The Life and Legacy of Constantine

The transformation from the classical period to the medieval has long been
associated with the rise of Christianity. This association has deeply influenced
the way that modern audiences imagine the separation of the classical world
from its medieval and early modern successors. The role played in this trans-
formation by Constantine as the first Christian ruler of the Roman Empire
has also profoundly shaped the manner in which we frame Late Antiquity and
successive periods as distinctively Christian. The modern demarcation of the
post-classical period is often inseparable from the reign of Constantine.

The attention given to Constantine as a liminal figure in this historical trans-
formation is understandable. Constantine’s support of Christianity provided
the religion with unprecedented public respectability and public expressions
of that support opened previously unimagined channels of social, political and
economic influence to Christians and non-Christians alike. The exact nature of
Constantine’s involvement or intervention has been the subject of continuous
and densely argued debate. Interpretations of the motives and sincerity of his
conversion to Christianity have characterized, with various results, explanations
of everything from the religious culture of the late Roman state to the dynam-
ics of ecclesiastical politics.

What receives less-frequent attention is the fact that our modern apprecia-
tion of Constantine as a pivotal historical figure is itself a direct result of the
manner in which Constantine’s memory was constructed by the human imagi-
nation over the course of centuries. This volume offers a series of snapshots of
moments in that process from the fourth to the sixteenth century.

M. Shane Bjornlie is a Fellow of the American Academy of Rome (2011) and
Associate Professor of Roman and Late Antique History in the Department of
History at Claremont McKenna College in Los Angeles.
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For my father . ..

Salve sancta parens iterum; salvete, recepti
nequiquam cineres animaeque umbraeque paternae.
Non licuit finis Italos fataliaque arva

Nec tecum Ausonium, quicumque est, quaerere
Thybrim.
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8 Charlemagne

A new Constantine?

Judson Emerick

Even before King Charlemagne (768-814) arranged to have his Roman politi-
cal ally, Pope Leo III (795-816), crown him emperor in Rome on Christmas
Day 800, the king’s contemporaries might conceive of him as having “impe-
rial” stature. In an oft-quoted letter that Pope Hadrian (772-795) sent to the
Frankish court in May 778 the writer compared Charlemagne directly to the
first Christian emperor, Constantine:

Et sicut temporibus beati Silvestri Romani pontificis a sanctae recordationis piissinio
Contantino, magno imperatore, per eius largitatem sancta Dei catholica et apostolica
Romana ecclesia elevata atque exaltata est et potestatem in his Hesperiae partibus
largiri dignatus, ita et in his vestris felicissimis temporibus atque nostris sancta Dei
ecclesia, id est beati Petri apostoli, germinet atque exultet et amplius quam amplius
exaltata permaneat, ut omnes gentes, quae hec audierint, edicere valeant: ‘Domine,
salvum fac regem, et exaudi nos in die, in qua invocaverimus te’ [Psalm 19:10];
quia ecce novus christianissimus Dei Constantinus imperator his temporibus sur-
rexit, per quem omnia Deus sanctae suae ecclesiae beati apostolorum principis Petri
largiri dignatus est.

And just as during the time of blessed Pope Silvester the church of Rome
was elevated and exalted by the most pious, great emperor Constantine of
holy memory through his liberality and transfer of power over the western
regions, thus in your most blessed time and ours may the church spring
up, exult, and continue ever more fully to be exalted so that everyone who
hears these things may loudly proclaim, ‘Give victory to the king, O Lord,
and answer us when we call’. Indeed here this day a new most Christian
emperor Constantine has arisen, through whom God has thought worthy
to bestow everything on the holy church of Peter, prince of the apostles.?

By promoting the Frankish monarch to “imperial” status thusly as novus Con-
stantinus, Hadrian did not seek to flatter but to obligate. Four years previously
Charlemagne had conquered Lombard Italy — Pavia, the capital of the Lombard
regnum, had fallen to the Franks in 774 — and in Easter of that same year, while
visiting Pope Hadrian in Rome, the king had promised to transfer control
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of many towns and huge swaths of formerly Lombard-controlled Italy to the
Republic of Saint Peter.” Now in 778, anxious that his Frankish royal ally fully
honor the bequest, the Republic’s leader wrote pointedly to call those promises
to mind: Constantine had favored Silvester by liberal gifts; now Charlemagne
should act in the same way toward Hadrian.* Hadrian used this ploy again some
seven years later in a letter he wrote to the Byzantine emperor Constantine VI
and his mother and regent, Irene, as he responded to their invitation in 785 to
attend an ecumenical council, the second at Nicaea held in 787 to condemn
iconoclasm.> Hadrian began by hailing the Byzantine rulers as a new Con-
stantine and a new Helena, respectively,® then reminded them how the first
Constantine and his mother had worked closely with, and especially favored,
Pope Silvester, Peter’s vicar. Thus again did Hadrian attempt to define and fix
relations between all parties concerned.

Did this political power play echo one that his predecessors, Pope Stephen I1
(752-757) and Paul I (757-767), had already tried out? These were the popes,
brothers actually, who had first arranged the Carolingian royal-papal friend-
ship pact, the religio-political alliance that Charlemagne’s father, Pippin III,
and Pope Stephen 1II, solemnized memorably at the monastery of Saint-Denis
in 754 when the pope anointed Pippin; his wife, Bertrade; and their two sons,
Charlemagne and Carlomann.” Pope Stephen thus became, with King Pippin,
a spiritual co-father of the king’s sons and everyone concerned became part of
a single “family.” The resulting pact became the cornerstone of Frankish royal-
papal politics from that moment onward.® Three years later, in 757, the papal
brothers built a major oratory or chapel at St. Peter’s in Rome to enshrine
and help establish this Franco-papal accord. Stephen II began the work dur-
ing his last year in oftice, and Paul I finished during his first, converting the
former imperial, Honorian mausoleum at the south end of St. Peter’s tran-
sept into a “basilica” dedicated to Petronilla, the spiritual daughter of Peter
(that is, baptized by him), whose body (with its marble sarcophagus) Pope Paul
I removed from the Catacomb of Domitilla, brought to St. Peter’s, and set up
as a reliquary altar in the new chapel.” This is not the place to detail how Con-
stantine’s old Vatican cemetery with its martyrium for Peter became, during
the eighth century, a full-fledged church, Rome’s prime sanctuary for worship
of the saints, and the city’s main theater of papal representation (that is, the
city’s most important cathedral). Suffice it to say that Stephen’s and Paul’s new
chapel joined with others there to provide an impressive stage set for papal
liturgy — for papal representation — focused by saints’ cults.!” But key here
is that Petronilla’s oratory also staged and displayed the shawl (sabanum) that
Charlemagne’s sister Gisela wore at her baptism in 757, the very cloth having
been sent by Pippin to Paul for the purpose. The chapel thus promoted the
newly established Franco-papal alliance by advertising the “family relations”
that obtained between the Frankish king and the Roman pope, both co-fathers
of Gisela. In his letter to Pippin of October 757, Paul told the king how the
shawl had been installed in all pomp in the chapel of Petronilla and how thus
the chapel had become the king’s aeterna memoria.'' It is, then, fascinating to
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learn that the mid-eighth-century monument may also have promoted papal
hopes that the monarch, Pippin, would support the priest, Paul, just as Emperor
Constantine in legend had supported Pope Silvester. A most suggestive notice —
from a fifteenth-century chronicle — tells how a niche (tribuna) in the chapel of
Petronilla had been painted in “olden times” (anticamente) with “the history of
Emperor Constantine.”'? Did Hadrian’s predecessor, Paul, want to see Pippin as
a new Constantine too?"?

The fresco cycle in question could have dealt with the legend of Pope Sil-
vester and Emperor Constantine from the famous Actus Silvestri that recounted,
inter alia, how the confessor, Silvester, healed the emperor of leprosy by bap-
tizing him, and how in return the emperor had granted the Roman church
and its papal leader special privileges." The Actus formed by stages during the
fifth and sixth centuries from various materials from across the Mediterranean
world," but recently Paolo Liverani argued that Romans knew it well already
in the second quarter of the fifth century, and that it played an important role
in Pope Leo the Great’s political program to establish Rome’s primacy among
the apostolic sees.'® Of course, the legend in question formed the backbone of
the Constitutum Constantini, the much discussed, early-medieval forgery known
widely as the Donation of Constantine."” The document pretends to be an
imperial decree issued by the emperor to Pope Sylvester “and to all his succes-
sors” in which the emperor, grateful for having been converted to Christianity,
baptized, and cured of leprosy by the pope, provides many gifts to the Roman
church and her leader, namely, vast properties across the Mediterranean, the
imperial palace at the Lateran, primacy among the world’s apostolic sees, and
even the “imperial power and dignity” in “all provinces, places and cities of Italy,
and the western regions.”'® Forty and more years ago, Horst Fuhrmann, editor
of the document, argued that it was likely to have been a product of the papal
curia at the Lateran datable sometime during the last half of the eighth century.
He found stylistic parallels between its text and the letters of Pope Paul 1. He
judged too that the famous forgery had left its traces in Pope Hadrian’s letter
to King Charlemagne of 778 that I cited at the start of this essay, the one in
which Hadrian, a new Silvester, reminded Charlemagne that he might emulate
Constantine by providing the Roman church great gifts."”

Most scholars have accepted Fuhrmann’s dating of the forged Donation link-
ing it firmly to key events unfolding in Rome during the Carolingian Renais-
sance.” Presided over by Popes Hadrian I (772-795) and Leo III (795-816), and
culminating in Leo’s crowning of Charlemagne as emperor on Christmas Day,
800, the Renaissance in question has always seemed to come into sharp focus
in a famous mosaic decoration — in the main apse conch and apsidal wall of
the reception hall, that is, the Triclinium or state dining room that Pope Leo III
built at the Lateran in the late 790s.?! Patterned closely upon reception halls
in aristocratic, Mediterranean, late-antique villas and palaces, the aula had three
apses set out in clover-leaf form as a triconch. Leo’s throne occupied the central
apse, and sofas for diners to recline upon lined the other two.?> The banquet
hall in question no longer survives,” but a reproduction of its main apse wall
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with its mosaic, set up at the Lateran opposite the Scala Sancta by Pope Ben-
edict XIV in 1743 purports to record its former appearance (Figure 8.1).%* The
eighteenth-century monument was based upon an early seventeenth-century
one: in 1624-1625 Cardinal Francesco Barberini enshrined the remains of Leo III’s
Triclinium, that is, its still standing main apse wall, by building an aedicula
over it and restoring its mosaic extensively. This project formed part of a pro-
gram sponsored by the Barberini Pope Urban VIII (1623-1644) to mark and
preserve Rome’s “early Christian™ history in its built monuments, especially
any that might be construed as linked with Emperor Constantine and Pope
Silvester.”

Benedict XIV’s 1743 version of the monument in question shows that the
apse conch had a mosaic depicting Christ’s mission to the eleven apostles (Mat-
thew 28:16-20). Two investiture scenes flanked the conch on the surrounding
apsidal wall. The one at the viewer’s right showed Peter enthroned, the keys to
the Kingdom of Heaven in his lap, conferring a pallium upon a kneeling Leo
(at Peter’s right) and a banner to a kneeling Charlemagne (at Peter’s left). Both
kneeling figures had square haloes, and both were named in the mosaic, LEO
PP and CARVLO REGI. Since the Frankish ruler has the title of “king” not
“emperor,” scholars have always supposed that the original Triclinium mosaic

Figure 8.1 Rome, Lateran Palace, Pope Benedict XIV’s restoration (1743) of the mosaic of
799-800 decorating the main apse in Pope Leo III’s triclinium or banquet hall
(Photo: author)
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must predate Leo’s crowning of Charlemagne as emperor at the end of the year
800.The investiture scene on the viewer’s left presently shows Christ enthroned
transferring the keys to Peter (Peter kneeling at Christ’s right) and offering a
banner to Constantine (the emperor kneeling at Christ’s left). Peter, haloed, has
no inscription, but of course it must be he (Christ transferred the keys to Peter,
Matthew 16:19). Constantine, however, distinguished by a square halo, has an
inscription in mosaic reading. R. / COST / NTI / NVS, unusual because it
designates him as “king” not “emperor.” While art historians can point to many
examples of the transfer of the keys by Christ to Peter (a widely used image
of papal authority that reveals Peter and his successors as mediators of human
salvation), in none of these does Constantine also appear alongside Christ to
share the stage with Peter.?®

Whether the eighteenth-century restoration of the Triclinium mosaic comes
close to the Leonine original remains a vexing question. The engraving pub-
lished in 1625 purporting to show the main apse decoration from Leo III's Tri-
clinium at the Lateran before its restoration by Cardinal Francesco Barberini?’
reveals that the mosaic on the left side of the apsidal wall had quite fallen away.
Thus the investiture scene with Christ, Peter, and Constantine that we see today
is a modern interpolation.” Was it invented for Cardinal Francesco Barberini’s
restoration in 1624—1625 as a prototype for the scene with Peter, Pope Leo
III, and Charlemagne on the right? Did the early modern restorers try thus to
link Leo-and-Charlemagne with Silvester-and-Constantine in the spirit of the
Donation of Constantine? Indeed, the seventeenth-century restorers thought
the investiture scene on the left must originally have depicted Christ enthroned
flanked by Pope Silvester and Emperor Constantine.?” But Christ transferring
the Keys of Heaven to Pope Silvester does not appear in early Christian or
medieval art.”

In their recent review of Johannes Fried’s book on the Constitutum Con-
stantini, Carolyn Goodson and Janet Nelson argue that the seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century restoration of Leo III’s Triclinium mosaic must be cor-
rect on grounds that both the textual evidence (poems; letters; the forged
Donation) and Roman papal patronage of the arts in the eighth century
provide it a rich context.’ Despite the arguments of Ingo Herklotz, Manfred
Luchterhand, and Frans Alto Bauer noted earlier, most scholars today still see
the early modern restoration as an accurate reflection of the Leonine original
and as having been inspired by Rome’s long preoccupation with the legend
of Silvester. But more than that, they go on to claim the mosaic as marking
just that moment when the basic ideology of the Carolingian Renaissance, in
preparation during the last third of the eighth century, truly burgeoned. The
mosaic documents (for most scholars) just that moment when Charlemagne’s
promise and accomplishments came into the sharp focus — when the ideology
of a new western, Latin, Rome-centered, Christian state led by the Frankish
monarch in close alliance with the bishop of Rome took clear shape, that
is, when Charlemagne himself came to Rome in August 800 to provide the
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beleaguered Leo crucial political support and then, in return, in December of
the same year, when Leo crowned him emperor in his (Leo’s) great cathedral
at the Vatican dedicated to St. Peter. Thus nearly everyone sees the Triclinium
mosaic of 798-799 as documenting a key turning point, really a kind of sum-
ming up of thirty years of Charlemagne’s reign, a kind of culmination.’* And
here, they insist, at this moment, the Frankish king appeared clearly as a new
Constantine.

Regnum davidicum

But could the legend of Silvester have loomed so large during the last half of
the eighth century in Rome and Francia? Does the forged Constitutum Con-
stantini that originated during these years in Rome provide so fundamental
a key to understanding the Carolingian Renaissance? Despite Pope Paul I's
chapel for Petronilla at the Vatican (with its possible paralleling of the Frank-
ish King Pippin I and Constantine), despite Pope Hadrian’s auspicious, even
encomiastic linking of himself as a new Silvester and Charlemagne as a new
Constantine in 778, despite this trope’s possible political underpinning in the
Carolingian royal-papal friendship pact as displayed in Leo III’s Triclinium
mosaic, and despite moreover, the trope’s echo of the legend that tells how
the first, Christian, Frankish monarch, Clovis (d. 511), went to his baptism as
novus Constantinus under the guidance of Saint Remigius, bishop of Reims,
said to be “the equal of Silvester,”” it (the trope in question) never came up
again during Charlemagne’s reign.** Not even after Christmas 800 when Pope
Leo III crowned Charlemagne as emperor. We should not forget that while
the papal curia produced the Donation of Constantine, no curial figure and
certainly no pope ever produced the document in public for any political
purpose during the entire period in question, a point made by Thomas Noble
forcefully in his 1984 book on the formation of the Republic of St. Peter.”
In fact, more than others, Noble has long argued against thinking that the
Renaissance/Renascence/ Renovatio that Charlemagne sponsored culminated
with his crowning in Rome, or that the crowning put him in the public eye
in any special way as a new Constantine.® Let me now follow this thread
further here.

Rather than see their leader as a new Constantine, the Carolingian court
and its clients sought throughout the eighth century to present their kings,
first Pippin III, then his son Charlemagne, as mirrors of heroic, biblical, Isra-
elite prophets, leaders, and rulers — to treat them (the Carolingian kings) as
images of Moses, Joshua, David, Solomon, and Josiah, and especially David.
Indeed, during the reign of Charlemagne, casting the Frankish ruler as a
new King David became normal, and between 780 circa and 800, as I will
show, took on new layers of meaning. Popes addressed Pippin (751-768) as
a Moses, Joshua, and/or a David in seven of the letters they wrote to the
Frankish court in the 750s and ’60s gathered in the Codex Carolinus.”” In
an eighth (CC, no. 33), datable between 761 and 766, Pope Paul I wrote to
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Pippin’s sons, Carlomann and Charlemagne, and urged them too to follow
the exempla of Moses, Joshua, David, and Solomon.?® It is true that Popes
Stephen III (768-772) and Hadrian (772-795) do not speak of the Frankish
kings as types of Old Testament leaders, or at least not in any of their now
extant letters.” But from the earliest moment, as Charlemagne took over
as sole king of the Franks in 771 (upon the death of Carlomann), other of
his clients look to have carried on. In 775, the insular scholar and member
of Charlemagne’s court, Cathwulf, compared the young King Charlemagne
in knowledge of God’s law to both David and Solomon.* In 789 when
Charlemagne issued the Admonitio Generalis, the principal legislation of his
reign directed to bishops and abbots and devoted to reform of the Frankish
church, he presented himself as a new Josiah — as the Old Testament king
who had “visited, admonished, corrected, and tried to call back” the faith-
ful to the true worship of God (II Kings 22, 23).*! By the 790s, “David” had
become Charlemagne’s customary pseudonym. In the two dedicatory poems
at the beginning of the Dagulf Psalter (fols. 4¥ and 47), an illuminated manu-
script from the Court School written in golden letters dating to 794-795,
and one that Charlemagne had had prepared as a gift for Pope Hadrian in
Rome,* the Frankish king appears as a learned and eloquent “harp player”
right along with the Israelite King David.* In a famous contemporary poem
by Angilbert, written in praise of the Carolingian court, the writer addresses
his patron, Charlemagne, as David in a frequent refrain: “David loves poets;
David is the poets’ glory”* In a letter dating to 794-795, Alcuin, the great
English monk at Charlemagne’s court and the king’s principal advisor, praised
his ruler as David, defender of the Lord’s people against heresy,” and in a
poem of ca. 799 acclaimed him “pious David whom people praised across the
world” (. . . ad laudem populi David in orbe pius).*® The great Visigothic intel-
lectual, Theodulf, likewise one of Charlemagne’s trusted advisors, might send
the king a verse/letter in 796 in which he praised him even more effusively,
comparing him to Solomon for his wisdom, David for his strength, and even
Joseph — for his beauty.”’

The figura of the Carolingian king as a new Moses, David, Solomon, or Josiah
extended at the same time to the people the kings claimed to lead. In the 760s,
in a letter to Pippin III, Pope Paul I (757-767) might address Franks who had
acted to protect Rome militarily as follows:

... vos quidem, carissimi, ‘gens sancta, regale sacerdotium,
populus adquisitionis’ [1 Peter 2 :9], cui benedixit dominus
Deus Israhel, gaudete et exultate . . .

... you indeed, most dear, ‘a holy nation, a royal priesthood, God’s own
people’, whom the lord God of Israel blessed, you rejoice and exult .. .*

Franks under Carolingian leaders could be presented as a new Chosen People,
a new Israel.* In 763—764 Pippin III published a new edition of the ancient
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Germanic/Frankish law code, the Lex Salica, providing it with a new pro-
logue that fulsomely proclaimed the gens Francorum as God’s people.® Then
just ten years later, in the letter mentioned earlier, Cathwulf might salute the
thirty-year-old Charlemagne as ruling “a kingdom of Europe in all glory and
honor,”! and present him not just as leader of the Franks but of all believers, a
leader of the “populus Dei.”** The encomium seemed all the more appropriate
as Charlemagne, having just conquered the regnum Langobardorum, had imme-
diately taken the dignity (the title) of king to both Franks and Lombards.
But one waits a decade and more (in the documentary record) for the next
such claims for royal rule to appear. The notion that Charlemagne, the new
David, steered the populus Christianus toward salvation stood at the heart of
the king’s capitulary in the Admonitio generalis (789).>® In the Royal Frankish
Annals for the year 791, Franks were said to have acted to redress the harm
brought to the “holy church and indeed, the Christian people” by the per-
fidious Avars.” In his letter to Charlemagne of 794-795, already cited, Alcuin
might praise the king as a new David chosen by God to rule, a triumphant
sword in his right hand to defend the populus christianus against heresy, his
tongue proclaiming (preaching/trumpeting!) the catholic faith, and thereby
bringing heavenly light to the world as its helmsman (guide) and teacher (rec-
tor et doctor).>

Imperial ceremony and Frankish royal prerogatives

Now it is striking how all these dignities that Charlemagne assumes in
Alcuin’s writing echo those enjoyed, and constantly insisted upon, by
Christian Roman emperors in Nova Roma — in the new Rome founded by
Emperor Constantine, in Constantinople.* Very soon after Constantine’s suc-
cess over Maxentius on the Milvian Bridge, the new Christian ruler was
being compared to Moses: he (Constantine) triumphed over Maxentius (who
drowned in the Tiber) just as Moses saved the Israclites by conquering the
pharaoh (who drowned in the Red Sea).”” By extension, and after Constan-
tine defeated Licinius in Asia Minor in 324 to succeed to sole leadership in
the Empire, the first Christian emperor also became the successor to the Old
Testament kings, David and Solomon.*®* We can fully appreciate the result in a
mid-fifth-century acclamation for Emperor Marcian (and Empress Pulcheria)
provided by the bishops gathered at Chalcedon for the Fourth Ecumenical
Council in 451:

To Marcian, the new Constantine, the new Paul, the new David: [many]
years to the emperor David. . . . You are the peace of the world. . . . May
Christ . .. protect you.You have strengthened the orthodox faith . . .

[so that] peace reigns everywhere. Lord, protect the lights of peace. Lord,
protect the lights of the world. .. .You have destroyed the heretics . .. Mar-
cian, the new Constantine; Pulcheria the new Helena .. .>
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Or at least the praises that Alcuin meted out to Charlemagne do resemble
such Byzantine imperial acclamations — excepting, of course, that the Chris-
tian Roman emperor in Constantinople might also be acclaimed as a new
Constantine and even a new Paul. What did Franks know of such acclaim for
the putative ruler of all the Christians? And for that matter did they also know
how, during the reign of the Heraclian dynasty in Constantinople (610 to the
early eighth century), the Christian emperor came to be seen not only as a new
David, a new Constantine, and so forth, but also, emphatically, as an image of
God on earth?

The development of this super-Christianized early Byzantine rhetoric of
statecraft has long been the object of intensive study: it coincided with, ex-
ploited, and spurred on icon worship in Byzantium. This is, of course, a huge
topic beyond the scope of this chapter.® But let me note anyway that the Hera-
clian emperors used icons eftectively to establish their rule, and among them,
especially an icon of Christ, a miraculous image not-made-by-human-hands,
famous already in the later sixth century: the so-called Christ Pantocrator.®!
An icon, a painting on a board, differs from a painting on a wall in that the
former is portable and thus can play important roles, mostly theatrical, in public
presentations and processions. Let me cite just two documents from many to
suggest how this new Greek, seventh-century way of giving biblical or religious
sanction to the Byzantine emperor worked.

In a panegyric of 622—623, a poem of some thousand and more lines prais-
ing Heraclius’s victory over the Sassanian Persians,®* the emperor’s court poet,
George of Pisidia, told how the ruler, who fought against the barbarians as a new
Moses and in the name of Christ, bore with him a “fearful image” of the Logos
(= Christ), a miraculous icon “not-painted-by-hands, but by God Himself,”
from which, said George, the ruler derived all his power, and to which (that is,
to God) he (Heraclius) would offer the “first fruits” of battle (lines 19-20, 135,
139-45). George continued: when the Greek troops acclaimed Heraclius in the
field before battle, the emperor addressed them holding the icon aloft and said,
“This One is the universal emperor and lord and general of our armies” (lines
86—100).Then later in the poem, George described how Heraclius led in battle
as God’s lieutenant and how, as second-in-command, emperors were “images
of God the Father” (lines 401, 433). And one further document to show how
during the seventh century people identified the Byzantine emperor with an
icon of Christ. The icon in question, “Christ Pantocrator,” appeared strikingly
on the obverse of a beautifully crafted gold solidus issued by the last Heraclian
emperor, Justinian II (Figure 8.2). Solidi, historically used to pay soldiers, always
presume a context of military victory. This solidus, minted at Constantinople
during Justinian IIs first reign (685-695), featured “Christ Pantocrator” on its
obverse instead of the customary bust-portrait of the emperor, and did that here
for the first time in Byzantine coinage. The portrait of the emperor standing
robed at full length and holding a cross-staft mounted on a podium with three
steps appears on the reverse, a most emphatic and effective way to establish the
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Figure 8.2 Solidus of Justinian II (685—695), obverse of gold coin (Dumbarton Oaks, Byzan-
tine Collection, Washington, DC)

earthly imperial ruler as an image of God — as a holy person (Figure 8.3).° In
the next century, as emperor Leo III (717-741) and Constantine V (741-775)
hunkered down to save and maintain what remained of the Christian Roman
Empire after the loss of Syria and Egypt to Muslim/Arab conquest in the sev-
enth century, and as “image worship” (as a component of the cult of the saints)
came by stages to be questioned then actually proscribed (first, officially, at the
council of Heireia in 754),% the rulers of Nova Roma continued to stage them-
selves as “holy persons” and as God’s lieutenants on earth just as any Heraclian
leader had ever done. This much, at least, is shown by the famous Book of Cer-
emonies compiled under emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus (913-959)
to codify and fix the traditional forms of imperial acclamation. In the many
rituals of imperial display there described, palace and church come together
in the capital as setting for a ruler who, sitting in pomp upon the throne of
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Figure 8.3 Solidus of Justinian IT (685-695), reverse of gold coin (Dumbarton Oaks, Byzan-
tine Collection, Washington, DC)

Solomon, often played the role of Christ.®> From the late 620s onward, the
Byzantine ruler, no longer addressed as imperator in ancient Roman Imperial
style but as basileus Romaion, was to stand at the pinnacle of all earthly rulers as
king of kings, that is, as an image of Christ.®

The question of whether western European Latin-speaking people knew
about these developments in the Byzantine ruler cult still looms. During the
seventh and the early eighth centuries commerce and communication across
the Mediterranean from east to west and vice versa diminished sharply. The
Arab/Islamic takeover in the Levant and North Africa first disrupted then killed
the ancient Roman Imperial annona system (that is, the transfer of oil and grain
by ship from North Africa, especially Egypt, to the two capitals, Rome and
Constantinople). The seventh-century Slavic invasion of the Balkans, moreover,
closed the ancient Roman roads running east and west across the top of the
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Mediterranean world. Preoccupied by its struggle with both the Avaric/Slavic
and Arab challenges to its rule, Byzantium’s sphere of influence shrank sharply,
and its western European provinces were left to fend for themselves in relative
isolation. There can be no doubt that the seventh-century stoppage of long-
distance trade and communication in the Euro-Mediterranean world did cut
off the “West” (Spain, Italy, and transalpine Europe) from the Empire in the
“East” and that this had deep cultural consequences.®” For one thing, it helped
set the stage for the transformation of the Byzantine Duchy of Rome into the
capital of a new, western, papally led Republic of St. Peter closely allied with
Frankish Carolingian monarchs. It undoubtedly spurred the rise of the Caro-
lingian Christian Empire as a competitor to the Byzantine.®®

Nevertheless — and this can seem paradoxical — during this period of stop-
pages and closings down, some political and cultural links between the “West”
and “East,” the Latin-speaking and Greek-speaking Christian worlds, remained
quite intact. Not long ago Paolo Delogu argued that the seventh- and early
eighth-century papacy continued to engage in a wide, trans-Mediterranean,
politico-theological process to assert its primacy among the apostolic sees, and
did so much as it had ever done, say, under Pope Leo the Great in the mid-fifth
century.””’ Delogu saw the Roman church’s full engagement in “the world” (in
a unified Greco-Latin Christendom) during the seventh-century Monothelite
controversy. Pope Martin I, for example, had mounted so compelling a defense
of Chalcedonian Christology versus the newly introduced and imperial-
supported Monothelite doctrine, that in 653 the emperor had been forced to
have Martin physically deposed, brought to the capital, humiliated publicly,
imprisoned, then sent into exile (in the Crimea where the pope died in 655).In
the eighth century, Delogu went on, popes defended the role of images in wor-
ship versus the Byzantine emperors’ push to ban them with the same vigor and
sophistication, and in the same Mediterranean-wide frame.Thus when Empress
Irene as regent for her son Constantine VI arranged the second ecumenical
council in Nicaea in 787, which she used to revoke the iconoclastic decrees of
the Council of Hiereia held in 754, Pope Hadrian I sent a treatise supporting
the veneration of images that was read out in full at the start of deliberations
as a keynote.” In the seventh and eighth centuries, moreover, the bishops of
Rome opened the city to Greek-speaking refugees from the “East,” mainly
monks, fleeing the Persians, Monothelitism, and the Arab conquest. Seventh-
and eighth-century Rome had a virtually hybrid Greco-Latin Christian cul-
ture. Consider, too, said Delogu, how the Roman church in this period stayed
in contact with transalpine Christians. In 668—669, for instance, Pope Vitalian
sent the refugee and Greek intellectual, Theodore of Tarsus, to Canterbury as
archbishop. In the eighth century, moreover, Popes Gregory II (715-731) and
Gregory III (731-741) sponsored the mission of the Insular monk, Boniface, to
the Saxons. If Latin-speaking, early-medieval, Christian Europe featured many
distinct, nearly autonomous “ethnic churches” (the Visigothic, Frankish, and
Anglo-Saxon among them), then papal Rome might still claim them all as parts
of its larger Euro-Mediterranean world and knit them together.
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Histories that present the rise of the Carolingian empire and the Carolingian-
Roman papal political alliance as chiefly a product of western Europe’s relative
isolation from this larger world do not, of course, ignore the papal initiatives just
mentioned.”! Nor do they overlook the various eighth-century Greco-Frankish
diplomatic exchanges either. During the 750s and 760s the Greeks tried to
gain back control over their central Italian holdings, that is, in Ravenna and the
Exarchy, not by treating with the Lombards and the pope who by turns had
taken over there, but by seeking support from the new power in the peninsula,
the Carolingian King Pippin III. They hoped to enlist the Franks in an Ital-
ian adventure versus both Lombards and the popes. Evidence that Greeks and
Franks were talking can be found in the Royal Frankish Annals for the year 757
where one reads that Constantine V gave Pippin the gift of a musical instru-
ment, an organ.”” Ten years later, the same emperor even floated the offer of his
son’s hand in marriage to Pippin’s daughter Gisela.” But these Byzantine initia-
tives can seem to have gone nowhere — with Pippin III's death in 768 cutting
off further such Greco-Frankish contact. Only after Charlemagne conquered
the Lombard regnum in 772—774, that is, took up his father’s role as protector
of the popes, did relations between the Greeks and Franks appear to resume.
With Empress Irene’s rise to power in Byzantium after 780 and her great need
to maintain secure borders with the Carolingian kingdom in southern Italy —
by that time the Greeks no longer had any plausible claim to Ravenna and the
Exarchy in the north — she sent ambassadors in 781 to arrange a new mar-
riage alliance with the Frankish king: Charlemagne’s young daughter Rotrud
became engaged to Irene’s equally young son, Constantine VI. This pact, which
brought great distinction to the Carolingian royal house, held for some six and
more years until, in 787, Charlemagne nullified it as he moved militarily against
the Lombard Duchy of Benevento in 787, a Byzantine ally.”* But as I say, if
the classic histories of Charlemagne’s rise to power treat these Greco-Frankish
exchanges, they still set them against the deep background of the relative isola-
tion of the “West” from the “East.”

This view now changes thanks in large part to the work of Michael McCor-
mick, who has pressed hard for some twenty-eight years”™ to refine and extend
our knowledge about Byzantine-Carolingian relations.” Let me summarize
some key results. First of all we must understand, said McCormick, that the
two halves of the Christian world, Byzantine and Carolingian, constituted
“sibling cultures” that emerged from the same antique and late-antique Euro-
Mediterranean matrix. When, for example, each of these cultures simultane-
ously introduced and exploited a new minuscule script, or when, in both, rulers’
ceremony came strikingly to focus upon the aristocratic elites in the imperial/
royal court and not as formerly in antiquity upon a general public, we deal not
with engines of influence and exchange, but with parallel developments that go
to the deep structure of a shared civilization.”

Second, in his 1,100-page tome Origins of the European Economy, Commu-
nications and Commerce, AD 300-900, published in 2001, McCormick argued
persuasively that exchange on all fronts, religious, political, and commercial,
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between the early-medieval Latin- and Greek-speaking worlds rebounded in
the Mediterranean after 750 and then surged significantly between ca. 770
and ca. 820, that is, during Charlemagne’s and Louis the Pious’s heydays.”
Worestling with the paucity of evidence and massaging every surviving record
(mainly prosopographical), he tirelessly documented some 169 events during
the reigns of Pippin III and Charlemagne (12 implicating Pippin directly; 55 for
Charlemagne) that revealed close trans-Mediterranean contact, that is, diplo-
matic exchanges between the Byzantine and Carolingian courts, and proofs of
trans-Mediterranean long-distance trade and correspondence.” Sea routes bur-
geoned, and if the roads between the “East” and “West” that crossed the top of
the Mediterranean remained closed (opening only toward the end of the ninth
century), sea commerce with the Arab north African world opened new north
African land routes to travelers going in both directions. From the 750s onward
the “West” did not flourish in any kind of isolation from the “East.”

McCormick emphasized how from the first moment that the papal-
Carolingian friendship pact began in the 750s under Pippin III cultural
exchange, “East” and “West” could not help but proceed apace as both cultures,
Frankish and Byzantine, met and mingled in Italy — in other words, mixed
at their respective borders. Rome, the capital of the Republic of St. Peter,
McCormick correctly rehearsed, constituted a hybrid Greco-Latin entity at
this moment. Ravenna and the Exarchy, that is, the whole region north of the
Appenines and south of the Po river valley, had been a Byzantine province right
on down into the 750s. The transalpine Carolingian missi, the various embas-
sies packed with Frankish abbots, bishops, and courtiers who traveled between
Francia and the papal curia during the last half of the eighth century, and then,
during the last quarter of the eighth century, the scions of aristocratic Frank-
ish families that Charlemagne appointed to high office in the former Lombard
regnum and Duchy of Spoleto, all thus became intimately acquainted with Byz-
antine civilization.®

One of McCormick’s most startling revisions concerned his reading of the
documentary evidence showing how closely the first Carolingian king, Pippin
111, worked with ambassadors from the court of Emperor Constantine V and
did so throughout his reign.®! Pippin III’s contact with Byzantium started in the
mid-750s just as Frankish armies moved onto the Italian stage and confronted
the three parties struggling there for control over the central part of the pen-
insula, that is, the Greeks, Lombards, and “Romans-from-Rome” led by the
popes. McCormick showed that emperor Constantine V's gift of an organ and
his offer to marry his son Leo IV to Pippin III’s daughter, Gisela, were all aspects
of a complex, carefully orchestrated, multi-year Byzantine push to separate the
pope and the Frankish king from their alliance. (It almost worked. Pippin III’s
military support for Popes Paul I and Stephen III diminished notably toward
the end of his reign. The Franco-Byzantine rapprochement, however, came to
an abrupt halt with Pippin’s death in 768 and the ensuing three-year struggle
for succession between Charlemagne and Carloman, Pippin’s sons.)
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So if Carolingian civilization did not arise in relative isolation from the Greek,
ifindeed Franks could not help but have treated closely with the Byzantines dur-
ing the second half of the eighth century, we have good reason indeed to claim
that elites in the Carolingian court must have known how the ruler of Nova
Roma presented himself to the world. That Franks understood that the earthly
ruler of Christendom might well pretend to Christ-like holy status just as we
have seen the Byzantine emperors did from the early seventh century onward
is shown clearly in a famous and precious early Carolingian document, namely,
in the second, longer preamble that King Pippin III added to the Lex Salica
when he repromulgated this old Salian, Merovingian law code in 763—764.%
The preamble begins with great praise for the “celebrated Frankish people . . .
bold, swift, and stern, firmly converted to the Catholic faith” (Gens Francorum
inclita . . . audax, velox, et aspera, ad catholicam fidem firmiter conversa), then names the
first Merovingian king to have been baptized, Clovis, decribing him as “spirited
and noble” (torrens et pulcher), then erupts in a fervent litany-like acclamation:*

Vivat qui Francus [Francos] diligit,

Christus eorum regnum costodiat,

rectores eorundem lumen suae graciae repleat,
exercitum protegat,
Sfidem [fidei] munimenta tribuat;

paces [pacis, pacem| gaudia

et felicitatem [felicitatis| tempora
dominancium dominus

Iesus Christus

pietatem [pietate| concedat.®*

Long live Christ who holds the Franks dear,

May he guard their kingdom,

May he fill their rulers with the light of his grace,
May he protect the army,

May he provide the bulwarks of faith;

And may Jesus Christ, Lord of lords, grant peace, joy,
happiness, opportunity, and virtue.*

In this prayer where the Frankish king (Clovis as ideal model) is paired with
Christ, we may find a direct parallel to the solidus of the Byzantine emperor
Justinian I, discussed earlier, where an image of the ruler at the back of the
coin is paired with a famous icon of Christ on the front (Figure 8.2). Filled with
Christ’s grace, presented in the prayer as the very locus of joy and happiness
for the people he leads, the ideal Clovis and his sponsor, the real Pippin, take
on dimensions as holy persons much in the manner of contemporary rulers in
Constantinople — much in the manner of emperor Constantine V with whom
Pippin treated throughout his reign.
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But if Pippin ever saw himself as parallel in some way to an emperor in Con-
stantinople, if his court and advisors ever entertained any such possibility, it
evaporated with his death in 768. Thereupon followed some years of uncer-
tainty about Frankish kingship as Pippin’s sons and successors, Carloman and
Charlemagne, struggled for hegemony, and as Charlemagne, sole ruler after
Carloman’s death in 771, pressed to stabilize his realm. Charlemagne’s defeat
of the Lombard king in 774 brought him much prestige, but those parts of
northern and central Italy under Lombard control submitted to him only
slowly. Even after having renewed his father’s Franco-papal friendship pact
with Pope Hadrian in Rome in 774, Charlemagne would delay for some
seven to eight years to arrange the borders between his own Italian pos-
sessions and those of the Republic of St. Peter. In the 770s Charlemagne
campaigned constantly — and inconclusively — in Aquitaine, Gascony, the
Spanish March, and Saxony. The youthful Charlemagne had constantly to be
on the lookout for rebellious magnates. The outright defeat of his army in
Spain in 778 presented a genuine crisis. And as I say, during these years, the
rhetoric of royal rule, the fixing of notions of Carolingian kingship did not
come into sharp focus. Charlemagne’s clients might have tried to shape his
role in the 770s — as the Anglo-Saxon monk, Cathwulf, did in his famous
letter to Charles in 775 where he declared the king a new David and a new
Solomon,*® or as Pope Hadrian did when he wrote to the Frankish king
in 778 addressing him as a new Constantine.” But Charlemagne himself
remained silent.

That changed dramatically in the next decade.® In March 779 at an assem-
bly of bishops, abbots, and counts at the king’s palace in Herstal (near Aachen)
Charlemagne issued a series of ordinances, the first such capitula to have been
distributed widely, and thus the first to have shaped his realm legally (abstractly,
rhetorically) and in his own voice, his own words — in royal decrees.”” The
Herstal Capitulary formed the basis of the far more comprehensive Admonitio
Generalis, Charlemagne’s most important such legislation issued ten years later,
in March 789, from his palace at Aachen, and distributed via royal missi to all
of high rank, lay and clerical, throughout the realm.” For the first time, in
this great capitulary, ideology and governmental practice came together com-
pellingly.”’ And it was in the Admonitio, as T already noted, that Charlemagne
himself claimed, in the prologue, to be acting as “the holy King Josiah™ (sanctus
Josias) named in the Bible (in regnorum libris = 11 Kings 22—23 or I/ Regum
22-23), that is, as the Israelite monarch who visited among his people, admon-
ished them, corrected their worship, and thus called them back to God’s king-
dom.” Here Charlemagne appeared emphatically as leader of the Franks as a
new Chosen People, a new Israel.

But Charlemagne’s claim to authority in 789 differs sharply from the one
his father proposed (or experimented with) in 763-764 some twenty-five years
previously. As we have seen, in his prologue to the Lex Salica, Pippin IIT might
present himself as virtually or almost Christ-like. Now if, in the prologue to the
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Admonitio, Charlemagne did indeed liken himself to the biblical King Josiah, in
the very next sentence he backtracked in a hurry:

.. non ut me eius sanctitate aequiparabilem faciam, sed quod nobis sunt ubique
sanctorum semper exempla sequenda, et, quoscumque poterimus, ad studium bonae
vitae in laudem et in gloriam domini nostri lesu Christi congregare necesse est.

... I'say this not to compare myself with his holiness, but because it is our
duty, at all times and in all places, to follow the examples of the holy, and
necessary for us to gather together whomsoever we can for the study of a
good life in praise and glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

If Pippin might have flirted with assuming rule of a Christian kingdom in a way
parallel to that of a Byzantine emperor in Constantinople, Charlemagne refused
any such pretension.

King and rector

In the very first sentence of the Admonitio, Charlemagne spoke in the first per-
son as “king and rector of the Franks and devout defender and humble facilitator
of the holy church” (rex et rector regni Francoum t devotus sanctae aeclesiae defensor
humilisque adjutor). Again, in the Admonitio generalis of 789, Charlemagne fused
ideology and administrative practice in a way he had not done formerly. If in
the Herstal Capitulary he addressed both clerics and laymen and treated issues
both clerical and secular separately, he addressed the Admonitio to pastores and
dealt there chiefly with matters ecclesiastical, or better, he addressed everyone,
not just priests and bishops, presuming that all had responsibility “to shepherd”
God’s flocks. Considering “with his priests and counselors” (cum sacerdotibus et
consiliaribus nostris) how God’s people might continue under His protection,
the king called ringingly upon the “pastors of Christ’s churches, leaders of His
flock, the brightest luminaries of the world” (O pastores ecclesiarum Christi et
ductores gregis eius et clarrissima mundi luminaria) and asked “that they strive with
great energy and constant preaching to lead the people of god to the pastures
of eternal lite” (ut vigili cura et sedula ammonitione populum Dei ad pascua vitae
aeternae ducere studeatis). Here we find a Christian monarch of a different stripe
than a Byzantine emperor, one who takes a more humble role — a para-episcopal
role — one who assumes responsibility like a bishop for both the moral guidance
and eternal salvation of the people of God.” In a revealing passage in Alcuin’s
Four Books against Elipandus (Elipandus = the bishop of Toledo who took sides,
wrongly, in an early-medieval, western, Christological controversy”), Charle-
magne’s most trusted and (arguably) most eloquent advisor responded to a taunt
by his opponent that he (Alcuin) had betrayed his king and sponsor saying:

Impossibile est enim, ut corrumpatur a quoquam, quia catholicus est in fide, rex
in potestate, pontifex in praedictione, judex in aequitate, philosophus in liberalibus
studiis, inclytus in moribus, et omni honestate praecipuus.
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It is indeed impossible that he [Charlemagne] could be corrupted by any-
one because he is a Catholic with regard to his faith, a king with regard to
his power, a pontiff with regard to his preaching, a judge with regard to his
fairness, a philosopher with regard to his liberal pursuits, outstanding with
regard to his morals, and excellent with regard to every honor.”

Rex et rector? Rex in potestate . . . pontifex in praedictione? Charlemagne did emp-
hatically claim, as king, a pastoral (para-episcopal) role.

In a series of essays that charted the slow development of Charlemagne’s
court during the king’s first two decades of maturity in the 780s and *90s, Don-
ald Bullough argued cogently that Charlemagne and his most trusted advisors
dealt with the whole idea of the orbis romanus christianus established by Constan-
tine very casually, and that they remained unimpressed by, and un-envious of,
imperial leadership in Nova Roma.”” Charlemagne’s closest advisors, and chief
among them, Alcuin of York, might treat the concept of regnum imperiale quite
indifferently — not identify it automatically, or even very readily with the Byz-
antine Empire ruled from Constantinople.” Thus, Bullough noted, in a letter to
Charlemagne that Alcuin wrote just shortly after he became abbot of St. Mar-
tin’s at Tours — he had moved to Tours from the palace at Aachen in 796 — he,
Alcuin, might tell Charlemagne that he had many pupils he hoped to teach “to
honor your imperial realm” (ad decorum imperialis regni vestri erudiam),” but then
shortly afterward, Alcuin could also write to the people of Kent, subjects at that
time of the king of Mercia, and address them as members of a regnum imperiale.'™
In an oft-cited letter of June 799 to Charlemagne,'” Alcuin might outline the
“three great authorities of supreme standing in the world” and name, first, the
pope (apostolica sublimitas), rector of the apostle Peter’s see in Rome; then second,
the emperor (imperialis dignitas), the secular power of “second Rome” (secondae
Romae saecularis potentia); and third, the royal oftice (regalis dignitas),

in qua vos domini nostri lesu Christi dispensatio rectorem populi christiani disposuit,
ceteris praefatis dignitatibus potentia excellentiorem, sapientia clariorem, regni dig-
nitate sublimorem. Ecce in te solo tota salus ecclesiarum Christi inclinata recumbit.

in which you [Charlemagne] have been ordained as the rector of the Chris-
tian people by the dispensation of our Lord Jesus Christ, surpassing the
aforementioned dignitaries in the excellence of your power, the lustre of
your wisdom and the loftiness of your dignity as a ruler. Behold, upon
you alone rests the entire health, deteriorated as it is,' of the churches of
Christ.'”

Alcuin used the same words to characterize both the clerical and royal dignities:
both popes and kings functioned as “rectors,” both had spiritual “sublimity,” and
both differed in this way from emperors who had (merely) secular authority.
Charlemagne emerged as responsible like a bishop for the defense of the church
and the spread of the faith; Alcuin simply ignored the universal command of
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emperors. Bullough concluded ringingly: for Alcuin, as for other courtly writ-
ers, Charlemagne reigned as a “new David,” not a “new Constantine.”!**

But Alcuin’s de-emphasis of the imperial office in the letters Bullough cited
did not stem from any real lack of interest in the orbis romanum christianarum
founded by Constantine. That indifference was studied and assumed, part of a
program that Alcuin and the Carolingian court had worked hard to create in
just the years he was writing. In 775 Cathwulf could praise the Frankish king
as ruler of a single state-like entity, the populus Dei.'” But it took many years
(about a generation) for Charlemagne and his advisors to bring the (rhetori-
cal) “state-in-embryo” that Cathwulf was searching for into any kind of focus.
That focus sharpened considerably in the Admonitio generalis of 789 and in
Alcuin’s letters of the 790s just discussed. One sees immediately in them that
Charlemagne and his advisors had quite abandoned Pippin III’s experiment
(Charlemagne was not to be a holy person, an image of Christ on earth). But
if Pippin’s initiative was inspired by a Byzantine model, so also, in an important
sense, was the new pastoral, humble role Charlemagne had assumed: Charle-
magne’s court advisors designed it specifically to correct and supplant imperial
rulership in Nova Roma.

This is amply evident in the writing of Charlemagne’s other great advi-
sor, Theodulf, the Visigoth from Spain, educated in Acquitaine, who joined
Charlemagne’s court in the later 780s and who collaborated closely with his
colleague Alcuin (whom Charlemagne had called to his side only a few years
previously). Theodulf’s first key contribution was his Opus Caroli regis contra
synodum written between 790 and 793.' In this work, commissioned by the
king, Theodulf critiques and corrects the acta of the Second Nicene Council
of 787 which overturned the decrees of the iconoclastic synod of Heireia
convened by Emperor Constantine V in 754,'7 and spelled out anew how
images were to be used in worship. Frankish churchmen were not invited
to attend II Nicaea, which already for them was a strike against the council
(How could it pretend to ecumenical status?). The document they received
toward the end of the 780s purporting to be the Latin version of the coun-
cil’s Greek proceedings had obvious syntactical and grammatical defects.'®™
The Franks were unimpressed. And ready, too, to be unimpressed. By the late
780s Byzantine-Frankish relations had gone sour. The negotiations between
Empress-regent Irene and Charlemagne concerning the marriage of her son
Constantine VI to Charlemagne’s daughter Rotrud, begun hopefully in 781,
had been definitively broken oft in 787 as Charlemagne led an army against
Benevento, a Byzantine ally. In 788, Irene had sent a large army to south-
ern Italy in the hope of bolstering Beneventan resistance to any Frankish
encroachments, which only heightened hostility between the two parties.
Little wonder that the Carolingian king and his advisors would seize this
moment to press Frankish royal claims to hegemony in the Christian Euro-
Mediterranean world.!” Thus, in the Opus Caroli regis, Theodulf had Charle-
magne address the world as the new David,'!? as leader of the Franks “who

are a spiritual Israel,”!'" and accordingly as the sole orthodox world leader, that
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is, rector, leader of the populus christianus to salvation. Setting out his program
in the preface to the Opus, and concluding forcefully, Theodulf had the new
David recall how the old David “hated the congregation of evil doers and
would not sit with the wicked,”"? which amounted to a very thinly veiled
rejection of the leadership of Second Rome — of Irene and her son Constan-
tine VI, who had convoked II Nicaea, and from the Franks’ point of view had
promulgated heresies.

Thanks to Thomas Noble, whose 2009 book, Images, Iconoclasm, and the Caro-
lingians, unfolds Theodulf’s Opus magisterially,'® it has now become clearer
than ever that we deal with a Carolingian political tract — with a document
treating the role of images in Christian worship to be sure, but one that also
incorporated integrally the latest Frankish thinking on the nature of royal
leadership — on how God institutes earthly rulers.!'* If, in the Opus, Theodulf
carefully and shrewdly took up the decrees and positions of II Nicaea in elabo-
rate detail, he also wrote a polemic against the Byzantine empire of “white-hot
intensity.”!*> Noble provides a detailed summary of the document going blow-
by-blow through Theodulf’s argument.!'® For the purposes of this essay two
poignant moments stand out.

The first comes quickly in Book I, chapters 1-4,'"7 which deal with the
arrogant claims that Theodulf construed the Empress Irene and Emperor Con-
stantine VI to make as they vaunted their positions as leaders (as Theodulf found
them doing in the letter they had sent to Pope Hadrian to invite him and his
representatives to attend II Nicaea in 785).!** In Book I, chapter 1, Theodulf
starts by observing that no earthly ruler can claim, as Irene and Constantine
VI had done, that they might “co-reign with God.”'" Citing Psalm 112:5,
“Who is like the Lord our God, the One who sits enthroned on high,”'** he
argued that Byzantine rulers lacked all proper humility by not acknowledging
the gulf separating human and divine. The psalmist, King David, had never so
exalted himself, Theodulf observed. I have already discussed how during the
Heraclian dynasty in the seventh century imperial ceremony had been super-
Christianized, and how Heraclius and his successors had posed in public as
God’s lieutenants on earth. We deal here (in the Opus Caroli regis) with a key
piece of evidence that the Franks were well acquainted with Byzantine state-
craft and just as well able to spin that knowledge to dismantle Byzantine impe-
rial pretensions and magnify their own king.

The second poignant moment comes in Book III, 15,'*! where Theodulf
took up the notion discussed at II Nicaea that the honor people pay to imperial
images, the respect they confer with the burning of lights and incense before
them, resembles that they pay to images of Jesus, his Mother, and the saints in
churches and so legitimizes such adoration there. This act evoked Theodulf’s
towering scorn. He censured those gathered at the synod as having disastrously
and heretically transterred imperial ceremonial practice (the adoration of rulers’
images) to the domain of Christian worship: where in the Bible did it say that
we might adore the images of emperors? Here Theodulf zeroed in to condemn
the synod’s act by observing that the only people he had ever heard of who
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worshiped their rulers were the Babylonians and the Romans! Paraphrasing
Orosius,'?? Theodulf wrote:

Nam omnem, ut aiunt historiae, Babylonii regni hereditatem et apicis cumulum
Romanum suscepit imperium, et inter haec duo regna quasi inter patrem senem, qui
iam posse desierit, et filium parvulum, qui aedum dominandi vires acceperit, duo
regna vice tutoris, Persarum videlicet sive Macedonum fuisse traduntur.

For as the histories say, the Roman Empire received the whole inheritance
of Babylon, and between these two kingdoms, as between an old father
who was already losing his strength and his young son, who had not yet
acquired the power of domination, much was transmitted by two other

kingdoms as tutors, that is Macedon and Persia.'®

Christ’s coming should have swept all residue of such idolatry from the world.
With this argument Theodulf effectively stripped authority away from the Sec-
ond Rome now revealed as a new Babylon. In thus rewriting his world’s history,
that is, by “showing” that the rulers of Byzantium could not claim leader-
ship of the Christian people, Theodulf provided his patron, King Charlemagne,
the foundation he needed to proclaim sole orthodox leadership of the people
of God.

Conclusion

In 778 when Pope Hadrian wrote to Charlemagne to remind him of his obli-
gations in his new alliance with the Republic of St. Peter, even address him as
a new Constantine to suggest that he, like the first Christian emperor, might
confer great gifts upon the Roman See, the papal ploy probably bore consider-
able persuasive value. Charlemagne had been sole king of the Franks for only
some seven years at that moment (Carlomann, his brother, having died in 771).
If Franco-Byzantine relations were “on hold” during the 770s, the memory of
Pippin III’s negotiations with Emperor Constantine V were still fresh. And in
781, three years later, Charlemagne would enter into a marriage alliance with
Empress/regent Irene (to marry his daughter Rotrud to Irene’s son Constan-
tine VI). The prestige that the marriage alliance gave the Frankish king con-
sisted in the suggestion that he might thus pretend to a parallel relationship
with the emperor of Second Rome.

But as his reign matured, Charlemagne’s relations with Byzantium became
less friendly, and then by military necessity after 787-788, openly hostile.
During the 780s and especially toward the end of that decade, Charlemagne
took giant steps toward formulating a new religio-political rhetoric of rule in
consultation with his new courtly think tank dominated by the clerics from
Northumbria and Spain, Alcuin and Theodulf, respectively. Two great docu-
ments mark the turning point, the Admonitio generalis of 789 and the Opus Car-
oli regis contra synodum of 790-793, the first issued as royal decree and distributed
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widely in the kingdom, the second as a royal manifesto and kept privately
within the king’s library.!* This great European creative moment — and I para-
phrase Thomas Noble as I write — brought not a new Constantine to the fore,
but a Frankish new David, a supreme pastor, fully responsible for the moral
integrity of the Christian people, their teacher on their way to salvation, and
the Christian world’s sole orthodox leader. The crowning of Charlemagne as
emperor in Rome on Christmas 800 was anticlimactic in nearly every way.
Rather than highlight that event as a culmination of Carolingian Renaissance
thinking about, and staging of, the ruler that had formed during the last third of
the eighth century and was then fulfilled during Charlemagne’s ‘Aachen years’
after 800,' I would see the crowning as an interruption that marked the start
of a new chapter altogether.'?
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