rerum256 and was probably 

written between 840 and 842, while Walahfrid was exiled from Reichenau.257 In order to 

better understand the text in its proper context, let us cast a brief look at Walahfrid’s life. He 

was born in 808 or 809 in the Lake Constance area and given as an oblate by his poor 

parents to the Reichenau monastery. His first work was written there at the age of eighteen: 

the prose Visio Wettini.258 By then, he had already nicknamed himself ‘Strabo’, the squinter. 

Walahfrid continued his studies between 827 and 829 in Fulda under Hrabanus Maurus. 

Clearly a talented scholar, he was asked by Louis the Pious to be the tutor of his youngest 

son Charles (later called Charles the Bald) and in 838 made abbot of Reichenau.259 However, 

he was exiled from the monastery only two years later, due to a political conflict. Louis the 

Pious had, after his son Pippin’s death, redistributed the latter’s territory and had thereby 

offended his son Louis the German, who had not received anything. In response, Louis the 

German plundered Alemannia and deposed the abbots of Reichenau, St. Gall and Fulda, 

who were all connected in some way or other to his father.260 Walahfrid returned from his 

exile after only two years, which he spent at Speyer. This was probably made possible 

                                                 
256 The most recent translation of and commentary on the text are to be found in Harting-Correa 
1996.  She uses an earlier edition by V. Krause: MGH Capit. II, pp. 473-516. References to 
manuscript evidence in Harting-Correa.  
257 The text figures in the library catalogue written by Reginbert between 835 and 842 and would 
therefore have had to be finished before 842. A reference to Lious the Pious († 840) in Chapter 8 as 
‘Emperor Louis of blessed memory’ provides a terminus post quem of 840. However, even when the 
text has been finished during the period in exile, Walahfrid could very well have started working on it 
considerably earlier. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 21-22. 
258 Walahfrid Strabo, Visio Wettini, MGH Poet. Lat. 2, pp. 301-333.  
259 BBKL; Beyerle in KAR, p. 92-108; Langosch 1955, p. 738-767. Walahfrid’s abbacy seems to have 
met with resistance in the monastery. He was appointed by the emperor, yet the community had the 
right to appoint its own abbot. For example in the 842 library catalogue written by Reginbert, 
Walahfrid is not named among the monastery’s abbots. Lehmann 1918, pp. 258-259, 262. Only after 
his return in 842, his abbacy was fully acknowledged. 
260 Walahfrid, Hrabanus Maurus of Fulda and Bernwig of St. Gall had all supported Lothar in his 
claims to the imperial title. See Boshof 1996, p. 240ff; Godman & Collins 1996.  
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through the mediation of Grimald, newly appointed abbot of St. Gall and friends with both 

Walahfrid and Louis the German. Walahfrid was reinstated abbot of Reichenau in 842, but 

died a tragic death while crossing the Loire on a diplomatic mission between Charles the 

Bald and Louis the German on August 18, 849.261  His unfortunate death at the age of forty 

does not mean that Walahfrid left nothing to posterity. Quite the contrary: many works by 

his hand have survived, as well as other material traces as for example in the Reichenau 

confraternity book. His intellectual development is recorded in his vademecum, in which (parts 

of) texts were copied by and for him.262  

 Strictly speaking, the De exordiis is concerned with ecclesiastical matters in general.263 

However, it has always been referred to as a text dealing with the liturgy. According to its 

most recent editor and translator, Alice Harting-Correa, the text has been viewed by liturgists 

as too historical and by historians as too liturgical, and has therefore been largely ignored by 

both.264 Whichever the causes, I have to agree with her observation that the existence of the 

text is always acknowledged in liturgical handbooks, but relatively few detailed studies have 

been undertaken.265 This is indeed a severe loss for historians as well as liturgists. The former 

could find in De exordiis a fore-runner of modern historical scholarship. Not only does 

Walahfrid quote a large number of varied historical sources, he also offers precise references 

to these. The reader, when in doubt as to Walahfrid’s veracity, could check these quite 

easily. 266  To liturgists, the De exordiis offers a contemporary reflection on ninth-century 

                                                 
261 Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 6-10. About Louis the Pious and the troubles with and among his sons, 
see Godman & Collins 1990, especially the article by Nelson, pp. 147-159. 
262 St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. Sang. 878; digital facsimile available on http://www.cesg.unifr.ch.  
Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 6-12; Bischoff 1950, pp. 30-48. The vademecum contains hardly any of the 
source-material used in De Exordiis.  
263 Walahfrid says so himself in the prose preface; De Exordiis, prefatio, ed. Harting-Correa pp. 48-49, 
lines 21-25 : 

“Scribam igitur […] de quarundam ecclesiasticarum exordiis et causis rerum, et unde hoc vel 
illud in consuetudinem venerit, quomodo processu temporis auctum sit” 
“Therefore […] I shall write […] about the beginnings and causes of some ecclesiastical 
matters, and I will indicate from which source this or that has come into use, and how it 
developed as time passed” 

This also becomes clear by a brief look at the Table of Contents of the work. 
264 Harting-Correa 1996, p. VII. 
265 Harting-Correa 1996, p. 1. 
266 A study of the sources that Walahfrid used could lead to very interesting finds, e.g. more 
information about the collection of the libraries that Walahfrid had access to. See Harting-Correa 
1996, pp. 22-31; 39-41.  
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liturgy. Walahfrid explains how certain traditions came into being, who has commented on 

them, and if his contemporaries should or should not adhere to them.  

 It is not entirely clear for what purpose Walahfrid wrote this text. In the preface, very 

much affected by the humility topos, Walahfrid recounts that Reginbert, the librarian of 

Reichenau, asked him to write a book about topics only briefly touched upon by earlier 

writers. Walahfrid might presume such an undertaking since it concerned matters that 

‘seemed clear to [earlier writer’s] lively intelligence.’267 But other, less blessed souls needed 

these things spelled out for them, and this is exactly what Walahfrid tries to do. The text 

itself does not very often address the reader directly, but the general tone seems to be that of 

a didactic text. However, it presupposes a thorough knowledge of both Latin and theology, 

which would make it more suitable as a text to be used by a teacher. This person would 

probably be teaching to local priests: firstly, Walahfrid clearly refers to both himself and his 

readers as German.268 Secondly, he is very much concerned with the proper behaviour of 

priests, for example concerning communion.269  

Only eight manuscripts containing the text have survived, so it has probably never 

become a widely used classroom text, even if Walahfrid may have envisaged it that way. 

What we do know for sure is that Walahfrid had spent most of his life in a monastery but 

was also at the Carolingian court for several years. He studied at Fulda, one of the major 

monastic centres at the time and was at some time or other in contact with most of the 

leading intellectuals of his day. De exordiis clearly shows that Walahfrid was aware of 

contemporary changes in the liturgy and controversies regarding it. 

Walahfrid’s purpose was not to describe the liturgy as it was celebrated in Reichenau, 

nor to write a handbook for monastic liturgy. Yet apparently there was a need for a text that 

explained how certain practices had developed, that reflected contemporary debate about the 

celebration of the liturgy, and that showed which practices had been accepted by the leading 

ecclesiastics of the time. De exordiis does all of these things. Therefore, it is an important text 

for any scholar occupied with the ninth century and especially with ninth-century liturgy. 

 

                                                 
267 De Exordiis, prefatio, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 48-49, lines 20-21. 
268 E.g. in De Exordiis, Chapter 7: “Quomodo Theotisce domus Dei dicatur”, “What the house of 
God is called in German.” Ed. Harting-Correa, pp. 70-71. 
269 E.g. in De Exordiis, Chapters 20-21; ed. Harting-Correa, pp. 111-123. 
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The time has now come to look at some of the issues discussed in De exordiis. In this 

section, some general aspects of Walahfrid’s text will be discussed. Consequently, attention 

will be paid to his specific remarks on liturgy and architecture. The text reflects a matter that 

has come up before: the diversity in the liturgy. Walahfrid is very open and tolerant about 

this. For example when he speaks about ‘the manner of praying and the diversity of voices’: 

any voice or manner of praying can be appropriate as long as it comes from the heart and 

the person who prays has good intentions. 270  In the same way, a priest that feels 

uncomfortable with celebrating Mass or partaking in the communion more than once a day 

should not be forced to do so.271  

Although he thought that other traditions were not wrong in themselves, Walahfrid 

offered two reasons for following the Roman usage. The most obvious of these is the 

Apostolic origin of the Roman liturgy. The other might be more remarkable: according to 

him, no other church has remained as free from heresy as the Church of Rome. Walahfrid 

then goes on to describe the Roman Mass, using the Liber Pontificalis as one of his sources.272 

This seems to be one of his favourite texts. He frequently quotes from it, but never before 

chapter 19, which makes it likely that he wrote the chapters in chronological order and that 

he did not have a manuscript of the Liber Pontificalis at his disposal before. The description of 

the Roman Mass leads Walahfrid to the observation that many people have composed 

prayers and parts of the liturgy, not all of equal quality. To counter this, Pope Gregory [the 

Great] collected the reasonable prayers and placed them together in a book, called a 

Sacramentary.273 

 However, only shortly after this, Walahfrid acknowledges that many valuable prayers 

have also been composed that were not written by authoritative figures. He adds: “From 
                                                 
270De Exordiis,  Chapter 12, ed. Harting-Correa pp. 88-91. About the diversity in the liturgy, see 
chapter 3.1 and Hen 1996. 
271 De Exordiis, Chapter 22, ed. Harting-Correa pp. 122-125. This theme will be discussed more 
extensively in chaper 4.3.2  
272 De Exordiis, Chapter 23, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 126-133. 
273 De Exordiis, Chapter 23, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 134-135, lines 1-6: 

“Et quia tam incertis auctoribus multa videbantur incerta et sensus integritatem non habentia, 
curavit beatus Gregorius rationabilia quaeque coadunare et seclusis his, quae vel nimia vel 
inconcinna videbantur, composuit librum, qui dicitur sacramentorum” 
“Because many prayers by so many undetermined authors were dubious and lacking in 
sound meaning, blessed Gregory carefully collected the reasonable ones, setting aside the 
excessive or inappropriate; he put together a book which is called a sacramentary” 

Harting-Correa mistakenly gives ‘sacrasacramentorum’. I understand this to be a printing error, since 
Krause, whom she copies, writes ‘sacramentorum.’ MGH Capit. II, p. 489.  
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these words it is clear that many new compositions for the Church are not to be rejected so 

long as they are not inconsistent with the True Faith.”274 Once again, Walahfrid is shown not 

to object to local diversity in the liturgy.275  

 In a similar vein, he tries to be forthcoming to those who have their own traditions. 

Being a native speaker of German, Walahfrid very often translates Latin terminology in his 

native tongue. He dedicates a whole chapter to what the house of God is called in German, 

yet is careful to show that many of these terms originated in Greek or Latin.276 

Even though Walahfrid was raised in a monastery that followed the Rule of Benedict 

and despite the efforts of the Carolingians to enforce this Rule on all monasteries in their 

realm, Walahfrid hardly comments on this issue. Benedict is referred to as an authority, but 

Walahfrid, being open to diverse practices, does not condemn other Rules. On the other 

hand, it must be recalled that Walahfrid was not only writing for a monastic audience, which 

might explain why he devotes very little time to the Offices. In general, he speaks about the 

celebration of Mass. Where should the Mass be said, how often should one communicate, 

what should be offered at the altar, etcetera.277  

 

These recurring themes in the De Exordiis lead to some preliminary conclusions. 

Local diversity was not frowned upon, yet the Roman usage was a good example for other 

parts of the realm. The native tongue of the community of the faithful was a Germanic 

language, and a better understanding of ecclesiastical matters could be achieved by 

translating Latin terms into the vernacular languages. Yet these comments are very general 

                                                 
274 De Exordiis, Chapter 26, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 160-161, lines 11-12: 

“His verbis ostenditur multa in ecclesia noviter componi, quae non sint, si a fide veritatis 
non abhorreant, abicienda.” 
“From these words it is clear that many new compositions for the Church are not to be 
rejected so long as they are not inconsistent with the True Faith.” 

275 Scholars have often overestimated the unification of the liturgy during the Carolingian period. 
This is especially true for the ‘triumph of the Roman rite’: the Roman liturgy is presented as a tidal 
wave that swept Western Europe. Firstly, the Roman rite cannot be defined that easily. And secondly, 
from the very beginning, there was a process of mutual interaction. Gallican rites were incorporated 
in the so-called ‘Roman’ liturgical books. Reynolds in NCMH, pp. 618-621. Walahfrid is very realistic 
when it comes to the Roman rite: it is to be preferred, yet he knows that in practice, customs and 
traditions cannot be changed in one day. 
276 Walahfrid seems to be very aware of the divide between those speaking Latin and the ‘locals’ 
speaking Old High German. The political implications of this have been noted, in passing, by 
Matthew Innes. See Innes 1998, p. 10, footnotes 18 and 19.   
277 De Exordiis, Chapters 4, 19-24, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 56-61; 106-151. 
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and their direct bearing upon Reichenau is not entirely clear. Specific parts of Walahfrid’s 

treatise shed more light on the actual practice of the liturgy in Reichenau. These will be 

discussed in the next paragraph.   

  

4.2 WALAHFRID’S VIEWS ON ARCHITECTURE AND LITURGY 

 

Walahfrid starts his treatise with a description of the origins of temples and altars.278 As he 

very often does, he begins with the Old Testament. Moses was the first to build a Tabernacle, 

Solomon built an outstanding Temple and both were furnished with numerous altars and ‘a 

profusion of other things’. Pagans also made temples for their Gods, or actually for their 

demons, while God, knowing that ‘human frailty did not allow customs to be eradicated at 

once’, permitted and even commanded men to do some of the things for Him that others 

did for their demons. Among these are the construction of buildings and the offering of 

various kinds of sacrifices. These things eventually came to benefit the Christians: “we sense 

the Church’s spiritual building in those material structures, Christ’s passion in carnal 

sacrifices, and examples of moral excellence in liturgical actions.” 279  Already in the first 

chapter of his booklet, Walahfrid points out to the reader that the material structure of the 

church and the common celebration of the liturgy are very important. What is more: he 

connects these.  

 This is even more visible in the next chapter in which architecture plays a role.280 In 

early Christianity, Walahfrid recounts, believers did not really care in which way places of 

prayer faced, as long as it was clear to all that they were dedicated to the one God and not to 

the demons that had previously been worshiped. However, it soon became practice to face 

East while praying and according to Walahfrid this is ‘indeed both fitting and established by 

wholesome regular practice.’ It is fitting because from the East we receive the dawn of both 

physical and spiritual light, which is exemplified by a quote from Luke: ‘the Orient from on 

                                                 
278 De Exordiis, Chapter 1 and 2, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 50-55.  
279 De Exordiis, Chapter 2, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 52-53, lines 23-25: 

“dum et in illis materialibus structures aedificium ecclesiae spiritale et in carnalibus victimis 
ac sollemnitatibus passionem Christi et virtutum documenta sentimus.” 

280 De Exordiis, Chapter 4, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 56-61. “In quas plagas orantes vertantur”, 
“Towards which direction those who are praying should be facing”.  
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high has visited us’.281 In addition, both the Tabernacle and the Temple had their entrance 

facing East so that the rising sun would direct its rays towards the middle of the building. 

However, this also meant that many of those attending the ceremonies actually prayed facing 

west, because only in this way they could see the altar. In the same way, Walahfrid recounts 

did the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and the Pantheon and St. Peter’s in Rome have altars 

distributed both towards the east and facing in other directions. Even though praying facing 

the east is more common practice and more reasonable, we should not judge those who 

have, for practical reasons, built churches or altars in other directions. If even Constantine 

and the Popes did this, Walahfrid does not dare to disapprove. “Moreover, the sinner, even 

if he flees from Him Who is everywhere, cannot avoid Him: ‘for neither from the east nor 

from the west nor from the desert nor from the mountains’”282 ‘does a place of escape lie 

open.’283 Walahfrid offers in this chapter four a precise summary of the development of the 

disposition of the church-building. On the one hand, it was important that the priest faced 

East during the most important parts of the Mass – if the apse was in the West, this meant 

that the people were facing West while praying. It would have been improper for them to 

turn their back on the altar, therefore the priest acts as a pars pro toto. On the other hand, it 

had proven impossible to make all altars in all churches face east, due to the demands of a 

particular building site. Therefore, one should not disapprove of exemptions on the rule of 

facing east.284 

 The next two chapters, ‘An explanation of the names attached to certain sacred 

objects’ 285  and ‘What the house of God is called in German’ 286  are very interesting in 

themselves, but more on a philological level than regarding the practical information that we 

are looking for here. Let us therefore continue to chapter eight, which deals with images and 

                                                 
281 “Visitavit nos Oriens ex alto”. Luke 1:78. De Exordiis, Chapter 4, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 58-
59, line 7.  
282 “Alioquin peccator, etian si fugerit eum, qui ubique est, evitare non poterit; ‘quia neque ab oriente 
neque ab occidente neque a desertis montibus”. De Exordiis, Chapter 4, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 
60-61, lines 22-25. Walahfrid quotes Psalm 75:7. 
283 Addition by Harting-Correa. 
284 De Blaauw 2000, especially p. 41. As De Blaauw has shown, the general idea of ‘the East’ was 
more important than the exact direction. The priest had no need for a compass.  
285 ‘Expositio nominum quorundam sacris rebus adiacentium’. De Exordiis, Chapter 6, ed. Harting-
Correa 1996, pp. 62-71. 
286 ‘Quomodo Theotisce domus Dei dicatur’. De Exordiis, Chapter 7, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 
70-73. 
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pictures.287  Walahfrid’s general argument here is a widely accepted one: images should not 

be shunned, nor should they be worshiped or adored.288 They can function as literature for 

the illiterate and they can move people towards deeper religiosity. In some parts of this 

rather long chapter Walahfrid is very harsh on opponents of the use of images. He relates 

that controversy on this matter frequently arose among the Greeks, who during some 

periods removed all images form churches. This ‘heresy’ also reached Francia, and Emperor 

Louis ‘of blessed memory’ finally put an end to this at a synod.289 Also, Claudius of Turin is 

condemned in very harsh words. The latter was one of the most fervent defenders of 

iconoclasm in the West, both in his treatises and in practice: he removed all images and 

crosses form his Episcopal church in Turin. Already during his life-time and especially after 

his death in 827, he was condemned by most ecclesiastics as a heretic.290 In any case, it is 

clear that Walahfrid, informed about contemporary debate regarding this issue, is a fervent 

defender of the use of images, painting and decoration in churches. 

 Images could be useful instruments for teaching, which, as he explains in a later 

chapter, was also done in church. It is first and foremost a house of prayer, yet the term 

oratorium also refers to oris ratio, implying “not only a humble request but also a rational 

discourse”.291 Therefore, priests are also to teach in church. Yet teaching a praying is all that 

should be done in a church. Anything else, such as business transactions and banquets, 

should be done somewhere else. Also, the church may not be used as a barn or 

storehouse.292 Apparently this did happen, whence Walahfrid saw the need to stress it once 

again.   

 Until this point, Walahfrid has mainly discussed the actual building of the church. In 

the next chapters of De Exordiis, the liturgy, so the action that took place in this building, will 

be discussed. Yet the two themes remain interconnected: for example in the chapter ‘Who 

                                                 
287 ‘De imaginibus et picturis.’ De Exordiis, Chapter 8, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 72-81. 
288 Most notable in this regard is Pope Gregory II’s defence of images. See Gouillard 1968; Noble 
2001. 
289 The synod of Paris in 825; see Mansi 1960, XIV, col. 421-474. 
290 BBKL; Heil 1997, pp. 389-406. A clear overview of the ‘Iconoclast controversy’ is given in Brown 
2003, pp. 387-406. 
291 De Exordiis, Chapter 10, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 84-85, lines 23-27:  

“Unde cum eadem domus Dei oratorium dicatur, […], quia oratio est oris ratio et non 
tantum humilis postulationem, verum etiam rationabilis intellegetur hoc nomine locutio” 
“Now since this same house of God is also called an oratory, […], because oratio is oris ratio: 
oratio means not only a humble request but also a rational discourse.” 

292 De Exordiis, Chapter 11, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 86-89. 
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profits from the liturgy and who does not’, he notes that when a community is sinful, their 

church is no longer the house of God. His protection, as well as angels’ guardianship and 

saints’ care deserts the place. When discussing offerings, Walahfrid points out that moral 

excellence is preferred to worldly offerings. Charity for the poor should be preferred over 

the building of magnificent churches. Or in Jerome’s words: “it is presumptuous that walls 

gleam with gold and Christ is tormented before the doors in hunger and nakedness.”293 So, 

“although the construction of sacred buildings in a spirit of religious devotion is to be 

praised, moral excellence – the spiritual building and the everlasting ornament of the souls in 

which God lives – is much preferred, for no matter how beautifully they are made, earthly 

ornaments are worthless to God without it.”294 

 Returning to the liturgy, Walahfrid devotes quite some time to explaining how the 

giving of sacrifices developed and why only bread and wine, mixed with water, should be 

offered as sacraments.295 He then goes on to discuss the frequency with which one should 

communicate. The Church fathers, he says, have reached widely diverging conclusions 

regarding this topic. Some people communicate once a year, thinking that the long interval 

makes them more worthy of the sacrament, others every Sunday or saint’s feast. But 

according to Walahfrid, the ‘daily bread’ that figures in the Lord’s Prayer should really be 

requested daily, “with the desire for protection rather than the presumption of our purity”.296 

However, those who are stained by grave sin in body or mind, or those who have not fasted, 

should not communicate. This means that especially for the clergy it is fitting to 

communicate every day.297 Yet this leads to the following question: can a priest celebrate 

Mass more than once a day? Once again, Walahfrid is very tolerant: each priest must do what 

he thinks is right. In principle, Walahfrid does not have any objections to the celebration of 

                                                 
293 “quia, ut beatus Hieronimus ait, superstitiosum est parietes auro fulgere et Christum ante ianuas 
fame et niditate torqueri.”  
De Exordiis, Chapter 14, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 96-97, lines 8-9. Hieronymi epist. 128, Chapter 4. 
294 “ita constructionem sacrarum aedium ex religiosa devotione laudandum, ut tamen virtutes, quae 
sunt spirituales structurae et animarum, in quibus Deus habitat, ornamenta perennia, his multum 
praelatas, quia terrena ornamenta, quantalibet formositate fingantur, sine virtutibus Deo vilescunt.”  
De Exordiis, Chapter 14, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 98-99. Walahfrid would have experiences in 
Fulda what the construction of a megalomaniac church could do to a monastic community. We will 
get back to Fulda later; see also Raaijmakers 2003. 
295 De Exordiis, Chapters 15-19, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 98-109. 
296 “iugiter ambiamus et desiderio illius tuitonis potius, quam praesumptione nostrae puritatis” De 
Exordiis, Chapter 21, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 120-121, line 26, pp. 122-123, line 1.  
297 De Exordiis, Chapter 21, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 114-123. 
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several Masses on one day. A feast-day can coincide with a priest’s regular liturgical duties, 

such as the celebration of Mass for the living and the dead, for almsgiving and for other 

interests.298 

 According to Walahfrid, the Apostles tried to keep Masses as simple as possible, so 

as not to scare away possible converts. Subsequently, each region developed its own order of 

the Mass, such as that of Ambrose which was followed in Milan. The most important 

example for Walahfrid is of course the Roman Mass, and he goes on to discuss this in detail. 

At least, that is what he says. In actual practice, this ‘discussion of the Roman Mass’ turns 

into an exposé of the canon of the Mass. This is remarkable, because no matter how often 

Walahfrid states that liturgical practices vary in different regions, in practice he does not see 

this difference that clearly. In any case, it is difficult to extract an image of the Mass as 

Walahfrid himself would have seen it performed from this description, because it is also an 

account of the history and development of the liturgy of the Mass.299 

 In the next chapters Walahfrid is more direct and practical. He states that there 

should be no fasting on Sundays and major feast days and that Mass should never be 

celebrated before the office of Terce.300 The sacraments should be put in chalices and patens 

of glass or precious metals and priests should wear the vestments that have accumulated for 

this use over the years. As for the pallium, that should be reserved for bishops.301  

 With regard to the liturgy of the Hours, Walahfrid focuses mainly on which hymns 

and chants should be sung. An interesting remark about this topic is that ‘almost all Francia 

now loves’ the more perfect knowledge of plain-chant that Pope Stephen brought to Pippin 

at his request. The chapter also includes a rather polemical piece about the use of the liturgy 

of the Hours that Benedict instituted: 

 

 “Nevertheless, there are some who – I do not know by what audacity – do 

not want to use that Rule; they wish to excuse their indolence and impudence 

by the permission which that holiest of men gives because of his great 

humility […] as if they could find anything better and more suitable to their 

                                                 
298 De Exordiis, Chapter 22, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 123-125. About the frequency of the 
celebration of Mass, see Rahner & Häussling 1966; Häussling 1973; Gamber 1976. 
299 De Exordiis, Chapter 23, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 126-149. 
300 De Exordiis, Chapter 24, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 148-151. 
301 De Exordiis, Chapter 25, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 150-153. 
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own order than Benedict arranged, he who is said to have been filled with the 

inspiration of all the saints!”302 

 

Needless to point out, Walahfrid was indeed a  follower of Benedict and his monastic Rule.  

 Still, the fact that Walahfrid is not writing for an (exclusively) monastic audience is 

once again made clear in the next chapters, which deal with for example baptism and the 

giving of tithes.303 At the end of the treatise, the Church as an institution and its hierarchy are 

discussed.  

 

4.3 ARCHITECTURE AND LITURGY COMBINED 

 

Reichenau’s building history, its liturgical developments and literary output that have been 

treated in the foregoing are pieces of a puzzle that now has to be assembled. Once it has 

been established what each piece looks like, it is possible to see common shapes and colours 

and thereby, the links between them can become clear once again.  

 The historical overview that has been given in Chapter one mainly evolved around 

people that were important for the monastery. Of course there was Pirmin, who built a first, 

wooden church on the island and instituted the Rule of Benedict among his followers. In the 

following years, the monastery grew bigger and eventually managed to free itself from 

interference by the bishops of Constance. At the same time, the connections to the royal 

court grew stronger. A stone church was built and then enlarged, which illustrates the 

increase in both the number of brethren and their resources. Gerolt, the king’s brother-in-

law, became one of the monastery’s patrons and even expressed the wish to be buried there. 

After his death in 799, he got a prominent place inside the monk’s choir.   

Under abbots Waldo and Hatto I the monastery flourished, not only in a material 

sense but also intellectually. A scriptorium was added to the monastery, another indication of 

the monks’ scholarly efforts. At the same time, a new church was built, dedicated by Hatto 

                                                 
302 “Sunt tamen, qui, nescio qua praesumptione, non ea velint constitutione uti, volentas pigritiam vel 
protervitatem suam illo excusare permisso, quo sanctissimus vir per humilitatis suae magnitudinem 
videtur concedere […] quasi aliquid melius possint et suo ordini congruentius invenire, quam ille, qui 
spiritu omnium sanctorum dicitur plenus fuisse.” De Exordiis, Chapter 26, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, 
pp. 166-167, lines 22-18, pp. 168-169, line 1. 
303 De Exordiis, Chapters 27 and 28, ed. Harting-Correa 1996, pp. 168-187. 
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in 816. As has already been suggested by Werner Jacobsen, it is possible that this church was 

influenced by the reforms of Benedict of Aniane. In itself it is not a small church, as are 

Benedict’s churches in Maursmünster and Kornelimünster, but the nave is relatively short. 

The three ‘cells’ of which the choir consists also reflect these examples.304 In addition, it is 

quite significant that less than two decades later, after the death of Benedict of Aniane, a 

western transept was added after all.  

During the first century of its existence, the monastery had become one of the 

leading monastic centres in the realm, enjoying at first royal and later even imperial 

protection. There is no evidence, however, that Charlemagne ever visited Reichenau, or that 

that there was a special connection between the Carolingian court and the monastery at that 

time. Yet he did see special value in the men that the monastery had generated and ‘stole’ 

them away. Waldo was appointed abbot of St. Denis by Charlemagne himself, Hatto I was 

elected to go on a mission to Constantinople.  

As far as the monastery itself was concerned, connections with the Court grew much 

stronger after the death of Charlemagne in 814. Two monks from Reichenau resided in 

Aachen and seem to have been in close contact with the leading figures at the Court. 

Immediately after the reform-councils presided over by Benedict of Aniane, they sent an 

authoritative copy of the Rule of Benedict to their former teacher Reginbert. The latter had 

already started cataloguing the books that the monastery possessed, yet the earliest extant 

catalogue dates from 821 or 822. Around this time - the 820s - the Plan of St. Gall was also 

written. No matter where and for whom it was written, the plan shows that a debate about 

the ‘ideal’ lay-out and organisation of monasteries was unfolding. Connections with other 

monasteries, such as Fulda and especially St. Gall with which a confraternity had existed 

since 800, are further illustrated by the confraternity book, which was started during the 

abbacy of Erlebald (823-838). Erlebald probably also ordered the building of the Western 

transept, an enlargement of the abbey church that included an altar facing West.  It is likely 

that the impetus for this change was the arrival of the relics of Valens in 830. Although the 

‘Markuskirche’ inside the transept was not built until the 870s, the Miraculis et Virtutibus S. 

Marci relates that the relics were taken out of the altar to dry and were then replaced. 

Although the story does not recount when they were put there, it is unlikely that they were 

                                                 
304 Jacobsen 1990, pp. 641-654. 
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relocated. Firstly, the Miracles of St. Mark does not say anything about this. Secondly, there 

was an altar in the western transept that had to be dedicated with relics.  

During the last years of Erlebald’s abbacy, several important guests visited the 

monastery. In 837, patriarchs Basil of Jerusalem and Christopher of Antioch were in 

Reichenau and in 838 King Lothar I donated the relics of St. Januarius of Benevent to the 

monastery on occasion of his visit there.305 Most probably, an altar dedicated to Januarius 

was set up in Mittelzell. In the year after Lothar’s visit, 839, the first mention is made of 

Bodman, the palatium regum or palatinate.306  

In the same year, 838, Walahfrid Strabo returned to Reichenau after tutoring Louis 

the Pious’ youngest son. He was made abbot, but had to flee the monastery in 840. As has 

been noted above, this was due to his lending support to Louis the Pious’ son Lothar.  

However, Walahfrid and Louis the German were soon reconciled and Walahfrid returned to 

Reichenau in 842, remaining abbot until his death in 849. During his abbacy, no building 

projects were initiated. In De Exordiis Walahfrid voices his disapproval of the construction of 

churches that are needlessly big. His predecessor Erlebald (823-838) had enlarged 

Reichenau’s abbey church, but it never became a magnificent edifice like, for example, Fulda. 

Walahfrid knew from his own experience there that such an endeavour could end 

dramatically. 

The next decades passed by relatively quietly. Yet the relics, officially belonging to St. 

Valens, were starting to perform miracles on the feast of St. Mark. Of course, this could not 

remain unnoticed. Between 873 and 875 Bishop Gebhart of Constance was visited in his 

dreams by St. Mark, who complained about the conditions in which his relics were kept. 

Abbot Ruadho (871-888) acted swiftly and took them out of the altar to dry. In addition, he 

probably built a separate sanctuary for St. Mark inside the western transept. Although the 

                                                 
305 To my knowledge, little is known about the visit of the Byzantine patriarchs. It is possible that 
they belonged to one of the diplomatic missions that came to Francia in 838, yet I find it very 
unlikely that men of such importance would belong to the entourage of such a mission, without 
being named in any document. Charters relating to Byzantine embassies to Francia can be found in 
Dölger 1976. About contacts between the Franks and Byzantium, see McCormick in NCMH; 
McCormick 1994; Borgolte 1976. 
306 Bodman is located to the north of Reichenau, facing the ‘Obersee’. It had existed as the centre of 
a large fisc (a conglomeration of royal lands) since the eighth century. The first royal charters were 
issued there in 839 by Louis the Pious. Louis the German and Charles the Fat also resided there for 
some time. Binding 1996a, pp. 138-142; Maurer 1988, pp. 18-45. About fiscs in general, see Nelson 
in NCMH, especially pp. 385-387. 
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real identity of the saint was still kept a secret, the liturgical cult of St. Mark was probably 

already gaining in importance.307 Around the same time, the passio of St. Januarius was copied, 

and a second tradition about the arrival of his relics in Reichenau was developed – the first 

one being, that they were donated by Lothar I in 838. Apparently, there was a need for 

authenticated relics in the 870s.  

During the abbacy of Ruadho, the relationship with the emperor grew stronger once 

again. Charles III (Charles the Fat) had been crowned emperor by the Pope in 881 and in the 

following year, after the death of Louis the German’s son Louis the Younger, also managed 

to gain control over the East Frankish kingdom. However, the centre of his rule always 

remained in Alemannia, of which he had been king since 876. In 884, he celebrated Easter in 

Reichenau. After his death, preceded by several troublesome years, he was buried in 

Reichenau in 888.308 Of course, he received an appropriate place next to the main altar.309 In 

the same year, Ruadho was succeeded by Hatto III (888-913). Although Charles had been 

deposed by, amongst others, his nephew Arnulf of Carinthia, this was no reason for Ruadho 

to avoid the latter. In 896, he went to Rome with Arnulf and received relics of St. George 

from the pope himself. These were then used to dedicate the church in Reichenau-Oberzell.  

 

.  

 

 

 

                                                 
307 As can be seen from the De miraculis et virtutibus S. Marci evangelistae. 
308 Keller 1966. 
309Hermannus Contractus, Chronicon; ed. MGH SS 5, pp. 67-133. Zettler 1988, pp. 105-109. 
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CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSION 

 

Reichenau was founded at a time when monasteries in Francia sprung up like mushrooms. It 

was only at the end of the eighth century, that a glimpse of the later importance of 

Reichenau could be seen. It had been protected by the Carolingian rulers from its very 

conception, yet around 800 the connections with the imperial court really grew strong. The 

first half of the ninth century has turned out to be the most creative and energetic phase in 

the history of the monastery. At this time especially, all developments, whether they were 

liturgical, architectural or literary, were interconnected.  Under the abbacy of Hatto I, the 

monastery became a flourishing intellectual centre whose leading scholars were appreciated 

all over the realm. In the two decades after Hatto’s resignation in 823, both the plan of St. 

Gall and the De Exordiis were written. Both reflect contemporary debate about the way a 

monastery, and its most important occupation, the celebration of the liturgy, should be run. 

The abbey church that was consecrated in 816 had been rather modest, and it was quickly 

enlarged at the occasion of the donation of relics. Although the death of Walahfrid in 849 

has traditionally been viewed as the end of the hey-day of the monastery, this research has 

shown that the monks tried, from the 870s onwards, to regain some of its former standing. 

The translation of relics and the construction of St. Mark’s sanctuary demonstrate a 

conscious attempt at drawing the attention of the world that lay beyond the shore of the 

island. This seems to have worked, because Charles III chose Reichenau, instead of St. Gall,  

as the place where his physical remains would be kept. This meant, of course, that he would 

benefit from the liturgical commemoration of the monks.  

 

At the start of this research, I envisaged to have gained by now a clear overview of 

what the liturgical rites looked like and how they were connected to the architectural setting 

in which they took place. However, it has turned out that instead of one connection, there 

are rather many little bridges between the two fields. All the sources that have so far been 

examined give utterance to what was happening in the monastery at the time of their 

conception. As it has turned out, the material that has traditionally been studied by scholars 

working in different fields has to be combined in order to gain a full understanding of the 

circumstances in which these sources came into being. Yet there is still an enormous amount 

of sources that remains to be examined. Therefore, I hope to further pursue this topic in a 

dissertation. In a more extensive study, sources that have been passed by in the foregoing 
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can be included. Especially with regard to the liturgical material, there is still a lot of work to 

be done. Not only could the range of the research be expanded, so could, more importantly, 

the depth of the analysis. Especially the library catalogues and the extant sacramentaries are 

eligible for this. By means of the latter, combined with other liturgical books, the liturgy as it 

was celebrated in Reichenau can – partially – be reconstructed. We can then finally turn to 

De Blaauw’s functional level. De Blaauw’s tripartite method has only partially found 

elaboration here. The contextual level has been worked out in detail, whereas the ideological 

level has only been touched on in passing and the functional level has largely been ignored. 

The ways in which architecture and liturgy can be combined in research into the Middle 

Ages has here been tried out on a limited selection of sources. In the future, this thesis can 

hopefully used as the basis for a more thorough study of the material from Reichenau. 
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