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Abstract 
 

This thesis examines the representation of weeping rulers in early medieval sources, focusing on the 

Carolingian empire between 790 and 888. The meanings applied to tears are culturally specific: thus, 

exploring how, why, when and where rulers cried can illuminate the dynamics of power and ideals of 

kingship in this period. This thesis provides a survey of a poorly understood phenomenon. It also 

challenges several assumptions about the nature of early medieval power. Rulers wept not only over 

their own sins (a well-recognised phenomenon), but also over the sins of others and out of a desire 

for heavenly glory. Thus, they wept in a ‘monastic’ or ‘priestly’ way. This was something associated 

more with certain rulers than others. As such, tears can be used as a lens through which 

developments in ideas about the relationship between secular rulers and the ecclesiastical hierarchy 

can be traced.  

The thesis is divided into six sections. The historiographical importance of this topic is discussed in 

the introduction. Chapter one assesses the understanding of tears in biblical, Roman and 

Merovingian sources. Chapter two focuses on the representation of tears in texts associated with 

the court of Charlemagne (d. 814). Chapter three explores how authors loyal to Louis the Pious (d. 

840) used tears to respond to criticisms of him and his wife, the Empress Judith (d. 843). Chapter 

four turns to exegetical material written between 820 and 860 and examines how biblical rulers 

were represented weeping. In particular, the reception of these previously unrecognised images in 

royal courts and their influence on narrative sources will be considered. Chapter five explores 

sources from the later ninth century, focusing particularly on the writings of Hincmar of Reims (d. 

882) and Notker of St Gall (d. 912). Chapter six considers tears in three case studies drawn from 

post-Carolingian sources. Finally, the concluding section outlines the significance of this thesis for 

our understanding of Carolingian and post-Carolingian political culture and the history of weeping in 

the middle ages.  
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Introduction 
 

In a speech following the attack on Sandy Hook elementary school in 2012, in which twenty children 

and six teachers were shot dead, the President of the United States, Barack Obama, cried. He spoke 

of sharing in the grief of the parents as he wiped tears from his face. He cried again, just under four 

years later when, in 2016, he unveiled an executive order on gun control. Referring to the victims of 

gun violence, he wept, saying that “every time I think about those kids (the victims) I get mad”.1 

Obama is no stranger to public weeping, but these tears in particular were the subject of much 

praise and criticism. Were they a sign of his genuine compassion and commitment to protect those 

in his care, as president?2 Or were they instead a sign of weakness or even, as Andrea Tantaros of 

Fox News claimed, cynically faked for political gain?3 

Early medieval rulers were similarly depicted weeping. In his Gesta Karoli, written in the 880s, 

Notker, a monk of St Gall described Charlemagne’s tears. Like Obama, Charlemagne wept over a 

threat to those in his care which he was powerless to stop. This threat did not come from gun 

violence but the Vikings. And he was not prevented from protecting his subjects through the actions 

of Republican senators and congressmen, but instead on account of his coming death.4 This was not 

the only time a ruler cried in the ninth or tenth centuries. As this thesis will show, Carolingian and 

post-Carolingian rulers were depicted weeping on a number of occasions and the interpretation of 

these tears was often contested. Both early medieval intellectuals and modern scholars have 

debated the meaning of these tears: were they a sign of weakness and passivity, or a hallmark of a 

true leader? 

This thesis asks what it meant when rulers – in particular male rulers - wept in the early middle ages. 

Sources created between the sixth and early eleventh centuries will be considered, but the main 

focus will be on the Carolingian empire between c.790 and 888. The emotional outbursts of rulers 

have previously been understood as evidence of the uncontrolled nature of medieval people. 

Norbert Elias outlines this argument in the Civilising Process. He claims that a growing centralisation 

of political power and division of labour led to a world which required individuals to exercise greater 

                                                           
1 ‘Obama in Tears During Gun Control Speech, Jan 5 2016, http://www.nbcnews.com/video/obama-in-tears-
during-gun-control-speech-596105283922, [Accessed 07/10/2017]. 
2 Mel Robbins, ‘Why Obama cried over gun control’, CNN, Jan 6 2016, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/01/05/opinions/robbins-obama-cry/index.html, [Accessed 07/10/2017]. 
3 Andrea Tantaros at 2.01, ’Andrea Tantaros: Obama used a ‘raw onion’ to cry for gun victims’, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CIvAgKrq4tc, [Accessed 01/10/2017]. 
4 Notker, Gesta Karoli Magni, ed. Hans Haefle, MGH, SS rer. Germ. N.S. 12, (Berlin, 1959), 2.14, p. 77. 

http://www.nbcnews.com/video/obama-in-tears-during-gun-control-speech-596105283922
http://www.nbcnews.com/video/obama-in-tears-during-gun-control-speech-596105283922
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/01/05/opinions/robbins-obama-cry/index.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CIvAgKrq4tc
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self-restraint. Thus, the tears of medieval rulers constitute an uninhibited ‘before’ and the stiff upper 

lip of the modern age is a civilised ‘after’.5  

This very influential interpretation has since been challenged, by scholars writing a history of 

emotions. This field is based on the recognition that the meanings applied to emotions are not static, 

but instead are historically specific.6 Especially significant for the study of the middle ages is the work 

of Barbara Rosenwein. She argues that the meanings applied to emotions were culturally 

constructed and different emotions were valued in different regions and time periods – amongst 

different so-called “emotional communities”.7 Rosenwein defines these communities according to 

the vocabulary they used to describe emotions – so-called ‘emotion words’. This thesis takes a 

slightly different approach. A defined lexicon will be used to approach weeping: the verbs fleo, ploro, 

lacrimo, lamento and the nouns lamenta and lacrima. Yet this thesis will not dwell on differences in 

vocabulary as Rosenwein does. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, the deployment of this 

terminology is vague and inconsistent: these ‘lachrymose words’ are often used in early medieval 

texts as synonyms for each other. For example, in his life of the Carolingian emperor Charlemagne, 

written in the 820s, Einhard described Charlemagne’s tears of grief over his deceased children 

(lacrima) in the same breath as those he shed on the death of Pope Hadrian I (flere).8 Similarly, in the 

880s, Charlemagne was described weeping again by the monk Notker. Here, he shed tears (lacrimae) 

when he saw the Vikings threatening his kingdom. He explained his reasons for this – he foresaw the 

destruction the Vikings would wreak under his descendants - when his followers asked him why he 

wept (ploro).9 Across the corpus of Latin texts examined in this thesis, there are no observable 

patterns in the choice of one word or another to describe the tears of an individual.  

Secondly, this thesis does not focus on variations in the vocabulary of weeping because this 

approach can obscure the changing semantic fields of the words used. Rosenwein traces emotional 

communities through the words their members used to describe emotions. But did these words 

                                                           
5 Norbert Elias, tr. by Edmund Jephcott, The Civilising Process: Sociogenetic and Psychogenetic Investigations 
(Oxford, 2000); For a similar interpretation see Johannes Huizinga, tr. Rodney Payton and Ulrich Mammitzsch, 
The Autumn of the Middle Ages (Chicago, 1996). 
6 The literature on this topic is vast. See, for example, Barbara Rosenwein, Generations of Feeling (Cambridge, 
2016); Rosenwein, Emotional Communities in the Early Middle Ages (Ithaca, 2006); Peter Stearns and Carol 
Stearns, ‘Emotionology’, The Americal Historical Review, 90.4 (1985) 813-836; Jan Plamper, ‘The History of 
Emotions’, History and Theory, 49 (2010), 237-265; Articles in Early Medieval Europe, 10.2 (2001). See also the 
development of centres for the study of emotional history e.g. the Queen Mary Centre for the History of the 
Emotions; the Amsterdam Centre for Cross Disciplinary Emotions and Sensory Studies and the Society for the 
History of Emotions, based in Australia.  
7 Rosenwein, Emotional Communities. 
8 Einhard, ed. G. Pertz, Vita Karoli Magni, MGH, SS Rer. Germ. 25 (Hannover, 1811), cap. 19, p. 24. 
9 Notker, Gesta, 2.14, p. 77. 
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always mean the same things? I argue that a greater consideration of the context of these emotion 

words reveals more about the changing emotional expectations and norms of a given society.  

I will therefore ask the following questions about the way a ruler was represented weeping. Who 

cried? What motivated the tears? Where did they cry? When did they cry? Did they cry alone? Were 

any biblical, historical or liturgical models referred to? How do these tears relate to any others 

described in the same narrative? In doing this, I suggest we can see a number of different 

‘lachrymose communities’ throughout the period – groups who thought about tears, and particularly 

the tears of rulers, in quite different ways. With this in mind, I suggest that exploring the changing 

meanings applied to the tears of rulers can tell us an awful lot about the way power was understood 

in this period. They allow us to see what behaviours, and by extension what virtues, were expected 

of a king. In particular, they enable us to see how kings related to other individuals in the realm – 

from queens to bishops to their subjects – and to God. I build on Rosenwein’s argument that we can 

write a history of emotions, which can shed further light on the assumptions and ideals of different 

historical societies. 

Tears in particular have received extensive attention as part of the history of emotions. Unlike anger, 

or love, weeping is not an emotion. Rather, it is an expression which is often understood to be 

indicative of a variety of different emotions in different time periods. Thomas Dixon highlights this in 

Weeping Britannia – his study of British history through the lens of tears from the later middle ages 

to the end of the twentieth century. According to him, “a tear is a universal sign not in the sense that 

it has the same meaning in all times and places. A tear is a universal sign because, depending on the 

mental, social and narrative context, it can mean almost anything.”10 This means that, exploring 

how, why, when and where people cried has the potential to tell us much about the lives and beliefs 

of people living in different societies. In particular, the tears of male rulers can take us to the heart 

of the dynamics of power and assumptions about masculinity of any given period.  

Tears might be able to mean “almost anything”, but a number of beliefs about weeping are 

dominant across different time periods. Concerns about false tears are present in a number of 

societies. More often weeping was connected with sincerity and tears were framed as involuntary.11 

As such, they could be viewed to be an external signifier of an internal state, though the nature of 

this internal state – the motivation for the tears – varied in different times and places. They are also 

often described in the context of relationships. As Dixon highlights, and this is echoed by social 

                                                           
10 Thomas Dixon, Weeping Britannia (Oxford, 2015), p. 7. 
11 See e.g. John Cassian, ed. M. Petshenig, Conlationes xxiiii, CSEL 13 (1886), 9.29, p. 274; Susan Kramer, Sin, 

Interiority and Selfhood in the Twelfth Century West (Toronto, 2015); Lyn Blanchfield, ‘Prolegomenon, Crying in 

the Middle Ages (New York, 2012), p. xxii. 
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scientific researchers, weeping is a “social activity”.12 This thesis will show this is certainly true for 

Frankish rulers in the early middle ages. These can be earthly relationships. Individuals might cry to 

demonstrate their grief or love for those close to them, or to make a request or beg for mercy from 

a more powerful individual. This relationship can also refer to an altogether more important one: 

that between an individual and God. We can see this in tears shed to atone for sins or in prayer. 

Thus, the way an individual cried can tell us much about their relationships with other family 

members, their subjects, or members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. It can also tell us much about 

the relationship between a ruler and God. What was the role of a ruler within these hierarchies? 

Where did the duties of a nobleman, bishop or abbot end and the duties of a ruler begin? Could a 

ruler wield authority over churchmen and women? These are some of the questions Carolingian and 

post-Carolingian intellectuals grappled with. Their answers were expressed, in part, through their 

representation of tears.  

Between the eighth and tenth centuries, broad patterns can be observed in the tears associated with 

secular rulers, bishops and monks. These groups had different duties and, as such, they wept in 

different ways. Whilst some tears – for example tears of grief – were not associated with one group 

more than another, other tears were. The origins and development of some of these ideas will be 

discussed in chapter two, but a brief introduction to secular, episcopal and monastic weeping is 

useful at this moment.  

Above all, secular men were expected to weep to ask for God’s mercy. This is most prominent in the 

case of penance: following the example of the Old Testament king David – who wept to atone for 

the sin of adultery - individuals in this group tearfully lamnted their own sins.13 Yet this was not the 

only way these tears could manifest themselves. Secular individuals also wept as they turned 

towards God and asked for his mercy more generally. Tears shed on conversion, shed when 

beseeching God for aid in the midst of battle, or shed when asking God to grant more heirs – all of 

which will be discussed in this thesis - should all be viewed in this context.  

Members of the secular clergy – priests and bishops - were also expected to weep over their own 

sins. Yet – as clergymen - they were required to take spiritual responsibility for others. As such, they 

were expected to lament the sins of others and, in doing so, facilitate the reconciliation of sinners 

with God. They imitated the biblical prophets Nathan – whose reprimand provoked David’s penance 

– and Samuel – who tearfully lamented the sins of King Saul.14 The association of these tears with 

                                                           
12 Dixon, Weeping Britannia, p. 8; See also anthropological research on this e.g. Ad Vingerhoets, Why Only 
Humans Weep (Oxford, 2013), p. 146. 
13 2 Kings 11 
14 1 Kings 15.23 
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bishops and priests is expressed most clearly in early medieval penitential ceremonies. Liturgical 

guides stated that a priest or bishop must weep as part of this ceremony. They specified that these 

tears were essential in ensuring the efficacy of penance.15 This thesis will demonstrate that the 

association of these tears exclusively with the role of a bishop became increasingly prominent 

throughout the ninth century. 

Monastic tears were again different. A clear expression of ideas about the tears of monks can be 

found in a fifth-century ascetic text which was widely read throughout the early middle ages. John 

Cassian created his Collationes - a collection of dialogues conducted with Egyptian abbots, which 

were put together to provide monks in Gaul with a guide for ascetic life – around 420. In it, he 

outlined four reasons why a monk ought to cry. The first three motivations Cassian offered echo 

those discussed above: and individual should weep over his own sins, over the sins of others, out of 

a fear of hell. Like secular clergy, monks were still expected to weep in penance. They should also 

weep over the sins of others. This could be done in a structured way: in a monastery an abbot would 

preside over penitential ceremonies and reconcile a sinful monk with God. It also could constitute a 

more general lamentation for the sins of their society.16 The fourth motivation offered by Cassian 

became associated more closely with monastic life. Individuals should also weep when 

contemplating heaven.17 These tears were not associated with sin, nor were they shed sorrowfully. 

Instead, instead they are shed joyously as the individual receives a glimpse of their future happiness 

and eternal life. They were shed by individuals who fulfilled two categories. Those who had 

committed to a life of contemplation away from the world. And those who had surpassed sin: they 

were the tears of religious experts.  

Under the Carolingian Empire, certain tears were associated – more or less – with certain groups. Yet 

there was fluidity within these models. At certain times, rulers were represented lamenting the sins 

of others and so crying in a way associated more often with bishops. Alternatively, they were 

described shedding tears joyously as they contemplated God. When they were described in this way, 

they were represented behaving like a monk. These moments are revealing, and will be discussed in 

more detail in this thesis.  

This thesis develops previous research on weeping, the vast majority of which concerns the period 

after the year 1000. The most prominent of these studies is Piroska Nagy’s Le don des larmes au 

Moyen Âge. In this work, she traces the intellectual development of these spiritual tears in western 

                                                           
15 Halitgar of Cambrai, Liber Peonitentialis, PL 105, Col.0694D-0695A. 
16 See e.g. Smaragdus, Diadema Monachorum, PL 102, Col.0681B; Hildemar of Corbie, Expositio Regulae, ed., 
Ruppert Mittermüller, Expositio Regulae ad Hildemaro tradita (Regensburg, 1880), p. 118. 
17 Cassian, Collationes, 9.29; Smaragdus, Diadema, Col.0674D. 
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Europe and argues that after a relatively flat trajectory of interest before the year 1000, they 

reached their apogée in the eleventh century.18 This view – that tears did not play a central role in 

religious life until the high middle ages – is echoed in the plethora of studies which focus on the 

relationship between tears and sanctity after the year 1000.19 

In part, this thesis seeks to correct this bias in the literature by asking if the early medieval approach 

to weeping is as simplistic as Nagy implies. Considerations of tears post-1000 dominate the field, but 

this doesn’t mean that there aren’t any studies of tears in the early middle ages.20 In an essay on 

weeping in late Anglo-Saxon sources Tracy-Anne Cooper has identified the way that royal tears could 

be used in narratives to signal a return to consensus after a rebellion or the death of a king.21 Cynthia 

Thickpenny, in an MRes thesis completed at the University of Glasgow in 2013, traces 

representations of royal weeping in Frankish sources between the sixth and early ninth centuries. 

She argues that royal weeping reflected the compassion of the ruler in question, and this 

compassion was praised and encouraged by bishops throughout the period in question.22 

Thickpenny and Cooper’s approaches are helpful and this thesis supports many of the conclusions of 

both of these works. Both Cooper and Thickpenny demonstrate that tears were not incidental, but 

could be manipulated by authors for rhetorical gain. Furthermore, as this thesis will show, tears 

were used across a number of sources to signal a return to peace as Cooper argues, or the laudable 

compassion of the ruler, as Thickpenny argues. However, in undertaking a longer study, I am able to 

draw attention to the variety of further motivations which can provoke royal tears. Additionally, this 

thesis draws attention to the changing meanings applied to tears over time, in contrast to 

Thickpenny’s emphasis on continuity between the sixth and ninth centuries.  

Early medieval royal weeping has also been studied as a political ritual. Gerd Althoff, for example, 

tackles this in his 1996 article “Der König weint: rituelle Tränen in öffentlicher Kommunikation”. This 

article challenges Elias’ narrative and seeks to demonstrate just how sophisticated early medieval 

tears are. The tears of a ruler could be shed over the death of a loved one; over one’s own sins; 

when pleading for aid; when showing mercy; and out of love for a friend of family member.23 Althoff 

focuses solely on the performance of these tears. He sees accounts of royal weeping as evidence for 

                                                           
18 Piroska Nagy, Le don des larmes au moyen âge (Paris, 2000), p. 35. 
19 See the collection of essays in Elina Gertsman ed., Crying in the Middle Ages (London, 2012).  
20 For a focus from the high middle ages onwards see Thomas Dixon, Weeping Britannia; The majority of the 
essays in Blanchfield, Crying; Nagy, Le don des larmes. 
21 Tracey-Anne Cooper, ‘The Shedding of Tears in Late Anglo-Saxon England’, in Elina Gertsman, ed., Crying in 
the Middle Ages (New York, 2012), pp. 177-179. 
22 Cynthia Thickpenny, ‘Public Temper Tantrums…frequent Weeping and Boisterous Joy’ (Unpublished MRes 
Thesis, University of Glasgow, 2014). 
23 Gerd Althoff, ‘Der König Weint’ in Jan-Dirk Müller, ed., Aufführung und Schrift in Mittelalter und Früher 
Neuzeit (Stuttgart, 1996), pp. 239–52. 
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stage managed ritual performances through which a ruler hoped to wield his or her power. These 

tears, agreed on in advance by participants in the ritual, were shed publicly to communicate specific 

messages to the audiences who viewed them. 

A similar approach is taken by Matthias Becher, who examines the role of tears in communicating 

the cessation of hostilities – be that in rebellion or war – largely in tenth- to twelfth-century 

sources.24 Although Becher’s subject matter is similar to Cooper’s, he does not view these tears as a 

literary device. Instead, he uses these narratives as evidence for behavioural norms. They show us 

how individuals were expected to behave following their defeat or triumph in battle. He follows 

Althoff in his approach to these accounts. These tears again are not spontaneous. Nor should they 

be understood primarily as literary creations. Instead are evidence for ritualised behaviour at these 

moments.25 Althoff’s work, and the research it has inspired, forms part of a larger corpus which 

explores the relationship between ritual performance and power in the Carolingian and post 

Carolingian worlds.26 Such research has been the subject of intense debate in recent years.  

Peter Dinzelbacher bases his challenge of Althoff’s work on ritual on the example of tears. He argues 

against the view that tears were performed for political gain, and instead emphasises the role of 

genuine feeling in provoking weeping.27 He bases his argument on three pillars: historical counter-

examples; the findings of social scientific research; and representations of weeping rulers in literary 

texts. For example, he discusses a scene, described in the early eleventh-century Worms letter 

collection, in which the Holy Roman Emperor Conrad II tearfully beseeched his son for aid against 

the rebellious nobleman, Adalbero of Carinthia. Dinzelbacher argues that this account is not 

evidence of a carefully judged political performance. Instead, in it, we can see an emotional 

breakdown on Conrad’s part.28 This study rightly draws attention to the way that Althoff’s 

arguments are based on a relatively narrow source base. However, two main criticisms can be 

levelled at Dinzelbacher’s work. Firstly, the results of the social scientific studies his arguments are 

based on have either since been discredited or have poor replicability.29 Secondly, and more 

fundamentally, his argument that medieval tears ought to be taken at face value as sincere 

                                                           
24 Matthias Becher, ‘Cum Lacrimis et Gemitu’, in Gerd Althoff, ed., Formen und Funktionen öffentlicher 
Kommunikation im Mittelalter (Stuttgart, 2001), pp. 25-52. 
25 Becher, ‘Cum Lacrimis’, p. 39. 
26 See also e.g. Geoffrey Koziol, Begging Pardon and Favor (Ithaca, 1992). 
27 Peter Dinzelbacher, Warum Weint der König? (Badenweiler, 2009), pp. 21-26. 
28 Ibid., pp. 26-8. 
29 Ibid., pp. 37-8. See particularly his view that, due to their physiology, women are more tearful than men. The 
following study has highlighted the limitations of the work on which Dinzelbacher’s view is based: D. A. van 
Hemert, F. J. R. van de Vijver and A. J. J. M. Vingerhoets, ‘Culture and Crying: Prevalences and Gender 
Differences’, Cross-Cultural Research, 45 (2011), 399–431. 
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expressions of emotion is based on just as many assumptions as Althoff’s claim that they should be 

viewed as performances conducted for political gain.  

Another challenge to Althoff comes from a different quarter, and can equally be used as a criticism 

of Dinzelbacher’s approach. Philippe Buc emphasises the centrality of authorial agenda in his 

readings of early medieval texts, and criticises historians of ritual for “mining them for data”.30 He 

claims that it is only possible to read a text as a reconstruction of the event it describes. The event 

itself cannot be accessed through a text.31 Rituals did not have an independent existence – rather 

they were rhetorical tools used by authors. 

The work of Ludger Körntgen on tenth-century texts is also worth considering alongside Buc’s 

arguments. Responding primarily to work on the idea of sacral or Christocentric kingship in the 

Ottonian period, he emphasises the limitations to our understanding about the creation and 

reception of many tenth-century texts. Körntgen argues that they were not political interventions or 

commentaries, but instead expressed their author’s theological viewpoints.32 For example, the 

support God offered a ruler did not reflect the legitimacy of the ruler, but instead the divine aid all 

good Christians could expect. Both Buc and Körntgen’s works demonstrate the limitations of 

assumptions about the relationship between texts and political culture in the early middle ages. 

Both scholars write with different texts and different historiographical traditions in mind – Buc 

focuses on a wide range of narratives from Gregory of Tours to Liudprand of Cremona, whilst 

Körntgen focuses more narrowly on tenth-century sources. However, both emphasise the 

importance of authorial choice and the limits to using these sources as windows onto political 

conduct. This focus on authorial choice in the construction of narratives, and in particular the 

theological worldview of early medieval intellectuals, will play a large role in this thesis. However, it 

is unhelpful to throw the proverbial baby out with the bathwater, and indeed criticisms have been 

levelled at Buc’s extremity. We do need to treat early medieval texts sensitively as products of 

individual authors. However, this doesn’t mean that we can see nothing of political conduct through 

them.33 A more helpful route can be found in a middle path between the two approaches.  

Körntgen’s challenge is the most serious. Buc argues that a number of early medieval texts are 

political artefacts which reflect the ideals of their authors, yet Körntgen rejects their political role 

entirely. It is true that there is little evidence that tenth-century courts engaged with the historical 

                                                           
30 Philippe Buc, The Dangers of Ritual (Princeton, 2001), p. 4. 
31 Philippe Buc, 'Ritual and Interpretation', Early Medieval Europe, 9 (2003), 183–210 , p.187; Philippe Buc, 
'Text and Ritual in Ninth-Century Political Culture', in Gerd Althoff, Johannes Fried and Patrick Geary, ed., 
Medieval Concepts of the Past (Washington, 2002), p. 134. 
32 Ludger Körntgen, Königherrschaft und Gottes Gnade (Berlin, 2001), pp. 11-28. 
33 See e.g. Geoffrey Koziol, ‘The Dangers of Polemic’, Early Medieval Europe, 11.4 (2002), 371-377. 
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texts Körntgen’s research is based on. However, as both David Warner and Simon MacLean have 

highlighted, an absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.34 Indeed, there is every reason to 

think that tenth-century authors expected their writings would be consumed by members of the 

political elite: they were political actors who explicitly addressed their works to members the 

imperial court. This is even more true in the Carolingian period: here, rulers presided over the 

creation of historical or theological texts; eagerly consumed these texts; and wanting to be seen 

engaging with and understanding them.35 Perhaps these authors did write in an echo chamber, but if 

they did, it was one which was filled with very influential political figures.  

It is likely that many early medieval authors engaged with political ideas. Did they also accurately 

represent political behaviour? Both Buc and Körntgen dispute this, but again it is hard to see these 

texts, which were emmeshed in the political culture of the period, reflecting nothing but the 

imaginings of their authors. Early medieval authors addressed political elites and often wrote to 

further their political career. If we accept this, then surely there is a limit to what they could 

fabricate. Authors could draw attention to certain behaviours, ignore others and place their own 

interpretation on these behaviours. But they needed to respond to a broadly believable set of 

expectations. Furthermore, it is hard to see how, in certain contexts – for example when addressing 

a panegyric to a ruler – these authors could represent rulers acting in transgressive or even highly 

unusual ways. Through these writings, we can learn what political behaviour was acceptable and 

what wasn’t and, through this, something of the political behaviour of rulers.36 We can only work 

with the sources we have, but these sources did not exist in a vacuum. 

Joaquín Martínez Pizarro’s A Rhetoric of the Scene provides an alternative approach to the narrative 

set pieces which stand at the heart of Althoff, Becher, Dinzelbacher, Buc and Körntgen’s studies. 

Employing a literary approach to early medieval Latin texts, he suggests that, during the middle ages, 

we see the development of scene-centric narratives. Influenced by developments in oral story-

telling, the narrator was no longer present in the work to the same extent that they were in classical 

histories.37 Similarly, extended speeches which showed off the rhetorical skill of the narrator have 

fallen out of favour. Instead, narratives are based around a collection of scenes – defined by the 

authors use of gestures; objects (or props); a defined space (or stage); and direct, unadorned 

                                                           
34 David Warner, ‘Review of Ludger Körntgen, Königherrschaft und Gottes Gnade’, The Medieval Review (2002); 
Simon MacLean, Ottonian Queenship (Oxford, 2017), pp. 102-103. 
35 Nikolaus Staubach, Rex Christianus, (Cologne, 1993), pp. 5-17; Mayke de Jong, ‘Exegesis for an Empress’, in 
ed. Esther Cohen and Mayke de Jong, Medieval Transformations (Leiden, 2001), p. 234; Mayke de Jong, ‘The 
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36 See also Gerd Althoff, ‘The Variability of Rituals in the Middle Ages’, Medieval Concepts of the Past, eds. 
Gerd Althoff. Johannes Fried, Patrick Geary (Washington, 2002), pp. 71-87. 
37 Joaquín Martínez Pizarro, The Rhetoric of the Scene (Toronto, 1989), p. 28-36. 
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speech.38 He also draws attention to the use of motifs, or narrative tropes, throughout the works – 

certain props or gestures are used and reused for narrative effect. Pizarro’s theories provide a 

foundation from which the sources this thesis examines can be understood. Tears were often 

described as part of ‘scenes’, and this, to a large extent, explains why we do not see references to 

weeping in briefer historical narratives (for example charters or annals). Pizarro does look at tears in 

The Rhetoric of the Scene. In his view, they ought to be understood as part of a ritual or, more often, 

as an expression of an emotion which is quite recognisable to us today.39 According to this 

argument, tears were only rarely subject to changing historical meanings. This thesis will suggest 

that this is not the case: weeping was, in fact, an important gesture central to the construction of a 

scene. Thus, the meanings of such scenes can be fruitfully uncovered by an analysis of the tears 

described in them.  

The above literature all engages with important questions about how medieval texts ought to be 

approached. A different body of work - that which looks at royal penance in the early middle ages - is 

also relevant to this thesis. Whilst this work does not focus explicitly on tears, weeping played an 

essential role in penitential behaviour throughout the early middle ages. Rulers were often 

described weeping over their sins in this period. Sarah Hamilton highlights how penance is a 

“constant, if minor” theme in writings about kingship from the ninth century onwards.40 She draws 

attention to the variety of ways this theme was described. She examines the importance of the old 

testament king, David, and the late antique emperor, Theodosius, in discussions of penance.41 

Additionally, she explores how rulers and bishops could assert themselves at these moments of 

penance.42 Rob Meens similarly explores royal penance, but focuses more extensively on the role 

penitential behaviour could play in conflict resolution.43 Work on prayerbooks approaches this 

question from a different angle, focusing on the daily prayers expected of rulers such as 

Charlemagne (d. 814) of Otto III (d.1002).44 These prayers were to be conducted privately, they were 

penitential and were often accompanied by tears. 

Most significant are the extended studies which focus on the penitential behaviour of a Carolingian 

emperor: Louis the Pious (d. 840). In 817, Louis’ nephew, Bernard of Italy rebelled. He was defeated 

                                                           
38 Ibid., pp. 8-15. 
39 Ibid. pp.110, 123, 130. 
40 Sarah Hamilton, The Practice of Penance, 900-1050 (Woodbridge, 2001), p. 174. 
41 Hamilton, Practice, p.174; Hamilton, ‘A New Model for Royal Penance?’, Early Medieval Europe, 6.2 (1997), 
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42 Hamilton, Practice, pp.174-205; Hamilton, ‘Otto III’s Penance’, Studies in Church History, 32 (1996), 83-94. 
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and blinded. He died shortly afterwards due to the effects of this punishment. In 822 Louis did 

penance at Attigny for his role in his Bernard’s death. Just over ten years later, in 830 and 833, Louis’ 

sons rebelled against him. In 833 he did penance at Soissons for his sins, abdicated the throne. A 

year later he returned to the throne. Mayke de Jong’s 2009 study, The Penitential State, sets out to 

recreate the context which led to the penance of 833. De Jong challenges the narrative which cast 

Louis as a weak ruler and the events of the later 820s and 830s as a crisis. In doing this, she paints a 

picture of a world where politics and religious concerns were intertwined and all parties involved 

were deeply concerned about sin and salvation. This allowed, at different moments, a ruler to 

embrace penance, as in 822, and bishops to see it as their duty to admonish and push a sinning ruler 

into penance, as they did in 833.45 Courtney Booker’s work which appeared in the same year – Past 

Convictions – takes a different approach. He focuses instead on the reconstruction and retelling of 

Louis’ 833 penance in later texts.46  

This thesis builds on these studies of royal penance. The role of tears at moments of penance is 

complicated. Before now, the focus has remained primarily on the remorseful tears of the sinner. 

This study will also examine the tears of others – most significantly the tears of the confessor, shed 

to reconcile the sinner to God – at such moments. What did it mean if a bishop wept for the sins of a 

ruler? And what did it mean if a ruler wept for the sins of others? Furthermore, rulers often wept 

over sins, whether their own or someone else’s. This was not the only way they wept. Other, less 

well recognised motivations for royal weeping will be analysed in this thesis. In doing so, the 

penitential tears of rulers will be placed in a broader context of royal weeping.  

More generally, this thesis draws on many of the assumptions that underpin Booker and de Jong’s 

works. Moments of weeping – for example the tears the Merovingian King Clovis apparently shed 

during his late fifth-century conversion - were told and retold differently in later narratives. The way 

in which these tears were later represented reveals much about changing approaches to royal tears.  

Furthermore, as de Jong argues, religious and political concerns were often one and the same. As 

such liturgical, theological, and exegetical sources will be used to unpick the various meanings which 

lay behind accounts of weeping. Biblical commentaries will form a significant part of this thesis. 

These sources had been dismissed as unoriginal or theological exercises removed from political life.47 

Work, prominently by Mayke de Jong, makes the case for the political relevance of exegetical work. 

These texts were often written by individuals who were deeply involved in political life, and this is 
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especially true for the commentaries which will be discussed in this thesis.48 Furthermore, 

commentaries were often presented to rulers, and this gift showed political support for the ruler in 

question.49 They were also likely read out at court, and a solid grasp of exegesis was praised in 

rulers.50 Nikolaus Staubach’s work underlines this final point: he demonstrates not only that religious 

thought was central to the fabric of Carolingian political life, but also that the image of the learned 

king, the rex litteras, was a potent one from the reign of Charlemagne onwards.51 A significant body 

of recent work supports both de Jong and Staubach, and demonstrates not only that the Bible and 

biblical exegesis were well known at court and by secular elites, but also that commentators set out 

to engage with contemporary politics.52 Thus, these sources are useful on two fronts. Firstly, they 

can be used to access the mentalities of Carolingian intellectuals. Biblical commentators expanded 

on a wide variety of topics and these commentaries were known in educated circles. Expansions on 

references to weeping help us understand how tears were understood by the authors of narratives. 

Secondly, as suggested above, these sources were addressed to rulers and consumed by courts. 

Thus, they are political texts in their own right, which illuminate something of the values of the court 

in question.  

 

This scope of this thesis also has implications for our understanding of gender in the Carolingian 

world. The focus of this study is royal power, wielded by a man who sits at the top of the secular 

hierarchy. Although weeping female rulers are occasionally considered in this thesis, we should think 

of royal power – as described in the texts under consideration - as something associated most tightly 

with men. As such, it was an expression of masculinity. This thesis asks how weeping fit into this 

highly gendered form of power and, in doing so, it builds on previous work on Carolingian secular 

masculinity. Rachel Stone’s work on this topic draws attention to the relative lack of anxiety 

                                                           
48 Many were abbots of important monastic foundations e.g. Corbie, Fulda. Mayke de Jong, ‘The Emperor 
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surrounding morality and secular masculinity. Instead, she paints a picture of harmony between 

ecclesiastical authors and the secular men they addressed.53 Although Stone doesn’t consider 

weeping, her conclusions are built on in this thesis. Certain Carolingian authors allowed significant 

fluidity between the models of masculinity open to secular men. These authors – all of whom were 

members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy - encouraged rulers to draw on ideals associated more 

commonly with episcopal, sacerdotal or monastic masculinity. At these moments, as Stone argues, 

we do not see conflict or tension in ideas about masculinity. Yet this was not always the case: at 

other times, authors – most prominently bishops – sought to delineate between the behaviour 

expected of secular and episcopal men. Thus, this thesis emphasises variety and debate in 

discussions of the gendered expectations placed on men more to a greater extent than Stone does. 

Even more pertinent to this thesis is Andrew Romig’s recent study of secular masculinity. He argues 

that caritas – and related virtues such as clementia and misericordia - were, in fact, central to the 

gendered expectations placed on Carolingian men.54 Although Romig does not consider tears, 

weeping often signified these masculine virtues: often when a ruler wept, they demonstrated their 

pietas or clementia. Thus, this thesis supports Romig’s arguments whilst shedding new light on the 

way tears were used as a trope to demonstrate this. 

 

This study emphasises change and not continuity. Previous work on royal weeping before the year 

1000 has implied that there was little change in the ideas associated with these tears throughout the 

early middle ages.55 The same is true of studies of royal penance, which emphasise the ubiquitous 

nature of penance as a motivation for royal tears. Indeed, de Jong argues that the development of 

penitential discourses under Charlemagne set the tone for royal weeping for the following centuries. 

However, this thesis will show that in different periods and regions, individuals thought rulers ought 

to weep in different ways (when they thought their ruler should weep at all). These tears were not 

incidental, but often communicated fundamental ideas about the nature of kingship. This thesis 

examines the period between the late sixth and early eleventh centuries. It focuses most heavily on 

the Carolingian ninth century (c.790 – c.888). As such, the heart of the thesis is bookended by two 

periods of great change. The first of these engages with the rise of the Carolingian family and, most 

significantly, the onset of the Carolingian renovatio from the very late eighth century onwards.56 The 
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second of these refers to the end of the Carolingian empire after the abdication of Charles the Fat in 

888, and the subsequent rise of the Ottonian dynasty, who were crowned emperors from 962 

onwards. These periods have both been considered to represent transformations political culture. 

Political personnel, structures, institutions and ideals underwent significant changes at both these 

points. This is most striking for eighth-century Carolingian rulers, who (the argument goes) sought to 

differentiate themselves from their Merovingian predecessors.57 It also marked the rulers of post-

Carolingian kingdoms, particularly the Ottonian dynasty, although these rulers did seek, at times, to 

associate themselves with their Carolingian forebears. As such, their relationship to the past is 

complex, and is currently the subject of much research.58 The findings of this thesis support the idea 

that what it meant to be a ruler did change at these moments. Carolingian rulers wept differently to 

Merovingian rulers. Unlike their predecessors, they relied more heavily on patristic literature to 

characterise their tears and were increasingly concerned with tears of penance and those shed in 

prayer. Ottonian rulers also wept differently to ninth-century Carolingian rulers: tears reflected their 

mercy on more occasions. However, the language used to talk about these post-Carolingian tears, 

and the way they were used to define the relationship between God, the ruler and their subjects, 

owed an awful lot to Carolingian developments. Similar biblical and liturgical models were used in 

the ninth and tenth centuries. The way these models were deployed to describe tears, however, 

differed.    

The period of Carolingian hegemony that stands at the heart of this thesis is similarly complex. 

Although some studies emphasise unpredictability and dissent in intellectual life in this period, we 

can see a significant tendency to marginalise this when it comes to big questions about royal, 

imperial, monastic or episcopal identity.59 Instead, the focus is on continuity, the gradual 

development of ideas over time, and coherence amongst ninth-century intellectuals.60 This thesis 

complicates this. For example, we see how Hincmar, the archbishop of Reims (d.882), actively 

rejected ideas he found in the work of intellectuals such as Hrabanus Maurus (d.856) to develop new 

ideas of royal comportment. Most significant are accounts of the shift from Charlemagne to Louis 
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the Pious’ imperial reign in 814. Mayke de Jong in particular has challenged the idea that Louis was 

only “des großen Kaisers kleiner Sohn”.61 She argues that his striking piety – often expressed in tears 

– was not novel, but had its roots in the reign of his father.62 Yet this view overlooks the fact that in 

Louis’ reign, rulers were encouraged to weep, and were represented weeping, in ways not seen in 

the reign of Charlemagne. They should weep whilst praying, and these tears were described in terms 

previously associated with the tears of monastic or episcopal individuals. The association of these 

virtues with the construction of authority is striking. Thus, these conclusions firstly build on other 

work which suggest authority in late antiquity was grounded in ascetic ideas.63 What is especially 

striking is the way that, by the early ninth century, these discourses were fashioned for rulers.  

Secondly, these conclusions emphasise the differences between Charlemagne and Louis the Pious. It 

seems that the son, who grew up in Aquitaine and was unfamiliar with his father’s imperial court, 

operated in a court culture dictated by quite different emotional norms. Overall, this thesis places 

more emphasis on debate, change and variety between representations of royal weeping 

throughout the ninth century. In particular, attention will be drawn to the striking change which 

took place after 814. These points might seem rather minor – they are based entirely on how a ruler 

was or wasn’t encouraged to weep – but, as argued above, this is significant. The tears of a ruler are 

not incidental, but had a number of implications for the nature of kingship at a fundamental level. 

Thus, they also have a number of implications for how we think about Carolingian rulership and 

intellectual culture more broadly. 

The structure of this thesis draws attention to these changes by exploring the representation of 

royal weeping in a series of case studies, the majority of which are drawn from the Carolingian 

period. The case studies – each of which focus on a specific author or specific authors - were 

selected according to specific criteria. In each case, we find either extensive narrative ‘scenes’, as 

defined by Pizarro, or extended considerations of the meaning of weeping. As such, we can form a 

three-dimensional idea of how tears were understood, which would not be provided by a passing 

reference. Additionally, groups of authors who have demonstrable links either to one another or a 

specific court were selected. In doing so, a picture of a community can be formed. In short, this 

thesis aims to sample how intellectual communities, which interacted with royal or imperial courts, 

considered royal weeping. In doing this, I am able to observe patterns which will suggest conclusions 
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about the development of weeping and the changing nature of royal power across the early middle 

ages more broadly.  

The thesis opens with a consideration of the intellectual background to the Carolingian 

understanding of tears. In this chapter, influential ideas surrounding tears in Roman, biblical and 

earlier Frankish sources will be considered. The purpose of this chapter is two-fold. Firstly, it draws 

attention to the foundations of Carolingian ideas about tears. Secondly, the changing representation 

of tears in three closely related Merovingian histories demonstrates that the meanings attached to 

tears changed in different early medieval environments. This reaffirms my earlier claim that the 

meanings applied to tears were culturally constructed and, as such, they are a valuable topic of 

historical study.  

The second chapter focuses on the beginning of the Carolingian renovatio, which represents, in the 

context of royal weeping, a striking break with the past. From the late eighth century onwards, rulers 

were encouraged to weep in ways not seen in Frankish narrative sources before this point. In 

particular, Charlemagne was expected to weep on account of his grief and to beg for divine aid in 

battle in imitation of the Old Testament ruler, Hezekiah.  

The following two chapters focus on the reign of his son, Louis the Pious. Chapter three examines 

the different ways that tears were mobilised by Louis’ supporters and detractors both before and 

after the conflicts of 830 and 833. Chapter four focuses on exegetical material, and demonstrates 

that numerous models, beyond the penitential David, were available to intellectuals when thinking 

about royal weeping. Significantly, in both of these chapters we can see a growing interest in tears 

associated with prayer and contemplation of God. These tears are not associated with rulers in 

earlier Frankish texts. Instead, they are the sort of tears a monk or priest might shed.  

Chapter five turns to the end of the ninth century, focusing particularly on the writings of Hincmar of 

Reims and Notker of St Gall. Here, we can see divergences in the sort of tears two different authors 

expected from a ruler. From these case studies, broader conclusions about the changing meanings 

applied to royal tears will be drawn. Whilst Notker expected a ruler to weep like a bishop, Hincmar 

sought to delineate between episcopal and royal duties through his discussions of weeping.  

Chapter six moves beyond the end of the ninth century, and surveys three different accounts of 

weeping in the tenth century. Whilst authors active in or around Reims in the mid-tenth century 

disagreed over whether a ruler should cry at all, authors associated with Otto I encouraged him to 

cry to petition God for aid and, significantly, in imitation of Christ to show his mercy. Furthermore, a 

community especially concerned with royal penance is identified at the court of Otto III. Taken 
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together, these chapters write a history of royal and imperial weeping throughout the eighth, ninth 

and tenth centuries. They additionally, through the lens of tears, illuminate the changing and 

contested approaches of authors to the nature of royal authority in the same period.  
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Chapter 1: The Intellectual Background 
 

The Bible, late antique theological writings and Merovingian histories were all consumed by 

Carolingian intellectuals, who used these texts to understand their present. According to them, kings 

behaved like the Old Testament King David or the late antique Roman Emperor Theodosius. 

Similarly, bishops acted like the prophet Nathan or Bishop Ambrose of Milan. If we are to 

understand the discourses which surrounded royal weeping in the Carolingian period, we must begin 

by turning to the intellectual heritage of these discourses. This chapter will firstly outline the biblical 

and Roman ideas about tears which influenced Carolingian and post-Carolingian intellectuals most 

profoundly. Secondly, the representation of weeping rulers in pre-Carolingian Frankish narratives 

will be considered. In doing so, another possible source of inspiration for later Frankish ideas about 

weeping will be identified. In addition, an important methodological point will be made. Authors 

writing in the sixth, seventh and eighth centuries drew on similar sources, but represented weeping 

rulers in quite different ways. As such, we can see how the tears of rulers meant different things in 

different times and places. Thus, the value of this thesis’ aim to write a history of these changing 

meanings is underlined.   

Biblical Models 
 

Biblical figures wept for a number of reasons. They cried to lament their sins and demonstrate their 

remorse and, in doing so, were able to avert God’s wrath. Such tears were described in the books of 

Isaiah and Ezekiel, for example.1 David is the most prominent example of an individual who wept in 

this way. When he caught sight of Bathsheba bathing, David was struck with lust. After committing 

adultery with Bathsheba, he sent her husband, Uriah, to die in battle. He was then admonished by 

God’s prophet, Nathan, wept and was ultimately forgiven by God. These tears were referred to in 

the second book of Kings.2 They are also alluded to in the penitential psalms – the group of seven 

psalms (6, 31, 37, 50, 101, 129, and 142) which were to be recited in penance and were often 

collected together in the early medieval period. This connection between tears and remorse can also 

be found in the New Testament. An unnamed female sinner – later identified as Mary Magdalene – 

wept as she washed Christ’s feet and anointed them with a valuable ointment in Luke 7.38. Similarly, 

after denying that he knew Christ on the night of his passion, the apostle Peter “wept bitterly”.3 

Elsewhere in the Old Testament, the idea that tears can provoke God’s mercy was underlined. It was 

                                                           
1 Isa 15.3, 22.12; Ezek 27.31. 
2 1 and 2 Kings, not 1 and 2 Samuel, will be used throughout the thesis, in line with ninth century practice.  
3 Luke 22.62, Matt 26.75: “flevit amare”. 
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in this way that, in 4 Kings 29 and Isaiah 38, one of David’s descendants, King Hezekiah, cried when it 

became clear he was about to die of an illness. Hezekiah’s sorrow over death was provoked by the 

fact that he had no heirs and God’s grant of an extra fifteen years of live allowed him to conceive a 

successor. Unlike David, these tears were not prefaced by a confession of sin, but instead a 

profession of Hezekiah’s good deeds. He was deserving of mercy precisely because he was so 

praiseworthy. 

In addition to weeping when praying to God, biblical figures also wept out of love for other people. 

For example, the book of Genesis described how Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery and in doing 

so deceived their father. The ultimate reunion of the family in Egypt was accompanied by weeping 

from all quarters.4 Similarly, in 1 Kings 20.41, David wept as he embraced his friend Jonathon shortly 

before bidding him farewell. As we will see, unlike the references to David’s penitential tears, these 

tears were not considered important by Carolingian biblical commentators.  

Christ was also described weeping on three different occasions in the bible. John’s gospel describes 

the tears he shed over the death of Lazarus.5 Shortly after weeping, Christ brought Lazarus back to 

life. Both Matthew and Luke’s gospels describe the tears Christ shed over Jerusalem – a city which 

had strayed far from God - before his crucifixion.6 Finally, on the night before his passion, Christ 

wept as he prayed in the garden of Gethsemane.7 The explicit motivation for Christ’s tears is not 

made clear in any of these biblical verses. As a result of this, as we will see in chapters two and four, 

early medieval biblical commentators could be very flexible in their explanations as to why Christ 

cried and what Christians could learn from it.  

Roman Models 
 

Unlike in the Bible, in the Roman world emotions got a bad press. They were often viewed as 

something to be trampled down or controlled. Influenced by stoic philosophy, thinkers contended 

that emotions stood in contrast to reason, and that a wise person would not be subject to outbursts 

of passions such as weeping.8 This was especially the case with grief. Although grief was natural, a 

wise man ought not to rail against fate, but instead bear their bereavement dispassionately.9 For 

example, the stoic philosopher Seneca advised a correspondent to replace his recently deceased 

                                                           
4 Gen 42.24; 43.30; 45.14; 45.15; 45.20. 
5 John 11.35. 
6 Luke 19.41-44 and Matthew 23.37-39. 
7 Hebrews 5.7. 
8 Rosenwein, Emotional Communities, pp. 32-39. 
9 See for example Seneca the Younger, Epistle 99, in ed. Richard Gummere, Epistulae (Cambridge, 2014), vol. 3, 
p. 138. 
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friend, Flaccus, instead of mourning him. This was because, for men, mourning was “not 

honourable” and should be avoided at all costs.10 This idea continued to be influential after the 

Christianisation of the Roman empire in the third century. Individuals still should not weep over the 

death of others. Yet the reasons for this changed. In 384, Jerome, sent to a letter to Paula, a 

senatorial woman and one of his disciples, on the death of her daughter Blesilla. In it, he advised 

Paula not to weep. This is because, after Christ’s death on the cross, the righteous are saved. 

According to this interpretation, Christs’ sacrifice meant that all Christians should rejoice for the 

dead, instead of grieving for them.11 

A similar example can be found in a sermon which Ambrose, the bishop of Milan, gave on the death 

of his brother in 378. This sermon is divided into two parts. The first was delivered at Satyrus’ 

funeral, and the second was given a week later. In the first part, Ambrose described his grief. He 

gave long accounts of his weeping whilst repeatedly reprimanding himself for such expressions. In 

1.4, he asks the audience “why should I weep so deeply for my brother, when I know that divine love 

could not die”.12 Similarly, in 1.15, Ambrose warned against weeping, in case such behaviour could 

be seen as communicating despair, or that he and his congregation doubted the merits of his 

brother and his place in paradise.13 He described how not all weeping was problematic because: “on 

the one hand there is natural sorrow, on the other the sadness of disbelief. There is a difference 

between longing for what you have lost and mourning because you have lost it”.14 

The problems raised by grief are also discussed by the Augustine, the bishop of Hippo, who had close 

links with both Ambrose and Jerome. He considers tears multiple times in the Confessions: his 

autobiographical account of his conversion written between 397 and 400. In his first book he 

describes his education and bemoans the tears he shed over the death of Dido, the queen of 

Carthage, recorded in the Aeneid: “I was made to master the wanderings of some fellow called 

Aeneas (meanwhile neglecting my own wanderings), and to weep for Dido’s dying, just because she 

killed herself for love. And all the time – pitiable though I was – in such matters I endured my own 

dying away from you, O God, my life and I shed not a single tear.”15 Instead of lamenting the state of 

                                                           
10 Seneca, Epistle 63, in Gummere, Epistulae, vol. 1, p. 434: “nullum honestum”. 
11 Jerome, Epistulae, ed. I. Hilberg, CSEL 54, Epist. 39, 54.5, pp. 300 – 303. 
12 Ambrose of Milan, ed. O. Faller, De Excessu Fratris Satyri, CSEL 73 (1955), 1.4, p.211: “Aut cur ego 
vehementius fleam fratrem, cum sciam illam mori non potuisse pietatem?” 
13 Ibid., 1.15, p.217. 
14 Ibid., 1.10, p.214: “Alius naturae dolor, alia est tristitia diffidentiae. Et plurimum refert desiderare, quod 

habueris, et lugere, quod amiseris.”  
15 Augustine of Hippo, ed. and tr. Carolyn Hammond, Confessions (Cambridge, 2014), vol. 1, 1.20, pp. 36-7: 
‘quibus tenere cogebar aeneae nescio cuius errores oblitus errorum meorum et plorare didonem mortuam, quia 

se occidit ab amore, cum interea me ipsum in his a te morientem, deus, uita mea, siccis oculis ferrem 
miserrimus’. 
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his soul and turning towards God, Augustine wept on behalf of literary characters and their imagined 

sorrow over corporal matters. Referring to an exercise which would have been familiar to all who 

received a Roman education, he uses this passage to demonstrate his greater emotional investment 

in his worldly education than his spiritual development. The problems with grief raised in this 

passage are similar to those considered by Ambrose and Jerome: grief is caused by with earthly and 

not spiritual affection. 

This is not the only time grief is dealt with in the Confessions. In the fourth book, Augustine 

described how he had lamented the death of a close friend.16 On several occasions, his mother – 

Monica – was represented weeping over her son’s absence.17 Like in Ambrose and Jerome’s writings, 

these tears betray attachment to the world and are thus condemned. The problematic nature of 

grief is dealt with at greatest length on the ninth book of the Confessions. Here, Augustine described 

his and his family’s response to his mother’s death. As soon as Monica died, Augustine’s son 

Adeodatus “cried aloud in his grief and was only checked by a concentrated effort from us all”.18 

Augustine then described his own struggle to overcome his own desire to weep. He claims that it 

was not right to mark Monica’s death with tears, and views this desire to weep as a childish feeling 

which can only be overcome with the “more mature voice of my heart”.19 He attended Monica’s 

burial with dry eyes. Yet, ultimately, he broke down and briefly wept in grief when he was alone.20 

He reprimanded himself for these tears. They were soon followed by a “different kind of tears” 

which were motivated instead by sorrow over the dangers of sin.21 Indeed, as he wept, Augustine 

prayed that God would have mercy on his mother’s soul. Echoing Ambrose’s De excessu, Augustine 

stated that tears on the death of a loved one are allowed in certain circumstances: tears should not 

be shed because the deceased will be missed. Instead, the bereaved can tearfully consider the sins 

of all mankind and ask God to forgive the sins of the deceased.  

A similar approach to grief can be noted elsewhere in Augustine’s writings: in the Tractates in 

Iohannis, completed between 413 and 418. When expanding on John 11.35 – which described the 

tears Christ shed as he heard of his friend, Lazarus’, death – Augustine considered the motivation for 

these tears. He claimed that Christ did not weep out of grief, but instead to encourage mankind to 

weep over their sins.22 Here, he acted as a model for penitential weepers, and not as a bereaved 

                                                           
16 Ibid., 4.9-10, pp.144-147 
17 Ibid., 1, 5.15, 210-213;  
18 Augustine, ed. and tr. Carolyn Hammond, Confessions (Cambridge, 2016) vol.2, 9.29, pp. 54-5: “puer 
Adeodatus exclamavit in planctu atque ab omnibus nobis cohercitus tacuit”. 
19 Ibid., 9.29, pp.54-5: “iuvenali voce cordis” (as opposed to puerilis desire to weep referred to earlier). 
20 Ibid., 9.29-33, pp. 54-61. 
21 Ibid., 9.34, pp. 62-3: “aliud lacrimarum genus”.  
22 Augustine, ed. R. Willems, In Iohannis euangelium tractatus, CC SL 36 (1954), 49.18. 
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friend. He did not weep involuntarily as humans did. Instead, he wept to encourage others to do 

penance. 

In each of these cases, we can see how different men living in the late Roman empire took an idea 

with deep classical roots and gave it a Christian gloss. Christians should avoid tears not because they 

were “not honourable”, but instead because the soul of the deceased was now in heaven. However, 

Jerome, Ambrose and Augustine differed on a specific question: should weeping be allowed at all? 

Ambrose allowed it in a limited measure – indeed it was natural - whilst Jerome prohibited it 

completely. Augustine took a different tack: the bereaved could weep, but not because of their grief. 

Instead, they can only ask that the sins of the deceased might be forgiven. Later authors often 

turned to these patristic writings when considering grief and, like Ambrose, Augustine andJerome, 

had to decide the amount of flexibility they allowed in the expression of grief. There was no one 

model, but instead a number of different ones with which they could engage.  

In addition to modifying the classical discourse surrounding grief, Christian authors also built on the 

connection between remorse and weeping. Indeed, this was a period in which ideas of penance – 

the process by which a sinner becomes reconciled with God – were being developed.23 The most 

prominent penitent sinner in the late fourth century was the emperor Theodosius I. In 390 the 

emperor was implicated in a massacre of civilians at Thessaloniki. After the civilians rioted against 

the presence of a gothic garrison, Theodosius ordered the deaths of spectators at the circus. When 

he tried to enter Milan after this event, Bishop Ambrose refused to meet him and advised him to 

penance.24 This event was described by the historian Theoderet and transmitted in the Latin west in 

Cassiodorus’ Historia Ecclesiastica Tripartita (HET).25 Theoderet described how, for several months, 

Theodosius prayed, fasted and wept and, after this period, he was received back into the church by 

Ambrose. This scene was a significant one. Theodosius proved to be an influential model for 

penitential rulers throughout the early middle ages.  

Beyond these discussions of grief and penance, we can see a growing effort, especially amongst 

monastic authors, to do two things. Firstly, they claimed that good Christians ought to weep: the life 

of a Christian was one of tears. Secondly, they created a framework for these tears. In particular, 

these tears were viewed as suitable for their largely male audience: they provided a model of 

                                                           
23 Kevin Uhalde, ‘Spiritual Guarantors at Penance, Baptism and Penance in the Latin West (c.800-c.1200), 99-
120, and Rob Meens, ‘Juridical Administration in the Church and Pastoral Care in the Early Medieval Penance’, 
73-96 both in Abigail Firey, ed., A New History of Penance (Leiden, 2008).  
24 Neil McLynn, Ambrose of Milan: church and court in a Christian capital (Berkeley, 1994), p.330. 
25 Transmitted in the Latin west in Historia Ecclesiastica Tripartita (quam Cassiodorus Epiphanium scholasticum 
e Socrate, Sozomeno et Theodoreto colligere latineque uertere iussit), ed. W. Jacob and R. Hanslik, CSEL 71 
(1952), book 9, cap. 30.3-6, 8-10, 18-21, 22. 
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masculinity which encouraged crying. They enumerated the different motivations which could 

provoke holy tears, and differentiated these from other, less virtuous motivations which could also 

provoke weeping. 

Augustine’s Confessions provide alternative models of grief to which Carolingian authors could turn. 

Yet this was not the only way Augustine described himself weeping in this work. Augustine not only 

reprimanded himself for tears shed over earthly matters, he also suggested he ought to weep over 

spiritual matters. It is in this way that tears played a central role in his account of his conversion in 

the seventh book of the Confessions. Augustine narrated how, when sitting in the garden one day, 

he was struck with sorrow over his current life and a desire to turn more fully towards God. He burst 

into tears and lamented his sins. Drying his eyes, he takes up a book and, turning to randomly 

selected passage, he read: “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, 

and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” He then tells his companion – Alypius 

– and his mother of his revelation and rejoices with them.26 The emotional journey of this passage – 

conversion begins with tearful sorrow and culminates in joy – is replicated elsewhere in Augustine’s 

writings. For example, in his On the Sermon on the Mount, Augustine considers the meaning of the 

second beatitude (Matt 5.4): ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted’. According 

to Augustine, this passage refers to the process of conversion. The mourning accompanies 

detachment from earthly concerns. Yet this grief - essential to conversion – is soon followed by joy.27  

Jerome also considered the way a Christian ought to weep in his own expansion on Matt 5.4. Jerome 

dictated a commentary on the gospel of Matthew in 398 in Bethlehem. In this work, which was 

created hastily in the midst of theological controversy, he expanded only briefly on the second 

beatitude – “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted (Matt 5.4)”. Jerome stated 

that: “the mourning described here is not the mourning of those who have died in accordance with 

the common law of nature, but the mourning over those who have died in their sins and vices. Thus 

did Samuel weep for Saul because he had made the Lord regret that he had anointed him king of 

Israel. Thus did the apostle Paul claim to weep and mourn for those who did not do penance after 

committing fornication and uncleanness”.28 Here, tears were associated with specific holy figures – 

Paul and Samuel – and were shed on account of a specific motivation – sorrow over the sins of 

others. Furthermore, these tears are explicitly contrasted with another, less virtuous form of 

weeping: they are not like the tears shed over those who have died. To Jerome, tears could be a sign 

                                                           
26 The passage is Matt 19.21. See Augustine, Confessions, vol.1, 8.16-30, pp. 386-413.  
27 Augustine, ed. A. Mutzenbecher, De sermone Domini in monte, CC SL 35 (1967), 1.5. 
28Jerome, Commentarii in euangelium Matthaei, ed. D. Hurst and M. Adriaen, CC SL 77, 1, line 445: Tr. Thomas 
Scheck, Commentary on Matthew (Washington, 2008), pp. 75-76. 
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of holiness: it was the feeling which provoked them which determined this. Sorrow over sin, and not 

the death of friends or family, was an appropriate motivation for weeping.  

A more thorough view of the reasons a monk ought to weep are given around twenty years later by 

the monastic thinker, John Cassian. Cassian created his Collationes - a collection of dialogues 

conducted with Egyptian abbots, which were put together to provide monks in Gail with a guide for 

monastic life – around 420. In the ninth conference, with Abbot Isaac on the topic of prayer, a young 

monk, Germanus, bemoaned the fact he could not produce tears at will. Isaac told him that holy 

tears came from God and could not be forced. He went on to discuss the many feelings or virtues 

which caused tears. These are: one’s own sins, the contemplation of God and desire for heavenly 

glory, the fear of hell, and the sins of others.29 Like Jerome, Cassian outlined the virtues of tears, but 

gave not only one laudable motivation but four.  

A similar framework was deployed in the last decades of the sixth century by the monk and pope, 

Gregory the Great. In the Moralia in Iob, Gregory described a two-fold model of weeping which 

contrasted the tears of compunction, which accompanied an awareness of sin, and the tears of joy 

which came when one looks on heavenly delights. In Job 23.36, Job’s associates told him that if he 

worshiped God, God would look favourably on him and joy would soon follow. Gregory expanded on 

this verse with a discussion on tearful prayers:  

“On one hand, a man is pricked when he looks within himself and is terrified with dread of 

his own faults. On the other hand, there is true pricking, when he looks on heavenly joys and 

is strengthened with hope and security. One pricking causes sadness, the other tears of true 

joy.”30  

And later in the same section:  

“Firstly, we cleanse what we have done through sorrow, and then those joys of the heavenly 

kingdom will be found by our worldly eyes within our hearts. And afterwards we observe, 

through our joy, a clearer view of what we seek.”31  

This was not the only time Gregory discussed tears according to the two-fold framework. In his 

Dialogues on the Miracles of the Italian Fathers he described how his own stomach ache was cured 

                                                           
29 Cassian, Collationes, 9.29, pp. 275 – 276. 
30 Gregory the Great, ed. M. Adriaen, Moralia in Iob, CC SL 143 (Brepols, 1979-1985), 25.6: “Aliter enim 

quisque compungitur, cum interna intuens, malorum suorum pauore terretur; aliter uero compungitur, cum 

gaudia superna conspiciens, spe quadam et securitate roboratur. Illa compunctio afficientes ac tristes, haec 

uero laetas lacrimas mouet.” 
31 Gregory, Moralia, 24.6: “et tunc mundatis oculis cordis illa laetitia patriae caelestis aperitur, ut prius 
purgemus lugendo quod fecimus; et postmodum manifestius contemplemur per gaudia quod quaeramus.” 
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after he wept and prayed to God. When asked by his interlocuter – Peter – what the benefit of 

weeping was, Gregory outlines the different sorts of tears, drawing a similar contrast between tears 

of contrition shed over sins, and tears of joy shed when contemplating heaven.32 

As in Cassian’s Collationes, Gregory distinguishes between the different motivations which can cause 

virtuous weeping. Indeed, these motivations are similar to Cassian’s: both describe the tears of joy 

which are shed when the individual contemplates heaven and contrast these with tears shed overs 

sins, although Cassian lists three different ways an individual can weep over sins. Piroska Nagy has 

drawn attention to Gregory and Cassian’s systematisation of holy tears. She emphasises how 

influential these schemes were both in late antiquity and the high middle ages.33 Moving beyond 

Nagy’s arguments, the following chapters will emphasise how influential they also were in the 

Carolingian period. 

 Finally, it is worth considering a specific doctrine which rose up around the idea of weeping over the 

sins of others. Augustine wept to intercede on behalf of his mother after her death, and Cassian 

described how monks ought to weep on behalf of society’s sins. Yet this was discussed in a more 

formal way in a later, Anglo-Saxon text: the Whitby Life of Gregory of the Great, which was 

composed between 680 and 704. The author of this work narrates how “the soul of the Emperor 

Trajan was refreshed and even baptised by St Gregory’s tears”.34 One day, Gregory heard how Trajan 

had come to the aid of a widow and forced the murders of her son to pay recompense. Struck by 

Trajan’s virtues, Gregory went straight to St Peters basilica at the Vatican, Rome. There he wept and 

was assured that – in doing so – he had saved Trajan’s soul.35 Marilyn Dunn draws attention to the 

obvious attraction of this doctrine for Anglo-Saxon audiences: it meant that earlier, pagan rulers 

were no longer condemned to hell, but instead could be redeemed.36 But this image had wider 

implications: it affirms something hinted at before:  so-called ‘baptism of tears’ claims that tearful 

prayers can redeem those who were already dead.  

 

 

                                                           
32 Gregory the Great, ed. Adalbert de Vogüé, Dialogues, Grégoire le Grand, Sources chrétiennes (Paris, 1978), 
no. 251, 3.34. 
33 Nagy, Le don, pp.124-134 
34 Anonymous monk of Whitby, Bertram Colgrave, ed. and tr., The Earliest life of Gregory the Great (Lawrence, 
1968) pp. 126-7: ‘... sancti Gregorii lacrimis animam Traiani imperatoris refrigerateram’.  
35 Ibid., pp.126-128.  
36 Marilyn Dunn, The Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons c.597-700 (London, 2009) pp. 172-3.  



33 
 

Merovingian Narratives 
 

Carolingian intellectuals and rulers in the late eighth century did not only inherit ideas gleaned from 

the biblical, classical and patristic sources. They could also turn to a past which was more recent and 

local. The following section will take three examples from Frankish texts: one from the later sixth 

century, one from the mid-seventh century, and one from the mid-eighth century. In doing so, I will 

sketch the lachrymose landscape in the Merovingian and early Carolingian period.  

Four narrative sources sit at the heart of this section: Gregory of Tours’ Historiae, the Fredegar 

Chronicon, Jonas of Bobbio’s Vita Vedasti and the Liber Historia Francorum (LHF). These are the most 

extensive narrative sources for the period in question and provide an incomparably rich account of 

the events of these years. They are therefore amongst the very few sources which include the sort of 

‘scenes’ which Pizarro describes and in which we often find accounts of weeping.  

These narratives will be approached in two ways. Firstly, they will be understood, where possible, 

within their intellectual context. They will be read alongside other sources from a similar period and 

region. For example, Venantius Fortunatus’ carmina will be considered alongside Gregory of Tours’ 

Historiae. Venantius was the bishop of Poitiers at the same time Gregory was bishop of Tours. He 

was a correspondent of Gregory and he interacted with the same rulers. Secondly, this section will 

consider the way these four narratives retold the same stories. Similar scenes were described in 

each of the histories. This was no coincidence: the authors of both the Fredegar Chronicon, Jonas’ 

vita and the LHF drew heavily on an abbreviated version of Gregory’s Historiae.37 It is illuminating to 

not how these later authors approached the lachrymose scenes described in Gregory’s Historiae. The 

way they altered, excised and added to the accounts of tears the found in the Historiae reveals much 

about the way the meanings applied to tears changed between the sixth and eighth centuries.38 In 

particular, the extent to which weeping was a behaviour expected of elite secular men changed. This 

approach allows us not only to glimpse the emotional cultures of two moments in the seventh and 

eighth centuries. It also strengthens a methodological point made in the introduction: the meanings 

applied to tears were not universal, but instead were culturally constructed. 

In the final decades of the sixth century, two figures described the tears of rulers: Gregory of Tours, 

in his Historiae, and Venantius Fortunatus, in his Carmina. Both men were active in Merovingian 

                                                           
37 For details of the abbreviated version of the Historia and its transmission see Helmut Reimitz, ‘Social 
Networks and Identities in Frankish Historiography’, in Richard Corradini et al, The Construction of 
Communities in the Early Middle Ages (Leiden, 2003), p. 251. 
38 Compare with Helmut Reimitz, ‘The Art of Truth’, in Richard Corradini et al, eds., Texts and Identities in the 
Early Middle Ages (Vienna, 2006), p. 88. 
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Gaul in the same period, and from the 570s onwards, Gregory was Venantius’ patron. Furthermore, 

Venantius acted in concert with Gregory’s political agenda and they planned literary 

collaborations.39 They engaged with many of the same royal courts: prominently Brunhild’s in 

Austrasia and Chilperic’s in Neustria, and addressed their works to these courts.  

Gregory described rulers weeping for a variety of reasons. Sometimes rulers wept in defeat. In 2.41, 

King Chararic, for example, wept over the prospect of his hair being cut after his defeat at the hands 

of his cousin, Clovis.40 Elsewhere, rulers wept at moments of religious conversion. Clovis shed tears 

in battle against the Alemannians as he declared his new-found faith in God.41 The majority of the 

references to tears in the Historiae, however, can be considered in the context of family 

relationships.  

Gregory praised tears shed in this context. On a number of occasions in the seventh and eighth 

books of the Historiae, Gutram, the perfect ruler in this work, repeatedly cried over the death or 

suffering of family members.42 In contrast, Chilperic, the “Nero and Herod” of the Historiae was 

condemned for “shedding no tears” when he heard of the death of his son, Clovis, whom he had 

imprisoned.43 These tears had a pointed political message. Gregory was deeply concerned by the 

civil wars which ravaged the Frankish kingdoms. Guy Halsall, for example, has examined the preface 

to book V and suggested that the desire to exhort kings to live in peace, and to identify greed and 

familial discord as the cause of war lay at the heart of his work.44 Rosenwein has argued that he used 

emotions to communicate this message: throughout the Historiae, close emotional relationships 

between family members were described and praised.45  

Thus, royal tears often reflected sorrow over discord between family members. This is apparent in 

King Clothar’s lament over the rebellion of his son, Chramn, in 4.20.46 Similarly, when rulers wept in 

penance, they did so after committing violence against family members. Sigismund ordered the 

                                                           
39 Brian Brennan, ‘The Career of Venantius Fortunatus’, Traditio, 41 (1985), 71; 77. 
40 Gregory of Tours, Liber Historiarum X, ed. Bruno Krusch and Wilhelmus Levison, MGH, SS rer. Merov. 1, 1 
(Hannover, 1951) 2.41, p. 91. 
41 Ibid., 2.30, p.75. 
42 Ibid., 7.5, p.328; 8.5, p.374; 8.10, p.377; 5.39, 247. 
43 Ibid., 5.39, p.247, lin.7: “Quibus verbis rex Chilpericus inlusus, nec flevit”. Martin Heinzelmann, Gregory of 
Tours (Cambridge, 2006), pp. 36-7; Guy Halsall, on the other hand, argues that Gregory actually had a good 
working relationship with Chilperic whilst clashing with Gutram in ‘Nero and Herod?’, Kathleen Mitchell and 
Ian Wood, eds., The World of Gregory of Tours (Leiden, 2002) p. 347. Whichever way round it was, in the 
narrative of the Historiae, Chilperic is a ‘bad king’ whilst Gutram is a ‘good king’.  
44 Guy Halsall, ‘The Preface to Book V of Gregory of Tours’ Histories’, English Historical Review, 496, (2007), pp. 
297-317. 
45 Barbara Rosenwein, ‘Writing and Emotions in Gregory of Tours’, in Walter Pohl et al, eds, Vom Nutzen des 
Schreibens (Vienna, 2002), pp. 23-32. 
46 Gregory, Liber, 4.20, p. 153. 
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death of his son at the instigation of his new wife, and Chilperic ordered the death of his wife at his 

lover, Fredegund’s, encouragement.47 After doing this, both men wept. Notably, Chilperic’s short 

lived tears, which he shed for only a few days before returning to his lover’s bed, are criticised and 

precede a period of civil war. Sigismund’s tears, on the other hand, lead him to retreat to a 

monastery and do penance there. No political rupture or civil war follows. This all supports 

Rosenwein’s argument about the role emotions played in the Historia. Appropriate tears minimised 

familial discord and avert civil war, even after murder, whereas insufficient weeping led to violent 

conflict in both a familial and political context.  

The tears shed in 3.18 can be understood in a similar way.48 The kings Childebert and Clothar killed 

their nephews in the presence of their grandmother, Clothilde. In this scene, Clothilde wept for the 

boys. Even more illuminating are the tears of one of the young boys, shed as he addressed 

Childebert as “most dutiful father” and begged for his life. This in turn provoked tears from 

Childebert, who had a change of heart and asked his brother to show mercy. Clothar did not show 

mercy, and Childebert reluctantly killed his nephew. This scene does not paint a picture of family 

peace, but the language used by both the young boy and Childebert is interesting: they both refer to 

family relationships as they weep and seek to avert murder. In particular, it was in addressing 

Childebert as a “most dutiful father”, and foregrounding the emotions and duties expected of this 

relationship, that the boy provoked Childebert’s tears. Tears were again provoked by a myriad of 

potential emotions, from fear to remorse. But here, as above, they were used by Gregory to reframe 

this scene not as a political assassination but a transgression in familial relationships. Thus, again this 

suggests that they reflect assumptions about the way individuals should cry in the context of family 

relationships. 

Venantius Fortunatus similarly described rulers weeping over family members. He referred to the 

tears of grief which could be shed over the death of a loved one in two consolation letters addressed 

to Chilperic and Fredegund. Unlike Gregory, he censured such weeping. In the summer of 580, the 

two sons of Chilperic and Fredegund died. In response, Venantius wrote two letters: one at the time 

and one the following spring. He opened the first letter with an expression of despair: “O harsh 

condition and irreversible destiny of fate”.49 He went on to discuss biblical models which concerned 

the loss of a son. Tears were mentioned at the end of the letter. Here, Venantius discussed the 

futility of tears: “we weep, we groan, but we are not able to avail anything”.50 Venantius exhorted 

                                                           
47 Ibid., 3.5, p.101; 4.28, p. 161. 
48 Pizarro, Rhetoric, p. 85. 
49Venantius Fortunatus, Carmina, ed. Fridericus Leo, MGH, Auct. Ant. 4, 1, (1881), 9.2, p. 205: “Aspera condicio 
et sors inrevocabilis horae!” 
50 Ibid., 9.2, p.207: “ploramus, gemimus, sed nec prodesse valemus”. 
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the couple not to be tormented and advised Chilperic to “bear (his) suffering patiently”.51 The 

second consolation letter to Chilperic and Fredegund continued this theme. He told the couple not 

to grieve, but rejoice with the coming of spring.52  

Venantius referred to effusive royal grief. Yet unlike Gregory, Venantius did not praise this, but 

instead encouraged restraint. In part, this reflected Venantius’ choice of genre. Throughout late 

antiquity, consolation letters – like the one Jerome addressed to Paula – advised the bereaved not to 

lament the death of their loved one. Instead, they should rejoice that they were now in heaven. 

Ambrose’s De Excessu, which allowed limited weeping and suggested that grief was natural, 

demonstrates that there was some flexibility in this genre. Thus, Venantius’ uncompromising 

approach is interesting: his approach is nearer to the school of thought we see in Jerome’s letters 

than the one exemplified by Ambrose’s sermon. This suggests he valued a different view of royal 

comportment to Gregory, who praised lachrymose grief.53 In spite of this, the writings of both men 

enable us to see the same world. Venantius’ approach to tears in his two consolation letters betrays 

assumptions about the way that love of close relatives could provoke weeping in the late sixth-

century Neustrian court.  

This finding complicates the conclusions Barbara Rosenwein draws in Emotional Communities. She 

claims that Gregory and Venantius constituted an “emotional community”, and argues that similar 

assumptions regarding emotions can be noted in each work. In particular, she sees “an intense 

sentimentality regarding the love family members felt for one another.”54 It is true that both 

Venantius and Gregory expected effusive expressions of emotion to accompany familial love, but 

they did not both value such expressions. For Gregory, they were a welcome sign of concord in the 

political order. Venantius, however, argued that such expressions should be avoided and advised his 

rulers to avoid tears. In short, they moved in the same emotional world, but valued tears differently. 

It was not long before this sixth-century consensus soon disintegrated. By the mid-seventh century, 

rulers were no longer represented weeping out of love for family members. Indeed, it seems that 

                                                           
51 Ibid., 9.2, p.208: “patienter vince dolores”. 
52 Ibid., 9.3, p.210. 
53 Rosenwein sees Gregory and Venantius constituting an emotional community, arguing that similar 
assumptions regarding emotions can be noted in each work. She sees “an intense sentimentality regarding the 
love family members felt for one another.” Emotional Communities, p. 113; Thickpenny, on the other hand, 
also argues that both authors valued tears of grief: ‘Temper Tantrums’, p. 24. This thesis acknowledges this, 
but emphasises the differences between the men. They moved in the same emotional world, but valued tears 
differently.  
54 Rosenwein, Emotional Communities, p. 113. Cynthia Thickpenny similarly argues that both authors valued 
tears of grief: ‘Temper Tantrums’, p. 24. 
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they were not expected to weep at all. Tears were not an appropriate form of royal behaviour. 

Instead, they became the preserve of the weak and those incapable of wielding power.   

In the Historia, Clovis wept at the moment of his battlefield conversion, demonstrating the sincerity 

of his belief in God. In two seventh-century texts, both of which took the Historia as a source, two 

authors retold this story. Jonas of Bobbio included it in his vita of Vaast, the bishop of Arras who 

allegedly played a role in overseeing Clovis’ conversion, which was written in the 560s.55 It was also 

included in the Fredegar Chronicon, which was created by an anonymous author in the mid-seventh 

century. Although both authors drew on the Historia as a source, neither described Clovis crying.56 

Furthermore, elsewhere in the Chronicon, Fredegar drew on three other lachrymose scenes from 

Gregory’s Historia: Sigismund’s murder of his son; Chramn’s rebellion against his father Clothar; and 

Chilperic’s murder of his wife.57 Although, Fredegar quoted the Historia when recounting each of 

these scenes, the tears are removed in each case.  

Even more telling are the moments when tears were added by the author of the Fredegar Chronicon. 

Rulers are represented weeping twice in the Chronicon. Both references can be found in the fourth 

book, which was not based on earlier sources, but written entirely by Fredegar. In both scenes, the 

individuals cried at moments of defeat and in ways which underlined their weaknesses. In 4.87, 

Sigibert III faced rebellion from Radulf, the duke of Thuringia, who defeated him in battle. In 

response to this, “Sigibert, like his followers, was seized with wildest grief and sat there on his horse 

weeping unrestrainedly for those he had lost”.58 Sigibert retreated for the night and “seeing that he 

could do nothing against Radulf, he sent a delegation to request that he might re-cross the Rhine 

unmolested and be permitted to go home”.59 These tears are not only shed in a moment of defeat, 

but this defeat is absolute. Sigibert was left powerless – he saw he could “do nothing” – and he is 

only able to return to his kingdom with Radulf’s consent.  

                                                           
55 Ionas, ed. B. Krusch, Vita Vedastis ep. Atrebatensis I, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 37 (Hannover, 1905), c. 2 and 3, pp. 
310-311. For a discussion of dating and attribution to Jonas see Ian Wood and Alexander O’Hara, Jonas of 
Bobbio; Life of Columbanus; Life of John of Réomé; and Life of St Vaast (Liverpool, 2017), pp. 70-76.  
56 The process of compilation – which began at some point after 613, and was completed by 660 - was most 
probably undertaken by a layman active in Burgundy and Neustria. See Roger Collins, Die Fredegar-Chroniken 
(Hannover, 2007), p. 25. For discussion of multiple authorship see J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, ed., The Fourth Book 
of the Chronicle of Fredegar with its continuations (Oxford, 1960), p.xxi-xxiii; Collins, Die Fredegar-Chroniken, 
pp. 8-25. 
57 Fredegar, ed. B. Krusch, Chronicarum libri IV, MGH, SS rer. Merov (Hannover, 1888), 3.21, p. 101; 3.33, p. 
104; 3.54, p.107; 3.60, p. 109. 
58 Ibid., 4.87, p.165: “Sigybertus cum suis fedelebus grave amaretudines merorem adreptus, super aequum 
sedens, lacrimas oculis prorumpens, plangebat quos perdederat.” Tr. J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, The Fourth Book of 
the Chronicle of Fredegar: with its Continuations (Connecticut, 1981), p.74 
59 Ibid., 4.87, p.165: “In crasteno vedentes, quod Radulfo nihil prevaluissint, missus discurrentebus, ut paceveci 
Renum aeterum transmearint”. Tr. Wallace-Hadrill, p. 74. 
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It is the threat of defeat which caused Beretrudis, the wife of Clothar II, to weep. She was told by 

Bishop Leudemund of Sion that her husband would soon die, and the patrician Alethius desired to 

marry her and seize the Burgundian and Austrasian thrones. “Queen Beretrudis was frightened at 

the prospect of what she had heard. She burst into tears and took to her room.”60 Alethius’ plot 

never came to fruition, but Beretrudis does not take action to determine her own fate: in this 

narrative, she is a passive victim who wept because she was afraid. Both lachrymose scenes speak of 

defeat. Beretrudis exhibited fear at being made the victim of a plot, whilst Sigibert cried when the 

loss of his men and powerlessness in battle became apparent. 

Sigibert and Beretrudis were both of royal status, but neither were effective rulers in their own right. 

Beretrudis was not represented taking an active role in politics at all. Furthermore, Sigibert was only 

eleven when he faced Radulf in battle. This fact becomes more significant when Fredegar’s dim view 

of child kings is considered.61 Neither Sigibert nor Beretrudis were adult men. This did not 

necessarily preclude them from wielding power: a number of powerful women were described in 

the Chronicon. However, it does raise the possibility that gender played a role. Neither Sigibert nor 

Beretrudis could access ideals of hegemonic secular masculinity. Additionally, neither ruled 

especially effectively, and both wept in ways which underlined their powerlessness. This suggests an 

association between tears to weakness in the Chronicon, and could further explain why tears were 

not shed by the powerful, adult male rulers such as Clovis, Sigismund and Chilperic.  

By the mid-seventh century, we have moved to a new world, in which different models of 

comportment were expected of rulers. A similar picture emerges when the narratives of the early 

eighth century are considered. The continuations of the Fredegar Chronicle, which cover the period 

between 642 and 768, contain no reference to royal tears. Only an argument from silence can be 

offered here, but this does suggest that tears were either considered inappropriate or, at the very 

least, unimportant in the eyes of the continuer.  

The LHF, which was written in the first decades of the eighth century, also relied heavily on the 

abbreviated version of Gregory’s Historiae. The author of this work is anonymous, but has been 

identified at different times as a Neustrian layman, a monk of St Medard, or a nun of Notre Dame at 

Soissons.62 Unlike Fredegar, the author of the LHF replicated many of the tears they found in 

                                                           
60 Fredegar, 4.44, p.142: “Regina Bertetrudis cum haec audisset, verens, ne veritatem subsisterit, lacrimas 
prorumpens, abiit in cobiculum.” Tr. Wallace-Hadrill, p. 37. 
61 Richard Broome, ‘Approaches to the Frankish Community in the Chronicle of Fredegar and Liber Historiae 
Francorum’, Alessandro Gnasso et al, ed., The Long Seventh Century (Oxford, 2014), p. 76. 
62 Helmut Reimitz, History, Frankish Identity and the Framing of Western Ethnicity, 550-850 (Cambridge, 2015), 
p. 252-3; Richard Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians (Oxford, 1987), p. 158; Janet Nelson, ‘Gender and 
Genre in Women Historians of the early Middle Ages’, The Frankish World 750-900 (London, 1996), p. 213; 
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Gregory’s Historia. Thus, Clovis wept at his conversion; Clothar cried over Chramn’s rebellion; and 

the account of the murder of Clothilde’s grandsons was awash with tears. Only Chilperic’s tears, 

shed after he ordered the murder of his wife, Galswinth, were not included. It is not clear why these 

tears are removed, However, unlike in Fredegar’s Chronicle, this excision does not represent a 

wholesale rejection of royal weeping.  

The author of the LHF retained accounts which praised the tears of the weeper. However a later 

scene suggests that their understanding of tears was less straightforward. Elsewhere, they inserted 

tears to communicate the weakness, passivity and fear of the weeper. Chapter 35 described 

Fredegund’s murder of her husband, Chilperic. This scene is vivid, and Pizarro has argued that this is 

due to its debt to oral story telling in this period.63 While waiting for her lover, Fredegund was 

spanked by Chilperic. Surprised, Fredegund asked him: “What are you doing, Landeric?”64 Realising 

her mistake, she summoned Landeric, the lover, and told him they would face torture unless they 

acted quickly. Landeric was frightened, his resolve was weakened, and he was moved to tears. 

Fredegund rallied him and successfully arranged the murder of Chilperic.65 These tears were not 

shed by a ruler, but the context is interesting: Landeric shed them out of fear of a king, and was told 

to stop weeping by a dry-eyed queen. Landeric’s tears show an unwillingness, in contrast to 

Fredegund, to take action to avoid torture. Thus, as in Gregory’s Historiae, Fredegund’s lack of tears 

facilitated domestic conflict with her husband and enabled her to follow this to its violent end. Yet 

this was not condemned. Fredegund was praised throughout the LHF, and Chilperic’s death was 

arranged through her “ingenium”.66 Landeric’s tears, in contrast, speak of his weakness and fear in 

the face of his lover’s resolve and abilities.  

The three case studies examined can only provide snapshots across one hundred and fifty years. Yet 

these snapshots are revealing. A relatively limited pool of motivations for tears was offered: rulers 

could weep out of love for their family or sorrow over familial discord; remorse over causing this 

discord; when converting; or in defeat. Furthermore, expectations surrounding royal tears changed 

throughout this period. Rulers wept when they were defeated or afraid in the Historiae, but they 

wept far more often on account of laudable love for their family. In contrast, in later works, 

particularly Fredegar’s Chronicon, tears were shed in fear and defeat. Thus, a methodological point is 

                                                           
Martina Hartmann, ‘Die Darstellung die Frauen im Liber Historiae Francorum’, Concilium medii aevi 7 (2004), 
pp. 211-213. 
63 Pizarro, Rhetoric, pp. 8-12. 
64 Liber Historiae Francorum, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH, SS rer. Merov. 2 (Hannover, 1888), cap.35, p. 302, “eam 
in natibus suis de fuste percussit”; “Quae sic facis, Landerice?” 
65 LHF, cap.35, p.303. 
66 LHF, capitula, p.240: “ingenium”.  
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made: the meanings applied to tears were culturally defined. Seventh- and eighth-century authors 

did not uncritically approach their source material: they adapted the Historiae in line with their own 

understanding of appropriate royal comportment. A common attitude to tears can be noted in both 

Venantius and Gregory’s writings, but this is shattered by the mid seventh century.  

The outline offered here also provides a background against which the tears described in the 

Carolingian period can be considered. Not only do the narratives described above reflect the pre-

Carolingian world – they answer the question ‘what was it like before?’ - but they were also 

consumed by Carolingian intellectuals.67 They thus reveal much about the models later eighth- and 

early ninth-century authors turned to, and the models they rejected, when thinking about royal 

tears. As we will see in chapter two, rulers in the 790s were expected to weep on account of their 

grief and to entreat God for success in battle: motivations familiar from Gregory of Tours’ Historiae 

and even the LHF. However, the royal tears of this decade represented a departure from seventh- 

and early eighth-century ideals. When thinking about royal tears, Carolingian authors did not turn to 

Gregory, Fredegar or the LHF. Instead, they were influenced by the late antique and biblical sources 

with which this chapter opened. This is something which characterised the intellectuals which 

surrounded Charlemagne in the 790s and which will be explored in the following chapter.  

 

                                                           
67 Gregory’s Historiae had only a small influence on the creation of texts, but it was copied throughout this 

period. See Michel Sot, ‘Les Dix Livres d’Histoire chez les ecrivains carolingiens’, in Nancy Gauthier and Henry 
Galinié, eds., Grégoire de Tours et l’espace gaulois (Tours, 1997), pp. 319-328; Pascale Bourgain et Matin 
Heinzelmann, ‘L’oeuvre de Gregoire de Tours’, in Gauthier and Galinié, eds., Grégoire de Tours, pp.288-291; 
Rosamond McKitterick, ‘Akkulturation and the writing of history in the early Middle Ages’, 
Akkulturation, Dieter Hagermann et al, ed. (Berlin, 2004), pp. 389-393. 
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Chapter 2: In Imitation of Hezekiah and Christ: Crying at Charlemagne’s Court 
 

“When his sons and his daughter died, he (Charlemagne) was not so calm as might have 

been expected from his remarkably strong mind, for his affections were no less strong, and 

moved him to tears. [...] And when he was told of the death of Hadrian, the Roman Pontiff, 

whom he had loved most of all his friends, he wept as much as if he had lost a brother, or a 

very dear son”.1 

This account is given by Einhard, one of Charlemagne’s most prominent courtiers, in the Vita Karoli. 

In this work, Charlemagne cried in grief not once, but twice, over family members and close friends. 

This work was written in the reign of Charlemagne’s son, Louis the Pious, and responded to the 

circumstances of his reign. As such, it will be discussed in the following chapter. However, as we will 

see, the image of the grieving and tearful king we find in the Vita Karoli may well owe as much to 

memories of Charlemagne himself as to the political context of the 820s.  

This chapter will focus not on Einhard, but on another prominent figure at Charlemagne’s court: 

Alcuin. In many ways, Alcuin was an unusual figure. He was born in England and educated in York as 

an oblate. He moved to live and work on the continent soon after meeting Charlemagne in Pavia in 

783, yet he did not hold any office until he became abbot of Tours in 796.2 In spite of his unique 

story, he is a figure through whom we can understand many of the intellectual currents of 

Charlemagne’s court in the 780s and 790s. He played a key role in this court, particularly in the field 

of education. Not only was he likely involved in drafting the 789 Admonitio Generalis, which set out 

to reform both education and the church. He also acted as a teacher, educating many members of 

the Carolingian family and students from around the empire. In addition, he had a strikingly wide 

range of contacts, many of whom were key thinkers in their own right, with whom he corresponded 

throughout this period. Thus, we can see an active participant, and even driver, of intellectual 

activity in this period.  

By focusing specifically on Alcuin’s writings, this chapter will ask how a ruler was expected to cry at 

the court of Charlemagne. This court was, before the end of the century, not associated with a fixed 

location. Instead, it comprised a set of elite intellectuals who shared a culture and who were closely 

                                                           
1 Einhard), cap. 19, p. 24: “Mortes filiorum ac filiae pro magnanimitate, qua excellebat, minus patienter tulit, 

pietate videlicet, qua non minus insignis erat, conpulsus ad lacrimas. Nuntiato etiam sibi Hadriani Romani 

pontificis obitu, quem in amicis praecipuum habebat, sic flevit, acsi fratrem aut carissimum filium amisisset.” 
2 For a full account of Alcuin’s life see Donald Bullough, Alcuin (Leiden, 2003) 
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associated with the ruler and often resided with him at a selection of favoured palaced.3 This 

chapter will use Alcuin’s writings as a lens through which we can understand the style of rulership 

which was being developed in this period. By the year 800, not only was Charlemagne crowned 

emperor, but we can see a number of other cultural changes taking place within his court. The 

violent expansion of the Carolingian empire was slowing and we see a shift to a more settled court 

at Aachen with a distinct culture. The 790s, which opened with the Admonitio Generalis, 

represented a real turning point in this development. During this decade, we can see the rise of 

other concerns, including the spread of learning throughout the empire; the definition and 

imposition of correct religious belief and practices; and a growing concern with the moral fibre of 

the realm.4 It was in this period that foreign intellectuals, for example Alcuin, Paul the Deacon and 

Paulinus of Aquileia, came into Charlemagne’s circle. The formation of a distinctive court with its 

own culture was new. Thus, it is unsurprising that figures in this circle did not simply replicate earlier 

models of royal comportment – instead, they looked for new models for a new sort of ruler.  

This chapter will examine two different ways that a male secular ruler was expected to weep by 

figures in Charlemagne’s court: to beseech God for military aid, or out of grief over the death or 

absence of a loved one. The importance of these lachrymose discourses has not previously been 

recognised by scholars. These two types of tears fit into the court culture of the 790s. The first, 

which made explicit use of biblical models, were tied specifically to the concern with religious 

correctness, the interest in sin and the desire to marshal spiritual resources for mundane ends. Tears 

of grief, on the other hand, expressed by the intellectual community surrounding Charlemagne, 

drew on sophisticated rhetorical models which had their roots in late antiquity. Engagement with 

this discourse thus suggested that an individual was educated enough to understand it. As such, they 

can be seen as part of the discourse which cast Charlemagne as a learned ruler, in contrast to his 

earlier incarnation as the warrior king of the 770s and 780s.5  

 

 

                                                           
3 See e.g. Donald Bullough, ‘Aula Renovatio’, in Carolingian Renewal (Manchester, 1991), pp. 123-160; Mary 
Garrison, ‘The Emergence of Carolingian Latin Literature and the Court of Charlemagne (780-814), in ed. 
McKitterick, Carolingian Culture, pp. 112-117. 
4 For the 790s as a turning point see Janet Nelson, ‘The Voice of Charlemagne’, in Richard Gameson and 
Henrietta Leyser eds., Belief and Culture in the Middle Ages (Oxford, 2001), p. 78; Noble, ‘Brigandage’; Donald 
Bullough, ‘Aula Renovatio’, pp. 123-160. 
5 See e.g. De Jong, ‘Charlemagne’s Church’, p. 111; Peter Godman, Poets and Emperors (Oxford, 1987), p. 45; 
Johannes Fried, Charlemagne, tr. Peter Lewis (London, 2016), pp. 282; 317; Staubach, Rex Christianus, pp. 5-
17. 
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Tears of Grief 
 

Einhard described Charlemagne’s tears in the reign of Louis the Pious. However, a consideration of 

sources from the later eighth century suggests he may well have been influenced by his memories of 

Charlemagne. Taking three of Alcuin’s letters as a starting point – one of which was sent from 

Charlemagne to Pope Leo III, the other two of which were addressed to Charlemagne from Alcuin – 

this section will demonstrate that there was a particular concern with grief, and especially the grief 

of a king, at the court of Charlemagne. Firstly, Alcuin’s letters will be considered in the context of his 

sources which, as will become apparent, were used more selectively and creatively than has been 

previously recognised. Secondly, these letters will be read alongside other sources written in 

connection with Charlemagne’s court. This demonstrates that the prevalence of tears of grief in this 

text was not unique to Alcuin, but should be considered in the context of a community which valued 

lachrymose expressions of grief.  

Scholars have examined the numerous references to tears of grief in Alcuin’s writings before now. 

Many seek to understand these tears in the context of Alcuin’s life and personality. Mary Garrison in 

particular has taken this line. She argues that Alcuin’s experience of the death of his mentor and 

surrogate father Ælhberht deeply affected him. According to her, this accounts for his interest in 

recording grief in his writings.6 Elsewhere, scholars have understood the tears Alcuin described 

himself shedding over friends in the context of his enthusiastic expressions of friendship. It is true 

that, in his letters, Alcuin vocalised his love for his friends in striking terms. Most famous are some of 

his addresses to Arno, Bishop of Salzburg. In letter 193, he stated that he wishes to be near to Arno 

so he could embrace his friend and kiss his face and each of his limbs.7 Since he cannot be close to 

him, he dipped his pen “into the tearful abyss of charity” to write.8 Such statements have raised 

questions about Alcuin’s sexuality and scholars have sought to prove or disprove the presence of 

genuine homoerotic feelings in these texts.9 This question can never be satisfactorily answered – 

modern notions of sexuality cannot be transferred to the early medieval world, and we do not have 

enough information to make a judgement on the depth and specific nature Alcuin’s feelings for Arno 

                                                           
6 Mary Garrison, 'An Aspect of Alcuin: ‘Tuus Albinus - Peevish Egotist or Parrhesiast?' in R. Corradini et al, eds., 
Ego Trouble, p.140; Mary Garrison, ‘Early Medieval Experiences of Grief and Separation through the Eyes of 
Alcuin and Others’, in Alice Jorgenen, ed., Anglo-Saxon Emotions (Farnham, 2015), pp. 238-243. 
7 Brian Patrick McGuire, Friendship and Community (Cornell, 2010), p.118. Alcuinus, Epistolae, ed. Ernst 
Dümmler, MGH Epp. 4 (Berlin, 1895), Epist. 193, p. 319. 
8 Alcuin, Epist. 193, p. 319: “pennam caritatis lacrimoso intingens gurgite”. Tr. Stephen Jaeger, Ennobling Love 
(Philadelphia, 1999), p. 47. 
9 Bullough, Alcuin, p.115 and Lynda Coon, Dark Age Bodies (Philadelphia, 2010), p.18. This is disputed by 
Jaeger, Ennobling Love, p. 13. 

http://cpps.brepolis.net.ezproxy.st-andrews.ac.uk/bmb/search.cfm?action=search_simple_result&startrow=1&add_to_search_history=1&log_advancedsearch=1&source=IMB&title_boolean=and&title=%22Anglo-Saxon%20Emotions:%20Reading%20the%20Heart%20in%20Old%20English%20Language,%20Literature%20and%20Culture.%20Ed.%20Alice%20JORGENSEN,%20Frances%20McCORMACK%20and%20Jonathan%20WILCOX%20(Studies%20in%20Early%20Medieval%20Britain%20and%20Ireland).%20Pp.%20viii,%20308.%20Farnham:%20Ashgate.%22
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or any of his associates. We can, however, more certainly locate Alcuin’s expressions of love in the 

context of a court culture which prized such expressions.  

This is the line of argument taken by Stephen Jaeger, who identifies a culture around Charlemagne 

which valued the articulation of feelings of love in highly affectionate and even erotic terms.10 Alcuin 

might be especially romantic in his expression, but he ought to be understood as part of this 

culture.11 This discourse was central to the articulation of relationships between elite men in this 

period. What follows builds on Jaeger’s work, but the focus is not on love, but rather on the 

expression of tearful grief which surrounded the court of Charlemagne. Are these tears just one 

aspect of the culture of “ennobling love”, which was central to the relationship between male 

members of the court and king? Perhaps, but they are a striking and complex aspect of this culture, 

which are worth examining in their own right.  

In 795, Charlemagne sent a letter to Pope Leo III shortly after his accession to the papal throne. The 

contents of this letter, written by Alcuin, can tell us much about how Charlemagne wanted to be 

seen by other rulers. It began by describing the friendship which existed between Hadrian I, the 

recently deceased Pope, and the King. As part of this, Charlemagne described his tears over 

Hadrian’s death: after hearing this news, he “could not speak without suffering, nor think without 

weeping on account of sadness”.12 A few lines later he clarified his position “Although the apostle 

forbade sorrow on account of death, love does not stop drawing forth tears – not to bewail death, 

but instead to rightly remember those living with Christ”.13  

This representation was meant to pull strings with the new Pope. Charlemagne described his 

relationship with Hadrian in terms of friendship, but he had a specific relationship in mind. The letter 

continued to outline Charlemagne’s view of the complementary duties of Christian kings and 

popes.14 A king should provide protection to the Church against “the invasion of pagans and 

devastation of infidels”.15 The Pope, on the other hand, should provide support to Christian armies 

through prayer and intercession.16 It is also worth remembering the similarly lachrymose epitaph 

that, as Joanna Story et al. have recently demonstrated, was sent to Rome from the north of Frankia 

                                                           
10 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, pp. 20-1; 38-43. 
11 Ibid., p. 50. 
12 Alcuinus, Epist. 93, p. 137: “quod sine dolore non dicam, sine lacrimis non cogito prae tristitia”. 
13 Ibid., p.137: “Et si apostolus de mortuis contristari prohiberet, tamen caritas lacrimas elicere non cessat, non 
quasi mortuum plangentes, sed quasi melius cum Christo viventem recordantes”. The reference to the 
‘Apostle’ comes from 1 Thess 4.13. 
14 Fried, Charlemagne, pp. 313-318. See also Karl F. Morrison, Tradition and Authority in the Western Church 
(Princeton, 2015), pp. 165-6. 
15 Alcuin, Epist. 93, p. 137: “ab incursu paganorum et ab infidelium devastation”. 
16 Ibid., p. 137. 



45 
 

to commemorate Hadrian I in the late eighth century.17 The sort of relationship that Charlemagne 

and Leo would enjoy was, at this stage, an open question. This letter, and the epitaph, ensured that 

Leo knew what Charlemagne’s (high) expectations were. However, this political manoeuvring should 

not cause us to lose sight of the fact that at this highly charged moment, the king wanted to be 

represented shedding tears.  

The next letter under consideration, letter 197, was addressed to Charlemagne, and was sent to 

console him on the death of his wife Liutgard in 800. Similar sentiments can be noted in this letter: 

the grief of the royal recipient was assumed by Alcuin. However, Charlemagne was cautioned to rein 

in his grief more than he was represented doing in letter 93. Alcuin warned Charlemagne not to 

“mourn another’s happiness” or to “bewail the inevitable”.18 In spite of this caution, tears were 

recommended: “Let every deserving soul, every contrite heart come to him (God), pouring forth 

their tears in the sight of his mercy” and later, “If any dust from your earthly home clings to you, 

wash it off with tears, that he who desires you may find you beautiful and desirable”.19 In Letter 93, 

although he kept the image of Hadrian living with Christ in mind, Charlemagne wept because of his 

love for the deceased. In letter 197, Alcuin encouraged Charlemagne to remember the joy of the 

soul in eternal glory. He could only weep to intercede for the sinner and to cleanse himself in 

preparation for death. Here, love alone was not an appropriate motivation for tears.  

This account is not unique in Alcuin’s writings. In other consolation letters, he also focused on the 

tears which ought to be shed for the souls of the deceased over the sorrow felt for their absence. In 

796, for example, he wrote to the abbess Etheltrude, on the occasion of the death of her son, 

Ethelred, the king of Northumbria. He advised her not to grieve for the loss of her son, but instead to 

weep for his soul.20 We can see a similar account in the so-called York Poem. This poem, which was 

written between 785 and 797 tells the story of Northumbrian history from the Roman foundation of 

York up until Alcuin’s own youth in in the city.21 In it, Alcuin described Wilfrid’s death. He quoted 

from and expanded on Bede’s account of this event in the Historia Ecclesiastica.22 He referred to 

Wilfrid’s pupils “lamenting the tearful death of their father”.23 Lines later, the motivation for these 

                                                           
17 Joanna Story et al., 'Charlemagne’s Black Marble', Papers of the British School at Rome 73 (January 1, 2005), 
157–90.  
18 Alcuin, Epist. 197, p.326: “Noli de alterius ingemescere felicitate [...] Cur plangimus quod vitare non 
possumus?” 
19Ibid., p. 326: “Si quid pulveris ex terrena habitatione inhaeserit tibi, lacrimis lava, ut te speciosam, pulchram, 

et desiderabilem inveniat, qui te concupiscit”. Tr. in Allot, p. 106. 
20Alcuin, Epist. 105, p. 151. 
21 Peter Godman, The Bishops, Kings and Saints of York (Oxford, 1982), p. xliv. 
22 Beda Venerabilis, eds., A. Crépin, M. Lapidge, P. Monat, Ph. Robin, Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, SC 

489-491, (2005), 5.19, p. 128. 
23 Alcuinus, Carmen 1 in Godman, Bishops verse 623, p.52, tr. p. 53. 
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tears was given – Wilfrid’s pupils prayed that the Virgin Mary might receive the “groans, tears and 

petitions” and intercede for Wilfrid’s life and salvation.24 Unlike Etheltrude and Charlemagne, the 

possibility of grief as an acceptable motivation for the tears of the pupils over their teacher was not 

excluded. Yet this further demonstrates the importance of tears shed to intercede for the soul. The 

echoes between this and Augustine’s account of his grief on the death of his mother, outlined in the 

Confessions and discussed in chapter one, is striking and suggests a possible influence on Alcuin’s 

writing. Like Augustine, in these writings Alcuin reframed and repurposed tearful grief: he 

encouraged the bereaved to weep not over the earthly loss of their loved one, but instead to ask 

God for mercy for their soul.25 

Charlemagne was bereaved on another occasion in 800: two prominent noblemen - Eric of Friuli and 

Gerold of Bavaria - were killed, on separate occasions, when fighting the Avars. In response to this, 

Alcuin wrote letter 198 to Charlemagne. The message of this letter is similar to that of letter 197. 

Charlemagne was assumed to be weeping, but Alcuin urged caution in this matter: the king should 

remember that the souls of the deceased are now with Christ. Alcuin began by referring to Christ’s 

tears on the death of Lazarus.  

“For the Lord himself, the source of all comfort and salvation, wept with the mourners for 

his friend whom he came to raise, suffering as a man would for the grief of others, rather 

than mourning his friend’s death, for he knew that he would be alive in the same hour”.26  

He then went on to tell Charlemagne “when a good man dies he passes to a better life, and this is 

cause for rejoicing, not grieving” and later asked him “why do your tears oppose Christ taking your 

dear ones from death to life, from pain to peace?”27  

The above, especially when combined with the content of letter 197, might seem odd when the 

argument of this piece – that the expression of grief was part of the representation of Charlemagne 

as a cultured ruler – is considered. However, the following section is, I argue, essential in 

understanding Alcuin’s take on grief and his approach to the consolation tropes of late antiquity. 

Alcuin stated that “the mourning of a wise man is the mourning of one day; but (mourning) all the 

                                                           
24 Ibid., vers. 635, p.52, tr. p. 53. 
25 See chapter one, pp. 26-27 
26 Alcuin, Epist. 198, p. 327: “Nam et ipse Dominus, totius fons consolationis et salutis, cum flentibus flevit 

amicum, quem suscitaturus venit, aliorum dolori iuxta humanitatis affectum conpassus magis, quam amici 

mortem lugens; maxime, quia eundem eadem hora victurum praesciebat.” 
27 Ibid., p. 327: “Mors boni hominis migratio est ad meliorem vitam, quae non est plangenda, sed 

congratulanda”; And p. 328: “Cur lacrimis tuis contradicis Christo rapere caros tuos de morte ad vitam, de 

labore ad requiem?”. 
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days of his life is impious”28. He went on to explain how the loss of friendship could be lamented, but 

this should be treated as a separation, and not as a destruction, and it should not be lamented for a 

long time.29 This is significant: not only did Alcuin recognise the absence of a loved one, through 

death, as a cause for weeping, but he also condoned these tears, as long as they did not exceed 

certain bounds. Alcuin’s flexibility in this matter is noteworthy.  

All of the above letters were inspired by specific rhetorical devices which had their roots in antiquity. 

As we saw in chapter one, Roman works of consolation or lamentation often recommended a stoical 

approach to death.30 In deploying similar tropes, Alcuin was showing off his mastery of rhetoric and 

knowledge of earlier works in his composition of these letters. Such similarities do not mean that we 

can dismiss the expressions of grief in his letters, particularly 197 and 198, as nothing more than a 

trope – although even tropes have much to tell us, as Garrison has highlighted.31 Alcuin clearly drew 

on accepted models of consolation. This means that his departure from and manipulation of sources 

is even more telling. He might caution Charlemagne against excessive weeping, and encourage him 

to think of his loved ones in paradise, in line with these ideas. But did his sources think a king should 

weep at all? And why shouldn’t he weep excessively? Even if tears over the absence of a loved one 

were suspect, could the king cry at this moment for other reasons? 

Chapter one outlined how Venantius Fortunatus and Jerome encouraged the recipients of their 

letters to restrain from weeping.32 Although Alcuin also cautioned Charlemagne against excessive 

grief, the extremity of this censure is not replicated in his writings. Instead, he allowed tears in 

certain circumstances. He did echo Jerome’s consolation letters in a slightly different way.33 In 396, 

Jerome wrote to Heliodorus, bishop of Altinum, after the death of Heliodorus’ nephew. In this letter, 

Jerome stated that “to show he experienced true human feeling, the saviour himself wept for the 

one who was about to be raised”.34 Similarly, in letter 198, Alcuin highlighted how Christ wept for 

the grief of others “as a man would”.35 Yet Alcuin differed from Jerome.  He additionally emphasised 

how Christ wept not for himself alone, but for the other mourners gathered around. He thus adds a 

                                                           
28 Ibid., p. 327, lin. 20 Luctus sapientis unius est diei; impii autem omnes dies vitae suae. This isn’t included in 

Allot’s translation and so the translated letter gives a false impression of Alcuin’s approach to grief and 

consolation.  
29 Ibid., p. 327, lin. 20 Separatio quaedam familiaritatis humanae, non perditio plangitur in sapiente; in impio 

aeterna perditio perpetuo luctu prosequenda est.  
30 See chapter one, p. 23. 
31 Mary Garrison, ‘The Study of Emotions in Early Medieval History’, Early Medieval Europe, 10.2, (2001), p. 
244. 
32 Chapter one, pp. 23, 29. 
33 For Alcuin’s use of letters 60 and 39 see Veyrard-Cosme, ‘Saint Jérôme’, pp. 323 – 351. 
34 Jerome, Epist, 60, 54.7 p. 555: “ut ueros hominis exprimeret affectus, ipse saluator plorauit, quem 
suscitaturus erat”. 
35 Alcuin, Epist. 198, pag. 327: “humanitatis affectum”. 
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social element to these tears which is absent from Jerome’s letter. It was the duty of Christ, and by 

implication Charlemagne, to weep along with the other mourners.  

The above shows us that Alcuin made selective use of his sources. He expertly used tropes of 

consolation and alluded to patristic sources. The specific way in which he did this reveals his own view 

on grief, particularly royal grief. He not only drew on ideas present in Augustine’s Confessions.  The 

parallels between Ambrose of Milan’s De Excessu and Alcuin’s consolation letters are notable. We 

know that De Excessu was read by some in the earlier Carolingian period: a manuscript was held at 

Corbie in the early ninth century and it certainly influenced the abbot of Corbie, Paschasius Radbertus, 

in the composition of his vitae of two other abbots of Corbie and brothers, Adalhard and Wala.36 In 

other letters Alcuin echoed Augustine, but the similarities in the way both Ambrose approached grief 

in De Excessu and Alcuin approached the same topic in Letter 198 are striking. 

Ambrose’s lamentation, given on the death of his brother, was discussed in chapter one. Here, we 

saw how he censured the expression of sorrow through tears, but did not condemn it in every 

instance. Instead, he suggested that, in certain circumstances, tears could be a positive and natural 

sign of the devotion the weeper felt for their deceased loved one.37 Indeed, he drew a distinction 

between weeping over the loss of a loved one and railing against fate: “there is a difference between 

longing for what you have lost and mourning because you have lost it”.38 He continued to highlight 

how tears were a mark of devotion, and not of grief alone, before referring to his own tears again:  

“I admit, then, that I have wept, but the Lord also wept. He wept for someone else’s brother. 

I for my own brother. In weeping for one, he wept for all. In weeping for all, I will weep for 

you, brother. He wept not for what affected him, but that which affects us”.39  

Ambrose finished this discussion of Christ’s tears by describing how they reflected his humanity.40 

The similarity between this language, and that used by Alcuin in letter 198 is striking. Their approach 

to these tears was similar. In both cases, tearful grief was natural and allowable within certain 

bounds. Whilst the phrasing differs the idea is the same. A Christian could weep over the separation 

                                                           
36 Paschasius Radbertus, Vita Sancti Adalhardi, PL 120, Col.1507C-1556C and Epitaphium Arsenii seu Vita 

Walae, Patrologia Latina, vol. 120, Col.1619A-B, 
37 Chapter one, p. 23. 
38 Ambrose, De Excessu, 1.10, p. 214: “Non gravem lacrimis contraximus culpam, non omnis infidelitatis aut 

infirmitatis est fletus. Alius naturae dolor, alia est tristitia diffidentiae. Et plurimum refert desiderare, quod 

habueris, et lugere, quod amiseris.” 
39 Ibid., 1.10 – 1.11, p. 214: “Lacrimavi ergo, fateor, etiam ego, sed lacrimavit et dominus, ille alienum, ego 

fratrem, ille in uno lacrimavit omnes, ego in omnibus lacrimabo te, frater. 11. Ille nostro, non suo inlacrimavit 

adfectu.“ 
40Ibid., 1.11, p.215. 
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from the deceased, yet they should not weep to rail against this separation, or wish to change the 

situation. It is true that this idea sits behind the other examples of consolation literature – tears are 

problematic when they involve attacking God’s will – but Ambrose, and indeed Alcuin, differed in 

that they spelled out they ways in which it was permissible to cry.  

In addition, both Ambrose and Alcuin used Christ as a positive example. As in Jerome’s letter to 

Heliodorus, these tears are a sign of Christ’s human nature to both authors. They also do more than 

this: they provide a model of grief which can be followed, explicitly by Ambrose and implicitly for 

Charlemagne. Christ did not primarily weep as the result of a personal loss, but instead for others. 

That Ambrose saw this as a praiseworthy model is apparent near the end of the first book of De 

Excessu. “My tears shall therefore cease, or if they cannot cease I will weep for you, my brother, in 

the common sorrow, and in public grief I will hide my private groans”.41 It is interesting that the tears 

are given agency. Ambrose could not control whether they stop or not, in contrast to the later 

exhortations from Jerome or Venantius to stop crying. What Ambrose could do was shed them in an 

appropriate manner: as part of the public mourning. Thus, Alcuin used a model which not only 

allowed public expressions of tearful grief in a Christian context, but also one which advised tears to 

be shed communally. 

Alcuin drew heavily on consolation and lamentation literature, but his use of these tropes masked a 

flexible and original approach to grief in his letters. He selectively used what he found in such texts 

to fit his purpose. Furthermore, the importance of Ambrose’s De Excessu as a model, which allowed 

more wriggle room when it came to crying after the death of a loved one than Venantius or Jerome, 

has not previously been emphasised. This is significant. It suggests not only that Alcuin expected 

Charlemagne to shed tears of grief. He also provided an ideological framework in which he could 

grieve in the genre which was less than welcoming of such lachrymose expressions.  

Both Jerome and Ambrose referred to Christ’s tears over Lazarus in their works. Alcuin’s use of this 

model is interesting. In describing Christ’s tears in parallel to Charlemagne’s, he implicitly created a 

link between the two. Charlemagne could follow Christ in crying – he could weep with and for 

others. Thus, it is worth examining the exegesis of this biblical verse which circulated in this period. 

What exactly did Alcuin, Charlemagne and other members of his court understand by Christ’s tears 

over Lazarus? These tears were described in the Gospel of John. Christ visited the siblings Mary, 

Martha and Lazarus in Bethany when he heard that Lazarus was dead and had been for a number of 

                                                           
41 Ibid., 1.72, p.246: “Cessabunt ergo lacrimae, aut, si cessare non poterunt, in communibus lamentis flebo te, 

frater, et sub dolore publico domesticos gemitus tegam”. It is also interesting here that the tears are active. He 

cannot make them stop, instead it is the way he sheds them that is important.  
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days. He was beseeched to help by Mary and Martha, and, after weeping, he raised Lazarus from the 

dead. A number of people cried in this passage – Mary, Martha, the Jews – but it is Christ’s that are 

described in the shortest verse in the bible, and with least explanation: ‘Jesus wept’, ‘Lacrimatus est 

Iesus’ (John 11.35). 

 We can turn to two different expansions of this account, both of which were written in the 790s by 

members of Charlemagne’s court, to help answer this question. The first is the commentary on the 

Gospel of John, written by Alcuin himself.42 It was requested by and dedicated to Gisela, 

Charlemagne’s sister and abbess of Chelles, and Rotrude, Charlemagne’s daughter. It was written 

after Alcuin had retired to Tours and was completed around 800.43 Here, too, Augustine’s influence 

is apparent: Alcuin drew heavily on Augustine’s commentary on John’s gospel. 44 As such, this scene 

was primarily understood by Alcuin to signify penance. Just as God uncovered and saved souls from 

sin, Christ brought Lazarus out from the tomb and returned him to life. Death signified sin, and 

Lazarus’ return to earthly life stood for the soul’s movement towards eternal life.45 More specifically, 

Christ’s tears were expanded on in two specific ways. One of these reflects the overall reading of this 

scene as signifying penance and reconciliation – Christ wept to teach others to weep and encourage 

them to do penance.46 The other reading focused more on Christ’s humanity and divinity: this is thee 

reading which dominated consolation literature. Whilst men are troubled “against their will”, “Christ 

was troubled because he willed”, just as he hungered, slept, was sorrowful and died because he 

willed it.47 Weeping was therefore a sign of humanity, just as hunger, death and the need to sleep 

were. This did not mean that Christ was human. He experienced human feelings as a divine being, 

yet he was fully in control of these feelings, unlike humans.  

A similar view of Christ’s tears was offered by Paulinus of Aquileia in his exegesis of this scene in the 

Versus de Lazaro. Paulinus was the Patriarch of Aquileia and a correspondent of Alcuin’s. The Versus 

de Lazaro was a hymn written by Paulinus after he returned to Italy from Frankia in 787. According 

                                                           
42 See both Michael Fox, ‘Alcuin the exegete’, in Celia Chazelle and Burton van Name Edwards, eds. (Turnhout, 
2003), pp. 39-41 and Mary Alberi, ‘The sword which you hold in your hand’, in Chazelle and van Name Edwards, 
eds., The Study of the Bible, p. 119 here for insight into how original and flexible Alcuin’s exegesis was.  
43 Michael Gorman, ‘Rewriting Augustine: Alcuin's commentary on the Gospel of John’, Revue Bénédictine, 
119.1 (2009), 39-40. 
44 Augustine, In Iohannis 49.18. 
45 Alcuin, Commentaria in sancti Iohannis Euangelium, PL 100, col.902 and col.903. 
46 Ibid., col. 902. 
47 Ibid., col.901: “Turbaris tu nolens, turbatur Christus, quia voluit. Esurivit Jesus, verum est, quia voluit; 

dormivit Jesus, verum est, quia voluit; contristatus est Jesus, verum est, sed quia voluit; mortuus est Jesus, 

verum est, sed quia voluit.” 
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to Paulinus, the entire scene was an allegory of penance. More specifically, Christ’s tears showed his 

compassion, and not his humanity:  

“However, in his pity he wept in our state of being 

which he took on prompted by the utmost goodness 

in that he was truly God he could never weep 

nor can the divine essence be disturbed by emotion”.48  

 

Unlike Alcuin’s commentary on John, which was addressed to two royal women, this text is not 

directly connected with the court of Charlemagne. However, considering the close relationship 

between Alcuin and Paulinus, and Paulinus’ time at Charlemagne’s court, this exegesis can be seen 

as a further reflection on a view of Christ’s tears which was current in Charlemagne’s court. 

The similarity between these two accounts is striking, but not surprising. Not only did both men 

share a close relationship, but also similar sources. Both drew heavily on Augustine’s Tractates in 

Iohannis.49 Furthermore, it is likely that the involvement of both Paulinus and Alcuin in the struggle 

against Adoptionism influenced their reading of this scene.  

In the late eighth century Charlemagne directed a campaign against what he saw as a heresy. This 

heresy originated in Spain and, by the late eighth century, was preached by Felix, the bishop of 

Urgel.  Adoptionism held that Christ was a human who was only selected to be the son of God part 

way through his life.50 According to this belief, whilst Christ was indeed special, he was not born 

divine. Charlemagne’s court responded to this heresy, prominently, though not solely, through a 

number of church councils.51 At different moments, both Alcuin and Paulinus mounted attacks on 

the Adoptionist position.  In this context, the assertion that Christ’s tears were only evidence of his 

humanity in a highly qualified way makes sense. Indeed, in his response to Adoptionism, Contra 

Felicem Libri Tres, Paulinus of Aquilieia discussed Christ’s sadness in Gethsemane as human, but as 

something Christ could voluntarily feel for humanity, just as he chose to die for humanity.52 In 

addition, Michael Gorman has highlighted the way in which Alcuin’s commentary on the Gospel of 

                                                           
48 Paulinus of Aquileia, Versus de Lazaro, in Peter Godman, Poetry, p. 94: “Nostra tamen miseratus fleuit de 
substantia/ quam suscpeit, pietatis exigente uiscere./ in quo deus erat uerus, flere nunquam potuit/ nec tubari 
potest illa dealis”. tr. Godman, Poetry, p. 95. 
49 Augustine, In Iohannis 49.18. 
50 John Cavadini, The Last Christology of the West (Philadelphia, 1993), pp. 71-102; Fried, Charlemagne, p. 379. 
51 At Regensburg in 792., Frankfurt in 794 and Aachen in 799 Cavadini, Last Christology, p.1; 71-2. 
52 Paulinus of Aquileia, ed. D. Norberg, Contra Felicem libri tres, CCCM 95 (1990), 3.5: “Quod autem tristatur, 

meret, pauet et tedet, et humanae apertius demonstratur ueritas carnis, et nostrae per id praestatur 

infirmitatis quantotius fortitude/ Non enim infirmari coacte potuit inuiolabilis uirtus, nisi in quantum 

praestabilius uoluntaria potestate illi pro nobis placuit infirmary." 
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John responded to Adoptionist beliefs, although he does not comment on the tears over the death 

of Lazarus directly.53  

All of this points to an interest in and relatively coherent view of Christ’s tears amongst those at the 

court of Charlemagne. The intellectual currents Charlemagne encouraged at his court say something 

about the sort of ruler he wanted to be. The fight against Adoptionism was especially significant for 

Charlemagne. He presided over the Synod of Frankfurt in 794, at which this issue was discussed in 

detail.54 It was also at this synod that Tassilo, the Duke of Bavaria, was condemned for failing to 

provide military support in Aquitaine and breaking his earlier oath to Pepin the Short.55 Tassilo then 

renounced his claim to rule Bavaria, thus cementing Carolingian control of the region. This not only 

illuminates Charlemagne’s personal involvement in the fight against Adoptionism. It also shows that 

it was considered in the same context as the submission of rebellious sub-kings and the extension of 

royal power over new regions. The debate over Christ’s nature was of political importance. 

The above exegesis suggests that these tears were viewed as something quintessentially human. At 

no point, however, are they viewed as sinful. Indeed, they were the actions of a good Christian. 

Alcuin used his sources creatively to reflect a distinctive understanding of grief. Rejecting works 

which wholly condemned tears on the part of the bereaved, he instead turned to Ambrose’s De 

Excessu and used the account of Christ’s tears in the bible to craft a model which condoned tearful 

mourning, albeit under certain circumstances. This was the model which he offered to Charlemagne 

in letter 198, and which he used when writing from Charlemagne to the Pope in letter 93. The 

emphasis Alcuin gave to these tears is significant, and, as discussed in the introduction. The letters 

discussed above were addressed to Charlemagne, or were sent to other leaders in his name. It is 

hard to imagine Alcuin representing his ruler weeping in a way which would not be received well at 

court. An examination of other accounts of tears further supports this argument. They reflected a 

wider culture, connected particularly with Charlemagne’s court circle in the 790s, which embraced 

lachrymose expressions of mourning.  

It is worth reiterating how, beyond his letters to Charlemagne, Alcuin’s writings were peppered with 

descriptions of tearful grief. These were described not only after a death, but also referred to sorrow 

felt in the absence of a loved one. For example, Alcuin routinely described his tears over the absence 

of his special friend, Arno of Salzburg. In Carmen 11, Alcuin lamented the distance which separated 

him from his friend, and described himself as the one who loved Arno, licked his innards and washed 
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54 Capitulare Francofurtense, ed. A. Werminghoff, MGH, Conc. 2, 1 (Hannover, 1906), cap. 1, p. 165. 
55 Ibid., cap.3, p. 165. 
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his chest with tears. He went on to ask “Why, O sweet love, should you bring bitter tears?”56 

Similarly, in a poem addressed to an absent friend, he described the “tears welling up” as he wrote, 

hoping that one day the sight of his friend’s face will bring an end to his tears.57 

Even more striking, however, are the accounts in his York Poem. In this work, Alcuin not only 

recounted the grief of Wilfrid’s pupils, but also his own grief, and that of his comrades, on the death 

of his teacher, the archbishop Ælberht. Garrison has drawn attention to the extended, strikingly 

lachrymose account of this death, which broke from many of the conventions which the poem had 

followed until this point.58 Alcuin opened this section with a content warning: “leave swiftly this part 

of my tale, my mournful poem, lest you perish, drowned in an ocean of tears…”59 and described how 

the death of their mentor left the community at York “fatherless and orphaned/ bowed by tears, 

exiled and grim suffering”.60 This was followed with a number of exclamations “Oh, father, Oh 

shepherd!” and “Oh black was that day for us, but so bright for him”, which were not matched 

elsewhere in the poem.61  

This provides a snapshot of the sort of ways Alcuin described grief in his writings. An examination of 

Paul the Deacon’s writings shows that other intellectuals active in a similar period described similar 

tears. Paul was a monk of Montecassino who joined Charlemagne’s court shortly after the king 

visited Rome in 783. In 787 he returned to Montecassino and wrote the Historia Langobardorum. 

The representation of weeping rulers, particularly Liudprand, the king of the Lombards, in the 

Historia is illuminating. The Historia was traditionally seen as a ‘national’ history with an Italian 

audience: Walter Goffart sees Grimoald III of Benevento as the intended recipient.62 More recently, 

this has been challenged, particularly by Rosamond McKitterick, who suggests that the text was in 

fact written for a Carolingian court and was intended to provide a ruler, most likely the young King 

                                                           
56 Alcuin, Carmina, ed. Ernst Dümmler, MGH Poetae Latini aevi Carolini (Berlin, 1881), Carmen 11, MGH Poet 
Lat Aevi Car 1, verses 5 – 8: “Quo minus, alme pater, semper tua viscera lingat, /Vel lacrimis lavet pectus, 
amate, tuum. /Cur tu, dulcis amor, fletus generabis amaros, /Et de melle pio pocula amara fluunt?”; tr. Jaeger, 
Ennobling Love, p. 218. 
57 Alcuin, Carmen 55, p.266, vers. 4; tr. Jaegar, Ennobling Love, p. 216. 
58 Garrison, ‘Grief and Gratitude’, pp. 239-40. 
59 Alcuin, Carmen 1 in Godman, Bishops, p. 128. 
60 Ibid., p. 128: “Reddidit ast illum patriae patrique superno, / fletibus, exsilio duroque labore gravatos”; tr. 
Godman, p. 129. 
61 Ibid., p. 128: “O pater, o pastor”; tr.p.129 Godman. Ibid., verse 1576, p,128: “O nobis, O nigra dies! O clara 
sed illi!”; tr. Godman, p.129. 
62 Walter Goffart, The Narrators of Barbarian History (A.D. 550-800) (Princeton, 1988), p.333; Paolo Delogu, 
‘Lombard and Carolingian Italy’, in Rosamond MicKitterick ed., The New Cambridge Medieval History 
(Cambridge, 2005), p. 302. 
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Pippin of Italy, with models to imitate.63 Paul had spent a significant period of time in the court circle 

of Charlemagne, like Paulinus and Alcuin, in the 780s. This, combined with the likely Carolingian 

royal audience of the text, means that we can see this text reflecting not only – if at all – Lombard 

ideals of kingship, but also those current in the courts of Charlemagne and indeed the incipient court 

of his son.64  

The Historia Langobardorum (HL) contained a number of references to weeping rulers. Some of 

these do not reflect well on the ruler. Before becoming king, as a boy, Grimoald I cried when fleeing 

the Avars because he feared that his brothers would kill him to prevent him from being captured.65 

Grimoald was in fact captured and escaped, but this doesn’t change the fact that his tears were 

motivated by childish fear. The other references to royal or ducal tears were different, and were 

largely connected with interpersonal relationships. In the fifth book, the plot against a tyrant, Alahis, 

in favour of Cuncipert was described. Here, the chief plotters – Aldo and Grauso – approached 

Cuncipert, prostrated themselves and told him of the plot. The plot was agreed on, and the group 

wept and gave oaths confirming it.66 When Cunincpert accordingly entered the city, the inhabitants, 

filled with “boundless joy” ran to embrace him whilst weeping.67 In the following chapter, Cuncipert 

was challenged to single combat by Alahis. He was convinced by the tears of his followers to allow 

another to fight in his place because he was “of tender heart”.68 This is the densest cloud of 

references to weeping in the Historia, and there are significant similarities between the tears of each 

individual. 

They reflect the humility of the individual who beseeched the ruler to grant a request, be it invade 

the city, accept the city or allow another person to fight Alahis. However, they also reveal more than 

this. They say something about how a ruler ought to be approached, and point to a personal concern 

for the ruler. The inhabitants wept out of joy for the ruler’s presence, and it is out of concern for 

Cunincpert’s well-being that his followers weep. The above suggests that whilst tears were not solely 

associated with love and grief - indeed the tears in the Cuncipert scenes primarily comment on the 

appropriate comportment of a petitioner - this did lie behind these accounts. The king was 

                                                           
63 Rosamond McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon and the Franks’, Early Medieval Europe, 9.3 (2000), 319, 326, 338. 
See also Walter Pohl’s argument that this is a Carolingian work in, ‘Gens ipsa peribit. Kingdom and identity 
after the end of Lombard rule’, in Stefano Gasparri, ed., 774 (Turnhout, 2008), p. 70. 
64 Pippin became king of Italy in 781. 
65 Paul the Deacon, ed. G. Waitz, Historia Langobardorum, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 48 (Hannover, 1878), 4.37, pp. 
163. 
66 Ibid., 5.39, p. 203: “Fleverunt pariter et inter se sacramenta dederunt, diem statuentes, in quo Cunincpert 
veniret, ut ipsi ei civitatem Ticinensem contraderent”. Tr. William Dudley Foulke, History of the Lombards, 
(Philadelphia, 2003), p. 244. 
67 Ibid., 5.39, “inaestimabili gaudio”. 
68 Ibid., 5.40, p. 205: “pii cordis”. 
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approached not only humbly, but affectionately, reflecting some of the ways Charlemagne was 

addressed by members of his court.69 The following scene provides a clearer example of royal tears 

shed out of love. Earlier in book five, Romuald, the son of Grimoald, was besieged by a Byzantine 

army. His tutor, Sesnald, who was captured by this army, called to him to warn him of the 

approaching enemy and tell him his father will soon relieve him. Sesnald was killed and his head was 

catapulted into the city. Romuald took this head, kissed it, and cried.70 In a time of war, a ruler was 

represented taking time to express his love for, and possibly gratitude to, his now dead tutor.  

Whilst the above accounts of tears have echoes of affection, the tears of King Liudprand, described 

in the sixth book, are most suggestive. In chapter 58, Liudprand was hunting with his court when his 

nephew, Aufusus, was fatally injured in an accident. Paul described how “when the King saw this, he 

began with tears to lament his misfortune, for he loved the boy greatly”.71 Liudprand then sent for 

medical aid – he asked Baodolinus, a holy man resident nearby, to pray for his nephew. In spite of 

this, Aufusus died, and Liudprand “grieved because he could not have the accomplishment of his 

prayer.”72 The chapter goes on to emphasise the sanctity of Baodolinus. This story serves as a device 

to introduce the holy man. It also does more than this. Liudprand was represented weeping over the 

death of his nephew, and that these tears are associated explicitly with the love he felt for the boy.  

Liudprand was also an especially worthy ruler in Paul’s narrative. Goffart has highlighted how his 

epitaph was the most flattering in the work.73 McKitterick goes further. Throughout the rest of the 

HL, the deaths of kings were described part way through books, and the reign of each ruler straddles 

two of the books in the work – Cunincpert’s reign, for example, is described beginning in book five 

and ending in book six. Liudprand, on the other hand, begins and ends his reign in the sixth and final 

book, breaking from this structure.74 McKitterick argues that this is not evidence of an incomplete 

work, but instead was a deliberate choice, which drew attention to Liudprand and made him the 

hero of the work. Furthermore, she highlights the especially Carolingian, or even Charlemagne-like, 

aspects of his reign, which Paul praised. 

Chapter 58 was central to this characterisation. Here, Liudprand was described founding 

monasteries and ordering that mass be performed daily in his palace “as no other king had”.75 

                                                           
69 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, pp. 38-44. 
70 Paul the Deacon, Historia Langbardorum 5.8, p. 189. 
71 Ibid., 6.58, p.241: “Quod rex cernens - valde enim eundem puerum amabat – cum lacrimis eius 
incommodum lamentari”, tr. Foulke, p. 305. 
72 Ibid., 6.58, p.241: “licet doluerit, quod effectum supplicationis suae habere non potuit”, tr. Foulke, p. 305. 
73 Goffard, Narrators, p. 423. 
74 McKitterick, ‘Paul the Deacon’, p. 327. 
75 Paul the Deacon, Historia Langobardorum, 6.58, p.240: “et quod nulli alii reges habuerant”. 
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Furthermore, his death was described at the end of this chapter and his especially flattering epitaph 

was given. Liudprand was:  

“a man of much wisdom, very religious and a lover of peace, shrewd in counsel, powerful in 

war, merciful to offenders, chaste, modest, prayerful in the night-watches, generous in 

charities, ignorant of letters indeed, yet worthy to be likened to philosophers, a supporter of 

his people, an increaser of the law.”76  

It is not hard to see how these virtues mapped onto those valued by Carolingian courts.  

The only exception was Liudprand’s illiteracy, his one failing and an area where Charlemagne outdid 

him. McKitterick doesn’t mention Liudprand’s tears, but they formed part of this characterisation. It 

is true that Liudprand’s style of rulership was similar to that which Charlemagne later engaged in – 

the historical Liudprand did found monasteries, give laws which were couched in especially Christian 

language, and engage with the cults of the saints – specifically John the Baptist and St Michael.77 Yet 

the HL was a carefully crafted work with a specific audience in mind. Thus, whatever roots this style 

of kingship had in the realities of Liudprand’s reign, it is noteworthy that Paul emphasised them in 

the HL. He deliberately described Liudprand’s love of his nephew and tearful grief. 

Paul’s representation of Liudprand should be understood as part of a discourse, associated especially 

with Charlemagne’s court, which saw the tearful grief of a ruler as something to be both expected 

and encouraged. This is strengthened by a comparison with an earlier history, also written by Paul 

the Deacon.  The Historia Romana (HR) was completed between 766 and 771, before Paul’s time at 

the Carolingian court, and was dedicated to Adalperga, a princess of Benevento. There are fewer 

descriptions of rulers weeping, or being approached weeping, in this text. Livy’s account of Caeser’s 

tears shed over the head of his rival Pompey was included and elsewhere the tearful petition sent to 

the general Aetius from the British people in the fifth century, described in both Gildas’ De Excidio et 

Conquestu Brittanae and Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica, was described.78  The similarities between 

these scenes and those in the HL are noteworthy. Rulers were beseeched with tears, as Cunincpert 

was. Similarly, the head of a friend killed in battle was kissed, though Caesar had faced Pompey in 

battle whilst Romuald was aided by his former tutor. Through this, we can start to see some 

assumptions regarding tears and royal behaviour running throughout Paul’s work. This is only 

                                                           
76 Ibid., 6.58, p.242: “Fuit autem vir multae sapientiae, consilio sagax, pius admodum et pacis amator, belli 
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77 Delogu, ‘Lombard and Carolingian Italy’, p.267 and Dick Harrison, ‘Political Rhetoric and Political Ideology in 
Lombard Italy’, in Walter Pohl and Helmut Reimitz, eds., Strategies of Distinction (Leiden, 1998), pp. 243-251. 
78 Paul the Deacon, Historia Romana, ed. H. Droysen, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 49 (Hannover, 1879), 6.21, p. 56; 
Paulus, Historia Romana, 13.17, p. 109. 
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reinforced when the poem with which he introduced himself to Charlemagne’s court is considered. 

Here, Paul tearfully beseeched Charlemagne to have mercy on his brother, who was captured for his 

role in a rebellion in 776.79  However, in the HR, we do not see any explicit references to royal grief, 

nor do we see a ruler who was especially praised in the text crying.  

This examination of Paul the Deacon’s historical writings suggests to two, related conclusions. The 

HL, written after Paul’s time at Charlemagne’s court, and most probably intended for the Pippin of 

Italy’s court, was more favourable about royal weeping. This has been judged not only in terms of 

the quantity of references to royal tears – more kings cry and are approached tearfully in the HL – 

but also in the way these tears are described. They are shed more often on account of grief, and 

were used to show that a ruler was worthy of praise and that he ruled in a Carolingian way.  When 

read alongside other texts connected with Charlemagne’s court, especially Alcuin’s rich and 

numerous letter collection, a specific interpretation can be posited: he was responding to a culture, 

connected particularly with the group of intellectuals who surrounded the king in the 780s and 790s, 

which valued lachrymose grief.  

Alcuin’s own understanding of grief, influenced by an experience loss in his childhood, might have 

meant that he played a large role in the creation of such a discourse, or engaged with it especially 

enthusiastically. This is something which cannot be proved. References to similar tears in other 

contemporary writings, however, suggest that we cannot see this as a uniquely ‘Alcuinic’ 

phenomenon. 

Instead, it is useful to think of the development of this discourse in terms of an “emotional 

community”.80 This community was comprised of the “task-force of intellectuals” which surrounded 

the king, and the king himself.81 Rosenwein argues that the way in which emotions were expressed 

was heavily dependent on the norms and expectations of different communities. An examination of 

the ways in which emotions were described in texts can help us identify these norms. Charlemagne’s 

court fits this definition of such a community. Its members interacted with one another and were 

aware of their status as leading intellectuals surrounding the king, though they were not tied, or 

even often present, in the same geographical location.82 

The references to grief which we have examined in this chapter do not reflect real moments of 

weeping – though there is no evidence that the court did not tearfully lament dead or absent 
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friends. Instead the reflect the values of this court circle and their assumptions about the expression 

of grief. However, given the highly polished nature of these expressions, both in Alcuin’s letter and 

Paul’s histories, I would argue that they did more than just that. Alcuin in particular, in his letters to 

Charlemagne and other correspondents, alluded to biblical, patristic and classical sources, and 

demonstrated his expert grasp of the rhetorical conventions surrounding consolation and 

lamentation. Engagement with the descriptions of grief showed an awareness of and participation in 

this highly intellectual world. Tears of grief, when described in a certain way, proclaimed the king as 

a cultured and intellectual ruler. This was something Charlemagne, from the late eighth century 

onwards, aspired to be.  

These accounts showed a mastery of rhetoric, and did not necessarily reflect real moments of grief. 

This is not to say this these expressions were just tropes which only reflected a high level of 

education. Adherence to specific conventions doesn’t mean that their content was devoid of 

meaning. Furthermore, I have shown in the analysis of some of Alcuin’s most important sources for 

his consolation letters that he selectively used rhetorical models. He rejected the tropes which 

dominated Jerome and Venantius Fortunatus’ letters in favour of those found in Augustine’s writings 

and Ambrose’s funeral oration for his brother. The image of mourning created then was deliberate, 

and reflected specifically early Carolingian assumptions surrounding the appropriate time, place and 

manner in which tears could be shed.  

 

Hezekiah’s Tears, David’s tears: The Origins of the Penitential State? 
 

This was not the only way rulers were represented weeping in the late eighth and early ninth 

century. They were also encouraged to weep when asking for divine aid in battle. The connection 

between weeping and triumph in battle – something tied closely the masculinity of secular male 

rulers – is striking. It suggests that, unlike in the Fredegar Chronicon, tears were part and parcel of 

the expression of royal masculinity in this period. Michael McCormick has drawn attention to what 

he calls the ‘Liturgy of War’ in the late eighth and early ninth centuries. This described the way in 

which, from the middle of the eighth century onwards, rulers would order the celebration of mass 

and draw on the mechanics of penance – most prominently fasting, the giving of alms and praying - 

in order to avert the wrath of God and ensure success in battle. Although McCormick does not 

explicitly focus on tears, they do form a part of this discourse. A capitulary which was created in 

response to the threat of famine in 807, and survives in a copy addressed to Bishop Ghaerbald of 

Liege, provides a good example of this. Not only were the specific recommendations for the number 
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of fasts and masses stipulated, but the audience were encouraged to humbly approach God tearfully 

and in a penitential manner, along with the speaker.83  

Mayke de Jong similarly argues that rulers had a duty to avert the damaging effects of sin and the 

wrath of God through penance. This discourse had its roots in the early Carolingian period, and 

ultimately led to the Louis the Pious’ public, penitential behaviour in 822, 830 and 833. The 

“preventative action” taken by rulers before battle should be understood in this context.84 This 

intellectual climate must be kept in mind in the following section, however the focus will be a model 

not discussed by either McCormick or de Jong: the Old Testament King Hezekiah. Just as in the 

capitulary discussed above, these tears were believed to avert disaster or bring God’s support. They 

were described four times in Alcuin’s writings: in the York Poem; in the consolation to Lindisfarne 

and in letter 16 to Ethelred, both sent after the Viking attack of 793; and in the rewritten vita of 

Vaast of Arras. In each instance, they were shed by a ruler and on more than one occasion a male 

ruler can be identified as the audience for the work.  

The York Poem, which was written between 785 and 797, is possibly the earliest work under 

consideration here. It has been assumed that the main audience was Anglo-Saxon. There is, 

however, evidence of a significant circulation on the continent in the ninth century, and, even 

allowing for the Viking destruction of hypothetical Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, the insular manuscript 

transmission is limited and late.85 Furthermore, Simon Coates has drawn attention to the role of 

continental influences on Alcuin’s representation of episcopal and royal authority.86 The poem 

therefore sheds light not only on Alcuin’s attitudes, but, given the receptiveness of continental 

audiences to these ideas, of attitudes in Frankia as well.  

In 655, Oswiu, the king of Northumbria, defeated Penda, the pagan king of Mercia, in battle at 

Winwaed. Oswiu was viewed as an especially praiseworthy king, who was successful in battle and 

defended the church.87 The way in which Oswiu defeated his pagan foe is significant. Alcuin 

described how he advanced ahead of his army, with the support of a small force and invoked God 
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especially p. 246, line 1: “Quamobrem bonum nobis omnino videtur, ut unusquisque nostrum cor suum 
humiliare in veritate studeat et, in quocumque loco sive actu sive cogitatu se Deum offendisse deprehenderit, 
poenitendo tergat, flendo doleat et semetipsum in quantum ipse potest ab his malis in futurum cavendo 
custodiat”. See also Michael McCormick, ‘The Liturgy of War in the Early Middle Ages’, Viator, 15 (1984), 10-11 
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85 Ibid., p. xcii. 
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with “tears, vows and a trusting heart”.88 The foundation of this story comes from Bede’s Historia 

Ecclesiastica. In this text, Oswiu was described again advancing against Penda at the head of his 

army with a small force “trusting in Christ as their leader”.89 In both instances, the battle was won 

not through military superiority, but because of divine support which came after the king humbly 

beseeched God. The addition of tears here is significant and deliberate. It shows that, for Alcuin, 

imploring God to ensure success in battle was not complete without weeping.  

Two similar accounts of royal weeping were included in texts written, by Alcuin, shortly after the 

Viking attack on Lindisfarne in 793. Deeply shocked by this event, Alcuin wrote a consolation poem 

to the community in Lindisfarne and a letter to the King Ethelred of Northumbria shortly after the 

attack. The letter to Ethelred is a complex work. It contains elements of consolation: Alcuin 

advocated patient Job-like suffering in the face of such attacks. It also contained elements of 

admonition. Alcuin sought to encourage greater devotion to God amongst the Northumbrians and 

warned them about their sinful habits and lax morals.90 It is in this context that Ethelred was 

exhorted to “remember that the good and just King Hezekiah” who “obtained from God by a single 

prayer the destruction of a 185, 000 of the enemy by an angel in a single night. Similarly, he averted 

imminent death by bitter tears and won fifteen years more of life from God by such prayer”.91  

Here Alcuin juxtaposes two instances from Hezekiah’s life where prayer was successful. The first – 

given in Isaiah 37.36 and 4 Kings 18.13-15 - described how he was able to miraculously defeat the 

large Assyrian army which was besieging Jerusalem. The second came at the beginning of the 

following biblical book, in Isaiah 38.1-5 and 4 Kings 20.1-5. Here, a sick Hezekiah wept when he 

realised his death was coming. God then granted in an extended life so he could produce more 

offspring and extend the line of David, which would eventually produce Christ. Donald Bullough has 

emphasised Alcuin’s own reference to how “just and pious” Hezekiah was, suggesting that he 

created the image of a model ruler here.92 This is significant, but Bullough doesn’t focus on either 

the use of Hezekiah as a model, or indeed the fact that Hezekiah wept. The fact that this was 

originally two different stories, which were brought together because they shared similar themes, is 

                                                           
88 York Poem in Godman, Bishops, Line 536, p.46, tr. p. 47: “Fletibus et votis constanti corde”. 
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92 Bullough, Alcuin, p. 414. 



61 
 

significant. They were intended to encourage Ethelred to face the enemy with prayers and tears, and 

thus benefit from God’s support.  

The reference to Hezekiah in the Lindisfarne poem, which was written in a similar time frame, is 

even more telling, and demonstrates clearly how the two events – Hezekiah’s defeat of the Assyrians 

and his tears – were entwined in Alcuin’s mind. This poem, addressed to the community of 

Lindisfarne, has been identified by Garrison not as an elegy or lament, but a work of theodicy, which 

attempted to elucidate acts of God.93 It also contains a number of consolation tropes: Alcuin 

described the desire to lament while cautioning against the need to do so by citing the inevitable 

defeat and destruction of all worldly things.94 Whilst these tears might be ineffectual, not all bouts of 

weeping are considered in the same way. Alcuin described how “many thousands of baneful people/ 

were laid low in death by the tears of the king Ezekiah”.95 Again Alcuin referred to the death and 

defeat of the 185,000 Assyrians, but the account compresses the scriptural scenes: the Assyrians are 

laid low by Hezekiah’s tears. Whilst this poem and the above letter were addressed and sent to 

insular audiences, the main evidence for both texts comes from continental manuscripts.96 They are 

evidence not only of Alcuin’s view, but the Frankish as well as the Insular reception of this view.  

The final text under consideration is the Vita Vedasti II. This text is a rewritten version of Jonas’ vita 

which is discussed in chapter one.97  It was completed around 800 and was requested by and 

dedicated to Rado, the abbot of St Vaast.98 It is not certain that Charlemagne or his entourage 

received the poem, but it is entirely possible. The Vita Richarii, which was completed in the same 

year as the Vita Vedasti II, was requested by the lay abbot and courtier Angilbert and dedicated to 

Charlemagne.99 Thus, we can see elite audiences in Charlemagne’s court circle who had an appetite 

for such texts.100 Perhaps it is possible to see a similar audience consuming hagiography in much the 

same manner as Godman imagines them reading and listening to poetic works, or de Jong pictures 

                                                           
93 Mary Garrison, ‘Alcuin, Carmen IX and Hrabanus, Ad Bonosum’, in John Marenbon, ed., Poetry and 

Philosophy in the Middle Ages (Leiden, 2001), p. 72. 
94 Alcuin, ‘The Destruction of Lindisfarne’, ed. in Peter Godman, Poetry of the Carolingian Renaissance (London, 
1985), p. 128. 
95 Ibid., p. 134: “Plurima pro lacrimis sternuntur milia morte/ Ezechiae regis pestiferi populi”. Tr. Godman, 
Poetry, p. 135 
96 For Lindisfarne see Garrison, Carmen IX, p. 67. For letter 16, see Bullough’s analysis of the ‘Basic Tours 
Collection’ in Alcuin, pp. 51-57. 
97 Chapter 1, p. 30. 
98 For an analysis of Alcuin’s reasons for rewriting Jonas’ vita, see Christiane Veyrard-Cosme, L'oeuvre 
hagiographique en prose d'Alcuin (Firenze, 2003), p.lii. Cf. Monique Goullet and Martin Heinzelmann, eds., La 
réécriture hagiographique dans l'Occident medieval (Thorbecke, 2003). 
99 Veyrard-Cosme, L’oevre hagiographique, p.xliii; Alcuinus, Vita Richarii conf. Centulensis, ed. Bruno Krusch, 
MGH, SS rer. Merov. 4 (Hannover, 1902), inscr., p. 389. 
100 Veyrard-Cosme argues that the vitae provide models for such elite clerical and secular audiences in L’oevre 
hagiographique, pp. lvi-ii. 

http://cpps.brepolis.net.ezproxy.st-andrews.ac.uk/bmb/search.cfm?action=search_simple_result&startrow=1&add_to_search_history=1&log_advancedsearch=1&source=IMB&title_boolean=and&title=%22Poetry%20and%20Philosophy%20in%20the%20Middle%20Ages:%20A%20Festschrift%20for%20Peter%20Dronke.%20Ed.%20John%20MARENBON%20(Mittellateinische%20Studien%20und%20Texte,%2029).%20Pp.%20xi,%20392.%20Leiden:%20Brill.%22
http://cpps.brepolis.net.ezproxy.st-andrews.ac.uk/bmb/search.cfm?action=search_simple_result&startrow=1&add_to_search_history=1&log_advancedsearch=1&source=IMB&title_boolean=and&title=%22Poetry%20and%20Philosophy%20in%20the%20Middle%20Ages:%20A%20Festschrift%20for%20Peter%20Dronke.%20Ed.%20John%20MARENBON%20(Mittellateinische%20Studien%20und%20Texte,%2029).%20Pp.%20xi,%20392.%20Leiden:%20Brill.%22


62 
 

the later courts of Louis the Pious, Lothar I and Louis the German receiving works of biblical 

exegesis.101  

The Vita Vedasti II, even more than Jonas’ vita, focused primarily on themes of conversion and the 

expansion of the Christian church in Frankia. It opened with a lengthy account of Vaast’s role in the 

conversion of the Merovingian king Clovis; recounted numerous occasions on which Vaast 

miraculously cured the blind; and contained an account of Vaast’s rebuilding of a destroyed chapel 

and role in building churches throughout Frankia. It is easy to see a context for this work amongst 

Charlmagne’s court circle, which concerned itself with securing and spreading correct Christian 

practice and belief across the newly expanded Frankish empire.102 Among the numerous additions to 

Jonas’ vita are the two accounts of Clovis’ tears, both described in the context of his conversion.103 In 

the fourth chapter, Clovis, before being cleansed in baptism, fulfilled the requirement to “wash 

himself in the tears of repentance”.104 This relationship between the cleansing of baptism and 

penance is not unique, though the fact a ruler, albeit a converting ruler, was represented in this way 

is interesting. Indeed, this is closely connected with Clovis’ later ability to wield power, as Gerda 

Heydemann and Walter Pohl highlight: “only after a double ritual of penance and baptism can Clovis 

return to power.”105 Clovis also cried earlier in the vita, in the second chapter, as he faced the 

Alemannian army in battle. These tears provoked God’s aid and led to Clovis’ victory. 

“What ancient example is there of such Divine love, in that he recompensed the tears of one 

bitter moment by bestowing so great a triumph on his future servant? Unless it be the 

example of King Hezekiah, who in his tribulation, by one single prayer, not only saved his city 

by Divine aid from instant devastation, but also, that same night on which he had poured 

forth his prayers into the Divine ear, saw victory and freedom secured by the slaughter of 

one hundred and eighty-five thousand of the enemy.”106 

                                                           
101 See e.g. de Jong, ‘The empire as ecclesia’, pp. 191-226. 
102 Gerda Heydemann and Walter Pohl elaborate on this in ‘The Rhetoric of Election’, in Rob Meens, Dorine van 
Espelo et al eds., Religious Franks (Manchester, 2016), pp. 22-3. 
103 Compare with Ionas, Vita Vedastis, c. 2 and 3, p. 310 - p. 311. 
104 Alcuin, Vita II Vedastis episcopi Atrebatensis, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH, SS rer. Merov. 37 (Hannover, 1910), 
cap. 4, p. 419: “penitentiae […] ablueretur lacrimis”. 
105 Heydemann and Pohl, ‘Rhetoric of Election’, p. 23. 
106 Alcuin, Vita II Vedastis, cap. 2, p. 417: “Cui ex antiquis huius divinae pietatis auxilium adaequare debemus, 
qui ob unius momenti lacrimas tam celebrem venturo suo servo contulit triumphum, nisi Ezechiae regi, qui in 
angustia tribulationis una tantummodo petitione promeruit, non solum a praesenti vastatione civitatem 
superna protectione defendi, sed etiam in eadem nocte, qua preces in divinas effuderat aures, CLXXXV milia 
hostium laetus et liberatus occidi viderat”. J. A. Giles, The Biographical Writings and Letters of the Venerable 
Bede (London, 1845), p. 117. 



63 
 

Two points are worth raising here. As noted above, although Clovis did not cry in Jonas’ Vita Vedasti, 

he was described shedding similar tears at the moment of his conversion in other accounts, which 

draw primarily on Gregory of Tours’ Historia.107 Yet Alcuin’s description of these tears differs from 

these earlier references, which did not liken Clovis’ tears to Hezekiah’s. Secondly, Clovis’ tears are 

directly cited as the cause for his “great triumph”. Thus, as in his letter to Ethelbert, and even more 

prominently in the Lindisfarne poem, Hezekiah’s tears and his success against the Assyrians are 

collapsed – the king wept and because he wept he was victorious in battle.  

This not only demonstrates an interest across a number of Alcuin’s writings in a king and warrior 

weeping to ensure success in battle. The use of a specific biblical model – Hezekiah – in three of 

these four scenes is equally noteworthy. Although Hezekiah’s tears were not penitential, they 

beseeched God’s mercy. Thus, they ought to be understood in the context of communal acts of 

penance.108 It is also worth considering them alongside the private penitential prayers both lay 

noblemen and rulers were expected to offer to God. The development of lay mirrors formed a key 

part of this trend. These were works addressed to laymen which gave advice on how to live a 

virtuous life and avoid and atone for sins.  In De Virtutibus et Vitiis Liber, dedicated to Guy of Brittany 

in 800, Alcuin advised his audience to follow the example of Peter, who wept bitterly after denying 

Christ, and mourn his sins.109 Similarly, also around 800, Paulinus of Aquileia wrote a lay mirror for 

the nobleman Eric of Friuli. Longer than Alcuin’s De Virtutibus, Paulinus’ Liber Exhortationis covers 

many similar themes. The only tears described in this work are shed on account of penance: Paulinus 

advised Eric to wash away his sins with penitential tears.110 These tears would show the sincerity of 

his remorse and provoke the mercy of Christ, who was represented in the fifty sixth chapter as a 

stern judge.111 

This behaviour was not only recommended for magnates, but also Charlemagne himself. A prayer 

book, which advised the ruler to cry over his sins, has been edited by Stephan Waldhoff. Waldhoff 

attributes this book to Alcuin. Although some evidence suggests this might be the case – it was 

offered to Charlemagne by someone close to him, and Alcuin’s vita described him preparing such a 

work for the emperor – this is far from conclusive.112 Yet the prayerbook can be used as evidence to 

                                                           
107 Gregory, 2.30, p.75, lin.25; Fredegar, 3.21, p.101; LHF, cap.15, p. 261. 
108 As seen in e.g. epistola ad Ghaerbaldum, pp. 245-6. 
109 Alcuin, De Virtutibus et Vitiis Liber ad Widonem Comitem, PL 100, cap. 13 ‘De poenitentia’, Col.0622B – 
0623A. 
110 Paulinus Aquileiensis, Liber Exhortationis, PL 99, cap. 43, Col. 0245B; cap. 52, Col. 0257C; cap. 55, 
Col.0262A; cap. 56 Col.0263B; cap. 66, Col.0282B. 
111 Ibid., cap. 56, Col.0263B. 
112 See especially the review of Waldhoff, Alcuins Gebetsbuch, by Jonathan Black in Speculum, 83.3, (2008), 
775-777. 
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suggest that someone in in Charlemagne’s court circle expected the ruler to weep daily for his sins. 

Assuming that the author thought it would be well received by the ruler, it also has the potential to 

tell us something of Charlemagne’s own view as well. 

The prayer book provided a series of prayers which a sinner could recite. Waldhoff highlights how it 

was not created to facilitate penance in the case of specific sins, but instead to guide daily prayer.113 

Throughout the work, the audience was exhorted to weep to atone for their sins.114 These prayers 

were influenced by the penitential psalms, particularly psalm 51: “Have mercy on me, O God.”115 

This psalm was associated with David’s remorse over his adultery with Bathsheba, described in 2 

Kings 11. The link with David is even more apparent in the preface. Here, Charlemagne was 

addressed as David.116 This was not unusual.  The use of this nickname, especially by Alcuin, for 

Charlemagne is well documented. However, in this context, this identification has a different flavour. 

Here, David was not the warrior, musician or just king, but the humble penitent. Charlemagne was 

not only asked to pray tearfully for his sins, but to do so as David, one of his public faces as a ruler 

and his alter-ego.117 The prayer book shows us that, in the late eighth century, some figures sought 

to encourage not only powerful laymen, but also kings, to regularly lament their sins.  

Alcuin’s accounts of Hezekiah’s tears drew on wider currents at Charlemagne’ court. They were not 

strictly penitential, but they were similar: they demonstrated how a king could approach God 

humbly and seek his aid through tears. The York Poem may have been written before Alcuin’s first 

period at the court of Charlemagne. However, the other texts were completed after Alcuin had 

spent a significant period of time on the continent and after he was exposed to the cultural 

environment of Charlemagne’s court. It is likely that Alcuin was influenced by the intellectual 

currents outlined above – to borrow de Jong’s phrase, the incipient Penitential State – which he 

found in Frankia. Hezekiah was a model through whom tears shed to ask for God’s support in battle 

could be considered, just as David was used to understand penitential weeping. Charlemagne was 

especially concerned with the biblical Books of Kings, and we can see him using not only David, but 

                                                           
113 Waldhoff, Stephan, Alcuins Gebetsbuch fur Karl den Grossen (Münster, 2003), pp. 260-265. 
114 Ibid., p. 174. 
115 Ibid., pp. 184-199 and more. 
116 Ibid., p. 342; for a discussion of this see p. 146. 
117 Mary Garrison, ‘The social world of Alcuin’, in L. A. J. R. Houwen and A. A. MacDonald, eds., Alcuin of York, 
4.3 (Groningen, 1998) pp. 59-79. See also Mayke de Jong ‘Becoming Jeremiah’, in Richard Corradini et al., eds., 
Ego Trouble (Vienna, 1991) and Christiane Veyrard-Cosme, ‘Saint Jérôme dans les lettres d'Alcuin’, Revue des 
études augustiniennes, 49.2 (2003), pp. 323-351 for discussions of just how strong identification with an alter-
ego could be for individuals living in the late eighth and ninth centuries. 
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also other biblical rulers as models to frame his behaviour as a ruler.118 Perhaps, influenced by this, 

Alcuin sought to present the act of weeping before battle in similar biblical terms.  

This section draws attention to a previously unrecognised discourse. This discourse ought to be 

understood in the context of the intellectual currents at the court of Charlemagne in the 790s. These 

conclusions contribute much to our understanding of the development of a new style of rulership in 

those years. Building on the conclusions of McCormick and de Jong, it supports the idea that there 

was a concern about the relationship between sin and worldly success, and that specific penitential 

mechanisms existed to alter this relationship. It also illuminates the role Alcuin played in the 

development of these ideas, and draws attention to the previously unrecognised trope of the 

weeping king Hezekiah.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored two different forms of weeping which were associated with 

Charlemagne’s court. Firstly, this chapter sketches an image of a community, connected to 

Charlemagne’s court in the 790s, which especially valued lachrymose expressions of grief and 

expected their king to cry in this way. Charlemagne became a ruler whose courtiers wanted to see 

him weeping over the deaths of those close to him, and perhaps one who wanted to be seen crying 

himself. Running parallel to this are the tears a ruler ought to shed before battle, to request aid from 

God. Crying, as part of a humble request to God for worldly, often military, gain, was discussed in a 

number of sources from the late eighth century through to the ninth century. Ultimately, the use of 

this penitential mechanic by rulers laid the foundations for the acts of public penance which Louis 

the Pious undertook. These two types of tears are quite different, but do reflect the changing culture 

of the post-789 Carolingian court in two ways. The ‘Hezekiah tears’ can be understood as a feature 

of the growing concern with theological correctness, and the desire to appeal for divine aid and 

support in worldly affairs. On the other hand, the tears of grief should not be taken at face value, but 

were in fact carefully crafted with appeal to certain patristic models. An appreciation of these tears 

can thus be seen as evidence of a high level of learning, and ought to be understood in the context 

of the characterisation of Charlemagne as a learned and cultured king.  

These developments are connected with a community active in the 790s. They differed from the 

representation of royal tears in Merovingian and early Carolingian texts, particularly those which 

associated tears with defeat and weakness. What happened in Charlemagne’s later years, after his 

                                                           
118 Garrison, ‘Social World’; De Jong ‘Charlemagne’s Church’ p. 113. See also the use of Josiah as a model in 
Admonitio Generalis ed. Hubert Mordek, Klaus Zechiel-Eckes and Michael Glatthaar, Die Admonitio Generalis 
Karls des Grossen, MGH Fontes iuris XVI (Hanover, 2012), p. 54. 
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imperial coronation in 800? Most references in this chapter come from before this year. It is possible 

that the large number of references to tears before this date, and few after it, suggest a sharp 

change of direction in ideas about royal comportment. It is more likely, however, that this can be 

attributed to the deaths of many of the figures we have discussed in this chapter: Paul the Deacon in 

799, Paulinus in 802 and Alcuin in 804. Not only were these men key figures in our emotional or 

lachrymose community, but the evidence after their deaths is less rich. For example, we don’t have 

any source base comparable to Alcuin’s large letter collection in these years. More clear than the 

possible changes of the early 800s and 810s, however, are those which took place in the reign of 

Charlemagne’s youngest son, Louis the Pious, as emperor from 814 onwards. 
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Chapter 3: Remembering the Rebellions: The Tears of Louis the Pious 
 

It is not hard to see Louis the Pious as the disappointing heir of his father. Just three years after he 

came to the imperial throne, he faced rebellion from his nephew, Bernard of Italy. Louis defeated 

this rebellion and ordered Bernard to be blinded. As a result of this process, Bernard died. This 

scandal dogged Louis until he did penance for his role in Bernard’s death at Attigny in 822. Louis’ 

troubles did not end here. He faced his sons – Lothar I, Charles the Bald and Louis the German - in 

one rebellion in 830, and was deposed by them in another, in 833. In the aftermath of the latter 

event, at the instigation of a group of bishops led by Agobard of Lyons, Louis did penance and 

repudiated all claims to worldly power. By 835, however, he had regained the throne, and continued 

to rule the Carolingian empire until his death in 840. 

Accounts of Louis’ penance have dominated accounts of his reign as a whole. They have also 

influenced accounts of tears in this period. Both Courtney Booker and Mayke de Jong have 

highlighted the importance of tears to a certain narrative after 833: that propagated by the 

rebellious bishops who framed this penance as legitimate. 1 We can see this in the key source for 

Louis penance at Soissons in 833: Bishop Agobard of Lyon’s relatio. Agobard described how Louis 

confessed his sins “in a clear voice, in floods of tears” before removing his armour and undertaking a 

public penance.2 Such accounts made use of a tradition which saw tears as essential in 

communicating the sincerity and remorse of a sinner. In his Regula Pastoralis, Gregory the Great 

emphasised the necessity of tears in the part of the penitent.3 Similarly, Hrabanus Maurus, the 

Abbot of Fulda, asserted that penance “is not weighed in time, but in the depth of mourning and 

tears” in De Institutione Clericorum.4 A number of ninth-century penitentials echoed this sentiment.5 

In drawing attention to Louis’ tears, Agobard framed what happened at Soissons as a voluntary, 

legitimate, and binding penance.  

Later loyalist narratives used tears in a different way to challenge the legitimacy of the penance, and 

its implications for Louis’ ability to rule. Both biographies of Louis the Pious, Thegan of Trier’s Gesta 

                                                           
1 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 6; Booker, Past Convictions, pp. 161-2 It’s worth noting that the attention paid 
to tears is brief even in these studies. 
2  Agobardus Lugdunensis, Cartula de Ludouici imperatoris poenitentia, ed. L. van Acker, in Agobard 
Lugdunensis opera omnia, CCCM 52 (1981): “in … clara uoce cum habundanti effusione lacrimarum”. 
3  Gregory the Great, ed. F. Rommel and R. W. Clement, Regula Pastoralis, CC SL 141, 3.29. 
4 Hrabanus Maurus, De Institutione Clericorum, ed. Detlev Zimpel, De Institutione Clericorum libri tres 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1996), 2.29, p.373: “...quae non tempore pensatur, sed profunditate luctus et 
lacrimarum’. 
5 The Tripartite St Gall Penitential’, Tr. Helena Gamer and John McNeil, Medieval Handbooks of Penance (New 
York, 1990); Halitgar, Liber PeonitentialisCol.0694D-0695A. 
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Hludowici, written in 836, and the Astronomer’s Vita Hludowici Pii, written c.840, described the 

events of 833. In their accounts, Louis did not tearfully confess: instead he was forced, dry-eyed, to 

comply with the demands of the bishops.6 The absence of tears underlined the fact that this was not 

a true penance, but an illegal act.  In contrast, Louis’ sincere atonement at Attigny in 822 for his role 

in the death of his rebellious nephew Bernard was emphasised: in Thegan’s Gesta Hludowici, for 

example, Louis “wept with great sorrow for a long time”.7  

This all demonstrates that, in the 830s, penitential tears were politically charged. Thegan, the 

Astronomer and Agobard all focused on when and where Louis cried – i.e. at Soissons or Attigny – 

and did so with a thorny political question in mind: did Louis’ penance in 833, and so his deposition, 

count?  

But this was not the only ways tears were used in narratives written by those who supported Louis 

the Pious. This chapter will build on Booker and de Jong’s work: Louis was represented weeping in a 

politically charged way, but these tears were not only linked with penance. Authors loyal to Louis 

represented the Emperor or his wife, the Empress Judith, crying. They did this to show that they 

were virtuous rulers worthy of wielding power. In the eyes of these authors, the rebellions against 

the imperial couple, and the inflammatory accusations levelled at them as part of these rebellions, 

were groundless. These tears were described in a number of ways. Firstly, pro-Louis authors sought 

not only to show that Louis wept in 822 and not in 833, but texts written in the early 830s placed 

great emphasis on the importance of spontaneity in royal penance. Rulers should weep, but the role 

of a confessor in encouraging them to weep ought to be limited. Secondly, they argued that tears 

reflected the pietas of an individual. This virtue, which referred to the dutiful conduct of an 

individual towards their family, God and others. As such, it was a key virtue for anyone hoping to 

hold power. It became ever more important throughout the reign of Louis the Pious and was 

attributed to him by his supporters to undermine the legitimacy of the rebellions against him.8 This 

final motivation differs from the view of royal weeping outlined in chapter two. As such, it 

represents a development associated specifically with Louis the Pious.  

                                                           
6 Thegan, Gesta Hludowici imperatoris, ed. Ernst Tremp, MGH SS rer. Germ. 64 (Hannover, 1995), cap. 44, p. 
232; Astronomer, Vita Hludowici Imperatoris, ed. Ernst Tremp, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 64 (Hannover, 1995), cap. 
49, p. 480. 
7 Thegan, Gesta, cap. 23, p. 212. Mayke de Jong has underlined a similar principle at work in other texts of the 
period, does not consider Thegan in this way: Penitential State, p. 231. 
8 Depreux, 'La pietas Comme Principe de Gouvernement D’après Le Poème Sur Louis Le Pieux d’Ermold Le 
Noir', in Joyce Hill and Mary Swan, eds., The Community, the Family and the Saint (Leeds, 1998), pp. 214–5; 
Alexander Weihs, Pietas und Herrschaft (Münster, 2004). 
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Although this chapter will also consider accounts written throughout the 820s, it still commits the 

same sin as many other accounts of Louis’ reign: it foregrounds rebellions against Louis, whether in 

817, 830 or 833, and the texts which were produced in response to these events.9 This means that 

these events are focused on at the expense of a more rounded view of Louis’ reign. Yet the payoff 

for this limitation is worthwhile. These moments of crisis are telling. In seeing how authors 

responded to challenges to both Louis’ and Judith’s right to rule, we can understand much about the 

duties, virtues and comportment expected of a ruler.  

Penance and Power: Theodosius and David 
 

Like his father, Louis the Pious was encouraged to weep on account of his sins. The Council of Paris, 

one of four episcopal councils which gathered in 829, dealt at length with the issue of royal penance 

in the dedicatory epistle to Louis the Pious. It exhorted him to do penance in imitation of Mary 

Magdelane and the Old Testament rulers David, Ahab and Manases, lest his realm face destruction 

like Nineveh.10 Furthermore, as the Council of Paris makes clear, many bishops in the realm thought 

that they could and indeed should encourage an erring ruler to do penance.11  

Yet the images presented by Frechulf, the Bishop of Lisieux, and Hrabanus Maurus differed from the 

view offered by these bishops. Both authors took narratives of royal or imperial penance, and 

reworked these to emphasise the agency of the ruler involved. Frechulf drew from Cassiodorius’ HET 

to describe the Roman emperor Theodosius’ penance in Milan in his Historia.12 He completed the 

second and final book of this work in 829, and addressed it to the infant Charles the Bald and his 

mother, the empress Judith. Hrabanus, on the other hand, expanded on the account of the Old 

Testament king David’s penance in his commentary on the four books of Kings. He also completed 

this work by 829, but presented to Louis the Pious three years later.13 In both cases, the actions of a 

tearful penitent ruler were praised and the role of others in encouraging this penitential behaviour 

was minimised. This is not coincidence. Hrabanus and Frechulf both presented their works to the 

imperial court in late 829 or early 830, after the opposition of Louis’ sons was made clear. They were 

                                                           
9 See the criticism mounted by Rutger Kramer, ‘Great Expectations, Imperial Ideologues and Ecclesiastical 
Reforms from Charlemagne to Louis the Pious (813-822)’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Freie Universität Berlin, 
2014), pp. 10-11. 
10 Concilium Parisiense, a. 825, Nov. Epitome libelli synodalis Parisiensis, ed. A. Weminghoff, MGH, Conc. 2, 2 
(Hannover, 1908), pp.606 – 607. 
11 See p. 133 
12 Frechulf, Historia in Michael Allen, ed., Frechulfi Lexoviensis Episcopi Opera Omnia (Turnhout, 2002), 4.27, 
p.659. From HET, book 9, cap. 30.3-6, 8-10, 18-21, 22.  
13 Hrabanus Maurus, Commentaria in Libros IV Regum, PL 109, Col.0009A; Silvia Cantelli Berarduci, Hrabani 
Mauri Opera exegetica: repertorium fontium (Turnhout, 2006), p. 288. 
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important political gifts, which were offered to show support for a ruler in crisis and to speak to the 

current political situation.14 

Frechulf was raised and educated at Fulda. He then spent a period of time at the royal court under 

the tutelage of Helischar, Louis the Pious’ arch chaplain, before being appointed bishop of Lisieux 

after 822.15 His most prominent work is his Historia, which has been marginalised by scholars on 

account of its extensive use of earlier writings.16 More recent research has highlighted Frechulf’s 

political relevance and originality. Michael Allen, for example, has shown that Frechulf was a key 

player in the first half of the ninth century: he was present at a number of councils and showed 

support to the royal family in the rebellions of 830 and 833.17 In addition, the way in which Frechulf 

carefully selected and cut his sources, and as a result created an original narrative, has also been 

argued by Michael Allen, Nikolaus Staubach and Graeme Ward.18  

Theodosius cried twice in the Historia. He wept once the night before the Battle of Frigidus in 394, 

when it became clear that his troops were outnumbered. God sent his aid, and Theodosius was 

triumphant.19 These tears are familiar: they look like those Alcuin encouraged both Charlemagne and 

Ethelred of Northumbria to shed. Here, Theodosius used Orosius as his source for this scene. His 

account of Thedosius’ penance, completed in Milan in 390, for his role in a massacre at Thessaloniki, 

came from another source, equally well known in the ninth century: Cassiodorus’ HET.20 In this 

section of the Historia, Frechulf manipulated his source material to a greater extent than he did in 

the account of Frigidius. 

Frechulf opened his account by outlining Theodosius’ culpability for the massacre of civilians in 

Thessaloniki. Because of this, when Theodosius arrived in Milan, Ambrose prevented him from 

entering the church, rebuked him for this sin and ordered him to leave. Theodosius left the scene, 

“groaning and weeping”, and spent eight months in his palace, where “he incessantly expended 

continuous tears”.21 After this time, he returned humbly and obediently and took responsibility for 

his sin.22  The Emperor then issued a law which suspended execution for thirty days. After this he 

                                                           
14 De Jong, ‘Exegesis for an Empress’, p.234; De Jong, ‘Empire as Ecclesia’, pp. 206-210. 
15 For a full account of Frechulf’s life see Michael Idomir Allen, ‘History in the Carolingian Renewal’ 
(Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Toronto, 1994), pp. 2 – 65. 
16 For a discussion of this viewpoint see Nikolaus Staubach, 'Christiana Tempora', Frühmittelalterliche Studien, 
29 (1995), 170.  
17 See Allen, 'History', pp.3, 32–35, 49–56.  
18 Allen, 'History', 70 – 72; Staubach, 'Christiana Tempora'; Graeme Ward, ‘The Universal Past and Carolingian 
Present in the Histories of Frechulf of Lisieux (Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Cambridge, 2014). 
19 Frechulf, Historia, 4.28, pp. 661-662. 
20 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 130. 
21 Frechulf, Historia, 4.27, p. 659.” “gemens et deflens … continuas lacrimas incessabiliter expendat”. 
22  Ibid., 4.27, p. 659. “humiliter”. 
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was received back into the fold.23 Whilst the essence of the scene, and much of the wording, came 

directly across from the HET, it has been altered: this is one of the many instances in which 

Frechulf’s hand in creating a scene with a different emphasis to the original can be seen. In de Jong’s 

words, “in Frechulf’s adaption, the emperor received all the limelight.”24 Cassiodorus’ account, which 

was based on Theodoret’s history, was much longer, and gave more space to Ambrose’s admonition. 

In addition to this, Frechulf removed the account of the mediation of Rufinus, a magister officiarum, 

who in Cassiodorus’ account is instrumental in securing the reconciliation between Ambrose and 

Theodosius.25 Most significantly, Theodosius’ statement that he had “learned what the difference is 

between an emperor and a bishop” was also dropped from the Historia.26 The emperor obeyed 

Ambrose in doing penance, but the roles of Ambrose and other mediators were significantly 

reduced. Instead, the emperor drove action to a much greater degree: he tearfully wept and sought 

reconciliation of his own volition. 

Frechulf’s manipulation of Cassiodorus’ account was not an abstract intellectual exercise, but 

instead provided a model of rulership which he addressed to the royal court. In the dedicatory 

epistle attached to book two, addressed to the empress Judith, Frechulf articulated his intention that 

the work should be used for the education of their young son, Charles.27 The images of rulership 

within the work were therefore all charged, whether as examples to imitate or cautionary tales to 

avoid.  Theodosius played a special role in this respect: in Frechulf’s own words, he was the “most 

holy emperor”.28 Indeed, as Graeme Ward highlights, Frechulf’s representation of Theodosius in 

almost wholly positive terms is unique within the Historia: even Constantine, dubbed the “best 

emperor” by Frechulf, was criticised for the murder of his nephew.29 Theodosius was not only one of 

Frechulf’s positive examples, but was the most positive example of rulership presented to Charles. 

The fact that he wept in penance, and did so with minimal episcopal input, is therefore significant.  

A similar manipulation of source material can be found in Hrabanus Maurus’ commentary on the 

Books of Kings. After being struck with lust by the sight of Bathsheba bathing, David committed 

adultery with her and ordered her husband, Uriah, to his death. God sent his prophet, Nathan, to 

rebuke David and David wept remorsefully. In his expansion on 2 Kings 11.2, which described how 

                                                           
23   Ibid., 4.27, p. 660. 
24 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 130. 
25 HET, 9.30.11-17. 
26 Ibid., 9.30, p. 546; See also de Jong, Penitential State, p. 130. 
27 Graeme Ward, 'Lessons in Leadership', in Clemens Gatner, Rosamond McKitterick, Sven Meeder, eds., The 
Resources of the Past in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 2015), p. 71. 
28 Frechulf, Historia, 4.27, p. 660: “imperator sacratissimus”. 
29 Ward, 'Lessons in Leadership', p. 79. Janet Nelson, 'Translating Images of Authority', in The Frankish World, 
750-900 (London, 1996), p..91. 
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David caught sight of Bathsheba, Hrabanus focused on David’s penitential behaviour. He emphasised 

the grievous nature of his sin and the necessity of penance in cleansing this: “and it (David’s sin) was 

washed away by repentance”.30 This penitential behaviour was couched in medical language – 

David’s confession is a precious medicine which will heal his soul.31 As in Frechulf’s account of 

Theodosius, tears were essential in David’s reconciliation. They were likened to cleansing waters 

which could wash away dirt, and the healing waters of baptism.32 Hrabanus returned to the subject 

of David’s penance in his commentary on a later verse: 2 Kings 23.18. In this verse David asked for 

water to be brought to him, not to drink, but to offer to God. Hrabanus described how David had 

sinned, but had been “corrected by penitential weeping”.33 Here we seem several of the hallmarks of 

Hrabanus’ previous account of David’s penance: the idea of a grievous sin, the possibility of 

correction, and the centrality of tears to this process. Furthermore, in both cases, the penitential 

tears were not only seen to be necessary in the aftermath of David’s sin, but were described as 

praiseworthy.  

The extended account of David’s penance reinforces our understanding that the image of the tearful 

and remorseful David was both pervasive and politically important in the later 820s. It is possible to 

nuance this image with a closer reading of Hrabanus Maurus’ commentary on Kings: unlike later 

exegetes – prominently the monk Angelomus of Luxeuil who wrote a commentary on the books of 

Kings in 840 – Hrabanus described David’s penance pre-emptively.34 He did not wait until Nathan 

had rebuked David and, in response, the Old Testament king wept in penance (2 Kings 12.13-16. 

Instead he described at a much earlier point in the biblical narrative. 2 Kings 12 is the more natural 

moment to consider David’s remorse and penance – David repented at this point in the biblical 

narrative. In his commentary, Hrabanus described David’s penitential behaviour pre-emptively. In 

doing this, he foregrounded the spontaneity of David’s penance: he did not wait to be rebuked, but 

turned to God remorsefully of his own volition. deliberately avoiding issues raised by Nathan’s 

interventionist stance in the scriptural accounts, and telling a different story about royal penance.In 

both Frechulf’s account of Theodosius’ tears, and Hrabanus’ account of David’s tears, the role of a 

mediator between the remorseful ruler and God is minimised. In the original accounts, Nathan, 

Ambrose and Rufinus were all essential in ensuring that the ruler in question wept. Indeed, these 

scenes were often used by intellectuals to demonstrate the need for episcopal rebuke of all laymen, 

                                                           
30 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0098C: “et ipse abluit poenitendo”. 
31 Ibid., Col.0099A e.g.” … vulnus iniquitatis ex humilitatis confessione sanavit” or the characterisation of 
penance as a “novi generis medicamentum”  at Col.0099B. 
32 Ibid., Col.0100D. 
33 Ibid., Col.0118B, “per poenitentiae lamenta correxit”. 
34 For Angelomus see chapter 5, pp. 125-6.  
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including kings and emperors. Frechulf and Hrabanus did not do this. Perhaps the reason why they 

did not can be found in the events of the 820s and 830s. Theodosius’ and David’s penitential 

behaviour reflected the way Louis’ penance at Attigny in 822 was understood by his sympathisers: 

he spontaneously reflected on his sins and wept. It was not like the events of Soissons in 833, where 

Louis was enjoined to repent by bishops, who subsequently stripped him of his right to rule. This was 

yet to happen when both Frechulf and Hrabanus presented their works to the imperial court, but 

arguably the foundations had been laid. The episcopal exhortations to penance contained in the 

report from the 829 Council of Paris were addressed to Louis in this period.35 Later narratives which 

aimed to undermine the legitimacy of the 833 penance focused on the fact that it had not been 

voluntary: a ruler ought to initiate their penitential behaviour. It is entirely conceivable that Frechulf 

and Hrabanus engaged with this discourse. The fact that we see this in the later 820s suggests that 

accounts of these events, from both loyalist and rebellious perspectives, drew on a discourse which 

circulated in the late 820s and early 830s. Thegan and the Astronomer’s emphasis on Louis’ 

spontaneous penance in 822 described at the beginning of this chapter was not solely a reaction to 

833, but drew on wider ideas about royal penance.  

Fathers and Sons: Tears and Pietas 
 

Penitential tears were politically charged and, having been activated in 822, discussions about them 

played a central role in the rebellions of 830 and 833. Yet it is worth remembering that all the 

rebellions against Louis were family affairs. Thus, tears of grief or love, shed over family members, 

could equally communicate loaded political messages. When Louis wept as a father, he wept as the 

father of the realm. 

Ten years before Soissons, most likely in 823, Einhard described Charlemagne’s tears in his Vita 

Karoli. The dating of this text is contested, with suggestions ranging from 817 to 829. 36 Yet most 

persuasive is the suggestion de Jong’s association of the text with the birth of Charles the Bald and 

the mood of familial reconciliation which marked these years.37 In 822 Louis atoned for his role in his 

nephew’s death. Furthermore, in 821, numerous members of his family, who had been exiled in the 

810s, including his cousins, Adalhard and Wala of Corbie, and half-brother Drogo of Metz, were 

                                                           
35 Concilium Parisiense, a. 829, pp. 606-607. For a discussion of this council, see de Jong, Penitential State, pp. 
176-184. 
36 Rosamond McKitterick argues for a much earlier date in Charlemagne (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 13-18. 
Matthias Tischler, on the other hand, argues for a later date in Einharts Vita Karoli (Hannover, 2001), pp. 78-
239. 
37 De Jong, Penitential State, p. 79 
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restored to their former positions.38 It was at Attigny, the following year, Louis was formally 

reconciled with these men. This work fits well with the political mood of these years: it focused on 

Louis’ great father and the infant Charles’ namesake and, as we will see, emphasised familial love,  

In the Vita Karoli, Charlemagne wept over the deaths of Pope Hadrian I and his children. When 

describing how he wept over the deaths of his children, Einhard stated that:  

“In spite of his greatness of spirit (pro magnanimitate), Charlemagne bore the deaths of his 

sons and daughter less patiently, but was driven to tears on account of his affection (pietas), 

which was no less a significant part of his character.”39  

The use of the concessive in pro magnanimitate may initially seem like a criticism of Charlemagne.40 

Yet this is not the case. Magnanimitas was a virtue associated with Charlemagne’s patient 

endurance in the face of adversity. However, the attribution of the tears to pietas is key for our 

understanding of this passage. Charlemagne did not show his magnanimitas in his tears, although it 

was one of his characteristic virtues, but instead his pietas. And what was meant by pietas? As 

suggested at the opening of this chapter, pietas referred to the dutiful conduct of an individual in 

terms of their relationships. It was an important royal virtue associated with the ruler’s love of God, 

the church, their family and their subjects. This is supported when other uses of this word are used 

by Einhard: elsewhere he described pietas in connection with Charlemagne’s relationship with his 

family or his support of the Christianity.41 These tears did not reflect his magninimitas, but this 

doesn’t mean their inclusion constituted a criticism.42 Instead, they were indicative of another, 

complimentary royal virtue. The following section will explore the relationship between tears and 

pietas, and the way this relationship was used for political ends by authors throughout the 820s and 

830s.  

This reference to Charlemagne’s tears in the Vita Karoli, much like the accounts of Louis’ tearful or 

dry-eyed comportment at Soissons, responded to difficult political circumstances. Charlemagne’s 

tears are described in the middle of a section which dealt, head on, with his and his daughter’s 

                                                           
38 Annales Regni Francorum, ed. F. Kurz, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 6 (Hannover, 1895), a. 821, p.156.  
39 Einhard, Vita Karoli, cap. 19, p. 24: “Mortes filiorum ac filiae pro magnanimitate, qua excellebat, minus 
patienter tulit, pietate videlicet, qua non minus insignis erat, conpulsus ad lacrimas”. Tr. Thomas Noble in 
Charlemagne and Louis the Pious (Pennsylvania, 2009), p. 39. 
40 See e.g. Thickpenny, 'Temper Tantrums', pp. 57–9. 
41Ibid., cap. 8, p. 11, “Nam rex, omnium qui sua aetate gentibus dominabantur et prudentia maximus et animi 
magnitudine praestantissimus, nihil in his quae vel suscipienda erant vel exsequenda aut propter laborem 
detractavit aut propter periculum exhorruit, verum unumquodque secundum suam qualitatem et subire et 
ferre doctus nec in adversis cedere nec in prosperis falso blandienti fortunae adsentiri solebat.” 
42 For rhetorical use of concessive when no criticism meant as form of praise see De Jong, Penitential State, p. 
86. 
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sexual transgressions. The affairs of Rotrude and Bertha, which gave their father “no end of trouble” 

were described; the cohabitation of father and daughters at the palace was referred to using the 

sexually charged word “contubernius”; and his own illegitimate children were discussed.43 

Charlemagne’s sex life was the subject of criticism through the 810s and 820s. The Visio Wettini was 

the most prominent example of this. This text descrbed the vision of a monk of Reichenau called 

Wetti. Written in prose in the 810s, it was converted to verse by Walahfrid Strabo in 827 and 

addressed to Louis the Pious’ court. Whilst it is acknowledged that he was ultimately destined for 

paradise, in Wetti’s vision Charlemagne was presented as one of a number of sinners suffering in 

hell.44 His punishment fits his alleged crime well: his genitals were gnawed by a wild beast.45 

Referring to the Visio Wettini, Paul Dutton argues that Einhard wrote the Vita Karoli in order to 

respond to criticism of his subject and take control of Charlemagne’s memory.46  The nature of this 

criticism was potentially explosive. Any aspersions cast on Charlemagne or his daughter’s sexual 

behaviour indicated he was unable to rule his body and his household. This criticism not only 

challenged Charlemagne in gendered terms – control over oneself and others was central to 

masculine performance in the ninth century – but also implied he was unable to rule a kingdom.47 

Einhard’s choice to describe Charlemagne crying at this moment, in order to signify his pietas, is thus 

a significant one. He took a potentially problematic relationship and showed Charlemagne’s 

behaviour, at this moment, reflected important royal virtues and responded to criticisms of his 

masculinity.  

Suetonius’ early second-century collection of imperial lives – De Vita Caesarum – provided a model 

for Einhard’s imperial biography. Augustus’ biography was especially influential. It is therefore no 

surprise that the specific phrasing Einhard used to describe Charlemagne’s tears echoed Suetonius’ 

account of Augustus’ relationship with his children. The way he did this is suggestive. Whilst 

Charlemagne “bears the death of his children less patiently” and weeps, Augustus “bears the deaths 

more patiently than their decorum” and does not cry.48 This is not the only moment where the 

                                                           
43 Einhard, Vita Karoli, cap.19, p. 25; See also Janet L. Nelson, 'Writing Early Medieval Biography', History 
Workshop Journal: A Socialist and Feminist Journal, 50 (2000), 133. 
44 Walahfrid Strabo, 'Visio Wettini' in David Traill, tr. and ed., Walahfrid Strabo’s Visio Wettini: Text, Translation 
and Commentary (Bern, 1974), pp. 55–6. 
45 The Visio Wettini and other dream literature discussing the punishment of a ruler is discussed in detail in 
Paul Edward Dutton, The Politics of Dreaming in the Carolingian Empire (Lincoln, 1994). 
46 Paul Edward Dutton, 'Karolus Magnus or Karolus Felix', in Matthew Gabriele and Jace Stuckey, eds., The 
Legend of Charlemagne in the Middle Ages (New York, 2008), p. 27. 
47 David Ganz claims that Einhard did not create an exemplary image of a ruler in the Vita Karoli, but instead 
painted a picture of the man himself. David Ganz, 'Einhardus Peccator', in Patrick Wormald and Janet Nelson, 
eds., Lay Intellectuals in the Carolingian World (Cambridge, 2007), p. 47.  
48Suetonius, Lives of the Caesars Vol. 1, tr. and ed. J. C. Rolfe, Loeb Classical Library 31 (Cambridge, Mass, 
1998), cap.66, p.224: “Aliquanto autem patientius mortem quam dedecora suorum tulit.”. See the similarity 
between this and Einhardus, cap. 19, p. 24: “minus patienter tulit”. 
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accounts echo each other, yet describe their subject behaving differently. In Suetonius’ work, the 

extent of Augustus’ daughter, Julia’s, transgression, her exile, and the shame her father felt are all 

detailed. Similarly, Suetonius described Augustus referring to his daughter as one of his “three boils” 

or “ulcers”.49 Einhard, on the other hand, only alluded to the scandals which affected Charlemagne: 

he does not describe them in detail. Furthermore, the disorder of Augustus’ household was not 

replicated: instead Charlemagne’s female relatives were depicted in a court procession, occupying 

an orderly place between him, his sons, and their bodyguard.50 Carolingian intellectuals were 

familiar with Suetonius. Einhard’s allusions to De Vita Caesarum would therefore have been widely 

recognised.51 Through them, Einhard emphasised how unlike Augustus, an emperor who could not 

control his problematic children, Charlemagne was. He hinted at disorder at court whilst 

demonstrating that Charlemagne did, in fact, run a tight ship. 

Furthermore, the parallel drawn between the tears Charlemagne shed over Pope Hadrian I “as if he 

had lost a brother or deeply loved son” - and his transgressive children is interesting.52 It emphasised 

the closeness between Charlemagne and this pope, and so the Carolingian emperor and papacy 

more broadly.53 Even more importantly, however, the equivalence between the pope and 

Charlemagne’s children worked both ways: Hadrian was not only cast as one of the family, but the 

tears Charlemagne shed over this family were elevated. If his intimate relationship with them, and 

specifically with his daughter, could be criticised, then his close relationship with Pope Hadrian was 

equally open to criticism.   

Einhard used tears to respond to criticism of Louis’ father which circulated in the 810s and 820s. He 

addressed the imperial court with an image of a tearful, pious and masculine ruler whom Louis could 

imitate. Indeed, in praising Charlemagne in this way, it is also possible to see Einhard praising Louis 

the Pious’ recent reconciliation with exiled members of his family and encouraging similar 

expressions of pietas in the future. And was Louis listening? We cannot know whether Louis himself 

cried in this way. But he was represented weeping in a similar way in later narratives. This suggests 

that the relationship between tears, familial pietas and power apparently remained strong 

throughout the 820s and 830s. This is apparent in two accounts of Louis’ imperial accession, both of 

which described him shedding tears. The first was in Ermold the Black’s Carmen in Honorem 

                                                           
49 Suetonius, Lives, cap.66, p. 224, “vomica” “carcinomata”, the other two being his ‘mad’ grandson, Agrippa, 
and Julia’s child.  
50 Note how family processions are described in Suetonius’ work, but the daughters are absent (Suetonius, 
Lives, cap. 65, p. 222). Einhard, on the other hand, includes all the daughters in the procession.  
51 David Ganz, ‘Einhard’s Charlemagne’, in Joanna Story ed., Charlemagne (Manchester, 2005), pp. 38-51. 
52 Einhard, Vita Karoli, cap.19, p. 24. 
53 See chapter two, p. 37. 
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Hludowici Pii, which was composed between 826 and 828. The second can be found in Thegan of 

Trier’s Gesta Hludowici. The placement of these tears is significant: they are explicitly tied up with 

his reception of imperial power and thus say something about what it meant to be a ruler.  

Again, both Ermold and Thegan described a difficult political situation in these scenes: they 

described Louis’ imperial accession. The transfer of political power is always a liminal and uncertain 

time, but this is especially true in this case. Louis did not have a close relationship with his father.54 

He had been king of Aquitaine since he was three years old, and was rarely present at Aachen or 

amongst Charlemagne’s entourage. Indeed, he only travelled north in 813 to be crowned emperor 

after the unexpected deaths of his elder brothers, Pippin and Charles, in 810 and 811 respectively. 

These accounts remembered a moment of political uncertainty in terms more favourable to Louis. 

He is no longer Charlemagne’s forgotten, third son, but his top choice as heir.  

So how was Louis described crying in these texts? In the first book of his Carmen, Ermold described 

how Louis’ tearful prayers demonstrated to Paulinus, the Patriarch of Aquilea, that Louis ought to be 

Charlemagne’s heir. When singing in the palace chapel one day, Paulinus was interrupted by 

Charlemagne’s three sons. Firstly, Charles, the eldest son, passed through the chapel hurriedly, 

stopping at the altar only briefly. Pippin, the middle son, soon followed, entering and leaving the 

chapel quickly with a large entourage.55 Finally, Louis entered the chapel, prostrated himself before 

the altar and wept whilst praying for God’s aid. Paulinus soon related this event to Charlemagne, 

stating: “If God ordains that there is to be a king of the Franks from your seed, this one will be fitting 

to sit in your seat.”56  

Louis cried at one other point in this text: when he heard of his father’s death at the beginning of the 

second book. He offered prayers for the soul of his father and, after a few days, left Aquitaine to 

take up his imperial duties in Aachen. Here Louis shed tears out of love for his father and grief over 

his death. Ermold thus painted a picture of an emotionally close relationship between the two men. 

It is the first scene, however, which has received most attention. Most prominently, Philippe 

Depreux has highlighted how these tears reflected Louis’ humility and devotion to God, two virtues 

which meant that he was worthy of wielding imperial power.57 A comparison with the second 

                                                           
54 This relationship is also emphasised in other texts of the period. For example, it is signified in the tears of 
grief Ermold describes Louis weeping in ed. Ernst Dummler, In Honorem Hludowici, MGH, Poetae 2 (Hannover, 
1884), 2, p. 27 and his description of Charlemagne’s approval at 1, p. 22. 
55 Ibid., 1, p. 23.  
56 Ibid., 1, p.23: "Si deus e vestro Francorum semine regem/ Ordinat, iste tuis sedibus aptus erit." Tr. Noble in 
Charlemagne, p. 141. 
57 Philippe Depreux, 'Gestures and Comportment at the Carolingian Court', Past And Present, 203.4 (2009), 75. 
See also Depreux, 'Pietas',  pp. 214–5. 
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lachrymose scene, which is not considered by Depreux, reinforces this. Louis’ tears showed that he 

only heard of his father’s death as a cause for sadness, and not as news that he was now emperor. 

He did not rush to Aachen, via Orléans and Paris, immediately. Instead, he passed the night in a vigil 

for his father, with prayers and psalms, before heading out on the third day.58 Thus, these tears cast 

Louis as a reluctant ruler or rex retitens, to use Bjorn Weiler’s characterisation, and demonstrated 

that he was worthy of receiving power precisely because he was not seen to seek it.59  

Louis’ tears reflected his love for God and his father; his humility; and his faith. All virtues 

demonstrated that he was able to wield imperial power. Yet these were not the only virtues Louis’ 

tears showed. He was not the only ruler who cried in the Carmen: two other leaders, who were 

defeated by Louis in battle and come to sticky and ignoble ends, shed tears. These leaders are Zado, 

the leader of the Muslims at Barcelona and Murman, the duke of the Bretons. We can read the 

actions of both these figures in dialogue with Louis: they are foils against which his glorious actions 

and virtues can be contrasted.  

Zado shed tears when the defeat of Barcelona became apparent. After hearing boasting from the 

Frankish army, the defenders abandoned the walls. Angrily, Zado demanded to know why. When he 

was told that the Muslims would not be successful in this battle, “in a rage, Zado tore his clothes, 

tousled his black hair and raked his eyes” and “for a long time shouted and wept in an unholy voice: 

‘O swift Moors, why does your confidence fail?’”60 He ordered an attack, and then secretly left the 

city in search of reinforcements. Frightened, he tried and evade capture, only to charge into Frankish 

troops. He was humiliatingly captured and led to Louis the Pious, trembling and wearing a bridle.61 

Although Barcelona resisted the Franks for another month, according to Ermold’s narrative their 

defeat is assured by this point.  

Ermold described Murman’s tears in a similar way. Murman was told by one of his followers that the 

Franks would triumph over the Bretons.62 The speaker described the safety in which Louis travelled, 

unlike Murman, and emphasised that Murman was unlikely to be able to attack Louis, as he 

desired.63 In response to this:  

                                                           
58 Ermold, In Honorem, 2, p.27. 
59 Bjorn Weiler, ‘The Rex Renitens and the Medieval Idea of Kinship, ca. 900 – ca. 1250’, Viator, 31 (2000), 1-42. 
For more on the relationship between humility and authority see Leyser, Authority and Asceiticism. 
60 Ibid., 1, p. 18: “Ille quidem frendens vestem conscindit, et atros/ Disrumpit crines, dilaceratque oculos […] Et 
sequitur verbis, iterumque iterumque profana /Cordoba voce vocat, inlacrimatque diu: /O Mauri celeres, quo 
nunc fiducia cessit?” 
61 Ibid., 1, p. 19. 
62 Ibid., 3, p.52. 
63 Ibid., 3, p. 52. 
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“Suffering in his mind, his (Murman’s) eyes did not lack tears, nor his heart grief. But soon he 

threw himself swiftly against the enemy … like a ravenous she-bear who had lost her cubs, 

he roared back and forth through the fields and woods”.64  

Immediately after this, Murman encountered Coslus, a “little known” Frank. He was attacked by him, 

and killed by his squire.65  

Both Zado and Murman’s weeping followed a similar pattern. Zado left the camp and his men to 

seek reinforcements from Cordoba, without which the inhabitants of Barcelona were, ultimately, 

doomed. Similarly, Murman wept after being told by his follower that he will never be able to harm 

Louis, and that the Franks had overrun the lands of the Bretons. Zado and Murman’s tears were 

provoked by the knowledge that a military situation was hopeless. They were soon followed by 

humiliating defeat. Murman died soon after crying: he is killed “little known” Frank, a far cry from 

the engagement with Louis which he had in mind. He was then beheaded and his head is displayed 

by the Franks.66 Zado was not killed, but captured and taken before Louis in an especially humiliating 

way: in a bridle. In addition, like Murman, Zado was also displayed after this defeat: he was led by a 

tether and paraded before his people.67 Military success was a central part of rulership and secular 

masculinity. Louis’ tears accompanied his reception of imperial power and spoke of his worthiness. 

Zado and Murman’s tears, one the other hand, accompanied their failings as leaders and men, and 

the loss of power.  

Another equally prominent way in which the tears differ is the way in which the weeper in question 

sheds them. In the case of Zado and Murman, violent and changeable emotions surrounded the 

moment of weeping and this performance was more physical. Zado, for example, not only wept, but 

he tore his clothes, raked his eyes, and “shouted and wept in an unholy voice for a long time”: A 

number of emotions are also associated with this weeping. Zado cried first “in a rage” and, when he 

was captured, this turned to fear and “trembling”.  Murman’s tearful outburst was similarly 

dramatic. His tears were linked to his suffering but also his rage, which was described in derogatory 

and feminising terms – he roared like a “ravenous she-bear”.68 In addition, as he raged, he wheeled 

round on his horse and wildly slashed at enemies. This loss of physical control and military 

incompetence makes even more sense when considered in an even broader context. Just lines 

                                                           
64 Ibid., 3, p.53: “Non caruere genae lacrimis, non corda dolore/ In varias partes mens male sana ruit./ Mox 
quoque in adversos sese dedit ocius hostes; … Qualiter ursa rapax catulos amissa novellos, / Per rus, per silvas 
itque reditque fremens.” 
65 Ibid., 3, p.53. 
66 Ibid., 3, p. 54. 
67 Ibid., 1, p. 20. 
68 Ibid., 3, p.53: “ursa rapax” 
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earlier, when mounting his horse and bidding farewell to his family, Murman takes a number of 

hefty swigs from his wineskin. Thus, Murman’s tears were not only marked by noise, movement and 

emotional expression, but were also shed drunkenly. Ermold described both men experiencing a 

range of changing emotions – for Zado suffering leads to rage and for Murman rage leads to fear. He 

also described them weeping alongside a number of other gestures and movements.   

The behaviour which accompanied Louis’ weeping, however, was different. In book one, Louis 

prostrated himself as he tearfully prayed, but Ermold did not associate any emotion with these 

tears. In the second scene, in which he wept over Charlemagne’s death, Louis was saddened. 

However, this is the only emotional state described, and this causes him to lead his followers to pray 

for his dead father. Emotions were present in this scene, and prostration, a physical gesture, was 

apparent in the first scene, yet these are both clearly stable. Not only do his tears not precipitate 

rash actions, they are not associated with changeable emotions and frantic movements as Zado and 

Murman’s were. This was deliberate tactic on Ermold’s part: throughout the work Zado and 

Murman’s actions were contrasted with Louis’. For example, Elizabeth Ward has highlighted how the 

passionate kisses of Murman’s wife ought to be read in contrast to the chaste kisses of Louis’ wife, 

Judith.69 Furthermore, Ermold included tears at the very moment where Louis’ strength and power 

were emphasised, and where Zado and Murman’s failings were made clear. Thus, the fact that Louis 

did not lose control as he wept means that we can see this scene passing comment on his ability to 

control himself, as a good ruler and man ought to. 

Tears can communicate a multitude of messages at the same time. In the Carmen, they reflected 

Louis’ humility; the control he exerted over his body and household; and his military prowess. These 

were all virtues expected of a ruler. Yet on another level the tears Louis was represented shedding 

over his father’s death and before God echoed those Einhard described Charlemagne shedding. In 

both cases, Louis’ tears commented on two different, yet related, relationships. Not only did his 

tears reflect the love he felt for both God and his father, but were also associated with the 

performance of certain duties. When he wept in the chapel, Louis offered prayers humbly to God 

with greater care than his brothers. And when he mourned his father’s death, he was inspired to 

offer prayers for his soul. These tears conformed to ideas of pietas – that is, the devotion and duty 

towards family, God and the realm expressed so clearly in Einhard’s Vita Karoli.  

Louis cried in a similar way in Thegan’s Gesta. In chapter 6 of this work, Thegan described Louis’ 

imperial coronation. Soon after being told of his imperial duties and crowned by Charlemagne, Louis 

returned to Aquitaine. Shortly before Louis left, he and his father “embraced and kissed and began 

                                                           
69 Elizabeth Ward, 'Caesar’s Wife ', in Peter Godman and Roger Collins, eds., Charlemagne’s Heir, p. 218. 
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to weep on account of the joy of their love.”70 Again, tears were indicative of love between a father 

and son. They also contributed to the representation of a model filial relationship in another way. 

Throughout this scene, Louis is a good son. His obedience is shown as he complied with his father’s 

dismissal and returned to his kingdom. Tears reflected both Louis’ emotional bond with his father 

and his behaviour as an obedient and dutiful son. Again, tears reflect the two sides of pietas – duty 

and devotion.  

Like Ermold, Thegan praised Louis and, in this scene, reinterpreted a moment of political uncertainty 

in a more positive light. By 836, however, the stakes were higher than they were in the 820s. In his 

Gesta, Thegan dealt not only with Louis as a son, but other less obedient, loving and pious sons who 

had engaged in two rebellions against their father. Louis and Charlemagne’s tears served to 

underline the chasm between Louis’ behaviour as a pious son, and his own sons’ impiety and failings. 

An examination of the other references to tears in Thegan’s Gesta is even more illuminating. 

Throughout this text, Thegan used tears to reflect Louis’ dutiful approaches to God in prayer, just as 

Ermold did. He also used tears throughout to show Louis was able to preserve order within his 

relationships more generally. Even more tellingly, the absence of tears pointed to the source of the 

disorder. In short, Thegan used tears to delineate who was a good ruler and who was a bad one, 

based on their ability to maintain concord and peace in the realm. Only one lachrymose scene will 

not be discussed at legnth: Louis’ penitential tears shed at Attigny in 822. It is true that these tears 

reflected an ordered relationship: they speak of reconciliation between a ruler and God. However, 

these tears chiefly communicated Louis’ remorse, whilst the other lachrymose scenes primarily 

praised concord in relationships.  

In chapter 19, Thegan described the virtues which made Louis an ideal ruler. He was a good fighter; 

he feasted, albeit soberly; he distributed lands to his followers; and he hunted. He also cried. 

According to Thegan, Louis “went to church every single morning to pray, and bending his knees, he 

humbly touched his forehead on the pavement and prayed for a long time, sometimes tearfully.”71 

This scene has received some attention, for example from Matthew Innes and Alexander Weihs. 

They both interpret these tears as an indication of Louis’ devotion to God and humility which drew 

on a monastic vocabulary.72 This is certainly the case. The similarities between this scene and 

                                                           
70 Thegan, Gesta, cap. 6, p. 184: “…amplexantes enim se et osculantes, propter gaudium amoris flere 
caeperunt.” Tr. Noble, Charlemagne, p.197. 
71 Thegan, Gesta, cap. 19, p. 202: “Quociens mane in cottidianis diebus ad aecclesiam perrexerat causa 
orationis, flexis genibus fronte tetigit pavimentum, humiliter diu orans, aliquando cum lacrimis”. Tr. Noble, 
Charlemagne, p. 203. 
72 Matthew Innes, ‘He never even allowed his white teeth to be bared with laughter’, in Guy Halsall, ed., 
Humour, History and Politics in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2002), pp. 142-3; 
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references to tears in contemporary vitae of monks or abbots or, even more tellingly, the two ninth-

century commentaries on the Rule of St Benedict are striking.73 However, the similarities between 

this scene, the earlier reference to Louis’ tears, in chapter 6 of the Gesta, and indeed to the tears 

Ermold described Louis shedding before the altar in the palace chapel, are equally noteworthy  

Both scenes also showed Louis conscientiously performing his duties as a Christian emperor. In 

chapter 19, he offered prayers humbly to God on a daily basis, and in chapter 6, he wept before 

obeying his father and returning to dutifully rule his kingdom. As in Ermold’s Carmen, both scenes 

reflect Louis’ pietas: the execution of dutiful behaviour towards a superior – whether God or his 

father - the virtue which made him an ideal ruler in Thegan’s eyes. This is underlined when the 

following chapter is considered. Immediately following this litany of Louis’ virtues in chapter 19, 

Thegan included an account of the “wicked men” of the realm, who, led by Ebbo of Reims, caused 

the disorder which led to the rebellions in 830 and 833. Thus, he explicitly contrasted Louis, the 

perfect king, with the wicked rebels who transgressed and disrupted order in the realm.   

Louis was not the only figure who sheds tears in the Gesta. On several occasions Louis’ followers also 

cried. Their tears communicated their loyalty to their emperor. In chapter 20, the noblemen of the 

realm, faced by the rising status of wicked men like Ebbo, the archbishop of Reims and, in Thegan’s 

narrative, the instigator of the rebellions “passed their days in weeping and groaning”.74 Chapter 42 

dealt with the so-called Field of Lies. This name refers to an encounter which took place in 833. 

Louis’ men and those loyal to his sons prepared to face one another in battle. However, before this 

battle, Louis’ men abandoned him in favour of his sons. Thegan claimed that Louis ordered his men, 

who were in fact loyal, to desert him to protect themselves. They then “withdrew from him, 

shedding tears.”75 These tears signified the distress Louis’ followers felt as they left him on the 

battlefield. They were indicative of the loyalty of these men. Again, this is a piece of reinterpretation: 

many men left Louis in 833 only to see him regain the throne in 834. In describing these men crying, 

Thegan reinterpreted the past in a way favourable to both Louis and the nobles. According to this 

narrative, Louis did not lose the loyalty of many of his followers, nor was he genuinely opposed by 

                                                           
Alexander Weihs, ‘Weltsicht und Herrschaftsverständnis des Bonner Propstes Thegan’, Bonner 
Geschichtsblatter, 53.4 (2004), 39. 
73 Benedict of Nursia, ed. A. de Vogüé, Regula, SC 182, cap. 49, vers. 4 and cap. 52, vers. 4. See also similar 
accounts in ninth century commentaries on the Regula, for example Hildemar’s account of the tears and 
prayers which would follow physical labour in Hildemar Expositio, cap.48, p. 478: “et ille monachus, si caute et 
recte opera manuum exercuerit, quando ad lectionem venerit, aut contemplationem aut lacrimas accipiet”. 
74 Thegan, Gesta, cap.20, p. 206: “caeteri vero cum maxima tristicia, gemendo, flendo ducunt dies suos”. Tr. 
Noble, Charlemagne, p. 204. 
75 Ibid., cap.42, pag. 230: “infusi lacrimis recedebant ab eo”. Tr. Noble, Charlemagne, p.211. This is a reference 
to the tears of Ozias, described in the book of Judith at 7.13. This is discussed by Booker, Past Convictions, pp. 
31-2. 
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such great numbers. Furthermore, the tears of Thegan’s nobles showed that they were loyal to the 

emperor even when their behaviour suggested otherwise. These tears become even more striking 

when contrasted with behaviour of the rebels, who do not shed tears at any point in the work.   

One of these dry-eyed men was Louis the German. The emotional language which Thegan associated 

with him, however, is worth examining in more detail. Thegan was positive about Louis the German 

throughout the Gesta.76 Although he was implicated in both rebellions, Thegan described him as his 

father’s secret supporter in 830, and recounted his central role in Louis the Pious’ victory and return 

to the throne in 834. 77 Whilst Louis the German did not cry in the Gesta, Thegan represented him in 

distress, like the loyal noblemen. He described how Louis was “driven to great sadness (magno 

dolore compulsus)” over the treatment of his father in 833.78 The language used here is significant. 

Dolor was associated in contemporary works, and indeed in the account of Louis’ penance at Attigny 

in the Gesta itself, with weeping.79 Similarly, in Einhard’s account of Charlemagne’s tears over the 

death of his children in the Vita Karoli, tears were something an individual was “driven” to.80 It is 

unlikely that these echoes would have been missed by ninth-century audiences. Louis the German’s 

emotional state echoed that of his father’s loyal noblemen, and spoke of his hidden loyalty: not only 

was he distressed, but the language used echoed that associated with tears elsewhere.  

Throughout the Gesta, tears were central to the representation of interpersonal relationships. They 

mark loyal and laudable relationships, whilst disordered relationships between disloyal men were 

rendered in dry-eyed terms. This not only meant that Louis’ tears underscored his virtues as a 

laudable and competent ruler, but the absence of tears also pointed to the origin of the disorder 

which led to the rebellions of 830 and 833. In both Ermold’s In Honorem and Thegan’s Gesta, they 

were used a motif to reflect the ordered relationships Louis upheld with his father or God. This 

demonstrated that Louis was the right man for the biggest job in the realm: the ability to maintain 

order at this level suggested that order could and would be maintained throughout the realm. Louis’ 

suitability for power became a more pressing issue after the rebellions of the early 830s after Louis 

had lost and regained the throne. Thus, when considered alongside the dry eyes of the rebels, 

references Louis’ tears, and especially the tears of love he sheds with his father, are somewhat 

pointed.  

                                                           
76 Ernst Tremp. ‘Thegan und Astronomus’, in Godman and Collins, eds., Charlemagne’s Heir, p. 694 
77 Thegan, Gesta, cap.37, p. 224, cap.48, p. 240. 
78 Ibid., cap. 45, pag. 238: “magno dolore compulsus.” 
79 Louis himself weeps because of dolor when he does penance in Thegan, Gesta Hludowici, cap.22, p. 212.  
80Einhard, Vita Karoli, cap.18, p. 24. 
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Tears might reflect order in a variety of different relationships. Yet very different emotional states 

were given by Ermold, Thegan and indeed Einhard as the motivation for the tears of their subjects, 

from sorrow, to grief over the absence of family members, to devotion to God. The differences 

between Louis’ humble devotion towards God, or his love of Charlemagne, should not to be 

minimised, and this will be discussed in the following chapter in more detail. What these findings do 

suggest, however, is an alternative cloud of previously under-explored meanings - fides, pietas and 

order – which were applied to weeping, and especially royal weeping, by some ninth-century 

authors. Love, expressed through weeping, underpinned healthy relationships.  

Tears, which were shed for reasons other than penance, were deployed by authors to responding to 

political uncertainty. This was done by authors responding to the events of 833 – like Thegan – and 

authors writing before these fateful years – like Ermold and Einhard. This suggests that this 

lachrymose discourse was not created solely in response to 833. Instead, Thegan drew on discourses 

which circulated throughout the 820s.  

Tears, Pietas and the Empress Judith 
 

The tears described by Thegan in the Gesta Hludowici did a number of things. They demonstrated 

that Louis was a good ruler. He could maintain order and peace in his relationships: only malevolent 

impiety, embodied in Ebbo of Reims, should take the blame for the political ruptures of these years. 

He possessed the virtue of pietas: he was a good son, father, lord and Christian. The final role – 

exemplified in his daily tearful prayers before God – is one which will be discussed here.  Similar 

tearful prayers were used by authors to cast the empress Judith as a worthy ruler in the aftermath of 

830.  

In 830, it was Judith who was the primary target of the rebellion: the sons of Louis the Pious accused 

their stepmother of adultery with Bernard of Septimania: the palace chamberlain and Louis’ 

godson.81 She was then captured and held at the monastery of St Cross in Poitiers. By the end of 830, 

she had returned to court and in early 831, at Aachen, she “cleared her name according to the 

judgement of the Franks”.82 These accusations of adultery, and the attendant implications for both 

                                                           
81 De Jong, Penitential State, pp. 188-194; Geneviève Bührer-Thierry, ‘La reine adultère’, Cahiers de civilisation 
médiévale, 3 (1992) pp. 302-3 for a discussion of the importance of adultery as a challenge to queens. 
82 Annales Bertiniani, ed. G. Waitz, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 5 (Hannover, 1883), a. 831, p. 3, “purificavit se 
secundum iudicium Francorum”. 
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her virtue and Louis the Pious’ masculinity and ability to rule both his household and his kingdom, 

resurfaced in the rhetoric surrounding the 833 rebellion.83  

Judith was not described crying in any accounts of her treatment or role in the rebellions of these 

years. This doesn’t mean that tears were not viewed as part of her queenship: few extended 

descriptions of any of Judith’s actions as empress survive. Two texts written in the context of the 

rebellions of 830 and 833 are illuminating. The first is a commentary on the biblical book of Judith 

written by Hrabanus Maurus. The second is the Carolingian edition of the life of the Merovingian 

Queen Balthild, the Vita Balthildis-B. Not only did both these texts describe their subjects praying 

and weeping. They also focused on the topic of female rulership. In expanding on the book of Judith, 

Hrabanus described the actions of the biblical Judith, a Jewish widow who saved her people. The 

Vulgate represented Judith as an assertive figure, who stepped into a vacuum in male leadership 

once the genocidal threat of the besieging Assyrian army became apparent. She alone concocted a 

plan to defeat Holofernes, the Assyrian general, and her authority was respected by the Jewish 

people. She entered his camp, pretended to seduce him and, when he was asleep, beheaded him.  

The anonymous author of the Vita Balthildis-B, on the other hand, recounted the life of this Queen. 

It was created as an updated version of the original Vita Balthildis (the Vita Balthildis-A), which was 

written at Chelles soon after Balthild’s death in 680.84 Balthild was the wife of Clovis II and mother of 

three other kings: Clothar III, Childeric II and Theideric III. She acted as regent for Clothar in his 

minority and was a very active ruler. For example, she abolished the practices of simony, infanticide 

and the trade in Christian slaves, and she founded monasteries.85 In 664, she retired to Chelles, her 

own foundation.86  

Not only do these works illuminate Carolingian understandings of the nature of female power, but 

both can be connected with the empress Judith. Both were created at a moment of crisis to support 

Judith in the context of the rebellions against her and her husband. A number of texts set out to 

support or slander the imperial couple in this period. Agobard of Lyons’ 833 take down of Judith – 

the Liber Apologetica - was little more than a character assassination which detailed Judith’s alleged 

sexual infidelities and likened her to Jezebel.87 The Prior Annals of Metz, on the other hand, were 

                                                           
83 See Elizabeth Ward, ‘Agobard of Lyons and Paschasius Radbertus as critics of the empress Judith’, Studies in 
Church History, 27 (1990). 
84 Vita Balthildis A, (BHL 0906-7); Vita Balthildis B (BHL 0908). 
85 Vita S. Balthildis B, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH SS rer. Merov. 2 (Hannover, 1888), cap. 9, p. 494. 
86 It is likely that this retirement was an unwilling one. Whilst this scene is treated differently by the A and B 
versions of the text – fewer details are given in the B version - both works refer to a cloud which surrounded 
her leaving the court. Vita S Balthildis, cap. 10, pp. 495 – 496. 
87 Agobard of Lyon, Liber Apologeticus I-II, ed. L. van Acker, in Agobard Lugdunensis opera omnia, CCCM 52 
(1981), cap. 3, line 15. 
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written at Chelles under the abbacy of her mother, Heilwig. This text reframed Judith’s time in 

Poitiers in 830 not as imprisonment but as one of reflection, where she behaved in such an 

impeccable manner that she was imitated by the nuns of the community.88 The following works can 

be understood in this context: the two authors sought to define Judith’s character and suitability for 

her role as the empress. 

The commentary on Judith was one of two which Hrabanus Maurus composed for the Empress. The 

other was on the book of Esther. Both of these were presented to Judith in late 830 or early 831: 

most likely after her return from Poitiers in late 830, but before her name was cleared at Aachen the 

following February.89 This makes these texts a politically charged gift and an important show of 

support, just as Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings, presented to Louis in the same year, was. De Jong 

highlights how the stories of Judith and Esther would have spoken to Judith’s situation.90 Both were 

female leaders surrounded by enemies, and both virtuously triumphed and saved their people. 

Furthermore, the invective contained in Agobard of Lyons’ Liber Apologetica provides an indication 

of the ideas Hrabanus was arguing against: Judith was like her biblical namesake, she was not 

another Jezebel. 

The commentaries on both the books of Esther and Judith play a role in this. Yet it is the 

commentary on the book of Judith which can be tied more closely to the empress Judith herself. The 

connection between her name and that of the biblical model were emphasised by Hrabanus in his 

preface.91 Furthermore, the dedicatory image of Judith being crowned by the hand of God was 

included in the presentation copy of this commentary.92 Most tellingly, the commentary on Esther 

was later rededicated to the Empress Ermengarde, Lothar I’s wife, yet the commentary on Judith 

was never sent to anyone else.93 Whilst the Esther commentary was a text for an empress, the Judith 

commentary was a work for a specific woman, written not only from an archbishop to an empress, 

but also from Hrabanus to Judith. It is more personal and, arguably, more connected with the 

political atmosphere of late 830 and early 831. Thus, it can reveal more about the way in which tears 

were used in representations of rulership in the face of a specific crisis.   

The Vita Balthildis-B ought to be viewed in a similar context. This work has been dated between 800 

and 833, but a strong case can be made for dating it nearer the end of this time frame, possibly in 

                                                           
88 Annales Mettenses priores, ed. B. De Simson, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 10 (Hannover, 1905), a. 830, p. 95. 
89 This text was previously dated to after 833, but has been re-dated by Mayke de Jong, ‘Exegesis for an 
Empress’, pp. 80-6 
90 De Jong, ‘Exegesis for and Empress’, pp. 69-70. 
91 Hrabanus Maurus, Expositio in Librum Judith, PL 109, Col.0540D-0541A 
92 Geneva, Bibliothèque de Genève, MS. lat. 22, f. 3v 
93 De Jong, ‘Exegesis for an Empress’, p. 73. 
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early 833. By late 832, a confrontation between Louis and his sons seemed inevitable. In this period, 

Louis made shows of devotion to specific saints, namely Martin, in Tours, Denis, in Paris, and 

Balthild, at Chelles to try and drum up support in the face of the conflict he foresaw with his sons.94 

Early in 833, Louis and Judith visited Chelles, and its abbess, Heilwig, Judith’s mother. Whilst here, 

Louis ordered the translation of Balthild’s relics into a new tomb which his own aunt, Charlemagne’s 

sister Gisela, had built.95 Thus, Balthild was claimed as a royal and familial saint in a politically 

uncertain time. This alone is enough to connect the saint, and indeed the Carolingian vita, to Judith. 

It is possible, however, to tie the Vita Balthildis-B itself to 833. Such a translation would certainly 

provide a fitting occasion to create a new edition of the Vita Balthild-A. Indeed, other ninth-century 

editions of Merovingian lives were also rewritten to coincide with similar translations.96  

This all points to a plausible set of circumstances which would support the réécriture of the Vita 

Balthildis. It is also worth drawing attention to the fact that the changes made to the Vita Balthildis 

emphasised her actions as a queen. Sarah Tatum argues that this is true for the Vita Balthildis-A: 

unlike a fellow Merovingian saint and queen, Radegund, Balthild was not a saint in spite of being a 

queen, but because she was a queen.97 Instead of submitting to holy men, as Radegund did, Balthild 

acted autonomously, and accounts of her political actions not only emphasise her agency, but are 

discussed in detail.98 This argument is strengthened when her continued worldly involvement after 

her entry into the monastery is considered: even when living at Chelles, she often went to the royal 

palace to visit the royal couple, her son and daughter-in-law, and presented them with gifts.99 

These features are even more prominent in the ninth-century edition of the vita. It is true that 

changes between the two lives are minimal. Gabriel Sanders argues that the majority are stylistic or 

related to Chelles. Paul Fouracre and Richard Gerberding echo this and state that the B-version is 

                                                           
94 Elizabeth Ward, ‘The Career of the Empress Judith, 819-843’ (Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of London, 
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more florid, though they also draw attention to the way in which the political conflict which 

surrounded Balthild’s entry into Chelles is skated over in the later edition.100 It is possible to take this 

further. In the Vita Balthildis-B, Balthild’s political role was emphasised. Her wisdom and counsel, 

and the value of these to courtiers, were highlighted by the author.101 Clothar’s peaceful accessions 

to the Frankish throne and Childeric’s to the Austrasian throne were linked directly to her actions.102 

These may only be small references, but given the remarkable similarity between the Vita Balthild-A 

and Vita Balthildis-B, they become even more significant, and cannot be dismissed. With this in mind 

– that the author of the Vita Balthildis-B wanted to draw attention to Balthild’s actions as a queen – 

it becomes even more tempting to connect this work with a specific ruler. The timing of the 

translation of Balthild’s relics and attendant interest of the imperial couple in this saint in early 833 

suggests this ruler might just be Judith.  

How did Judith and Balthild cry? The biblical Judith shed tears on a number of occasions, and 

Hrabanus increased this number in his commentary: he added tears in his expansion which were not 

present in the biblical account. Judith’s tears were always accompanied by prayers. In Jdt 10.3, 

Judith washed herself and anointed her body in preparation for her deceitful seduction of 

Holofernes. In his expansion on this section, Hrabanus described her praying and washing her body 

with tears of penance.103 Similarly, in Jdt 12.6 Judith was described praying nightly to God and 

washing herself in a spring. Hrabanus’ commentary expanded on this verse with a reference to the 

lachrymose psalm 6 - “all night long I flood my bed with weeping and drench my couch with 

tears”.104 Hrabanus again connected these prayers with tears where there are none in the biblical 

account. Finally, Jdt 13.7 referred to Judith’s tearful prayers, offered to God immediately before 

killing Holofernes. Hrabanus’ commentary interpreted these tears as evidence of Judith’s virtue and 

her “devoted heart”.105 

Tears were central to Judith’s preparations to kill Holofernes. Initially they were shed in penance; 

later they reflect Judith’s devotion and show how she offered this act – the murder of the Assyrian 

general – to God. These tears smoothed over controversial points in the biblical narrative. They 

demonstrated to the audience that Judith’s manipulation of her sexuality and her violent behaviour 
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were in fact approved by God. They were performed by her when she was cleansed from the stain of 

sin. Thus, Judith became a pious woman, with whom the empress could be readily associated. 

In her vita, Balthild cried twice, and these are the only descriptions of weeping in the work. The first 

is recounted in chapter 4: “For desiring to serve Christ in the secular habit at that time, she 

frequented daily prayers commending herself with tears to Christ, the king of heaven.”106 Her 

husband, Clovis II, was reportedly so impressed with this behaviour that he instructed Genesius, the 

bishop of Gaul, to aid her in her devotion. Balthild’s tears made another appearance in chapter 11. 

Shortly after she entered Chelles, Balthild’s manifold virtues were outlined. Here, her hagiographer 

described how she “prayed constantly, persistently, devoutly, tearfully.”107 

These tears are associated with two separate stages of her life: the period in which she served God 

whilst living in the world, described from chapters 4 to 10, and her time at Chelles, described from 

chapters 10 to 19. As in the commentary on Judith, Balthild wept whilst praying. In chapter 4, the 

author explicitly connected Balthild’s tears to her desire “to serve God”. These tears “commended” 

her to God and reflected not only her virtues, but also her humble attitude. These lachrymose 

prayers precipitated her actions as a ruler. They were immediately followed by the appearance of 

Genesius, the bishop of Gaul, and an account of Balthild giving alms.108 However Clovis died in the 

next chapter and Genesius soon disappeared from the narrative.109 In this chapter, and the ones 

which follow, her actions as regent were described: she kept peace between her sons, she acted on 

simony, and she founded a number of monasteries.110 All of these actions formed the basis for 

Balthild’s sanctity, but they are also represented the sort of behaviour expected of a good ruler. 

Thus, we can see thematic links between Balthild’s tears and those the biblical Judith was described 

shedding by Hrabanus. Both women wept and prayed to show their devotion to God and 

commitment to carrying out his will. Their tears were also shed immediately before performing 

actions associated with ruling: from ending the practice of simony to beheading an enemy general.  

They also echoed those Louis was described weeping in Thegan’s Gesta Hludowici and Ermold’s In 

Honorem. In both cases, Louis’ tears accompanied his prayers. Furthermore, these tears were used 

to demonstrate that Louis was a worthy emperor and that he possessed the complementary virtues 

of pietas and humility. The tears described in the commentary on Judith and the Vita Balthidis-B are 

very similar. Not only were they shed whilst the subject prayed, and indeed whilst they prayed 
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alone, but the tears speak of specific virtues: humility, religious zeal, and a desire to serve God. In 

short, they reflected Judith’s and Balthild’s pietas. This was not the only way Balthild’s tearful 

prayers in particular echo those Louis shed in the Gesta Hludowici. According to Thegan, Louis went 

to church every single day to pray and weep. The Vita Balthildis-B similarly described its subject 

crying as she prayed “daily” in chapter 4, and not only “constantly” and “persistently” in chapter 11, 

but also “devoutly”. These similarities are notable. They suggest that tearful prayers can be 

understood as a trope, which was deployed by authors in reponse to political crises and potentially 

devastating attacks on their subjects. This trope demonstrated that the weeping subject was 

virtuous and, importantly, capable of wielding power effectively.  

This consideration of literary responses to the empress Judith raises questions regarding the role of 

gender in ninth-century representations of rulership. As suggested in the introduction, royal and 

imperial power were coded as masculine in this period. Thus far, this thesis has shed light on the 

ways elite men at the top of the secular hierarchy were expected to weep in the later eighth and 

ninth centuries. The challenges voiced against imperial authority were often gendered and so were 

the responses. Judith’s sexuality and morals were attacked, and, through this, Louis’ masculinity and 

ability to rule himself, his household and his kingdom. Although the response focused on female 

models or types for Judith, she was expected to weep in a similar way to Louis. The models of 

rulership presented to both Louis and Judith drew on ideas associated most often with masculine 

power. Perhaps what we see here is the “common pool of virtues” that de Jong has drawn attention 

to. 111 Judith was rehabilitated, through her tears, not as a woman, but as a Christian ruler. In doing 

so, she had to behave in a way associated, elsewhere, with masculinity.  

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter has shown how, in different ways, tears were used for political ends by ninth-century 

authors. The presence or absence of tears in accounts of Louis’ penitential behaviour at Attigny in 

822 and Soissons in 833 was a charged political topic, as Mayke de Jong and Courtney Booker have 

highlighted. Indeed, Frechulf and Hrabanus’ retelling of Theodosius’ and David’s penitential 

behaviour – outlined in this chapter - supports this. Yet this is not the only way that rulers were 

represented weeping in this period. They cried out of love for their sons, fathers or followers. Even 

more significantly, they wept whilst praying to God. These tears all reflect the pietas of the weeper 

and, through this, demonstrated that they were worthy of holding power. Accounts of a ruler 

                                                           
111 Hrabanus, In Librum Judith, Col.0540C; de Jong, ‘Exegesis for an Empress’, p.73. 
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weeping were thus deployed by authors in the face of challenges to that ruler: from visions of the 

individual having his genitals savaged to open rebellion against the ruler in question.  Importantly, 

the attacks were gendered – the masculinity of rulers was attacked. So too was the response: their 

tears demonstrated their ability to rule themselves and behave as a man ought to.  

The tears in this section reflect the pietas of the weeper, but grief lay at the heart of many of these 

accounts. What is the relationship between these accounts of grief, and those described in the court 

of Charlemagne in the previous chapter? Although the context is different – Charlemagne was not 

represented grieving in response to political challenges - in both cases, a ruler’s tearful grief was 

praised and encouraged.  

More significant, however, is the marked growth of interest in a ruler’s tearful prayers. These tears 

were often shed daily whilst praying to God, and reflected the pietas of the weeper. They were not 

explicitly associated with sin or penance. No earlier Frankish ruler was described crying in this way. 

Not only does Charlemagne not cry in this way, but the sixth-, seventh- and eighth-century 

narratives equally did not associate tears, which were shed daily whilst praying, with kings or 

queens. The full significance of this will be discussed in the following chapter. However, it is worth 

highlighting here that this difference is, perhaps, not so surprising. Before 814, Louis had spent most 

of his life in Aquitaine. He had rarely visited his father’s court or seen his father. He was effectively a 

stranger when he arrived in Aachen to be crowned in 813 after the unexpected deaths of his 

brothers. After his imperial accession, new figures - such as Hrabanus Maurus - came to the fore. It is 

therefore unsurprising that the culture of the court, and the emotional norms which the people 

associated with this court subscribed to, should change in this period. This change was not total. 

Rulers still wept out of grief and remorse and Louis continued to rule using the same institutions that 

his father did. Yet these conclusions suggest that the similarities between Louis and Charlemagne’s 

styles of rulership were fewer than previously imagined. Indeed, it hints at fundamental differences 

in how imperial power was conceived before and after 814. The way in which these new ideals of 

rulership owed much to monastic and sacerdotal ideals will be explored in more detail in the 

following chapter.  
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Chapter 4: Beyond David: Solomon, Hezekiah and Christ 
 

David is an important figure for understanding royal tears in the early middle ages. His penance was 

not only described in the second Book of Kings and commentaries on this text. It also informed 

understandings of the seven penitential psalms which he was understood to have authored. All 

Christians were encouraged to weep in imitation of David. The fact he was a king, and a powerful 

and successful king at that, only encouraged rulers to follow suit. As we have seen, Charlemagne was 

given a prayerbook which addressed him as David and encouraged him to cry while reciting the 

penitential psalms. Similarly, his son, Louis the Pious, was presented with an image of a penitential 

David as he faced rebellion against him and calls for him to atone for his sins. It is hardly surprising, 

then, that David has dominated questions regarding the biblical models for royal tears.1  

However, David was not the only biblical king who cried in Carolingian biblical commentaries. Others 

also wept, and they did so in quite varied ways. Specifically, this chapter will look at the tears which 

are associated with Hezekiah, Solomon or Christ. Although these were rulers who occupied a 

prominent role in Carolingian political discourse the importance of exegetical treatments of their 

tears has not been considered until now. Unlike David, none of these rulers wept solely out of 

remorse for a sin. Instead, their tears reflected their humility and faith; their desire for the heavenly 

kingdom and spiritual prowess; or were shed for the sins of others. As such, they also look much 

more like tears which, particularly in previous decades, had been associated with monastic or 

sacerdotal duties: these biblical rulers wept like priests or monks. This was particularly associated 

with commentaries written in the reigns of Louis the Pious and his son, Lothar I, suggesting it 

reflected ideals associated with the courts of these two rulers.   

This chapter will focus on a number of biblical commentaries written in the middle of the ninth 

century (c. 814 – 860). All these commentaries have been selected because they represent a 

weeping ruler or were addressed to a royal court. The majority of the commentaries do both of 

these things. Exegetical texts have been examined earlier in this thesis – Alcuin’s commentary on the 

gospel of John was considered in chapter two, and Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings was examined in 

chapter three.2 Exegetical sources can be used in two complimentary ways to illuminate Carolingian 

political culture. They provide evidence for the mentalities and intellectual background of the ninth-

century educated elites. Thus, it is illuminating to consider which biblical rulers wept, and what these 

tears might mean to these groups. Additionally, biblical commentaries were often addressed to royal 

                                                           
1 E.g. Hamilton, ‘New Model’ or De Jong, Penitential State. 
2 Chapter two, p. 43; chapter three, p. 61. 
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or imperial courts and received a warm welcome there, as outlined in the introduction.3 They were 

not abstract theological creations, but instead were part of the fabric of political life. 

This chapter also contributes to our understanding of tears more broadly. As noted in the 

introduction, grand narratives of religious weeping tend to overlook the early middle ages. In 

particular, Piroska Nagy’s Le Don des Larmes au Moyen Âge argues that the ‘gift of tears’ - a 

charismatic form of religious weeping, associated with contemplation and a desire for God - was 

formulated in the late antique period. There was relatively little interest in these tears throughout 

the early middle ages: in this period, holy tears were shed to communicate the humility of the 

weeper.4 This changed in the eleventh century, where, according to this argument, an explosion of 

interest in spiritual weeping and the ‘gift of tears’ can be noted.5  

Thus, this chapter makes three claims. Firstly, we should revisit the idea that a sophisticated and 

multi-faceted understanding spiritual weeping suddenly came into being in the high middle ages. 

Instead, eleventh-century thought on the ‘gift of tears’ should be understood in light of ninth-

century developments. Secondly, this chapter will use exegetical material to reveal more about the 

changing ideas of rulership in the mid-ninth century. In particular, in biblical commentaries rulers 

were represented shedding tears in ways – as outlined in the introduction - more often associated 

with monks or bishop.6 I will build on the conclusions of the previous chapter and suggest that many 

of these changes can be associated with the court of Louis the Pious. Thirdly, a broader 

methodological point can be made. This chapter reaffirms the value of using exegesis to understand 

the political culture of a specific period. Not only did royal and imperial courts engage with these 

texts, but an understanding of exegetical ideas can illuminate biblical references in narrative 

sources. As Matthew Gabriele has argued, references to biblical verses in early medieval texts were 

never “naked” but instead were “clothed” in this exegetical tradition.7 If we are to understand early 

medieval political culture, we must understand the exegetical tradition which Carolingian authors of 

narrative sources knew so well. As such, this chapter argues that more attention ought to be paid to 

these texts by scholars of Carolingian political or intellectual history.  

This chapter will begin with a consideration of ninth-century responses to one of the beatitudes 

issued by Christ in his Sermon on the Mount, described in Matthew’s gospel: “Blessed are those who 

mourn, for they shall be comforted”.8 The acceptable and laudable motivations for mourning and 

                                                           
3 See Introduction, p. 16. 
4 Nagy, Le Don, p.37. 
5 Ibid., p.35. 
6 Introduction, p. 10 
7 Matthew Gabriele, ‘The Last Carolingian Exegete’, Church History, 81:4 (2012), 797. 
8 Beati qui lugent, quoniam ipsi consolabuntur (Matt 5.4). 
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weeping given by Carolingian exegetes will then provide a framework for thinking about the tears of 

Hezekiah, Solomon and Christ.   

Beati qui Lugent 
 

In the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7), Christ delivered eight beatitudes. These chapters 

formed a significant part of Matthew’s Gospel, and one which interested ninth-century audiences. 

The Sermon provided a model for all Christians to follow, and a number of ninth-century exegetes, 

including Hrabanus Maurus, Claudius, the Bishop of Turin, and Paschasius Radbertus, a monk and 

abbot of Corbie, devoted a disproportionate amount of space in their commentaries on the Gospel 

of Matthew to these books.9 In their expansion on the second beatitude (Matt 5.4) – “blessed are 

those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” -  Carolingian exegetes often outlined how and why 

weeping ought to play a role in religious life. 

Claudius of Turin’s commentary on this beatitude, written in 815, was based entirely on Augustine’s 

Commentary on the Sermon on the Mount.10 Thus, Claudius primarily considered mourning as grief 

over the loss of worldly desires and pleasures which necessarily accompanied a turning towards God 

(covertabur): Claudius focused more on the joy which followed conversion, rather than the 

mourning itself.11 Hrabanus’ Matthew commentary, however, devotes more attention to tears. He 

drew on Jerome’s description of the tears Christians ought to shed. This mourning is “not the 

mourning of those who have died in accordance with the common law of nature, but the mourning 

over those who have died in their sins and vices”.12 He went on to provide his own commentary. He 

identified four different contexts in which tears could be shed: when mourning previous sins, when 

in hell, when considering current sins, and out of desire for the heavenly kingdom.13 The fact that 

                                                           
9 Brigitta Stoll, ‘Drei karolingische Matthäus-Kommentare (Claudius von Turin, Hrabanus Maurus, Ps. Beda) und 
ihre Quellen zur Bergpredigt’, International Journal of Medieval Studies, 26 (1991), 37-38. 
10 Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Meerm. 51 (Phillips 1708), ff. 34v-38v. A description of this manuscript is given in 
Valentin Rose, Verzeichniss der Lateinischen Handschriften der Koniglichen Bibliothek zu Berlin, Bd. 1 (1893), 
pp. 96-7 and Bruce McMenomy, The Matthew Commentary of Claudius, Bishop of Turin: A Critical Edition of 
the Sections Pertaining to Matthew 1-4 (Unpublished Phd Thesis, University of California, Los Angeles, 1993), 
pp.16-19. Bernard Bischoff located to S. Frankia, second half of the 9th century, Katalog der festländischen 
Handschriften des neunten Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden, 1998), n.3653, p.327. A microfilm of H. P. Kraus, New 
York, S. IX was also consulted.  
11 Berlin Phillips 1708, f. 35v. See AugustineDe sermone Domini in monte, 1.5 discussed in the introduction at p. 
28. 
12 Hrabanus Maurus, Commentarius in Matthaeum, ed. B. Löfstedt, CCCM 174 (2000), Liber 2, pp. 123 – 124. 
See also chapter one, p. 24.  
13 Hrabanus, In Matthaeum, Liber 2, p.123: “Notandum autem quod quatuor modis fit planctus sanctorum, 
cum priora peccata deplorant, cum in infernum cadentes plangunt, cum in peccatis viventes, cum pro 
desiderio regni coelestis admodum tristes fiunt”. 
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Hrabanus added his own commentary is hardly surprising. He was far more willing to do this than 

Claudius, who only did this once in his commentary on Matthew.14 

Why didn’t Hrabanus also draw on Augustine’s Commentary on the Sermon on the Mount? His use 

of Cassian is easy to understand: this text was a basic part of monastic education which Hrabanus 

had no doubt absorbed since his oblation. But why Jerome? Jerome was an authority who was both 

widely respected and widely used in the ninth century, but so too was Augustine. This does not 

explain why this passage in particular was glossed with Jerome’s commentary. Indeed, Hrababus 

certainly had access to Augustine’s commentary: he used it elsewhere in his commentary on 

Matthew.15 Furthermore, other authors who were also engaged with the intellectual climate of the 

court of Louis the Pious in the 810s – namely Claudius of Turin -  drew heavily on this Augustine’s 

commentary for the entirety of their expansion on the Sermon on the Mount. These two factors 

suggest that Hrabanus’ choice to turn to Jerome and Cassian was a deliberate choice.16 Access to 

sources cannot explain why Hrabanus did this, but perhaps some of his reasons for writing his 

commentary can. Owen Phelan has recently argued that Hrabanus, in his Commentary on Matthew, 

set forth an argument for reform in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Specifically, Phelan argues that 

Hrabanus wrote this commentary to provide a “digest” for secular clergy, which illuminated the 

gospel of Matthew to enable them to preach on this work.17 It was clearly organised and simply 

written. Indeed, the rationale behind this was made explicit: this was a commentary which an 

individual could ‘flip through’ when they came across a passage on Matthew which needed 

explaining.18  

It is an overstatement to claim that one ideology governed the construction of the entire 

commentary. Yet the idea that Hrabanus wrote a commentary intended to provide guidance for 

secular clergy can help explain the use of Jerome’s commentary on Matthew at this juncture. 

Augustine’s commentary on Matthew 5.4 focuses on the soul’s relationship with God. Jerome’s 

expansion focuses on the relationship between a member of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and a 

                                                           
14 Berlin Phillips 1708, f. 15v: denoted by a ‘Cl’ in the margin. For narrative of growing addition of original 
exegesis throughout the ninth century see Burton van Name and Celia Chazelle, ‘Introduction’ in The Study of 
the Bible in the Carolingian Era (Turnhout, 2003), pp.11-12 and John Contreni, ‘The Patristic Legacy to c.1000’, 
in The New Cambridge History of the Bible volume 2 (Cambridge, 2012), pp. 530-32. For a discussion of the 
similarities and differences between these two commentaries see Berarduci, Opera, p. 252. 
15 See for example throughout the commentary on the Sermon on the Mount. Hrabanus, In Mattheum, pp. 
122-3.  
16 Also see Sumi Shimahara, ‘Citations explicites ou recours implicates?’ in: Rainder Berndt and Michel Fédou, 
Le receptions des Pères de l’Église au Moyen Âge, (Münster, 2013) 369-388 for a discussion of the highly 
original ways Carolingian exegetes approached thir patristic sources.  
17 Owen Phelan, ‘Hrabanus Maurus’ Commentary on Matthew and Renewal in Early Medieval Europe’, paper 
given at the International Medieval Congress, University of Leeds, 6th July 2017. 
18 Hrabanus, In Mattheum, praefatio, p. 3: ‘revolvat’.  
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secular sinner. Indeed, it echoes ideas relating to the reform of penance which circulated at this 

time. Priests or bishops ought to guide sinners in their reconciliation with God. Indeed, guides for 

penitential ceremonies enjoined the priest or bishop to weep on behalf of the sinner.19 In short, 

Jerome’s expansion on this passage is more in line with Hrabanus’ preoccupations and more 

appropriate guidance for his audience.20 They too should weep over the sins of secular figures. 

Hrabanus may have written with a specific purpose in mind – to improve pastoral care - but his 

discussion reveals much about the understanding of mourning and weeping which circulated in this 

period. Furthermore, the fact that his commentary was replicated by several other exegetes means 

we can use it to understand assumptions about weeping throughout the ninth century. Hrabanus’ 

commentary reveals two important ideas which influenced both his and later Carolingian 

understandings of religious weeping. Firstly, these tears were fundamentally different to those shed 

over mundane matters. Secondly, they were based on a model drawn from the Collationes of the 

fifth-century ascetic thinker, John Cassian. 

Tearful prayers were considered alongside tears of grief in the previous chapter. They reflected a 

ruler’s ability to behave dutifully in their relationships with God, family members and their followers. 

This showed that the ruler in question was worthy of wielding power. The previous chapter has 

emphasised the similarity between the expression of pietas, through tears, in the context of both 

mundane and divine relationships. This section will draw attention to the differences between these 

relationships. Pietas was central to relationships with earthly or heavenly figures, however the 

relationship of the soul with God cannot be likened to any mundane relationship: it operated on a 

different plane. We can see this understanding in biblical commentaries, which focused on tears 

shed before God at the exclusion of all other tears. Hrabanus, and the commentators who followed 

him, specified that these tears were not those shed out of grief, but instead played a spiritual role.21 

Similarly, two commentaries on Matthew written in the middle of the ninth century - by Otfrid of 

Wissembourgh and an author erroneously identified as Bede – stated that the grief described in 

Matthew 5.4 is not the “the common grief of the world” but instead  

                                                           
19 Halitgar, Liber Penitentialis, Col 0694D-0695A: 
20 It is true that Hrabnaus emphasised the agency of secular sinners in driving their own penance in his 
Commentary on Kings, as discussed in chapter 3. Two factors are central to understanding this distinction. 
Hrabanus wrote his Commentary on Kings in a specific context: in the later 820s when opponents of Louis the 
Pious exhorted him to do penance at their behest. Hrabanus opposed these claims.  Secondly, he wrote the 
Commentary on Kings for a different audience: a ruler under threat, not secular clergy in need of guidance.  
21Sedulius Scotus, In Euangelium Matthaei, ed. B. Löfstedt, Kommentar zum Evangelium nach Matthäus 
(Freiburg, 1989-1991), vol. 1, 1.5, p. 134. 
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“follows God in repentance of sins, the instigation of, or even the fear of eternal damnation, 

or the love of desire for heavenly things, that is, by compassion for his neighbour, as being 

eternal joy shall be comforted.”22 

We can see this preoccupation in representations of David’s tears. Their depiction in Hrabanus’ 

commentary on Kings was discussed in the previous chapter. However, David was not only a 

penitential ruler: he was also a prophet, a psalmist, a warrior and a wise and just king. Indeed, in the 

Vulgate, he not only wept out of remorse: he cried when embracing and leaving Jonathon in 1 Kings 

20.41. Here, grief and love motivate the tears. They are not discussed in either Hrabanus or 

Angelomus’ commentaries: both scenes are given only a passing treatment, and the tears are not 

considered at all.  

The erasure of tears of love is not uncommon in Carolingian exegesis. In the Book of Genesis, 

Joseph’s father cried in grief when he believed his son has been killed by wild animals, when in fact 

he had been sold into slavery by his brothers.23 When Joseph is eventually reunited with his family in 

Egypt, he wept on a number of occasions, both secretly and publicly.24 None of these scenes 

received any significant attention in the Carolingian commentaries on Genesis.25 The verses in 

question are covered very briefly, if at all, and there is no discussion of the tears themselves. This 

absence is striking and suggests that these tears were considered to be fundamentally different to 

the tears which were more closely connected with an individual’s relationship with God.  

The second half of Hrabanus’ expansion on the second beatitude - his identification of the four 

different contexts in which tears could be shed - is equally significant. Tears could be shed when 

mourning previous sins, when in hell, when considering current sins, and out of desire for the 

heavenly kingdom. Brigitta Stoll argues Hrabanus’s interpretation was inspired by the expansion on 

                                                           
22Pseudo-Bede (listed as Beda), In Matthaei Evangelium Expositio, PL 92, Col.0024D and Otfridus 
Wizanburgensis, ed. C. Grifoni, Glossae in Matthaeum, CCCM 200, (2003), 5.4, line 32 :”Beati qui 
lugent. Videlicet non communi luctu saecularis tristitiae, sed secundum Deum poenitentiae peccatorum 
instinctu, vel etiam aeternae damnationis metu, aut amore coelestium desideriorum, seu per compassionem 
proximorum, quia aeterna laetitia consolabuntur”. Otfrid was taught at Fulda by Hrabanus, and completed 
number of glossed biblical books. Sedulius Scotus wrote his commentary at Liege between 848 and 855: 
Wolfgang Huber ‘Heliand' und Matthäus-Exegese (Munich, 1969) p.89. Otfrid quotes directly from Hrabanus. 
Sedulius clearly uses Hrababus (Huber, Heliand, pp.66; 89) but tends to paraphrase more than Otfrid does. For 
Otfrid’s use of Hrabanus see Wolfgang Haubrichs, ‘Otfrid de Wissembourg’, Philippe Depreux, Stephanie 
Lebecq, Michel J. L. Perrin and Olivier Szerwiniack, ed., Raban Maur et Son Temps (Turnhout,2010), p.164. 
23 Gen 37.35. 
24 Gen 42.24; 43.30; 45.14; 45.15; 45.20. 
25 Commentaries examined: Angelomus of Luxeuil, Commentarius in Genesin, PL 115, Col.0107C-0244A; 
Hrabanus Maurus, Commentariorum in Genesim Libri Quattor, PL 107, Col.0439C-0670B; Remigius of Auxerre, 
ed. Burton van Name Edwards, Expositio super Genesim, CCCM 136 (1999). 
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this verse found in Irish commentaries.26 These commentaries discussed three coherent motivations 

for tears: on account one’s own sins, the sins of one’s neighbours, and desire for heaven.27 Stoll 

argues that Hrabanus took inspiration from these commentaries and expanded their three 

motivations by adding a fourth: tears shed in hell. 28 It is possible that Hrabanus was inspired to offer 

such a systematic list of the motivations which underpinned religious weeping, in contrast to the 

commentary he found in Augustine and Jerome’s works, by these Irish sources. However, it is likely 

that he also took inspiration from elsewhere. The list of motivations for weeping is remarkably 

similar to the list recounted outlined John Cassian’s Collationes. 

Cassian described how tears could be shed for four motivations. These were: one’s own sins, the 

contemplation of God and desire for heavenly glory, the fear of hell, and the sins of others. 29 This list 

is very similar to the one provided by Hrabanus. The specific wording used differed between 

Cassian’s Collationes and Hrabanus’ commentary on Matthew. Hrabanus refers to tears shed ‘in 

infernum’ whilst Cassian uses the term ‘gehanna’, but the same concept, hell, is clearly referred to.30 

Similarly, heaven is referred to by Hrabanus as ‘regnum coelestis’, and ‘aeternus bonus’ by Cassian, 

but again the concept is the same.31 Cassian occupied a prominent role in ninth-century intellectual 

life, especially in monastic circles, and his works were used extensively in Hrabanus’ exegesis.32 

Considering this, the similarity between the number of motivations - four in both cases - and the 

specific motivations given, it is hard to see Hrabanus’ four fold model of weeping as inspired by the 

Irish model alone. 

Thus, we see a programme, inspired by late antique monastic thought, of the ways one could shed 

tears as a Christian. This was not unique to Hrabanus, but influenced later commentaries on this 

verse. A number of exegetes writing in the mid-ninth century followed Hrabanus in outlining the 

four ways a Christian could weep.33 Similarly, Paschasius Radbertus began his commentary on 

Matthew in the 820s and completed it in the 850s.34 He moved from the exact wording of Hrabanus’ 

                                                           
26 Examples used by Stoll include pseudo-Jerome’s commentary (Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek 
Clm 14514), an anonymous commentary (Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 14469) and an anonymous 
fragment of a commentary (Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 6302). 
27 Stoll, De virtute in virtutem (Tübingen, 1988), pp.178-180; Stoll, ‘Matthäus-Kommentare’, pp. 41-43. 
28 Stoll, De Virtute, p. 183. 
29 For Cassian’s model see chapter one, p. 25.  
30 Ibid., p. 275. 
31 Ibid., p. 274. 
32 For Hrabanus’ use of Cassian see Berarduci, Opera, p.201. 
33 33Pseudo-Bede, In Matthaei, PL 92, Col.0024D; Otfridus, Glossae in Matthaeum, 5.4, line 32;  
34 Beda Paulus, ‘Einleutung’ in ed. Beda Paulus, Paschasius Radbertus: Expositio in Matheo libri xii (Turnhout, 
1984), p. viii. 
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work, but the idea that there were four motivations which could provoke religious tears was central 

to his expansion on this verse.35  

These commentaries show both a growing interest in religious weeping and a growing sophistication 

in the methods used to understand tears. This programme had its foundation in monastic writings, 

but it wasn’t only directed at monastic or ecclesiastical audiences. A similar description of tears can 

be found in Hrabanus’ commentary on the books of Jeremiah and Lamentations. Here, Hrabanus’ 

use of Cassian is unambiguous. In his commentary on Lamentations 3.48 (Phe. “My eye has run 

down with streams of water, for the destruction of the daughter of my people”) he quoted directly 

from Cassian’s ninth collatio as he outlines the four motivations for tears.36 Yet this commentary was 

not sent to a bishop or a monk. Instead, it was dedicated to the Emperor Lothar I in 842 after the 

Emperor requested a commentary on Ezekiel. Even more interestingly, the dedicatory epistle 

Hrabanus attached to his commentary specifically talked about biblical commentaries being read 

aloud at royal courts.37  This suggests two things. Firstly, that this understanding of weeping, inspired 

by Cassian, continued to influence Hrabanus throughout his career, from the 820s to the 840s. 

Secondly, that this view of tears was not thought of as a hallmark of monastic life, as it had been in 

the Collationes. Instead, rulers were explicitly told they ought to weep in this way. Furthermore, the 

way biblical rulers were represented weeping reinforces this argument. David, as we saw earlier, 

wept over the pricking of his own sins. Even more telling, as we will see below, are the tears 

associated with Solomon, which reflected a desire for the heavenly kingdom, or Christ, who wept on 

account of the sins of others.  

Hezekiah 
 

However, the tears of the Old Testament King Hezekiah, which will be considered first, defy such 

easy categorisation. Hezekiah was a laudable ruler. He was presented a model for Charlemagne to 

imitate and was routinely listed alongside other great Old Testament rulers, such as David, Solomon 

and Josiah in other ninth-century texts.38 After a run of rulers, whose reigns had plunged Judah into 

idolatry, Hezekiah represented a return to God. Three of his actions were, in the eyes of Carolingian 

intellectuals, particularly deserving of praise. Firstly, he purified the temple, destroyed the idols, and 

re-instituted the celebration of the Passover. Secondly, he humbly prayed to God for divine aid when 

                                                           
35 Paschasius Radbertus, Expositio in Matheo Libri XII, ed. Beda Paulus, CCCM (1984), book 3, lines 1715-1766. 
36 Hrabanus Maurus, Expositionis Super Jeremiam Prophetam Libri Viginti, PL 111, Col.1236A. 
37 Hrabanus Maurus, Epistolae, ed. Ernst Dümmler, MGH Epp. 5 (Berlin, 1899), Epist. 28, pp. 443-444. 
38 Concilium Ver-sur-Launette, a. 844, ed. W. Hartmann, MGH, Conc. 3 (Hannover, 1984), cap. 1, p. 39. See also 
chapter two, pp. 51-55. 
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the Assyrian army surrounded Jerusalem. This army were subsequently defeated – all 185,000 of 

them – through the aid of an angelic force. Thirdly, when he was ill and close to death, he wept and 

prayed to God. He was thus granted an extra fifteen years of life and the chance to beget children.  

Hezekiah’s destruction of the idols was celebrated in Carolingian arguments against the use of 

images.39 The latter two acts – Hezekiah’s defeat of the Assyrians and his miraculously extended life 

– were both achieved through humble prayer. As such, they were often connected to each other. 

They were also referred to on far more occasions, in Carolingian texts, than Hezekiah’s destruction 

of the idols. Alcuin use these scenes to encourage both Charlemagne and Ethelred of Northumbria 

to humbly pray in battle.40 Similarly, authors who addressed Louis the Pious, Lothar I and Charles the 

Bald presented the humble and tearful Hezekiah as a model which rulers could imitate. Unlike his 

ancestor, David, the Carolingian representation of Hezekiah has received relatively little attention.41 

Hezekiah, and particularly Hezekiah’s tears, were described in two biblical books: 4 Kings and Isaiah. 

After the defeat of the 185,000 Assyrians was described in Isaiah 37.36 and 4 Kings 19.35, Hezekiah’s 

became unwell. As a result, he “wept with great weeping”, turned to face the wall, prayed to God, 

and reminded him of the good deeds he had accomplished. God then promised to add fifteen years 

to his life and deliver the city from the Assyrians. The extension to Hezekiah’s life was especially 

important. When he became sick, he was childless, and the only heir of David’s line. God, however, 

had promised that Christ would be born from this line. The extra fifteen years thus gave Hezekiah 

the chance not only to conceive a child for his own sake and the sake of all mankind.  

These tears are dealt with in most detail in twocommentaries written before the 850s. The first is 

Hrabanus Maurus’ commentary on Kings. The second it Haimo of Auxerre’s commentary on Isaiah. 

Haimo was a contemporary of Hrabanus who died c.855. Although he did not engage with political 

life to the same extent and his exegesis betrays his interest in monastic spirituality, any stark division 

between the court and the cloister is unhelpful.42 As John Contreni and Sumi Shimahara have both 

                                                           
39 Concilium Parisiense, a. 825, Nov. Epitome libelli synodalis Parisiensis, ed. A. Weminghoff, MGH, Conc. 2, 2 
(Hannover, 1908), cap. 13, p. 547. 
40 Chapter two, pp. 51-55. 
41 See e.g. Paul Kershaw’s consideration of the use of Hezekiah, by Bede, to describe Edwin’s peaceful reign in 
his Historia Ecclesiastica, in Peaceful Kings (Oxford, 2010), p. 34; or Herwig Wolfram’s consideration of 
Hezekiah, as depicted on the Reichskrone, as a model for Conrad II in, tr. Denise Kaiser, Conrad II, 990-1039 
(Pennsylvania, 2006), p. 153. However, these discussions do not discuss Hezekiah’s tears, nor do they refer to 
Carolingian understandings of this ruler.  
42 Dominique Iogna-Prat, ‘L’œuvre d’Haymon d’Auxerre’, in Iogna-Prat, Collete Jeudy and Guy Lobrichon, eds., 
L’école carolingienne d’Auxerre (Paris, 1991), p.172 and Contreni, ‘Lions’, p. 30. 
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shown, throughout his exegesis Haimo reflected on contemporary Carolingian society and politics in 

his exegesis.43 

There are grounds for seeing Carolingian interpretations of Hezekiah’s tears, like Carolingian 

interpretations of David’s, as penitential. Hrabanus Maurus began their expansion on 4 Kings 20.1 

with a statement that God chastised those whom he loved. Specifically, “lest Hezekiah’s heart 

become lifted up after the incredible triumph and victory in the midst of captivity, he was visited 

with bodily infirmity”.44 According to these commentaries, this illness mirrored the threats God had 

made against Hezekiah’s own ancestor, David. The fact God had not carried out these threats, or 

allowed Hezekiah to die, was not a sign of weakness. Rather, referencing Joel 2.12-14, Hrabanus 

described how God intended, through these acts, to bring humanity to acknowledge their nature 

and lead them to penance.45  

The idea that Hezekiah’s tears were linked with penance can be found in another work: Hrabanus’ 

commentary on the biblical Book of Exodus. In chapter 30, Aaron was described burning incense as a 

sacrifice for God. In his expansion on this passage, Hrabanus referred to Hezekiah’s tears. These 

were described in the context of a two-fold model of weeping, which Aaron’s sacrifice signified. 

Tears of contrition, which could wash away sins, were associated with the water. Tears, shed out of a 

desire for the heavenly kingdom, were likened to incense and burnt offerings of another altar. 

Hrabanus described how “the altar of sacrifice signifies the tears of penitents shed out of sin. The 

weeping at the altar of incense expresses the joy of good works which are performed with the 

assistance of the Lord, and the desire for the reward, which the weepers trust that they will receive 

from the Lord”.46 He went on to use Hezekiah’s tears as an example of those shed at the first altar: 

the altar of sacrifice. They were the tears of contrition which cleansed the individual before they 

could weep in this more spiritually demanding way.47 

                                                           
43 Contreni, ‘Lions’, pp. 31-48; Sumi Shimahara, ‘La representation du pouvoir seculier chez Haymon 
d’Auxerre, in: ed. Ineke van ‘t Spijker, The Multiple Meaning of Scripture, (Leiden, 2008), 77-100. Shimahara, 
Sumi, ‘Exégèse et politique dans l'oeuvre d'Haymon d'Auxerre’, Revue de l'histoire des religions, 225(4) (2008) 
471-486 
44 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0259A, “Ne elevaretur cor Ezechiae post incredibiles triumphos et media 
captivitate victoriam, infirmitate corporis visitatur”.. 
45 Ibid., Col 0259B, “Non Deo mutante sententiam, sed provocante humanum genus ad notitiam sui, Dominus 
poenitens est super malitiis”. Cf. with Joel 2.12-14. 
46 Hrabanus Maurus, Commentariorum in Exodum Libri Quatuor, PL 108, Col.0216B-C: “Igitur altare holocausti 

lacrymas insinuat poenitentium de peccatis quae gesserunt, altare incensi fletus exprimit gaudentium de bonis 

operibus quae Domino juvante perfecerunt, ac desiderantium praemia, quae se accepturos Domino 

remunerante confidunt”. 
47 Hrabanus Maurus, In Exodum, col.2013B. 
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The parallels with penance were even more explicit in Haimo of Auxerre’s commentary on Isaiah. In 

this work, the question as to why Hezekiah cried was addressed head on. Haimo claimed that “he 

wept because he was without a son. And he wept because he saw that that promise, which God had 

made to David, was destroyed in him on account of his sins.”48 Unlike Hrabanus,Haimo specifically 

linked Hezekiah’s plight with his sinfulness. This was shortly followed by Haimo’s expansion on Isa 

38.5: ‘behold I will add fifteen years to your life’. Here, Haimo described how there are two ways to 

live - badly or well - and only one of these ways would lead to the joy of eternal life. A parallel was 

thus drawn between sins, cast as an obstacle to eternal life, and Hezekiah’s imminent death.49 This 

mirrors interpretations we find elsewhere. Illness and medicine were routinely used as metaphors 

for sin and penance.50 Furthermore, in other commentaries, death stood not on only for the death of 

the body, but the eternal death that sin could cause the soul.51 This could be averted, in both cases, 

through humble tears.  

Haimo’s commentary made the parallels between Hezekiah’s tears and penance explicit. In each 

commentary, the tears Hezekiah shed reflected virtues central to the performance of penance: 

sincerity and humility. Throughout his commentary, Hrabanus referred to the humility and the purity 

of heart which Hezekiah’s tears and prayers demonstrated.52 This is most obvious in Hrabanus 

exposition on 4 Kings 20.2. They claimed that Hezekiah turned towards the wall for three reasons. 

Firstly, because he was not able to go to the temple of Solomon. Secondly, because he did not want 

to be seen crying ostentatiously. Thirdly, because he “entreated God with his whole mind”. 53 The 

final reference draws on a parallel drawn in Jer 4:19 between a wall and a heart. According to this 

reading, Hezekiah’s tears demonstrated his sincerity and humility: he cried within his heart, and not 

for the benefit of those sitting around. These virtues – sincerity and humility - were central to the 

performance of penance in the ninth century.54 Furthermore, the fact that Hezekiah desired to enter 

Solomon’s temple to weep referred to the way he prayed in the temple on previous occasions (4 

Kings 19.1). More generally, for a ninth-century audience this association of tears with a holy place 

was not unique. It could echo the way sinners – including Carolingian rulers – were encouraged to 

                                                           
48 Haimo  of Auxerre, Annotatio libri Isaiae prophetae, ed. Roger Gryson, CCCM 135, 38.3, p. 463: “ET FLEVIT 

FLETV MAGNO EZECHIAS. Ideo flebat, quia sine filiis erat. Ideo flebat, quia uidebat in se deperire propter 

peccata sua promissionem illam, quae ad Dauid a domino facta est”. 
49 Ibid., p. 463. 
50 See e.g. Hrabanus In Regum, Col.0099A e.g.” … vulnus iniquitatis ex humilitatis confessione sanavit” or the 
characterisation of penance as a “novi generis medicamentum” Col.0099B or Hincmar of Reims, De Regis 
Persona et Regio Ministerio, Patrologia Latina, vol.125, Col.0854C. 
51 See e.g. chapter two, p. 43.  
52 Ibid., Col 2059D; Col. 0260B. 
53 Ibid., Col 0259D – 0260A: “…ut tota mente Dominum deprecaretur”.  
54 Chapter three, p. 59. 
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weep in churches. As we saw in the previous chapter, both Thegan and Ermold described Louis the 

Pious weeping and prostrating himself before an altar as he prayed.55  

In Hrabanus’ commentaryon Kings, Hezekiah’s tears were indicative of virtues central to penance. 

They were also glossed as a model for penance in Haimo’s commentary on Isaiah. However, as the 

final parallel made between Hezekiah’s tears and those Louis the Pious was described shedding 

suggests, they should not be understood as solely penitential. Unlike David, or even Theodosius, 

Hezekiah did not actually atone for a sin at this moment in scripture. Haimo’s Isaiah commentary 

drew attention to Hezekiah’s sins, but Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings do not mention Hezekiah’s 

remorse, contrition, or sins. This is quite different to accounts of David’s penitential tears in the 

same commentaries.56 Humility and sincerity were indeed virtues required to engage fully with 

penance, but this is not the only context in which they were required. This becomes clearer in the 

final section of Hrabanus and Angelomous’ exegesis of 4 Kings 20.2. Drawing on Gregory the Great’s 

Moralia in Job, both commentators drew attention to Hezekiah’s desire that God remember his 

good deeds. These are the prayers of a righteous man. In tearfully drawing attention to his virtues, 

Hezekiah was not being boastful. Rather, since what he claimed was justified, his prayers were 

indicative of his humility and lowly heart.57 This expansion not only linked Hezekiah’s tears explicitly 

with humility, but underlined the way that Hezekiah’s tears did not primarily reflect a penitential 

mindset. They were shed with his virtues, and not his shortcomings, in mind 

And what was the outcome of these humble tears? Hezekiah cried not only to demonstrate his 

humble submission to God’s will, but because he did not have an heir. Like Haimo, Hrabanus =stated 

that Hezekiah “wept because he was without sons”, although they did not pair this statement with a 

reference to Hezekiah’s sins as Haimo did.58 Hezekiah cried because he hoped that his life might be 

lengthened to allow him time to conceive children. God had promised that Christ would be born 

from David’s line: this promise could not come to fruition if Hezekiah did not continue this line. 

Although, for Hezekiah, the stakes were much higher than simply ensuring the kingdom would pass 

peacefully to an heir, this desire to secure the succession is one an early medieval male ruler would 

be closely attuned to.59  

                                                           
55 Theganus, Gesta, cap. 19, p.202; Ermoldus, In Honorem, 1, p. 23. 
56 See chapter 3, particularly p. 65. 
57 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0260A-B. 
58 Ibid., Col.0260C-D: “Flevit autem fletu magno propter promissionem Domini ad David, quam videbat in sua 
morte perituram. Eo enim tempore Ezechias filios non habebat”. 
59 See Charles the Bald’s near-contemporary concern over this issue, exemplified in the consecration of Queen 

Ermentrude in 866. In Richard Jackson, ed., Ordines Coronationis Franciae, (Philadelphia, 1995), pp. 82-6. 
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In addition to securing his succession in his fifteen extra years, God promised Hezekiah that, for his 

remaining years, the “security of his kingdom” was guaranteed.60 This is most likely an allusion to the 

defeat of the Assyrians army. In 4 Kings 20.6, God promised to “deliver you (Hezekiah) and this city 

out of the hand of the king of Assyria”. The connection between Hezekiah’s tears and his triumph in 

battle was emphasised by Alcuin, as we saw in chapter two.61 It is not, however, elaborated on at 

any greater length than this brief reference to “the security of the kingdom” by either Hrabanus or 

Angelomus. Indeed, their statement that Hezekiah was visited with illness so that his heart would 

not “become lifted up after the incredible triumph and victory in the midst of captivity” suggests 

that these exegetes saw this event happening after the defeat of the Assyrian army, and not at the 

same time.62 However, the thematic similarity between the two scenes cannot be ignored: Hezekiah 

prayed, demonstrated his fear of God, put his trust in God and as a result received a clear material 

benefit. In this case, perhaps the promised “security of the realm” ought to be understood as a 

reference to the continued security of the kingdom from foreign threats after the defeat of the 

Assyrian army. Hezekiah’s tears reflected his faith, his fear of God, the purity of his heart and his 

humility. Thus, they led to divine approval which led to quite concrete benefits – the defeat of an 

enemy in battle, the security of the realm against foreign invasion, or the security of their succession 

– which were important concerns for early medieval rulers. 

And it is possible to see royal audiences for these models. Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings was 

addressed to Louis the Pious: thus, in the early 830s, at least one ruler was presented with the image 

of Hezekiah weeping. These tears drew on a penitential vocabulary, but were not shed to atone for 

sins. Additionally, they led not only to divine favour in the next life, but also success in this life. We 

can also see similar references to Hezekiah elsewhere. Sedulius Scottus, an Irish intellectual who was 

based in the middle kingdom, dedicated a Fürstenspiegel, entitled De Rectoribus Christianis, to 

Charles the Bald. This text emphasised the tears a ruler ought to shed in two chapters. Chapter 

twelve encouraged a ruler to weep to atone for his sins.63 This is not surprising, and reflects a 

concern with royal penance prominent throughout the ninth century. The tears described in chapter 

fifteen are even more suggestive. They describe the ways in which prayers could bring success in 

battle. Hezekiah was offered as an example: he “did not fight with bodily arms but entreated with 

tears”.64 This reflects an understanding of Hezekiah, which can be found elsewhere in Sedulius’ 

                                                           
60 Hrabanus Maurus, In Regum, Col.0261A: “regni securitas repromittitur” 
61 Chapter two, pp. 51-55. 
62 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0259A. 
63 Sedulius Scotus, De Rectoribus Christianis, R. W. Dyson ed. And tr. (Woodbridge, 2010), cap. 12, p. 118: 
“acriter doleat”. 
64 Sedulius, De Rectoribus Christianis, chapter 15, pp. 142-3: “sic et rege iezechia non corporalibus armis 
pugnante sed cum lacrimis exorante…” 
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writings. In a collection of extracts on a number of topics - the Collectaneum Miscellaneum – 

Sedulius included references to Hezekiah not only in the chapters on penance, on submission before 

the judgement of Christ, but also on the rewards that tears could bring.65 This suggests two things. 

Firstly, that Hezekiah’s tears were not strictly penitential, but instead adhered to the basic mechanic 

we find in Hrabanus’ commentary: humble tears ought to be shed to encourage divine favour and 

earthly, as well as heavenly, reward. Secondly, that they were presented as a model for a specific 

king - Charles the Bald - to follow.  

For Hrabanus Sedulius and Haimo, Hezekiah’s tears showed that he humbly trusted in God and 

approached him with a pure heart and sincere prayers. This was not universally accepted. Paschasius 

Radbertus offers a quite different interpretation in his expansion on the gospel of Matthew. The 

opening of the Gospel of Matthew, the Book of Generations or Liber Generationis, mentioned 

Hezekiah as part of the line of descent which connected David to Christ. Hezekiah’s tears prevented 

the interruption of this line, and so are discussed by Paschasius at this moment in his commentary. 

This is unusual: no other ninth-century commentary on Matthew included such an involved 

commentary on Hezekiah’s tears. Like Hrabanus and Haimo, Paschasius described how Hezekiah 

wept because he thought that he would not be able to continue the line of David. This meant that 

God’s promise to David – that Christ would come from his line – would not come to pass. Hezekiah 

“wept bitterly, so that the light promised by the fathers would not be extinguished through him”.66 

Unlike the other Carolingian exegetes, Paschasius made it clear that these tears did not reflect 

Hezekiah’s possession of faith, but rather his lack of confidence in God. “Therefore, there was so 

much weeping, because he (Hezekiah) despaired that Christ would be born from his seed”.67 

Ultimately, doubt, exemplified in Hezekiah’s tears, was conquered by faith.68 Hrabanus briefly 

referred to Hezekiah’s despair in their commentaries, but they did not expand on this. Indeed, it was 

outweighed by the large number of references to tears as evidence for Hezekiah’s pure heart and 

true faith.69  

Therefore, different interpretations of Hezekiah’s tears circulated in the mid-ninth century. The 

majority of extended expansions on Hezekiah’s tears viewed them as indicative of the humility and 

faith of the weeper. The other, exemplified in Paschasius’ Matthew commentary, saw them as a 

                                                           
65 Sedulius Scotus, Collectaneum Miscellaneum, ed. D. Simpson, CCCM 67 (1988-1990), 13.21.10, under the 
heading ‘De lacrimis et lucris’. 
66 Paschasius, In Matheum, line 1916: “Vnde et amariter flebat ne propter eum lucerna diu patribus repromissa 
extingueretur antequam plenitudo temporis adueniret.” 
67 Ibid., line 1941: “Ergo iste omnis erat fletus quia disperabat Christum de suo semine nasciturum”. 
68 Ibid., line 1948. 
69 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0260D 
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weakness and evidence of the weeper’s despair. The following sections describe the way that royal 

tears were used to reflect the virtue of the weeper in terms more commonly associated with monks 

or priests.  

 

 

Solomon 
 

Hezekiah’s ancestor, Solomon, was the subject of much of 3 Kings. Like his lachrymose descendant, 

Hezekiah, he embodied many virtues associated with good kingship: he was a wise judge, he 

presided over a time of peace, and he oversaw the building of the Temple in Jerusalem. It is 

therefore hardly surprising that he became an important figure for a number of Carolingian rulers, 

particularly Louis the Pious.70 It was in his expansion on the account of Solomon building the altar, 

and adorning it with gold and silver vessels, given in 3 Kings 7.48, Hrabanus described these tears.  

“For there is no sacrificial blood on this altar, but the burning of so much incense. This is 

because these men do not have works of flesh and blood, which honour God when they are 

burned on the altar of his heart, but only offer vows of prayers and tears to him out of a 

desire for the heavenly kingdom”.71 

This was not the only times tears were described in this passage. A different type of weeping was 

described in relation to sacrifice, in addition to the tears which were shed out of a desire for God. 

Referring to God’s commands regarding the burnt sacrifice in his expansion on 3 Kings 8.32, 

Hrabanus described how the twin furrows which surrounded the altar in the Temple signified tears.72 

He went on to discuss this second type of weeping in more detail. These tears, brought on by 

compunction and accompanied by prayer were able to cleanse the individual’s actions. They would 

fill the trench until the weeper’s salvation was assured.73 

                                                           
70 Hans Hubert Anton, Fürstenspiegel und Herrscherethos in der Karolingerzeit (Bonn, 1968), pp. 420-430; 
Kershaw, Peaceful Kings, pp.174-5. Smaragdus, Via Regia, PL 102, cap. 20, Col.0960A; Hrabanus Maurus, In 
Honorem Sanctae Crucis, ed. Michel Perrin, CCCM 100 (1997), lib. 2, vers. 13; Gesta Dagoberti I regis 
Francorum, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH, SS rer. Merov. 2 (Hannover, 1888), c. 33, p. 413. 
71 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0179B-C: “Non enim in hoc altari sanguis hostiarum, sed thymiama tantum 

incenditur, quia tales viri non habent opera carnis et sanguinis, quae in ara sui cordis immolantes Domino 

mactent, sed solummodo lacrymarum et orationis ei vota pro desiderio regni coelestis offerunt”. 
72 Ibid., Col.0209B. 
73 Ibid., Col.0209B-C: ‘“Jussitque super holocaustum et super ligna semel iterum atque tertio aquam 

infundere,” quia omni tempore necesse est nobis verba, cogitatus atque opera nostra in pura oratione atque 

compunctione lacrymarum mundare, et non prius cessare, quam fossae aquaeductus repleantur, id est, donec 

futurum gaudium praesenti moerori succedens perfecte compleatur.” 
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Solomon was not described actually crying in the same way that his father David or Hezekiah were. 

This does not mean that these tears were not closely associated with this King. Tears were discussed 

in parallel with Solomon’s sacrificial behaviour. In his commentary, Hrabanus sought to show the 

audience what was signified by certain scenes: he described what was really happening, and how 

ninth-century Christians could learn from it. The Vulgate might only describe Solomon’s sacrifice, but 

Hrabanus’ commentary suggested that this sacrifice in fact referred to specific ways of crying. This 

suggests two things. Firstly, the fact that tears were added to Hrabanus’ commentary where none 

existed in scripture emphasises the importance of tears to ninth-century thought. Secondly, these 

tears were closely connected with a very powerful ruler and representing exactly the sort of 

behaviour a ruler ought to conduct: just as Solomon performed the sacrifice, kings ought to weep 

out of a desire for God. Here, a two-fold model of weeping is offered. Tears are associated with 

desire on the one hand and contrition on the other; with fire and with water. These tears 

complement one another, yet they are distinctive.  

We can also see very similar accounts of these tears in other exegetical treatments of a sacrifice 

offered to God on an altar. As we saw above, Hrabanus also glossed Aaron’s sacrifice in Exod 30 in 

terms of a bipartite model of weeping. Tears of contrition, which could wash away sins, were 

associated with the water. Tears, shed out of a desire for the heavenly kingdom, were likened to 

incense and fire.74 Hrabanus was most likely inspired by Bede in his description of these tears. In his 

De Taburnaculo, which was written around 720, Bede also described tears when discussing the 

sacrifice which ought to be offered to God, and similarly cast them according to a two-fold model: 

wet and cold tears of contrition ought to precede hot tears of desire for God which were likened to 

incense.75 A contrast was drawn between tears which were shed over sins and those shed out of a 

desire to be in the presence of the angels and God.76 Hrabanus only directly quoted from this text 

once when discussing these tears - in his commentary on Exodus, when he likened the sweetness of 

incense to the sudden compunction which led to weeping. However, considering the similarity in 

content, it is likely that he was deeply influenced by the Bede’s De Tabernaculo in his commentaries 

on both Exodus and Kings.77  

                                                           
74 See e.g. Ibid., Col.0206A; Col.0213A; Col.0121D; Col.0216A-B. 
75 Conor O’Brien, Bede’s Temple (Oxford, 2015). 
76 Bedes, ed. D. Hurst, De Tabernaculo, CC SL 119A (Turnhout, 1969), Liber 3, line 1700: “Duobus namque 
modis lacrimarum et compunctionis status distinguitur quia primo necesse est quisque ad dominum conuersus 
pro his quae commisit peccatis ueniam fusis lacrimas precetur quod ubi comitantibus dignis paenitentiae 
fructibus longo tempore perfecerit restat ut securior de accepta peccatorum uenia effectus iam desideriis 
inhiantibus optet uenire tempus quo mereatur inter beatissimos angelorum choros faciem sui uidere 
creatoris.” 
77 Bede, De Tabernaculo, book 3, line 1471; Hrabanus, Exodus, Col.0211B-C. 
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The similarity between his expansion on Solomon’s sacrifice, Aaron’s sacrifice, and the interpretation 

of tears given by Bede suggests Hrabanus chose to foreground Solomon’s priestly behaviour at this 

moment. Yet this model of weeping was not only associated with the performance of priestly 

sacrifice. They also represented a significant spiritual achievement. Tears which could cleanse an 

individual from their sins were, as we’ve already mentioned, recommended for all Christians. Tears 

associated with a “desire for the heavenly kingdom”, like those described in the commentary on 

Kings, were described far less often. This two-fold model is very similar to the one given by Gregory 

the Great in his Moralia in Iob and the Dialogues. This model, which was described in chapter one, 

contrasted the tears of sorrow shed over sins with the tears of joy which accompany knowledge of 

heaven.78 Indeed, it is likely that Hrabanus was familiar with this model. Gregory’s writings widely 

known in the ninth century, and Silvia Cantelli Berarduci has highlighted how Hrabanus was 

especially influenced by the Moralia in Job.79  

We can also see similar tears in texts more closely associated with monastic life. Tears shed out of 

desire for the heavenly kingdom are one of the four sorts of tears described by John Cassian in his 

Collationes, and echoed in Hrabanus’ commentaries on Lamentations and Matthew. In the 

Collationes and the commentary on Lamentation, tears were shed “out of a desire for future glory”. 

Even more tellingly, in the commentary on Matthew, they were specified as being shed “out of a 

desire for the heavenly kingdom”.80 Exactly the same wording was used in his expansion on 3 Kings 

7.48.  This suggests that Hrabanus had this model, influenced by monastic theology, in mind when 

he wrote his commentary on 3 Kings 7.48.  

Even more telling, however, when considering the ninth-century approach to these sources, is the 

Diadema Monachorum of Smaragdus, a monk of St Mihiel. This work, created in the 810s, provided a 

guide for the contemplative life, which was aimed primarily at monks.81 Tears are often associated 

with contemplation and serve to bring an individual closer to God. The most explicit outline of this 

relationship can be found in chapter eighty, which is entitled: “the grace of tears”.82 Here, 

Smaragdus described how “the soul that thirsts for God is pricked firstly by fear, and afterwards by 

love”.83  These tears were provoked by the compunction of love, and, again, are explicitly shed out of 

desire for the “heavenly kingdom”.84 Smaragdus was closely associated with the monastic reform 

                                                           
78 Chapter one, p. 25.  
79 Berarduci, Opera, p.216. 
80 Chapter four, pp. 89-90 
81 Kramer, ‘Great Expectations’, p. 153. 
82 Smaragdus, Diadema Monachorum, Col.0674C-0675B. 
83 Ibid., Col.0674D: “Deum enim sitiens anima, prius timore compungitur, post amore”. 
84 Ibid., Col.0675A: “regnum coelestis”. 
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movement in the 810s: it is fair to assume that many of the ideas he expressed represented those 

circulating in the intellectual environment of the imperial court in these years.85 In describing 

Solomon in connection with these tears, Hrabanus represented a ruler, achieving the pinnacle of 

contemplative achievement, something associated primarily, though not exclusively, with the 

monastic environment.  

Hrabanus’ interpretation of Solomon’s sacrifice in the temple is such lachrymose terms is striking, 

and has not been examined before now. He did not pluck this idea out of thin air, but his choice to 

represent a ruler weeping in this way, and indeed to do this in a text dedicated to an imperial court, 

represents a significant development. These tears were the tears of a religious specialist – they 

represented a significant spiritual achievement – associated, at different times, with priestly sacrifice 

or monastic contemplation. Can we learn anything about the impact of this image on political life in 

this period? Hrabanus was an important political figure who was closely associated with Louis the 

Pious and his sons. He presented the commentary on Kings to Louis – who was keen to be 

represented as a ruler who knew his exegesis. Can we therefore imagine Louis attentively listening 

to an account of a biblical king, with whom he closely identified, weeping out of desire for the 

heavenly kingdom?  And, as such, was he encouraged to weep as a rex et sacerdos?  

This idea that Louis the Pious was an especially monkish or priestlike ruler was not new.86 Louis has 

been closely associated with the monastic reform movement of the 810s: the desire to reform 

monastic life in line with the prescriptions of the Rule of St Benedict. He was also represented 

behaving in an especially monastic way. The vita of Benedict of Aniane, for example, contains a 

striking depiction of Louis. “And the emperor was called by some ‘the Monk’. This is because, out of 

love for the holy man, he always called monks ‘his own’ and, after Benedict’s death. even professed 

openly that he was abbot of that monastery.”87 This was not the only time Louis was described in 

such a way. The Astronomer stated that Louis’ actions showed he was “not only a king, but also a 

priest”, and Ermold described how Louis was “emperor, and also abbot”.88 In the reign of Louis the 

Pious – and indeed his heir Lothar if we consider Hrabanus’ use of Cassian in the commentary on 

                                                           
85 Matthew Ponesse, ‘Smaragdus of Saint Mihiel and the Carolingian Monastic Reform’, Revue Bénédictine, 
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Lamentations – Hrabanus expected emperors to weep like priests or monks.  Thus, he saw fluidity in 

the models of authority and masculinity both members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and rulers 

ought to shed: he thought both should aspire to the same contemplative ideals. These references 

suggest that he was not alone in this assumption.  

The representation of Solomon’s tears in exegetical sources, outlined above, suggests a growing 

interest in religious weeping in the ninth century. In it, we can see the development of a distinct 

category which connected tears with divine love and contemplation. Nagy describes these sort of 

tears as the ‘gift of tears’, and associated them particularly with the eleventh century. She argues 

that the distinction between cold tears of contrition and hot tears of contemplation, found in 

Gregory the Great’s writings, was central to this development.89 This evidence suggests that these 

ideas circulated earlier than Nagy recognises. These conclusions raise questions about the current 

narrative applied to the development of spiritual weeping and the gift of tears in the west, and 

suggest that the ninth century was an important and dynamic time. Additionally, unlike assumptions 

prevalent throughout Nagy’s work, these tears provoked by contemplation were not the preserve of 

the ecclesiastical hierarchy, but were also advocated for rulers and the secular elites active in the 

palace. 

 

Christ 
 

The importance of Old Testament rulers, for example David and Solomon, to Carolingian political 

culture is well recognised. Less well recognised is the importance of Christ, who is more often 

understood as a model for post-Carolingian, rather than Carolingian, rulers.90 It is true that post-

Carolingian rulers were especially interested in Christ, as chapter six will discuss.91 Yet Christ was also 

significant for Carolingian rulers.92 He was represented enthroned and in majesty in a number of 

ninth-century visual sources, including the Sacramentary fragment from Metz depicted on plate 33 

of Florentine Mütherich and Joachim Gaehde’s Carolingian Painting.93 Elsewhere, rulers were 

specifically described as being Christlike: Hrabanus Maurus likened Lothar I to Christ in a letter to 
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this ruler.94 The Gospel of Matthew was especially significant in this sense. In De Consensu 

Euangelistarum, a work which was well known in the ninth century, Augustine described how Luke 

represented Christ as a priest, whilst Matthew represented Christ as a king.95 Not only could Christ 

provide a model for rulers, but Matthew’s Christ was especially royal. Thus, it is worth paying 

attention to how Christ’s tears were represented in commentaries on Matthew. 

Christ cried on three occasions in the New Testament: over the death of Lazarus; over Jerusalem 

shortly before his passion; and whilst praying in the garden of Gethsemane.96 These scenes, from 

various biblical books, were often discussed in ninth-century Matthew commentaries. Nagy has 

considered the representation of Christ’s tears in biblical commentaries. She argues that exegetical 

material written between the fifth and thirteenth centuries used these scenes to comment on 

Christ’s humanity.97 It is true that ninth-century exegetes did connect Christ’s sorrow with his 

humanity. In some cases, this was considered with anxiety, as it was in Alcuin’s commentary on the 

gospel of John or Paulinus of Aquiliea’s Versus de Lazaro.98 In other cases, this was described with 

less concern. This is the case in Claudius of Turin’s, Hrabanus Maurus’ and then Sedulius Scotus’ 

expansion on Christ’s prayers in Gethsemane in their commentaries on Matthew. All draw from a 

fourth- or fifth-century tract entitled Solutiones Diuersarum Quaestionum, incorrectly attributed to 

Augustine by ninth-century authors.99 Here, Christ’s sorrow – notably not his tears - was not seen as 

evidence that he was afraid of death. Instead, his grief originated his body and was evidence of his 

humanity.  

But this was not the only, or even the most prominent, way that Christ cried in early medieval 

commentaries on Matthew. More often, his tears were tied to his role as an intercessor between 

those on earth and God. This section will discuss the representation of Christ in this way in two 

major Matthew commentaries: Hrabanus Maurus’ and Paschasius Radbertus’. Earlier commentaries 

on Matthew were remarkably dry-eyed. Claudius of Turin’s commentary on Matthew, written just a 

few years before Hrabanus’, contains few references to weeping. As noted earlier on in this chapter, 

even his expansion on the second beatitude – “blessed are those who mourn” - focused on suffering 

and sorrow instead of tears.100 In contrast, Hrabanus and Paschasius not only described Christ’s 
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tears, but they focused on the meaning of these tears in their commentaries. In both cases, Christ 

wept when faced with the behaviour of sinners. Through his tears, he sought to redeem these 

sinners and bring them back to God.  

Christ’s intercession was understood, in Hrabanus’ commentary, in penitential terms. Christ’s 

miracles demonstrated that death and physical infirmities could be defeated by God, just as sin was 

defeated by penance, in a foreshadowing of the Christ’s passion and resurrection. In two cases – the 

healing of the paralysed man in Matt 9.2 and the resurrection of the young girl in Matt 15.22 – a 

parallel between sins and bodily infirmity or death is drawn.101 The centrality of tears in curing both 

of these individuals is key – just as the paralysed man walks again, tears heal the soul. In these two 

cases, the tears of the infirm individual are important. When Christ raises Lazarus from the dead, 

however, it is Christ’s tears which take centre stage.  

John’s gospel described Christ weeping over the death of Lazarus. These tears were interpreted by 

Alcuin as an allegory of penance, and Hrabanus followed suit in his commentary on Matthew. After 

Lazarus had been dead for four days: 

“Jesus was disturbed, he poured forth tears, turned back and howled, and cried out in a 

great voice: Lazarus, come forth! And so, at length, he who was in a desperate state, who 

had been struck down by the weight of darkness, was restored to light and life. But, also, it 

should be noted that because a public offence requires a public remedy, a light offence 

requires a light remedy and a hidden one can be nullified through repentance”.102  

Here Hrabanus drew on Bede’s commentaries on Luke and Mark.103 Christ’s great weeping can be 

explained by the magnitude of the infirmity which Christ needed to overcome. In contrast with the 

young girl of 15.22 who was only dead for a short while, Christ’s tears overcame Lazarus’ days in the 

tomb. In the same way, a public remedy could overcome a public sin. In this scene, Christ’s tears 

were not framed as evidence of his humanity, as Nagy argues. Instead, they were the tears of an 

intercessor. If Lazarus signified the sinner, and his resurrection symbolised the way a penitent sinner 

could be brought back into the community, then Christ played the part of a confessor and 

intercessor in this penitential ceremony. Throughout the ninth century, bishops played an 
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increasingly prominent role in penitential ceremonies. This is exemplified in chapter 46 of the report 

from the 829 Council of Paris, which gave bishops special responsibility for reconciling penitent 

sinners.104 The same council also condemned the variety of penitential handbooks circulating in the 

Carolingian Empire. As a result, a number of ‘reform’ penitentials were created. The most successful 

of these – in terms of surviving ninth- and tenth-century manuscripts – was written by Halitgar, the 

Bishop of Cambrai.105 In this work, he stated that “no priest or pontiff can treat the wounds of the 

sinner except by intense solicitude and the prayer of tears”.106 These tears look very much like those 

Christ was described shedding. The Council of Paris and the creation of Halitgar’s penitential took 

place after Hrabanus wrote his commentary. However, it is possible to see Hrabanus, who was 

deeply concerned about reforming pastoral care, reflecting ideas which led to the articulation of 

these ideas after 829. 

It is therefore possible to see Christ’s tears over Lazarus as a model for priestly intercession in a 

penitential ceremony. In addition to this clerical context, is it also possible to see them as the sort of 

tears a ruler might shed? They were not described in a commentary addressed to a ruler, as 

Solomon, Hezekiah or David’s tears were. But we do have evidence to suggest that Hrabanus saw 

Christ as a suitable model for royal audiences to imitate. He routinely drew parallels between David 

and Christ in his commentary on Kings.107 Furthermore, as discussed above, he described rulers, 

including Lothar I, as Christ-like. He also referred to Christ as a king throughout the commentary on 

Matthew.108  Indeed, as de Jong has highlighted, authors of the 820s and 830s framed the imperial 

role as a ministerium.109 One of the central duties of this ministry was to take responsibility for the 

sins of the realm.110 With this in mind, can Hrabanus’ expansion on Christ’s tears provide a new 

angle from which we can consider discussions surrounding the imperial ministerium and penance in 

this period?  

Clearer connections between Christ’s tears and imperial power can be found after Louis’ death. 

Paschasius’ representation of Christ as an intercessor, in his commentary on Matthew, differed from 
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Hrabanus’. Not only did Paschasius’ description of Christ’s tears contain fewer references to penance 

and more references to the books of Jeremiah and Lamentations, but when Christ wept at these 

moments he did so as a merciful and compassionate judge.111 The relationship between tears and 

royal mercy in early medieval sources is well recognised. Both Gerd Althoff and Matthias Becher 

have suggested that tears were publicly performed to communicate the mercy of rulers throughout 

the early middle ages.112 But from where did this connection between mercy and royal weeping 

originate? This question remains unanswered in their articles. It will be discussed in more detail in 

chapter six, but some potential answers will be provided here.113 The following reading of 

Paschasius’ commentary explores the relationship between authority, tears, mercy and justice from 

an alternative angle and reveals biblical models which could underpin such an image.   

In contrast to earlier Carolingian commentaries on Matthew, Paschasius’ account of Christ’s prayers 

in Gethsemane is incredibly lachrymose. His commentary on Matt 26.38 – “my soul is overwhelmed 

with sorrow to the point of death” - was dominated by concerns of Christ’s tears, his sorrow and his 

suffering. Paschasius considered the reasons for these tears in detail. He saw the body as being one 

with the soul: this meant that Christ’s tears could not be dismissed as part of his humanity as they 

were in earlier commentaries.114 Neither did Christ cry for his own sake. Instead he wept and prayed 

“for us”, the sinners and for the Jews who were about to put him to death.115  

Each other account of Christ’s tears in this work was similarly concerned the way he wept over the 

actions of sinners. Yet these tears were not, as in Hrabanus’ commentary, explicitly described as 

tears of penance. Instead, they reflected his compassion and mercy. In Luke and Matthew’s Gospels, 

Christ wept over Jerusalem shortly before his passion. Significantly, this biblical scene was one 

quoted by Cassian in his description of what was entailed in weeping over the sins of other 

people.116 Christ’s entry into Jerusalem on an ass was described in Matt 21. In his expansion of Matt 

21.5, which describes the animal being brought to Christ, Paschasius described how:  

“After looking at Jerusalem for a short time, the Lord wept and said: “If you had known”, 

that is if you had wept. And in another place, he said in a lachrymose voice: “Jerusalem, 
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Jerusalem, who killed the prophets” etc. Certainly, in these words, there was no joy nor 

jubilation, but lamentation and suffering over the aforementioned city.”117 

This passage not only described Christ’s tears, but also the motivation for them: these were not 

tears of joy, but instead lamentation over the actions of the city, which stood for the sins of 

mankind. That these tears were part of Christ’s role as a merciful judge is clearer in Paschasius’ 

expansion on 23.37, which also discussed Christ’s tears over Jerusalem: 

“Seeing the city, Jesus wept over it. (Luke 19.21). For the pious and clement Lord did not 

lament over the death of his holy ones, nor over the blood of all the prophets which flowed 

from them … Instead the benign and just Lord mourned the ruin of the holy ones whom he 

loved so much. For he moved to lament them with such mercy and revived justice so that 

such evil would not be allowed to go unpunished for so long. Therefore, he poured forth 

tears for the irreverent, desiring to bring them to his mercy, but the strength of justice 

restrained their irreverence.  Because then there is true mercy, if justice is not harmed.” 118  

Again, the motivations for tears are made clear. Christ did not cry out of sorrow over the death of 

the prophets, because their death had paved the way for the glory of the elect. Instead, Christ’s 

tears were explicitly described as been shed on account of the sinners: “he poured forth tears for 

the impious”. Paschasius explicitly connected these tears with mercy: the tears reflect Christ’s desire 

to bring mercy to the impious, and do so with punishment and the imposition of justice. The 

language chosen here is also significant: Christ weeps out of his clementia, a very distinct form of 

mercy. Whilst misericordia was something which all Christians could aspire to, and which could be 

achieved through living a good life, clementia was specifically associated with the act of a superior 

sitting in judgement over a subject.119 Christ wept over the sins of others and the language chosen 

framed him as a judge.  

In two of these scenes Christ wept over the sinful city Jerusalem, and in the other he cried on behalf 

of the sinners who would soon put him to death. Only the final quotation – the expansion on 
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Matthew 26.38 – explicitly connected this with mercy and justice. However, these three scenes 

worked together to say something about Christ. He cries for very similar reasons in each case. Even 

more tellingly, in contrast to earlier commentaries on the gospel of Matthew, he was not described 

crying at any other moment in the commentary. We can better understand the assumptions which 

underpinned these scenes when we look at Paschasius’ interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount.  

Paschasius described tears in his expansion on the fifth beatitude (Matt 5.7): “blessed are those who 

are merciful, for they shall obtain mercy”.  

“Therefore, in this place it deservedly succeeds those who hunger for justice; because he 

who removed sins out of the fear of God and corrected practices out of the influence of 

mercy (mansuetudo) also desired to weep for sinners, mourned on account of a longing and 

was inflamed with love for the heavenly kingdom. Now he can’t not hunger and thirst for 

justice.”120  

Here, the merciful one wept and in doing so showed their desire for justice. The Sermon on the 

Mount was, as discussed above, a significant part of Matthew’s gospel which laid out the model for 

Christian living. It is therefore significant that the connection between tears, mercy and justice was 

expressed so clearly at this moment. 

This suggests that, for Paschasius, weeping was an important way in which the merciful disposition 

of an individual could be communicated. The similarity between the language used here, and in the 

three moments that Christ wept, is also worth looking at. Not only were the tears connected to a 

desire for justice, as they were in the expansion on Matt 26.37. They were also explicitly shed over 

the sins of others, just as they were in Paschasius’ expansion on both Matt 21.5 and 26.38. 

Throughout the commentary, there are 14 references to clementia and 12 to mansuetudo. Tears and 

mercy were not inextricably linked. Yet these conclusions do suggest that tears were one way in 

which mercy could be communicated by a judge, and indeed one way it was communicated by a 

judge at pivotal moments in the biblical narrative. When considering what tears mean, and how 

rulers ought to weep, it is something which must be taken into account. 

The act of sitting in judgement played a central part of abbatial, episcopal and royal male authority 

in the ninth century.121 Paschasius’ commentary on Matthew was dedicated to a monk at Corbie 
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called Guntland. However, this doesn’t mean wider audience wasn’t envisaged. Firstly, in the ninth 

century it was common practice to dedicate the commentary to a ‘try-out’ recipient, as Hrabanus 

Maurus, the abbot of Fulda, did with his commentary on the four books of Kings. Although he 

dedicated this work to the emperor, Louis the Pious, in 828, Louis was not the first recipient of this 

text. In 822 he sent it to Hilduin, the arch-chaplain. Secondly, other texts, written by Paschasius, 

provide helpful comparisons. The Epitaphium Arsenii, the funeral oration for Wala, the abbot of 

Corbie who opposed the emperor Louis the Pious in rebellion, only exists in one manuscript which 

was created in Corbie, and it does not seem to have circulated more widely. This text was full of 

vehement criticism of the royal court and impassioned defences of its hero, Wala. It was clearly 

intended to make a splash on the political scene.122 In spite of its limited manuscript transmission 

and the absence of a grand dedicatee, in this work we can see an intended audience amongst the 

political great and good. Thirdly, in his commentary on Matthew, we can see Paschasius commenting 

on political developments in the west Frankish kingdom. Anton Schönbach, and more recently Gerda 

Heydemann, have suggested that Paschasius voiced his concerns about royal uses of church 

property, particularly lay abbacies, in his commentary. According to their arguments, this is apparent 

in his expansion of Matthew 12, which described Jesus’s response to the money changers in the 

Temple.123 It is reasonable to assume that the commentary on Matthew was intended for an elite 

audience. Was the image of Christ as a lachrymose judge also intended for a royal or courtly 

audience?  

An examination of a royal biography suggests that the models of authority represented in 

Paschasius’ Matthew commentary were not only suitable for bishops, priests or abbots, but also 

rulers. In the winter of 840-1, a prominent courtier and anonymous member of the palace chapel, 

the Astronomer, wrote a biography of Louis the Pious: the Vita Hludowici Pii. Louis the Pious cried 

twice in this text. In chapter 63, the Astronomer described how Louis shed a “river of tears” shortly 

before his own death. These were not shed on account of his coming death, but because of “his 

deep concern for the condition of the church” and “because he knew the future and said he was 

unhappy that the end of his life would come amid such miseries”.124 Louis was also described 

weeping earlier on in the Vita. In chapter 55, the Astronomer described Louis’ response to the illness 
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and deaths of a number of nobles, including Matfrid of Orleans, Hugh of Tours and Wala of Corbie, 

who had accompanied his rebellious son, Lothar, to effective exile in Italy. “Most merciful by nature” 

Louis sought to learn more about his son’s illness, and “in this he imitated blessed David, who, 

although afflicted by his son in many ways, nevertheless bore his death most bitterly.”125 In the 

following chapter, Louis’ learned of the death of members of his son’s entourage. “He took no 

pleasure in it (the news) himself … but he struck his breast with his fist, his eyes filled with tears, and 

with deep groans he prayed to God to shed his grace upon them”.126 

Louis wept twice – in chapters 56 and 63 - over the misfortunes and sins of society and on behalf of 

those who wronged him. These tears reflected his mercy, which, according to the Astronomer, was 

one of his defining imperial qualities.127 Indeed, mercy (clementia) was explicitly given as the 

motivation for sorrow over his son’s illness and forgiveness of his son in chapter 55. Louis’ tears echo 

Christ’s tears, and particularly those described in Paschasius Radbertus’ commentary, completed just 

over a decade after the Astronomer completed the Vita Hludowici. Just as Christ was described 

crying over Jerusalem, Louis wept over the afflictions which faced society in chapter 63. Louis’ tears 

had a more specific aim: in chapter 56 he wept to intercede with God on behalf of the sinners to 

ensure their salvation. Even more significantly both Louis and Christ wept over those who persecute 

them: for Louis, they are the rebels, and for Christ, the Jews.  

This is more than a coincidental echo. Courtney Booker has highlighted how the Astronomer likened 

Louis to Christ throughout the vita: both are “perfect kings in imperfect eras”.128 Not only was Louis 

represented as an idealised ruler who was persecuted by sinners, but his lament over the illness of 

his son, Lothar, in chapter 55 was likened to a biblical model: those the Old Testament King David 

shed over his rebellious son, Absalom. Carolingian intellectuals thought that these tears echoed 

Christ’s. In Hrabanus Maurus’ commentary on the book of Kings, these tears were glossed as just like 

those Christ shed over the sins of Jerusalem.129 Thus, the way that Louis wept as David and as Christ 

                                                           
125 Astronomer, Vita Hludowici, cap.55, p. 506: “Imperator vero clementissimus natura, ut filium adversa 
valitudine correptum audivit, per missos fidelissimos, Hugonem videlicet fratrem suum sed et Adalgarium 
comitem, eum visitavit atque eius omnia incommoda rescire studuit, imitatus videlicet beatum Dauid, qui 
multis insectationibus lacessitus a filio, mortem tamen eius egerrime tulit.” Tr. Noble, Charlemagne, p. 289. 
126 Ibid., cap.56, p. 514: “Etenim hoc suscepto nuncio, nec in se exultavit, nec morti inimicorum insultavit, sed 
pugno pectore tunso lacrimisque oculis oppletis, Deum illis propitium fieri cum ingenti gemitu precatus est.” 
Tr. Noble, Charlemagne, p. 291. 
127 Ibid., preface, p. 284. Walter Berschin, Biographie und Epochenstil im lateinischen Mittelalter, volume 2 
(Stuttgart, 1988), p.230 and Weihs, ‘Welstsicht’, p. 35-7 both see this as a criticism of Louis; Andrew Romig, on 
the other hand argues that this is not the case, as it is not possible to be too merciful, ‘In Praise of the Too-
Clement Emperor’, Speculum, 89.2 (2014), p. 386. See also Romig, Be a Perfect Man, pp. 67-98. Instead he 
argues that this was intended to praise the emperor.  
128 Courtney Booker, ‘Histrionic history, demanding drama’, in Helmut Reimitz and Bernhard Zeller, eds., 
Vergangenheit und Vergegenwärtigung (Vienna, 2009), pp. 112-3. 
129 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0110C; See also Angelomus, In Regum, Col.0376C. 
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was made explicit. This firstly shows the connection between Christ’s lament over Jerusalem and his 

mercy in another work from the mid-ninth century. Even more significantly, this model was used to 

depict and emperor.  

A number of other factors connect Paschasius and the Astronomer, and suggest they reflected a 

similar elite discourse. Both moved in similar intellectual circles. Both were actively engaged with 

Louis the Pious' court, and both influenced, or attempted to influence, West Frankish politics under 

Louis' son, Charles the Bald. Furthermore, both men wrote in the context of the civil war between 

the sons of Louis the Pious. After Louis' death in 840, tensions escalated between his sons, war 

broke out and a large number of Frankish men were killed at Fountenoy in 841. Peace followed two 

years later, but these events, especially Fountenoy, made a huge impact on Frankish intellectuals at 

this time.130 It is thus not hard to see this context as one which would favour an image of a 

temperate and merciful Christ-ruler.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Ninth-century intellectuals had a more complex and wider understanding of weeping than has 

previously been recognised. David was not the only biblical figure whose tears were discussed at 

length by Carolingian exegetes: Solomon, Hezekiah and Christ also received similar treatments. 

Furthermore, penitential tears were not the only tears described. Kings and emperors could weep 

humbly in the hope of divine aid; out of desire for the heavenly kingdom; or over the sins of others.  

These conclusions widen our understanding of the models authors had in mind when they described 

a ruler weeping, but they also do more than this. The lachrymose figures of Solomon, David and 

Christ were described in works which had a demonstrable link to rulers: either commentaries 

dedicated to royal or imperial figures, or commentaries which represented a male ruler crying. The 

significance of exegetical texts to court culture in this period should not be underestimated. Rulers 

took pride in being able to understand these texts and evidence suggests that they were read aloud 

at court.131 Thus, these findings reveal assumptions about weeping in this period and how specific 

                                                           
130 Nithard, Historiarum Libri IIII, ed. Ernestus Müller, MGH, SS rer. Germ 44 (Hannover, 1907) and Stuart Airlie, 
‘The World, the Text and the Carolingian: Royal Aristocratic and Masculine Identities in Nithard’s Histories’, in 
Patrick Wormald and Janet Nelson, eds., Lay Intellectuals, pp. 51-76. 
131 De Jong, ‘Empire as Ecclesia’; Hrabanus, Epist. 28, p. 444 (to Lothar, dedicatory epistle attached to the 
commentary on Lamentations) described Lothar judging the worth of the commentary. Similarly, Epist 34, p. 
468 (addressed to Louis the German, c.842-6) described how commentaries could be read aloud at court; 
Thegan, Gesta, cap.19, p. 200 praised Louis’ ability to understand exegetical material. 
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thinkers, for example Hrabanus Maurus, thought a ruler ought to weep. Additionally, it is possible to 

see them shedding some light on how rulers themselves thought they ought to weep. 

In addition to this, it is also possible to see these ideas influencing the authors of narratives. An 

understanding of exegetical material further illuminates the parallels the Astronomer drew in this 

Vita Hludowici between Louis the Pious and Christ. Indeed, a more general point can be made. 

Exegetes and historians were not two distinct groups, but instead were drawn from the same 

intellectual milieu. We have already seen the value of this throughout this thesis. Hrabanus Maurus 

and Frechulf of Lisieux, who both sought to represent rulers doing penance with minimal episcopal 

involvement, were close correspondents. Indeed, Hrabanus addressed a number of biblical 

commentaries to Frechulf throughout the reign of Louis the Pious.132 It is therefore little surprise 

that they represent a similar view of royal authority in their writings, whether exegetical or 

historical. Similarly, a consideration of late eighth-century exegetical understanding of Christs’ tears 

over Lazarus sheds further light on references to this verse in Paulius’ poetic and Alcuin’s epistolary 

writing. Thus, when reading narrative sources, we should be aware of the exegetical ideas which 

very possibly influenced their construction. 

Although de Jong only focuses on David, many of the tears described in this chapter can be 

understood using the mechanics of the Penitential State.133 Yet Louis did not only weep for his own 

sins: as the emperor, he was responsible for the sins of his subjects and wept to avert divine wrath 

from his kingdom as a whole. Thus, some of the models described in this chapter have the potential 

to shed further light on these discourses. Were the tears Christ was depicted shedding over the sins 

of others in Hrabanus and Paschasius’ commentaries echoed in Louis’ tears in 822 and 833. Did he 

weep for the sins of others as Christ did? Or, alternatively, did models which encouraged weeping to 

beseech God’s mercy have a greater impact? In Hrabanus and Angelomus’ commentaries, for 

example, Hezekiah did not cry over sins, but he did cry humbly and sincerely, and thus demonstrated 

his fear of God. In doing so, he received boons a ruler would no doubt desire: the chance to produce 

heirs, success in battle, the security of his kingdom. These boons equally benefited his whole realm - 

they were freed from the Assyrian menace – and all humanity - Christ would be born from David’s 

line to save mankind. This account of Hezekiah’s tears and the 829 Council of Paris were based on 

similar assumptions. Rulers had a greater moral responsibility than other men. Their relationship to 

God determined the attitude of God to the realm. Tears played an important role in this relationship. 

If a ruler wept in the right way, he could avert the wrath of God. Sometimes these tears were 

penitential. A kingdom could be punished for the sins of a ruler, and this idea lay behind the 

                                                           
132 Hrabanus, Commentarius in Genesim Libri Quator, PL 107, Col.0439C; Hrabanus, In Exodum, Col.0009C. 
133 De Jong, Penitential State. 
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justification for Louis’ penitential behaviour in 822 and 833. But it is possible that other motivations 

could lie behind these tears.   

Additionally, both Solomon and Christ’s tears were described in terms which drew on sacerdotal and 

monastic models. In weeping out of desire for the heavenly kingdom or over the sins of others 

Solomon and Christ were represented weeping as a monk of priest ought to. Thus, we can see the 

influence of monastic and sacerdotal models on understandings of rulership and secular masculinity: 

both groups could draw from the same “pool of virtues”.134 Similarly, Lothar was encouraged, in 

Hrabanus’ commentary on Lamentations, to weep according to a monastic scheme. All of this is 

quite different to what we saw under Charlemagne or any other earlier Frankish rulers. This suggests 

that, in the reign of Louis the Pious, we do see a discourse which fused monastic and secular models 

of authority. 

These ideas can be tied specifically to currents in the reigns of Louis the Pious and his sons, 

especially Lothar. They can also be tied especially with the writings of Hrabanus Maurus. Hrabanus 

worked from late antique or earlier medieval authorities, such as John Cassian, Gregory the Great 

and Bede. His creative use of these ideas is significant, and marks a turning point in understandings 

of tears which accompany the relationship between an individual and God. Many ideas, previously 

associated only with the eleventh century, and used as evidence for the especial interest of 

eleventh-century intellectuals in the ‘gift of tears’, can be noted in Hrabanus’ writings. This suggests 

that the grand narrative of religious weeping ought to be rewritten, and greater attention ought to 

be paid to the ninth century. Hrabanus’ ideas, however, got a mixed reception. He influenced some 

figures, for example Angelomus, Sedulius and Pseudo-Bede. However, the differences between his 

ideas and Paschasius’, for example, in their representation of both Christ and Hezekiah’s tears are 

telling. They show how two authors, writing in different periods with different preoccupations, can 

use the same basic ideas – that Christ wept as an intercessor or that Hezekiah wept to ask for God’s 

mercy – to produce two quite different models. The limits of his influence on other later thinkers, for 

example Hincmar of Reims, will be discussed in the following chapter.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
134 See chapter three, p. 83. 
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Chapter 5: Strategies of Distinction: Crying in the Later Ninth Century 
 

The title of this chapter borrows a phrase from the title of Walter Pohl and Helmut Reimitz’s 

collection of essays: Strategies of Distinction: The Construction of Ethnic Communities, 300-800. The 

essays in this collection “all deal with the ways how ethnic distinction became a political factor in the 

post-Roman world” by looking at the approaches of different groups to “names, law, language, 

costume, burial rites, rhetoric, culture, royal representation or ideology”.1 This chapter suggests 

comparable strategies were used in the later ninth century. The identity as stake was not ethnicity, 

but royal or episcopal identity. And the method used to distinguish ruler from bishops was not 

names, law or language, but tears.  

As such, this chapter focuses on an important turning point in the representation of royal weeping. 

Chapter four focused on the ways that Louis the Pious and his son, Lothar, were encouraged to weep 

like monks or bishops. In short, in texts – particularly exegetical texts - associated with their courts 

we can see an overlap between the authority models open to rulers and ecclesiastical figures.2 This 

changed in the second half of the ninth century. Whilst some authors continued to represent rulers 

weeping like bishops or priests, others sought to differentiate between the lachrymose behaviour 

open to each group. In the later ninth century kings and bishops were thought to have different 

duties, and so should weep in different ways. In particular, we see a greater focus on one of the 

forms of weeping Cassian identified in his Collationes, which was picked up by Hrabanus Maurus 

amongst others: the tears shed over the sins of others.3  

To explore these later ninth century developments, this chapter will focus on the writings of three 

figures: Angelous, a monk of Luxeuill Hincmar, the archbishop of Reims; and Notker, a monk of St 

Gall. Each of these men had close links with and wrote for Carolingian rulers. In Hincmar’s case this 

was a large cast, but the ruler with whom he interacted for most of his arch-episcopal career was 

Charles the Bald. Angelomus wrote exegesis for the emperor Lothar I, whilst Notker,wrote for 

Charles’ nephew, Charles the Fat. Thus, the writings of these authors can be used as a lens, through 

which ideas about royal comportment circulating at these courts can be viewed. Hincmar argued 

that kings and bishops ought to weep in very different ways: a king should lament only his own sins. 

A bishop ought to weep to reconcile a sinner to God. Similarly, Angelomus, in his Commentary on 

Kings, emphasised the importance of ecclesiastical mediation at moments of royal penance. Yet he 

                                                           
1 Walter Pohl, ‘Introduction’ in Pohl and Reimitz, eds., Strategies of Distinction, p. 9.  
2 Chapter four, pp. 111-113. 
3 See discussion in chapter four, p. 92. 
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also represented rulers weeping when contemplating God: his view was not as rigid as HIncmar’s. 

We see a very different view again in Notker’s account of Charlemagne’s life, the Gesta Karoli. In this 

text, Charlemagne was represented crying on behalf of his subjects. In doing so, he lamented the 

sins of his realm, and so wept like bishop. 

The differences between Angelomus, Hincmar and Notker’s understandings of kingship can be 

accounted for in a number of ways. Firstly, they wrote at different times: Angelomus was mainly 

active in the 850s, Notker wrote the Gesta Karoli between 885 and 886, whilst Hincmar wrote 

between the 860s and 880s. Secondly, they wrote from different regions. Angelomus was based in 

the Middle Kingdom – situated between the east and west kingdoms, it encompassed important 

monasteries, episcopal sees and palace complexes such as Aachen, Cologne, Metz and Luxeuil. 

Hincmar was based in West Frankia, a kingdom which covered part of the old heartlands and many 

of the key sites of the Carolingian empire which are now in modern day France. It included rich and 

culturally important episcopal sees – not least Reims - and monasteries – such as Chelles, Soissons, 

Corbie, St Denis, and Tours. Notker, on the other hand, wrote from Alemannia, in the far east of the 

empire. This was a mountainous region based largely in what is now Switzerland. It too had 

important monasteries – for example St Gall and Reichenau. Yet it was far removed from the 

geographical centre of the Carolingian empire. Thirdly, they wrote from quite different positions: 

Hincmar was writing as an archbishop, whilst Notker and Angelomus were monks. This fact, above 

all, should not be forgotten when considering how they conceived of episcopal authority. It is 

precisely these differences which make Angelomus, Notker and Hincmar’s writings such valuable 

case studies with the potential to provide insights into later ninth century thought on weeping more 

generally. Not only were both authors very influential figures closely associated with royal courts, 

but they represented two quite different schools of thought. Aneglomus a monk based in the 

heartland of the Carolingian empire; Notker was a monk and based in the far east; Hincmar was a 

bishop based in the west. As such, they can be taken as representative case studies for two different 

- yet highly significant - approaches to royal authority in this period.  

Questions about episcopal identity stand at the heart of this chapter. Hincmar and Notker in 

particular defined their kings in relation to bishops. The way they described royal tears 

communicated key messages about the relationship they envisaged between a king and the bishops 

of the kingdom. The ninth century witnessed significant developments in the expected role of a 

bishop, or, to use Steffen Patzold’s phrasing: “Wissen über Bischöfe”.4 Patzold traces how the role of 

                                                           
4 Patzold, Episcopus. 
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a bishop changed drastically between the beginning and end of the ninth century.5 At the beginning 

of the century, bishops played only a relatively minor role in narratives and expectations 

surrounding their responsibilities and duties varied from text to text. By the end of the century, 

however, bishops could be considered more or less as a cohesive group with a radically expanded 

role. Of particular importance was the 829 Council of Paris, which, inspired by Gelasian ideas, 

emphasised the complimentary yet distinct roles of bishops and kings. In this so-called “Paris 

Model”, the ruler was the head of the secular hierarchy, yet the bishop was head of the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy. The bishop was ultimately responsible for the spiritual wellbeing of people of the kingdom 

and their ruler, and the ruler had no right to wield authority over the bishop. The centrality of this 

view to Hincmar’s thinking, which has been noted before, explains his representation of royal and 

episcopal tears. Patzold argues that the Paris model took off quickly in the west of the Carolingian 

empire and slowly in the eastern kingdoms. By the 880s, however, it dominated understandings of 

the role of a bishop, and the relationship between bishops and rulers, across the entire empire.6 This 

chapter suggests that the Gelasian view did indeed influence ideas about royal and episcopal 

comportment in the west, and its adoption was slower in the east. However, we can still see 

significant differences by the 880s. Notker’s representation of royal tears shows that this model was 

not uniformly adopted across the empire by the late 880s, and as such we can draw two conclusions. 

In spite of a dominant model, advocated by Hincmar, which emphasised the differences between 

royal and episcopal comportment, later Carolingian rulers could still weep as a rex et sacerdos. 

Secondly, this chapter reminds us just how big the Carolingian empire was, just how many people 

acted within it, and just how different their responses to similar historical and intellectual 

developments could be. 

This chapter will begin with Angelomus’ commentary on Kings. In particular, the prominent role of 

ecclesiastical mediation in representations of royal penance represents a significant change from the 

820s and 830s. A case study will follow: Hincmar’s response to the attempts of Lothar II to divorce 

his wife in early 860. Through this, we can see Hincmar’s expectations surrounding the tears of 

bishops and rulers. The following sections will examine Hincmar’s understanding of royal, and then 

episcopal, weeping in more detail. Finally, Notker’s Gesta Karoli will be examined. Here, a very 

different understanding of royal weeping, and by extension kingship, influenced the representation 

of the ruler in this text.  

 

                                                           
5 Ibid., pp. 49-104. 
6 Ibid., pp. 442-459. 
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Angelomus of Luxeuil 
 

Angelomus was a monk from the important monastery of Luxeuil, which was based in the middle 

kingdom of the Carolingian empire. He was also a biblical commentator with links to imperial courts: 

he addressed a commentary on the Song of Songs to Lothar I. Of greater relevance to the topic of 

royal weeping is his Commentary on the four books of Kings, which was completed in c.855. This 

commentary was completed at the request of the monks of Luxeuil, although a potential audience 

amongst his contacts at the imperial court is easy to imagine. In this work, Angelomus drew 

extensively on Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings and, as a result, this work has often been viewed as 

derivative.7 Yet this is too simplistic a reading of his work: Angelomous often adapted his source 

material. As a result, he provides an insight into approaches to royal weeping in the second half of 

the ninth century.  

When we turn the expansion on David’s penance (2 Kings 11-13), we can see how he used 

Angelomus source material in a highly original way. As in Hrabanus’ commentary, David’s penitential 

tears were likened to cleansing baptismal water and penance was described using medical language. 

Similarly, David’s ability to be cleansed were all emphasised, as was the seriousness of his 

transgression.8 Yet, the location of this commentary was different: Angelomus included it at 2 Kings 

12.13-16, where Nathan’s rebuke was described. In doing so, he diverged from Hrabanus’ 

Commentary, which provided an explanation of David’s penitential behaviour at the moment of his 

sin. As discussed in chapter three, this does not change our reading of the role of the tears in 

penance, nor our understanding of penance as a behaviour a ruler ought to engage with.9 Yet it does 

suggest two things. It contributes to recent arguments that Angelomus was not a slavish imitator of 

Hrabanus, but instead an original commentator who approached his source material in a unique 

way.   Secondly, it shows that Hrabanus and Angelomus told two different stories about David’s 

penance.   

Angelomus discussed David’s penitential behaviour alongside Nathan’s rebuke, binding these two 

events more tightly than they were in Hrabanus’ commentary. This reading is reinforced with a 

consideration of Angelomus’ expansion on the rebuke itself. Here, he emphasised the duty of the 

                                                           
7 For discussions and criticisms of this view, see Michael Gorman, ‘The Commentary 
on Genesis of Angelomus of Luxeuil and Biblical Studies under Lothar’, Studi Medievali, 40, (1999), p. 567. With 
specific reference to the four books of Kings: Eric Miller, ‘The Political Significance of Christ’s Kingship in the 
Biblical Exegesis of Hrabanus Maurus and Angelomus of Luxeuil’, in Claudio Leonard, ed., Biblical studies in the 
Early Middle Ages (Florence, 2005), p. 205. 
8 Angelomus of Luxeuil, Enarrationes in Libros Regum, PL 115, Col.0363C-0366A. 
9 See chapter three, p. 71. 
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church to accuse worldly figures and provoke remorse.10 We find no similar references to the role of 

ecclesiastical mediation in Hrabanus’ text. Indeed, Nathan’s role in provoking David’s penance is 

considered in is far less detail than it is in Angelomus’ commentary.11 In contrast to Hrabanus’ 

representation of spontaneous royal remorse, Angelomus foregrounded the role of ecclesiastical 

mediation. Thus, it is possible to see Angelomus painting a picture of royal penance which hinged on 

the involvement of a sacerdotal figure: kings should weep over their sins, but they should do so at 

the instigation of a priest of bishop.  

Angelomus’ representation of David differs from the one we find in Hrabanus’ commentary – 

composed with an eye on Louis the Pious’ imperial court of the later 820s. Is this also true for his 

treatment of Hezekiah – the ruler who wept to provoke the mercy of God, save his kingdom and 

secure his line of succession – and Solomon – the ruler who wept out of a desire for God in a way 

that echoed contemporary monastic texts? In both cases, Angelomus quoted Hrabanus’ 

commentary verbatim.12 As such, he included Hrabnaus’ characterisation of Hezekiah’s tears as ones 

which could bring mundane rewards close to the heart of any secular, male ruler. Perhaps more 

significant is the replication of Hrabanus’ commentary on Solomon’s sacrifice in the temple (3 Kings 

7.48). The novelty of this expansion was discussed in chapter four: Hrabanus described a type of 

weeping - more often associated with monastic life – as something a ruler ought to do.13 Angelomus’ 

commentary on David’s penitential tears suggests that he did approach Hrabanus’ commentary 

critically and was willing to alter what he found there. Thus, his choice to gloss Solomon’s sacrifice in 

this way suggests that tears of desire continued to be seen as an appropriate royal behaviour into 

the 850s. Or, at the very least, it was not seen as transgressive enough to be excised or changed. 

Hincmar’s selective use of Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings - which will be discussed later on in this 

chapter – demonstrates that this was not always the case in the mid-ninth century. Although 

Hincmar similarly emphasised the importance of episcopal or sacerdotal intervention in royal 

penance, he did not encourage or expect rulers to weep in contemplation. His more rigid approach 

to royal and episcopal weeping – and by extension authority – is effectively demonstrated in his 

response to a scandal which took place in Angelomus’ middle kingdom in 860.  

 

 

                                                           
10 Angelomus, In Libros Regum, Col.0363D: ‘Cum autem a praepositis Ecclesiae hujus saeculi potentes 
arguuntur, prius per quasdam similitudines velut de alieno negotio requirendi sunt.’ 
11 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0101C-D. 
12 Angelomus, In Libros Regum, Col.0531A-0532C; 0450D; 0481B.  
13 Chapter four, p.107 
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The Divorce of Lothar II 
 

In 855, the ruler of the so-called Middle Kingdom, Lothar II married Theutberga, a woman from a 

noble family, at his father, Lothar I’s, behest. By 858, however, he sought a divorce from Theutberga 

and marriage to Waldrada, his lover, with whom he had a number of children including a son, 

Hugh.14 Theutberga was accused of unnatural - likely interfemural - sex with her brother, Hucbert, 

and of aborting the resulting foetus. Theutberga maintained her innocence, her champion 

completed the ordeal of hot water successfully, and she was reinstated as queen. By 860, however, 

the issue was reopened with two councils at Aachen in 860. These accusations were intended to 

create as big a scandal as possible and to, in Stuart Airlie’s words, make Theutberga into a “ghastly 

parody of Carolingian queenship”.15 The case certainly made a splash, and in 860 Hincmar entered 

the scene. He was asked for his expert opinion on the case by the Lotharingian bishops. He was sent 

two dossiers, which contained reports on the councils of Aachen in January and February 860 and a 

number of questions on the proceedings of these councils, the ordeal of 858 and the charges 

levelled at Theutberga. The first group of texts was sent between February and April 860, and the 

second between August and October of the same year.16 The Lotharingian bishops’ questions and 

reports from the councils, and Hincmar’s responses, have come to us in a single text: De Divortio 

Lotharii Regis et Theutberga Reginae.17 This text deals with a specific case, but, as Rachel Stone and 

Charles West have noted, it has much to tell us about Hincmar’s notion of kingship in general.18 An 

examination of the reports from the first council of Aachen and Hincmar’s response to them is 

revealing. Both Lothar II and Gunther, the bishop of Cologne, are described crying in this section. In 

these accounts, we can access Hincmar’s view of the role tears ought to play in idealised royal-

episcopal relations.  

Two of the references to weeping are contained in the Libellus Octo Capitulorum. This booklet 

contains a report of the events of the first council of Aachen, which was likely intended to be 

disseminated before the second council of Aachen. It was based around accounts of two 

                                                           
14 For a full account of the events surrounding the Lothar’s attempts to procure a divorce 858-869, see Karl 
Heidecker, The Divorce of Lothar II, trans. from Dutch by Tanis M. Guest (Ithaca, 2010). 
15 Stuart Airlie, ‘Private Bodies and the Body Politic in the Divorce Case of Lothar II’, Past and Present, 161 
(1998), p. 22. 
16 Rachel Stone and Charles West, The Divorce of King Lothar and Queen Theutberga (Manchester, 2016), p.17. 
Wider parameters are given in Jean Devisse, Hincmar Archevêque de Reims 845-882 (Geneva, 1975) p. 387 and 
Letha Bohringer, ‘Einleitung’, in De Divortio Lotharii Regis et Theutbergae Reginae, MGH Conc. 4, Suppl. 1 
(Hanover, 1992), p. 22, though all agree on a date after February for the first text, and before November for 
the second. 
17 The title is a modern invention, the first few folios of the work are missing in our only manuscript. 
18 Stone and West, The Divorce, pp. 70-4. 
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conversations between the bishops had with Lothar and Theutberga respectively, and referred to 

Theutberga’s oral confession. In preparation for Theutberga’s presentation of a written confession 

before the court, care was taken to ensure that the oral confession described adhered to legal 

principles.19 In the account of the first conversation, Lothar’s tears were described. 

“Admiring his good will, we were led and bent to compassion, by God’s inspiration by his 

tears and his sighs. To the king as he asked, sought and knocked we gave counsel and 

medicinal remedy 

Chapter 3. Then the king, in a melancholy tone of voice, began to tell us about his wife, to 

which we listened not without grief and sadness…”20 

Later in the same section, Theutberga’s confession to Gunther was described, as was her permission 

that Gunther might share this information with the other bishops. Gunther did so, as he “grieved, 

anguished, lamented and sorrowed greatly that he had ever been aware of this confession…”21 

Lothar was described weeping on another occasion. This is described in an extract from the so-called 

Tomus Prolixus, which contained the Acts of the Second Council of Aachen. After Theutberga’s 

written confession had been read out, Lothar’s response was recorded. “He repeated not without 

groans and tearful sighs” that he had already been told about Theutberga’s sins.22 

What can these accounts of royal and episcopal tears tell us? Both the Libellus and the Tomus 

Prolixus were sent to Hincmar in the spring of 860. The Lotharingian bishops who created these 

works wanted to defend their role in the proceedings of both councils. They sought to demonstrate 

that Lothar’s desire for a divorce, Theutberga’s confession, and the actions of the bishops were all 

legitimate. The fact that Lothar and Gunther were described crying at all in this section is therefore 

significant. This suggests that weeping was viewed as an appropriate form of behaviour, in this tricky 

situation, for both the King and the Bishop. They rightly lamented, grieved and sorrowed over 

Theutberga’s sins. Neither party took pleasure in the event, nor did they want to reach a guilty 

verdict. Instead, they were moved investigate the accusations against Theutberga and recounted her 

                                                           
19 Abigail Firey, A Contrite Heart (Leiden, 2009), pp. 18-20. 
20 Hincmar, De Divortio, Suppl. 1, Int. Resp. 1, p. 115: “…humiliter devota puritate suas speciales ac proprias 

necessitates consilium et remedium quaerendo exposuit. Nos quoque suae bonae voluntati congratulantes 

lacrimis ipsius et suspiriis invitati et ad compassionem flexi domino inspirante petenti, quaerenti et pulsanti 

consilium dedimus et medicinale remedium adhibuimus. III. Tunc isdem rex lugubri voce, quod nos quidem 

non sine merore et dolore prosequimur…”.  Tr. Stone and West, The Divorce, p. 97. 
21 Ibid., Resp.1, p.116 : “tristante et angustiante ac lugente atque, quod umquam illius confessionis conscius 
extitit”. Tr. Stone and West, The Divorce, p. 98. 
22 Ibid., Resp. 1, p.122: “Re vera lacrimosis suspiriis multipliciter id sibi de memorata femina inculcatum et in 
hoc etiam regno a plurimis affirmatum non sine gemitu repetebat.”. Tr. Stone and West, The Divorce, p.109 
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confession tearfully and reluctantly. Following this reading, these tears underlined their own 

sincerity and desire to do the right thing. 

Hincmar did not allow this interpretation of these tears to stand unchallenged. Instead, he 

represented Gunther and Lothar’s tears as a perversion of those expected of a king and bishop. This 

fits in with what we know of Hincmar’s strategies in De Divortio more widely. Throughout his text, he 

emphasised the ambiguous roles the king, queen and bishops played at these councils. Was Lothar a 

victim, ruler or witness? Was Theutberga a penitent, victim or petitioner?23 And were the bishops, in 

particular Gunther of Cologne, judges, confessors or witnesses? 24 In weeping incorrectly, Gunther 

and Lothar failed in performing their roles as a bishop and king, as this serious case demanded. Their 

role in both councils, therefore, was fatally undermined. This exemplified the topsy turvy nature of 

the events which took place in Aachen in January and February 860. The legitimacy and outcome of 

both councils, and as a result Theutberga’s guilt, was called into question. 

An examination of what constituted ‘bad’ tears, reveals what constituted, for Hincmar, appropriate 

royal or episcopal tears. His interpretation of Lothar’s tears is the most damning at first glance. 

Hincmar warned that Lothar should take care to match his tears with a desire to reform and not 

return to his sin after his penance. Here, he referred specifically to the king’s tears described in the 

Tomus Prolixus, but no doubt he had the account of tears from the Libellus in mind. He went on to 

liken Lothar’s tears to Herod’s sorrow after John the Baptist’s head had been brought before him at 

his own command (Matt 14.9). In this, Lothar also followed Judas and the Pharah: his tears were 

intended to simulate sadness when the individual was not remorseful.25 This follows the brief 

expansions on this scene in earlier commentaries on Matthew. Scripture only described his sorrow, 

and this was kept in the commentaries on the Gospel of Matthew.26 Hincmar went beyond this, in 

using this scene to understand the tears of a ruler.  

In short, as Abigail Firey has also noted, Lothar’s tears were a perversion of penitential tears.27 It is 

worth dwelling on this fact: Hincmar interpreted the intended reading of the tears as penitential. It is 

likely that this was intended by the authors of the Libellus, who framed Lothar’s tearful speech to 

the bishops as a confession and referred to his desire for a medical remedy. It was not, however 

explicitly stated by the authors of the Tomus Prolixus, who instead only referred to the ruler’s groans 

                                                           
23 Firey, Contrite Heart, p.31; See also Devisse, Hincmar, p. 417.  
24 Ibid., pp. 22, 36. 
25 Hincmar, De Divortio, Resp. 1, p. 123. 
26 See e.g. Hrabanus, In Mattheum, 5, p.411; Sedulius, 14.9, p.366; Paschasius, 7, line 1491. All these 
commentaries focus on the deceitful remorse Herod betrays, but consider this scene only briefly and do not 
refer to tears.  
27 Firey, Contrite Heart, p. 41. 
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and tearful sighs. Thus, to some extent, Hincmar’s description of Lothar’s tears as a parody of 

penitential tears is a reinterpretation on two counts. He not only cast these tears as insincere, and in 

doing so undermined the moral basis for Lothar’s claim. He also suggested that these tears were 

intended to be read as remorseful. In short, in the absence of other indicators, Hincmar assumed 

royal tears would be penitential.  

Through all this, we can see Hincmar’s view that a king ought to weep because of their own sins, and 

that these tears should reflect a true internal state. This is also stated explicitly later in De Divortio, 

in Hincmar’s response to question 21: could Lothar, after Theutberga had been rejected, and after 

penance, marry Waldrada? The answer is a yes, but with a caution. Lothar should bear the example 

of David in mind if he should marry Waldrada before doing penance. David did not do penance 

before marrying Bathsheba and having a son with her. As a result, in spite of his later fasting and 

weeping, the son died and another of his sons, Absolam, rose up against him in rebellion. David was 

eventually forgiven because of his penance, but God punished him first.28 Thus, Lothar should ensure 

he had atoned for his adultery before marrying Waldrada, should this situation arise. A king was also 

exhorted to do penance in the Appendix, Hincmar’s response to the second dossier of texts. 

Question 6 asked whether it was true that a king answered to God alone. Hincmar responded by 

stating that rulers ought to do penance when advised by bishops, using Nathan and David, Ambrose 

and Theodosius, and Lothar’s own grandfather, Louis the Pious, and his bishops as examples.29 

Similarly, in his response to the seventh question, concerning the potential dangers to bishops if 

they continued to associate with “this adulterer”, Hincmar again used the examples of Nathan and 

Ambrose to encourage the bishops to advise the king to do penance.30 

The idea that a bishop should encourage a ruler to reconcile themselves to God is characteristically 

Hincmarian. Hincmar was educated at St Denis during the reign of Louis the Pious and was deeply 

influenced by the Gelasian ideas expressed in 829 at the Council of Paris. He believed that bishops 

should serve as an intermediary between secular rulers and the divine. This belief underpinned his 

account of Gunther of Cologne’s tears, described above. Firey has demonstrated that Hincmar’s 

criticism of Lothar’s tears formed part of his challenge to the unusual proceedings of the Aachen 

councils.31 However, until now, Gunther’s tears have not received comparable attention. Just as 

Lothar’s tears were an inversion of the sort of tears a ruler ought to weep, Gunther’s were an 

inversion of the sort a bishop should weep.  

                                                           
28 Hincmar, De Divortio, Resp. 21, p. 226. 
29 Ibid., Append., Resp. 6, p. 247. 
30 Ibid., Append., Resp. 7, p. 250; p. 253; pp. 254 – 255. 
31 Firey, Contrite Heart, pp. 22-36. 
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Again, we can see an interpretation on two levels. When recounting Theutberga’s confession to 

those gathered at the Aachen in 860, Gunther wept because “he had ever been aware of this 

confession”.32 This statement concerned one of the most controversial parts of the dossier sent by 

the Lotharingian bishops to Hincmar: the publication of Theutberga’s confession to a bishop. 

Hincmar began by imagining the motivation which should underpin episcopal tears. He described the 

way Gunther’s tears ought to heal and wash away the sins of others, and likened them to those 

Samuel shed over Saul’s sins (1 Kings 16.1).33 This reference to Samuel is significant: Samuel’s tears 

over Saul were often given in patristic and Carolingian literature as an example of a Christian’s duty 

to weep over another.34 Gunther had failed in this. Not only had he indulged the curiosity of others. 

He also has made this sin the responsibility of all the bishops who heard it, forcing them to weep for 

Theutberga and cleanse her of her sin.35 Indeed, even Samuel did not tell anyone apart from Saul 

what sins he wept over. 

Hincmar took this line of argument because he thought that the accusations against Theutberga 

ought to be dealt with at a general council, and should not have been divulged in this context. 

However, he instead attacked Gunther’s failure to performing his duty as a confessor: he did not 

weep to cleanse Theutberga’s sin by himself, but instead burdened other bishops, including 

Hincmar, with this duty. In Hincmar’s view, like Lothar’s tears, Gunther’s were a perversion of those 

one of his status ought to weep. Thus, just as we can see an expectation that a king ought to weep 

for their own sins, we can also see the expectation that the bishop, who played an all important role 

in leading sinners to penance, should weep to help cleanse them from their sins.  

The argument so far has focused on Hincmar’s reinterpretation of the references to weeping he 

found in the Libellus and the Tomus Prolixus. Can we learn anything about either the Lotharingian 

view of royal or episcopal tears, or indeed Lothar or Gunther’s actual behaviour at the councils of 

Aachen in 860? The accounts provided by the Lotharingian bishops, on the whole, supported 

Lothar’s bid for a divorce. Thus, as suggested above, it seems likely that the compilers of both the 

Libellus and the Tomus Prolixus thought the tears, which expressed the sorrow of both Lothar and 

Gunther over Theutberga’s sins would strengthen their case. Through these references, it is possible 

to glimpse something of the performance of tears at Lothar’s court. Lothar, most notably, was 

                                                           
32 Hincmar, De Divortio, Resp.1, p. 116: “tristante et angustiante ac lugente atque, quod umquam illius 
confessionis conscius extitit”. Tr. Stone and West, The Divorce, p. 98. 
33 Ibid., Resp. 1, p. 117 – p. 188. 
34 See the discussion of the infleucne of Cassian commentaries on Matthew 5.4 beati qui lugent, in chapter 
four at pp. 89-93. 
35 Hincmar, De Divortio, Resp. 1, p. 117 : “sanari melius quam per nos possunt et ablui”. Tr. Stone and West, 
The Divorce, pp. 101-2. 
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described crying in both texts. It is likely the case that the Lotharingian bishops focused on these 

tears for rhetorical gain, but it is hard to see how these two scenes could be completely fabricated. 

Can we see these tears, therefore, in a similar light to Charles the Fat’s attempt at penance at 

Frankfurt in 873?36 Did Lothar cry to attempt to assert some control over the situation and turn it in 

his favour? And were these tears accordingly interpreted both favourably by his supporters who 

composed the texts, before being torn apart by the hostile Archbishop of Reims? If we follow this 

argument, then perhaps we can see an instance of a ruler attempting to use tears as a political 

instrument. The motivation for any real tears Lothar shed remains unknown. But, a number of 

possibilities, based on contemporary discussions of royal tears, can be posited. Perhaps Lothar wept 

to lament Theutberga’s sins, or he wished to communicate his sorrow over his wife’s betrayal. Or 

perhaps his tears reflected remorse, for remaining married to this woman against God’s will.  

It is impossible to say, but some conclusions can be drawn. Royal weeping was a politicised form of 

behaviour for both Lotharingian and West Frankish audiences. It could be deployed, manipulated 

and reinterpreted as the situation demanded. Furthermore, a consideration of the Lotharingian 

context suggests that Hincmar’s interpretation of events was not the only one. He did not only 

challenge the extent to which Lothar’s tears, for example, were truly penitential, or whether 

Gunther’s tears really served to cleanse Theutberga of her sin. He also implied that Lothar and 

Gunther intended to weep over sin, whether one’s own or another’s, when no clear indication either 

way is given in the dossier of texts he received. This is significant. It reveals what Hincmar thought 

was proper way bishops and kings should weep. The following section will demonstrate that this 

understanding of tears can be noted in a number of other texts, created by Hincmar throughout his 

career, and suggest we can identify a distinctive ‘Hincmarian’ approach to the relationship between 

tears and power: kings cry over their own sins, and bishops cry over the sins of their flock.  

Kings as Penitent Sinners 
 

De Cavendis Vitiis et Virtutibus Exercendis was written by Hincmar for Charles the Bald between 860 

and 875.37 Charles had apparently requested that Hincmar send him one of Gregory the Great’s 

letters, and Hincmar attached De Cavendis to this work when he sent it to the king. The text was 

certainly written to advise Charles, but the extent to which it can be viewed asFürstenspiegel has 

been debated, with Doris Nachtmann and H. H. Anton both arguing it ought to be seen as a lay 

                                                           
36 See Simon MacLean, ‘Ritual, misunderstanding, and the contest for meaning’, in Simon MacLean and Bjorn 
Weiler, eds., Representations of Power in Medieval Germany, 800-1500 (Turnhout, 2006), pp. 97-120. 
37 Doris Nachtmann, ‘Herausgegeben’, in Hincmarus Remensis, De Cavendis vitiis et virtutibus exercendis, MGH, 
QQ zur Gesistesgesch. 16 (Munich, 1998), pp. 23-24. 
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mirror and not as a mirror for a prince. It may not have advised Charles on the nitty gritty of ruling, 

as other texts – for example, Sedulius Scotus’ De Rectoribus Christianis or Jonas of Orleans De 

Institutione Regia - did. However internal virtues were also essential in ensuring good rulership, and 

the fact this text was written specifically for a ruler cannot be ignored.38 Thus, we can use De 

Cavendis as a guide to the virtues and behaviour Hincmar thought befitted a male ruler.39 

The text has three main parts. The first book focuses mainly on sins, and the second two books focus 

on the remedies for these sins: penance and the Eucharist. It is therefore unsurprising that 

throughout the work the reader was exhorted to weep on account of their sins.40 These tears should 

be shed sincerely and represent a true change of heart: Hincmar showed concern over those who 

“after weeping return to their sins”.41 This reflects the concerns apparent in De Divortio: Lothar II 

ought to weep for his sins, and do so sincerely. Furthermore, similar models are apparent in both De 

Divortio and De Cavendis: David was a ruler to be imitated. In 2.1 of De Cavendis, Hincmar referred 

to David’s sin with Bathsheba and the way he “corrected this sin which he had committed through 

penitential weeping” and was therefore forgiven.42  

This passage devotes significant attention to David, who was a significant model for Carolingian 

rulers. The source used here is also noteworthy. The whole passage was taken directly from 

Hrabanus Maurus’ commentary on the four Books of Kings.43 In Hrabanus’ commentary, this passage 

was an expansion on 2 Kings 23.12. In this verse, David asked his followers for water, and then 

offered it to God instead of using it himself. For Hrabanus, this act symbolised his penance, 

described earlier in the same book. Hincmar took this passage and used it to provide an Old 

Testament precedent for penance for Charles. Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings has not been 

recognised as a source for this work before now. Yet this is not surprising.44 Hincmar respected 

Hrabanus as a scholar, and asked for his advice on a number of occasions.45 Even more tellingly, 

Hincmar possessed a copy of Hrabanus’ commentary on Kings, which contains marginalia in 

                                                           
38 Nachtmann, ‘Herausgegeben’, p. 13; Anton, Fürstenspiegel, p. 288. 
39 Devisse, Hincmar, p. 680. 
40 See e.g. Hincmar, De Cavendis, cap. 1, 1, p. 125; cap. 2, 1, p. 175; cap. 2, 6, p. 203. 
41 Ibid., Epistula ad Karolum regem, p. 103: “sed post lacrimarum tempus ad iniquitatem”. See also Cap. II, 3, p. 

181. 
42 Ibid., cap. 2, 1, p. 176: “malum quod perpetravit per poenitentiae lamenta correxit”. 
43 Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0118B-C from “lex recte Veteris Testamenti … contra semetipsum jam rigidus etiam 
a licitis abstinebat”. In Hincmar, De Cavendis, cap. 2, 1, p. 176. See also chapter three, p. 64. 
44 It is absent from Nachtmann’s discussion of sources pp. 14-23. Her footnotes on the text itself identify the 
reference to 2 Kings, but not Hrabanus’ commentary. See also Devisse, Hincmar, p. 1387, where he only 
identifies Hincmar’s use of Hrabanus in De Divortio.  
45 Raymond Kottje, ‘Zu den Beziehungen zwischen Hinkmar von Reims und Hrabanus Maurus’, in Margaret 
Gibson, Janet Nelson and David Ganz, eds., Charles the Bald (Oxford, 1981), pp. 237-8. 
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Hincmar’s own hand.46 The fact that Hincmar used Hrabanus’ work to describe David’s penance 

becomes even more interesting when the rest of De Cavendis is considered.  

The end of the second book and the third book are concerned mainly with the redemptive power of 

Christ’s passion on the cross and the Eucharist. Naturally, the language of sacrifice features highly as 

a result. In 2.10, for example, prayers, fasts, tears, alms and Christ’s sacrifice on the cross were all 

listed as things which can enable a sinner to reach forgiveness.47 Elsewhere, tears themselves are 

framed as a sacrifice. Shortly after considering tears alongside Christ’s sacrifice, Hincmar discussed 

the way in which the sinner ought to hold the world in contempt. They should offer a daily sacrifice 

of tears, and of the flesh and blood of the host, to God.48 The connection between penance and 

sacrifice is not unusual. Carolingian authors understood that in the Old Testament, burned sacrifices 

were offered to God to atone for their sins.49 This sacrifice had since been replaced with penitential 

tears. An alternative connection between tears and sacrifice, which was discussed in the previous 

chapter, was posited by Hrabanus Maurus. In 3 Kings 7, weeping was described relation to 

Solomon’s sacrifice in the temple.50 Here, the tears, which were a sacrifice, were the result of desire 

for God and great joy, and should be shed only after one was cleaned by penitential weeping.  

Both Hincmar’s De Cavendis, and Hrabanus’ commentary on 3 Kings 7 have a gradual structure: the 

actions of the sinner were described as bringing them ever closer to God. Both saw penitential 

weeping as a gateway to more sophisticated actions. For Hrabanus these were tears, described as a 

holocaustum or hostia, which are shed out of desire for the divine. For Hincmar, this was 

participation in the Eucharist whilst shedding tears which were similarly described as a sacrificia. 

These tears were not shed on account of a desire for God, but in remorse. Neither were they 

connected with Solomon. Considering these similarities, it is significant that Hincmar did not make 

use of Hrabanus’ understanding of sacrificial tears. This was a conscious rejection of a scheme which 

advised rulers to weep out of joy and the love of God. Instead, a ruler should only weep because of 

their own sins.  

                                                           
46 Reims MS 129. There isn’t, however, any expansion on either David’s penance or Solomon tears. See Kottje, 
‘Den Beziehungen’, pp. 239-40 and Burkhard Taegar, ‘Zum Ferculum Salomonis Hinkmars von Reims’, 
Deutsches Archiv fur Erforschung des Mittelalters, 33.1 (1977), p. 156. 
47 Hincmar, De Cavendis, cap. 2, 10, p. 224. 
48 Ibid., cap. 2, 10, p. 225: “cotidiana deo lacrimarum sacrificia, cotidianas carnis eius et sanguinis hostias 
immolare.” 
49 Lev 16.25. 
50 See e.g. Hrabanus, In Regum, Col.0179B-C: lacrymarum et orationis ei vota pro desiderio regni coelestis 
offerunt”. Chapter four, pp. 98-101. 
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In addition to this, the idea that the penitent sinner faces the “strict judge Jesus” and should entreat 

him with prayers and tears was also central to De Cavendis.51 This is perhaps to be expected from 

one of the top legal minds of the ninth century, and a parallel can be found in Cassiodorus’ sixth-

century commentary on the psalms: here too the penitent sinner is a plaintiff before a judge.52 A 

similar image of a penitent sinner weeping before a judge can be found in another advisory text, 

written by Hincmar for Charles the Bald: De Regis Persona et Regio Ministerio. Unlike De Cavendis, 

this text was more concerned with a ruler’s relationship to other men on earth than to God, and it 

didn’t exhort a ruler to cry. Here, the king was the judge. The work was written in the early 870s, and 

was immediately concerned with Charles’ response to the actions of his son, Carloman, who had 

faced his father in open rebellion.  

Hincmar provided a justification for the harsh punishment of Carloman. As such, much of De Regis 

advised a firm response and warns against overly generous mercy.53 This influenced Hincmar’s 

representation of the sort of tears Charles might face: he was concerned, again, with false tears 

which did not show a genuine change of heart.54 These should not provoke mercy in Charles: 

medicine often required the knife, and so such transgressions merited punishment in spite of the 

tears of the sinner.55 A weeping sinner could be consoled, but only under certain circumstances. 

Hincmar used the example of David and his rebellious son Absolam to illustrate this, a case with 

obvious parallels for Charles and Carloman. Presenting a counter-factual case, he stated that if 

Absolam had been defeated, and if he had done penance tearfully, and if the realm was at peace, 

then David could show mercy and console him.56 This did not reflect the situation in Charles’ 

kingdom at the time: his son was imprisoned and had caused great disruption in the previous 

years.57 However there are two things which can be taken from this passage. Firstly, that a model 

was provided for Carloman, who, in spite of his ordination, remained a royal son, to weep as a 

repentant sinner. Secondly, that, as elsewhere in De Regis and in De Cavendis, it was the figure 

before the judge who should weep, and not the judge themselves.  

This is interesting when compared with the Astronomer’s Vita Hludowici, described in the previous 

chapter. Here, we see an especially clement Louis weeping for the souls of those who have rebelled 

                                                           
51 Hincmar, De Cavendis, cap. 2, 6, p. 202: “districtus iudex Iesus”; cap. 2, 6, p. 203. 
52 See e.g. Gerda Heydemann, ‘The Orator as Exegete’ in Janet Nelson and Damien Kempf, eds., Reading the 
Bible in the Middle Ages (London, 2015), pp.19-42 
53 See especially Hincmar of Reims, De Regis, cap. 29-33, Col 0852A-0856D; Anton, Fürstenspiegel, p.286. Cf. 
Romig, ‘In Praise’. 
54 Hincmar, De Regis, cap. 29, Col.0846A-D. 
55 Ibid., cap. 30, Col.0854C. 
56 Ibid., cap. 31, Col 0855C. 
57 For an account of this rebellion see Janet Nelson, ‘A Tale of Two Princes’, Rulers and Ruling Families in Early 
Medieval Europe (Aldershot, 1999), pp. 105-141.  
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against him. The description of these tears echoed those Christ shed over Jerusalem and on behalf of 

sinners, understood in Paschasius Radbertus’ commentary as the tears of a merciful judge. The 

Astronomer presented a very different view of lachrymose kingship to Hincmar: the ruler could and 

should weep on behalf of the sins of others, and in doing so he forgave them and showed his mercy. 

The Astronomer wrote around thirty years before Hincmar wrote De Regis, but the Vita Hludowici 

was a popular work in West Frankia.58 Thus, we can see how, in a similar time period and similar 

region, we have two very different ideas about the role tears ought to play in the relationship 

between a judge, whether divine or earthly, and a plaintiff. 

This concern with the penitential tears of rulers can also be noted in another source, also associated 

with Hincmar: the Utrecht Psalter. This illustrated psalter, which provides a rich visual exegesis on 

each psalm, has convincingly been dated by Celia Chazelle to the 840s. She argues that the it was 

created under Hincmar’s supervision and that an audience was envisaged at the court of Charles the 

Bald.59 Indeed, both Dominique Alibert and Celia Chazelle have argued that images of both good and 

bad rulers were presented to the audience with a didactic aim. Similarly, both highlight how penance 

was a behaviour which the psalter aimed to encourage.60 Thus, it is possible to see the Psalter as 

providing a model image of penitential rulership for the court of Charles the Bald, just as De 

Cavendis and De Regis both did.  

The commentary on Psalm 6.6 – “I am worn out from groaning; all night long I flood my bed with 

tears” - is especially striking. This verse, from the first penitential psalm, concerns David’s tearful 

remorse and supplication to God which immediately followed recognition of his sin. In the psalter, 

this verse is represented by an image of a figure lying on a couch and weeping (fig. 1).61 A number of 

figures in the Utrecht Psalter call out for God, gesturing vividly as they do so, but the expression on 

the face of the individual is especially striking. His face is turned upwards, his mouth is open, his 

body is hunched over on itself, his eyes smudged crosses – arguably wet with tears - and in his hand 

he holds a piece of cloth, presumably for wiping his wet face.62 Furthermore, this figure is clearly 

royal. Ernst de Wald has identified a crown on the individual’s head, and this identification has been 

                                                           
58 See manuscript transmission in Ernst Tremp, ‘Einleitung’, Thegan Gesta Hludowici imperatoris, Astronomus, 
Vita Hludowici imperatoris, MGH, SS Rer. Germ. 64 (Hannover, 1995), pp. 123-133. 
59 Celia Chazelle, ‘Archbishops Ebo and Hincmar of Reims and the Utrecht Psalter’, Speculum, 72.4, (1997), 
1076; Chazelle, ‘Violence and the Virtuous Ruler’, in F. Büttner, ed., The Illuminated Psalter (Turnhout, 2004), 
pp. 347-8. 
60 Chazelle, ‘Violence’, pp. 304-1, 347-8; Dominique Alibert, ‘Pécheur, avare et injuste’ in Wojciech Fałkowski & 
Yves Sassier ed., Le monde carolingien (Turnhout, 2009), pp. 121-139. 
61 Utrecht Universiteitsbibliotheek MS. 32, f. 3v. 
62 See other examples of handkerchiefs on other lachrymose images in the same work – e.g. Utrecht, MS. 32, f. 
47r which is an expansion of psalm 79. 
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kept by Koert van de Horst and Suzy Dufrenne in their commentaries on the Psalter.63 On account of 

the size and monochromatic nature of the image, it is, in reality, difficult to say for certain whether 

his head is adorned with a crown or simply wild hair, as in the Stuttgart Psalter (fig. 2).64 However 

the decoration on the headboard of the bed depicted in the psalter helps to identify this figure as 

special. Along with the identification of this figure as David, he is undoubtedly a ruler, crown or no 

crown. Scholars have also debated the extent to which this Psalter ought to be seen as a ninth-

century creation or a copy of a hypothetical late antique model.65 Even if the illustration for Psalm 

6.6 originally came from a late antique source, a ninth-century individual made a choice to copy and 

include this image. It therefore reflects ideals of the ninth century as much as an earlier period. 

Thus, we can see how, in a work created under the aegis of Hincmar, and indeed a work presented 

to a king, a ruler was represented weeping in penance.  

 

Fig. 1: Utrecht Universiteitsbibliotheek Ms. 32, f.3v 

 

                                                           
63 Ernst de Wald, The illustrations of the Utrecht Psalter (Princeton, 1932), p.6. This identification is retained by 
Koert van der Horst, ’Kommentar’ in Utrecht-Psalter (Graz, 1984), p.64 and Suzy Dufrenne Tableaux 
synoptiques de 15 Psautiers medievaux (Paris, 1978), Ps 6. 
64 Stuttgart Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Cod.Bibl.Fol.23, f. 6r. 
65 Chazelle, ‘Ebo’, pp. 1057-8; Chazelle, ‘Violence’, pp.377. For the view that the Utrecht Psalter was copied 
from a late antique work, see Suzy Dufrenne, Les illustrations du Psautier d'Utrecht (Ophrys, 1978), pp. 64-5, 
192. 
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The above has suggested that we can see a shrinking of the possible appropriate motivations for 

royal weeping in Hincmar’s works: kings and royal sons should cry because of their sins. The limited 

nature of this model is striking, especially when it is contrasted with the images of royal weeping in 

the Vita Hludowici or Hrabanus’ exegesis. How representative was Hincmar? A similar focus on the 

penitential tears of a ruler can be found in narrative sources written further afield, suggesting that 

this was not only a West Frankish phenomenon. The Annals of Fulda, for example, described Arnulf 

of Carinthia’s tears, which were shed in 888. Arnulf, who became king of East Frankia after Charles 

the Fat’s abdication, cried when Charles sent a relic of the true cross. It was on the same relic that 

Arnulf had previously swore his loyalty to Charles. These tears were not shed at the instigation of a 

bishop but communicated Arnulf’s remorse over his role in Charles’ deposition.66 As such, we can 

see them as evidence that authors continued to see penitential tears as appropriate royal behaviour.  

Sedulius Scottus’ Fürstenspiegel, De Rectoribus Christianis showed even more marked similarities to 

Hincmar’s writings. Sedulius dedicated this work to Charles the Bald. It is thus possible to see the 

work reflecting some of the expectations surrounding royal behaviour at the West Frankish court. 

The way Sedulius encouraged a king to weep like Hezekiah has been discussed in the previous 

chapter.67 This was not the only way Sedulius encouraged his audience to cry. In this work, he 

emphasised the way in which a ruler ought to “grieve bitterly” to avoid the harsh punishment of the 

judge.68 Therefore, he should follow the examples of David and Theodosius and weep as a penitent 

on the advice of bishops.69 The similarities between De Rectoribus and De Divortio are not 

coincidental. Sedulius wrote his mirror shortly after the death of Lothar II. In many ways, this work 

casts Charles the Bald as a ruler who is everything Lothar II was not: unlike Lothar, he listened to the 

advice of bishops and humbly trusted in God. Sedulius did not place as many restrictions on royal 

weeping as Hincmar did: kings could weep for reasons beyond remorse. Yet he did encourage rulers 

to weep out of remorse and, significantly, when following the advice of a bishop.70  

This suggests that whilst other authors thought kings should weep in penance, few were as 

uncompromising as Hincmar: few other authors thought rulers should only weep in this way. A 

similar conclusion about Hincmar’s exceptional nature can be reached when the Utrecht Psalter is 

considered alongside other, comparable manuscripts. Furthermore, few other visual sources contain 

depictions of penitential tears comparable to those we find in the Utrecht Psalter. The absence of 

explicit suffering in Carolingian visual sources has been commented on, and this also holds true for 

                                                           
66 Annales Fuldenses, ed. G. Pertz, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 7 (Hannover, 1891) a. 887, p. 106. 
67 Chapter four, p. 96.  
68 Sedulius Scottus, De Rectoribus, Cap. 12, p.118: “acriter doleat”. Tr. on p. 119. 
69 Ibid., p. 120. 
70 Contrast with chapter three, pp. 61-65. 
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extreme emotions.71 Whilst other illustrated manuscripts created in Reims in a similar period 

depicted vivid gestures and expressive faces, none showed an individual crying like David in the 

Utrecht psalter.72 Furthermore, other depictions of David’s penance, created across the Carolingian 

empire, did not depict the king’s tears.73 This is the case in the Stuttgart Psalter, created around Paris 

in the reign of Louis the Pious (fig. 2), or the Wolfcoz Psalter, created at St Gall (fig. 3). In both works, 

David’s eyes remain open, his mouth closed and his expression blank. In short, we have no other 

surviving representations of David’s tears from ninth-century sources. 

 

Fig. 2: Stuttgart Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Cod.Bibl.Fol.23, f.6r 

                                                           
71 Celia Chazelle, Crucified God, p. 4. 
72 For a comparison see the Codex Aureus of St Emmeram (Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 14000) 
Bildnr. 15 and 16 for gestures, bildnr. 35 and 197 for facial expressions. Similarly, see the Ebbo Gospels 
(Epernay Bibliotheque Municipale MS 1) f.18v for vivid facial expressions.  
73 Zürich, Zentralbibliothek MS. C 12, f. 53 r; see Dominique Alibert, ‘Pécheur’, p.138 for a discussion of this 
image. 
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Fig. 3: Zürich, Zentralbibliothek, Ms. C 12, f. 53r.  

 

 

This suggests two things. Firstly, that Hincmar operated in a world which valued royal penance. 

Secondly, that Hincmar was unusual in this world. Not only does his exclusive focus on penance as a 

motivation for royal tears stand out. He also seemingly valued the lachrymose expression of royal 

penance more than other thinkers did at this time. Equally striking is the clearly defined way he 

thought bishops ought to cry. 

Bishops as Intercessors for Kings 
 

In De Divortio, and to a lesser extent De Cavendis and De Regis, Hincmar wrote in response to 

specific situations. In contrast, he had worked on the Vita Remigii – his life of Remigius, the sixth-

century bishop of Reims who baptised Clovis - for much of his career as archbishop of Reims.74 

Similarly, whilst the other works only had a limited manuscript transmission, the Vita Remigii was far 

more influential, and indeed many later manuscripts were marked up to be read aloud.75 The text 

radically reworked an older Merovingian vita and, in Marie-Céline Isaïa’s words, contains little more 

                                                           
74 Marie-Céline Isaïa, Remi de Reims (Paris, 2010), p. 419. 
75 For the manuscript transmission see Devisse, Hincmar, p. 12; Martina Strattmann, ‘Zur Wirkungsgeschichte 
Hinkmars von Reims’, Francia, 22(1) (1995) p.11; For the readings see Isaïa, Remi de Reims, pp. 532-536; 
Devisse, Hincmar, pp. 1019-1029. 
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than the “forged truth that served Hincmar”. 76 It was far more than just an account of this saint’s 

life: after specific scenes, Hincmar added lengthy expositions of the issues involved.77 It is therefore 

a rich source of Hincmar’s take on the legal and theological principles he viewed as important.  In 

particular, it outined the behaviour and duties expected of a bishop of Reims: it can be seen as a 

mirror for bishops.78  

Remigius’ tears were firstly described in connection with his episcopal vocation. Here, Hincmar, 

quoting from Psalm 42 – “my tears have been my food day and night” - detailed the tears Remigius 

wept day and night in a section which recounted his ascetic virtues, for example his fasting.79 

Hincmar elaborated on the nature of these tears in the same section: they are shed as Remigius 

praised God and on account of the desire he felt for him.80 These tears were similar to those 

described in the previous chapter. They are the tears of spiritual specialists, which were shed when 

remorseful tears had washed away an individual’s sins.81 Hrabanus advised rulers to weep in this 

way, but Hincmar viewed them as more fitting for a bishop and a saint. This suggests two things. 

Firstly, that, for Hincmar, weeping in this manner was an important part of being a bishop: this 

chapter not only set out to demonstrate Remigius’ sanctity, but also his episcopal vocation. 

Secondly, that these tears were very different to the tears Hincmar described rulers sheddin in De 

Divortio or De Cavendis.   

Elsewhere in the vita, Remigius cried in a way which differentiated him from secular rulers. These 

tears are reminiscent of the standard Gunther failed to meet at Aachen in 860. In two of the large 

set pieces of the vita – Clovis’ conversion and the penance of bishop Genebald of Laon – Remigius 

was described weeping. In both cases, he cried to reconcile an individual – Clovis or Genebald – with 

God. These scenes are important for a number of reasons. Clovis’ conversion, and the moment the 

Franks became Christian, were pivotal moments not only in this narrative, but also in Hincmar’s 

understanding of Frankish history.82 Furthermore, both scenes set out to demonstrate not only the 

correct performance of key liturgical rituals – whether baptism and anointing or penance – but also 

the appropriate relations between an archbishop and his king or one of his suffragan bishops.  

                                                           
76 Isaïa, ‘The Bishop and the Law, According to Hincmar’s Life of St Remigius’, in Rachel Stone and Charles West 
eds., Hincmar of Rheims, (Manchester, 2015), pp. 175-4; 173. 
77 For a discussion on Hincmar’s use of this structure see Isaïa, Remi de Reims, pp. 471; 498; ‘The Bishop and 
the Law’, pp. 174-5. 
78 Isaïa, Remi de Reims, pp. 467; 491; Rachel Stone, ‘Introduction’, in Rachel Stone and Charles West eds., 
Hincmar of Rheims, p. 37. 
79 HincmarVita Remigii episcopi, ed. Bruno Krusch, MGH SS rer. Merov. 3, (Hannover, 1896), cap. 4, p. 265. 
80 Hincmar, Vita Remigii, cap.4, p. 265. 
81 Chapter four, pp. 98-101. 
82 Devisse, Hincmar, p. 1043. 
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According to his vita, Remigius played a central role in Clovis’ conversion. After the king’s battlefield 

epiphany, Remigius preached to convert Clovis’ followers. He then baptised Clovis and anointed him. 

The latter act was especially important, and provided a precedent for the role of the archbishop of 

Reims in anointing and crowning the kings of the West Frankish kingdom.83 Both Clovis and Remigius 

cried in these chapters. Clovis’ tears were shed on the battlefield at the moment he put his trust in 

God. They are the same as those described in a number of other sources, including Gregory of Tours’ 

Historia, the Liber Historia Francorum and Alcuin’s Vita Vedaasti.84 These are not penitential tears, 

but they share a lot of features with such tears. They are shed to mark a change of heart, and as 

ruler reached out to reconcile themselves to God.85 Remigius’ tears were described shortly after 

Clovis’. After preaching and encouraging the conversion of Clovis’ followers, Remigius prayed for the 

king, “pouring out many tears before the altar of Mary”.86 Similarly, during the ceremony itself, after 

baptising Clovis, Remigius paused and “with his eyes and hands stretched out towards heaven, he 

began to silently pray with tears”.87 As a result, a vial of holy oil miraculously descended from 

heaven. These tears look like those which effect a miracle, but they were also instrumental in 

bringing Clovis’ into God’s grace. In being anointed, Clovis became a Christian ruler, and the 

miraculous oil was a clear sign of God’s favour. Remigius was described weeping at pivotal moments 

in this section of his vita: immediately before and during the baptising and anointing of the king. In 

both cases, Remigius brought Clovis into God’s favour: he interceded, through his tears, to facilitate 

the coming together of the ruler and God. It is also significant that Remigius was described as 

“episcopus” or “sanctus pontifex” at this moment. This emphasised the link between his office and 

his tears. 

Hincmar described Remigius weeping in a similar way in the context of Bishop Genebald of Laon’s 

penance. After choosing to remain chaste, Genebald conceived two children with his wife. Hincmar 

described Genebald’s response. Remorsefully, and whilst weeping bitterly, the sinful bishop sought 

Remigius’ advice.88 Remigius wept with him before encouraging him to do penance.89 After 

Genebald completed his allotted penance tearfully, he was reconciled to God through an angel. 

                                                           
83 Isaïa, Remi de Reims, p. 447. 
84 Gregory, Historiae, 2.30, p. 75; Fredegarius, Chronicon, 3.21, p. 101; LHF, cap.15, p. 261. 
85 It is also worth noting that this is the only reference to a ruler weeping in an instance not explicitly 
connected with sin in Hincmar’s writings. These are different to Hezekiah’s tears, described in Sedulius’, De 
Rectoribus Christianis, although both are shed to win favour in war, because they accompany a conversion and 
mark a turning towards God in a way not implied in De Rectoribus.  
86 Hincmar, Vita Remigii, cap. 14, p. 295: “episcopus ante altare sanctae Mariae multas effundens lacrimas”, 
87  Ibid., cap. 15, p. 296: “sanctus pontifex, oculis ac manibus protensis in caelum, cepit tacite orare cum 
lacrimis”. 
88 Ibid., cap. 16, p. 301. 
89 Ibid., cap. 16, p. 302. 
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Genebald refused to take the angel at his word, but required confirmation of his reconciliation from 

the archbishop.90 

The relationship between Reims and Laon in the 860s provides an essential context for 

understanding this scene. Hincmar placed his nephew, also called Hincmar, in the see of Laon in 858. 

The younger Hincmar soon clashed with both his uncle and Charles the Bald, and began to use a 

forged canon law collection, the Pseudo-Isidore, to attempt to free himself from royal and arch-

episcopal intervention.91 This conflict persisted until Charles succeeded in removing Hincmar of Laon 

from his post in 875. In part, the account of Remigius’ role in Genebal’s penance placed the 

Archbishop of Reims above the Bishop of Laon; indeed, it was used, by Hincmar, during the conflict 

with his nephew for exactly this end.92 

Whilst Hincmar may well have had himself and his truculent nephew in mind when he wrote this 

passage, this story touched on far more than this one case. Isaïa highlights how Hincmar used this 

story to show that any penitent could be reconciled.93 It asserted the responsibility of archbishops to 

prescribe penance for their suffragans and reconcile them with God. Remigius and Genebald wept in 

different ways. Whilst Genebald wept over his sin, Remigius wept with him, before setting him on 

the path to reconciliation. A sinner should weep remorsefully, but the Archbishop, as his spiritual 

senior and guide, ought to weep on his behalf, just as Samuel did over Saul, and just as Gunther 

failed to do successfully for Theutberga. The sinner in this case might be a bishop as well, but he is in 

the pastoral care of an archbishop, just as rulers were on other occasions.  

Hincmar was not unusual in thinking that a bishop ought to weep over the sins of those in his care. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, other sources also specified that a bishop or priest ought to 

mediate tearfully between God and a sinner.94 For example, the 829 Council of Paris not only gave 

bishops and priests and special responsibility to reconcile sinners but encouraged them to weep for 

themselves and others.95 Similarly, the Institutio Canonicorum - a rule for canons which was 

promulgated at the 816 Council of Aachen - stated that a priest (sacerdos) ought to weep for the sins 

                                                           
90 Ibid., cap. 16, p. 303. 
91 This is used as an umbrella term for the capitulary collection of Benedictus Levita, the Capitula Angilramni, 
the Collectio Danielana, the Collectio Hispana Gallica Augustodunensis, and the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals. See 
Eric Knibbs, ‘A Brief Introduction to the Pseudo-Isidorian Forgeries’, 
https://sites.google.com/a/yale.edu/decretumgratiani/introduction-to-pseudo-isidore, [Accessed 
01/08/2017]. 
92 Isaïa Remi de Reims, pp. 439-40; Charles West, ‘Lordship in Ninth-Century Francia’, Past and Present, 226(1) 
(2015), 3-40. 
93 Isaïa, ‘The Bishop and the Law’, pp. 179-180. 
94 See the discussion in chapter four, pp. 104-105. 
95 Concilium Pariensis, cap. 4, p. 611. 
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of the people (plebes).96 Penitential handbooks and other liturgical sources also encouraged these 

figures to weep when receiving the confession of a sinner and reconciling them with the Christian 

community and God.97 Hincmar’s understanding that shedding tears over the sins of others 

constituted an episcopal duty is noteworthy, especially when compared with his view of royal 

weeping. It was not, however, entirely unique. It reflects the way others in the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy thought a bishop should weep in the ninth century.  

The Vita Remigii laid out what was expected of an archbishop of Reims at a time when the nature of 

episcopal authority was a contested issue. Thus, the way in which Remigius was represented 

weeping is significant. Crying out of a desire for God was a central part of episcopal life. In addition 

to this, the idea that archbishops and bishops should cry on behalf of sinners to reconcile them to 

God.  These tears in particular demonstrate that, to Hincmar, an archbishop had spiritual 

responsibility for both laymen, rulers and other bishops. These tears were not considered in an 

abstract sense, but instead were expressed through a very visible form of behaviour. Thus, we can 

see a world where a bishop was expected to shed tears publicly in order to cement their episcopal 

authority.  

Kings and bishop were therefore expected to weep in distinct, yet complementary, ways. This 

delineation fits snugly into the ideals represented by the “Paris Model”: bishops and secular rulers 

wept differently because their duties and responsibilities were different. Indeed, the way they wept 

reflected this. A bishop was responsible for the spiritual health of all those in his care. This included 

any clergy below him in the ecclesiastical hierarchy and, significantly, kings. When a bishop was 

described weeping over the sins of a ruler, and a ruler was not able to return the favour, the author 

made a statement about the superior spiritual authority of the bishop.  

However, the following section, which explores the tears of Charlemagne in Notker’s Gesta Karoli, 

shows that an understanding of tears inspired by the “Paris Model” was far from universal.98 Adding 

to the conclusions of the previous section, it highlights the dangers of taking Hincmar as a normative 

or representative source for the later ninth century.99 

                                                           
96 Concilium Aquisgranense, Institutio canonicorum Aquisgranensis, ed. A. Werminghoff, MGH, Conc. 2, 1 
(Hannover, 1906), cap. 36, p. 358.  
97 Halitgar, Liber Penitentialis, Col 0694D-0695A; Liber sacramentorum Engolismensis, rubric 596b, 606. 
98 Janet Nelson draws attention to Hincmar’s unique nature in ‘Kingship, Law and Liturgy in the Political 
Thought of HIncmar of Reims’, English Historical Review, 92 (1977), 245. 
99 Compare with Patrick Wormald, ‘Bede, Beowulf and the Conversion of the Anglo-Saxon Aristocracy’, in 
Robert Farrell, ed., Bede and Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford, 1978), 32-95. The loudest voices are not always the 
most representative.  
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Charlemagne: the Episcopus Episcoporum 
 

Notker was the magister and librarian at the monastery of St Gall in Alemannia. The monastery was 

a centre of learning, and Notker wrote at a time of relative peace and prosperity. In the 880s, St Gall 

benefited from close relations with the king, Charles the Fat, and, unlike in the 890s, peaceful 

relations with the local bishop of Constance.100 Notker wrote his account of the life of Charlemagne, 

the Gesta Karoli, between 885 and 886 at the request of Charles the Fat.101 It was comprised of two 

books, one on Charlemagne’s religious life, and one on his wars. A planned third book, on 

Charlemagne’s family and descendants, was never written. The work is structured around a number 

of anecdotes, many of which are closed with an explicit statement regarding the ‘moral’ or lesson of 

the story. As a result, it, in the words of Simon MacLean “defies classification”.102 It is seen by David 

Ganz as a schoolroom book, and by Theodor Siegrist as a fürstenspiegel which was heavily influenced 

by monastic text.103 We cannot be certain which view most closely matches Notker’s aims. What is 

clear, however, is its didactic purpose and its intended audience at Charles the Fat’s court. We can 

see Notker creating an idealised image of a ruler, Charlemagne, for Charles to learn from. As part of 

this, he focused at length on Charlemagne’s relationship with his bishops. Thus, it provides a very 

useful case study to compare with Hincmar’s corpus. In particular, it is worth examining Notker’s 

accounts of Charlemagne’s tears in more detail.  

Both Charlemagne and an unnamed bishop were described, on separate occasions doing penance. It 

is likely that Notker wanted to encourage penance through the inclusion of these anecdotes: not 

only did his great subject weep, but it was an especially conscientious bishop who tearfully 

repents.104 This echoes what we find in Hincmar’s writings. Even more interesting, however, is the 

other scene in which Charlemagne cries.  

Charlemagne wept in the second book of the Gesta, which described the military successes of the 

emperor. Chapters 13 and 14 both concerned the ravages of the Northmen. In chapter 13, 

Charlemagne’s failure to engage the Viking leader, Godfred I in battle is described.105 Fortunately 

Godfred was killed by his son and the Frankish people were saved, just as the Jewish people were 

                                                           
100 Christina Pössel, ‘The Consolation of Community’, The Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 65.1 (2014), p. 11. 
101 Simon MacLean, Kingship and Politics in the Late Ninth Century (Cambridge, 2003), p. 204. 
102 Maclean, Kingship, p. 200. 
103 David Ganz, ‘Humour as History in Notker’s Gesta Karoli Magni’, in Edward B. King, Jacqueline T. Schaefer 
and William B. Wadley, eds., Monks, Nuns and Friars in Meideval Society (Sewanee, 1989), p. 188; Theodor 
Siegrist, Herrscherbild und Weltsicht bei Notker Balbulus (Zürich, 1963), p. 72. 
104 Notker, Gesta, 1.22 p. 30; 1.32, p. 45. 
105 Ibid., 2.13, p.75 – 76. 
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saved by Judith’s murder of Holofernes.106 In chapter 14 Charlemagne caught sight of a number of 

viking ships from a window. They did not attack, out of fear of the king. However, Charlemagne, 

“religious, just and reverent” cried for a long time. He told his followers he did not weep “so bitterly” 

out of fear, but because they dared to attack and he could foresee “how much trouble they will 

cause for my successors and their subjects”.107 Notker then went on to address Charles the Fat 

directly, referring to his duty to defend the realm and his lack of an heir. 

This scene touches on a number of issues. In part, Charlemagne’s prophetic tears about the trouble 

these Northmen will cause for his successors add weight to contemporary events. Although Charles 

the Fat’s failure to defeat the Vikings has been overstated, by the 880s they were a significant 

threat.108 Notker also expresses concern in this chapter about Charles’ lack of a legitimate heir: a 

further topic of concern in the later ninth century.109 Charlemagne’s tears were dwelt on by Notker: 

they were not incidental in this scene. Charlemagne shed “countless tears”; he explained “his 

behaviour and his weeping” to his followers asking them if they know why he “weeps so bitterly”.110 

And why did he cry? Because of the future suffering of his subjects. Here, the “reverent, religious 

and just” ruler cried not for himself, but on behalf of others.111 This is quite different to the way 

Hincmar exhorted his rulers to weep for their own sins. A comparison with chapter 13, which 

described a Viking incursion, is illuminating. Here, the Vikings were able to remain undefeated for so 

long because of God’s providence and the sins of the people.112 Thus, we can see a model which 

identified the sins of the population as one of the causes for Viking success. When Charlemagne 

wept over the coming successes of the Vikings and attendant sufferings of his subjects and 

descendants, it is also possible to see him lamenting the sins which enabled this to happen.113  

                                                           
106 Jdt 15.1-3. 
107 Notker, Gesta, 2.14, p. 77 : “Religiosus autem Karolus, iustus et timoratus, exurgens de mensa ad fenestram 
orientalem constitit; et inestimabilibus lacrimis diutissime perfusus, cum nullus eum compellare praesumeret, 
tandem aliquando ipse bellicosissimis proceribus suis de tali gestu et lacrimatione satisfaciens: "Scitis," inquit 
"o fideles mei, quid tantopere ploraverim? Non hoc" ait "timeo, quod isti nugae et nihili mihi aliquid nocere 
praevaleant. Sed nimirum contristor, quod me vivente ausi sunt litus istud attingere, et maximo dolore 
torqueor, quia praevideo, quanta mala posteris meis et eorum sunt facturi subiectis”. Tr. Noble, Charlemagne, 
p. 108.  
108 MacLean, Kingship, pp. 27-39. 
109 Ibid., p. 215. 
110 Notker, Gesta, 2.14, p. 77. 
111 This echoes the Astronomus, Vita Hludowici, cap.63, p. 546: “Non enim se recessurum dolebat, sed quod 
futurum noverat gemebat, dicens se miserum, cuius extrema talibus clauderentur miseriis.”. Though, since 
there isn’t a record of this manuscript at St Gall, it is likely that both authors were drawing on similar ideas, 
rather than Notker directly engaging with the Astronomer. See chapter four, pp. 109-110 
112 Notker, Gesta, 2.13, p. 75: “vel Dei providentia prohibente … vel peccatis nostris obsistentibus” 
113 For a comparison see Simon Coupland, ‘The Rod of God’s Wrath or the People of God’s Wrath? The 
Carolingian Theology of Viking Invasions’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 42.4 (1991), pp. 535-39. 
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If we follow this interpretation, it is possible to see Charlemagne weeping as a bishop was expected 

to in both Hincmar’s writings and in Halitgar of Cambrai’s penitential. Therefore, we can see Notker 

representing a very different image of kingship, and royal-episcopal relations than the one Hincmar 

envisaged. Heinz Löwe emphasises the differences between Notker and Hincmar’s representation of 

the duties of bishops and kings. However, more recently, Steffen Patzold has challenged this view.114 

For Patzold, Notker represents the end-point in a story about the growing influence of a view of 

royal and episcopal duties based on the Gelasian ideals of the 829 Council of Paris. Although this 

model only slowly gained in influence in the eastern regions of the Carolingian empire, by the 880s 

this had changed. Notker may have emphasised the role of a king in admonishing bishops to a 

greater degree than Hincmar. In spite of this, in Patzold’s view, fundamentally similar understanding 

of the episcopacy can be found in both Hincmar’s and Notker’s writings. Notker condemned the 

same episcopal vices that the Council of Paris condemned. Similarly, he represented the episcopate 

as a ministerium, betraying concerns about its abuse by unworthy candidates.115 However Patzold 

skirts around the hierarchy between bishops and rulers, which is central to Notker’s construction of 

kingship and cannot be dismissed so easily.116  

Charlemagne’s tears show him lamenting the sins of his people and so behaving like a priest or 

bishop. This is not the only time Charlemagne was represented in this way. Notker described the 

interactions between Charlemagne and his bishops throughout the Gesta. The bishops themselves 

were often made ridiculous – they were proud, greedy and ambitious figures. They were humbled 

and removed from office by Charlemagne. In their place, he raised the most improbable and humble 

candidates to the episcopacy.117 Humour is central to these scenes.118 Equally central is an 

understanding of Charlemagne’s right to wield authority over the episcopacy, to discipline bishops, 

and to raise his own candidates to this office. His right to do this was made clear by Notker. 

Charlemagne was not only a king, but one who possessed episcopal qualities: he was called the 

“episcopus episcoporum” – the bishop of bishops.119 Charlemagne’s representation as bishop-like 

does not end here. In the second book, he is likened to Ambrose of Milan. When Charlemagne met 

his grandson, he foretold his future greatness. This prediction was apparently too difficult to 

translate into Latin, so Notker substituted words spoken by Ambrose in his vita instead.120  This 
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grandson – who later became Louis the German and was Charles the Fat’s father - also apparently 

exhibited similar virtues. In the following chapter, he was likened to Martin of Tours, on account of 

his devotion to prayer, fasting and the divine service.121 

This suggests that Charlemagne’s tears can be considered as part of a wider desire to represent him 

acting not only as a secular ruler, but also as an ecclesiastical one. In short, as a rex et sacerdos. 

Thus, here, we see different views about idealised kingship in Notker and Hincmar’s writings. Unlike 

HIncmar, Notker did not conform to the view of royal-episcopal relations found in the “Paris Model”. 

However, we can see Notker and Hincmar responding to similar ideas. Charlemagne’s tears over the 

sins and sufferings of his people can be understood as part of a wider desire to characterise the 

emperor as the “episcopus episcoporum”. Thus, we can see some overlap over what episcopal 

weeping looked like to both authors. The difference lay in the extent to which these tears could be 

shed by rulers as well.  

Indeed, it is possible to see both authors responding different to similar intellectual currents. 

Perhaps Notker knew and reacted against the “Paris Model” which dominated West Frankish 

sources. Similarly, it is possible that both authors reacted to a parallel intellectual development 

discussed in less detail by Patzold: the appearance of the Pseudo-Isidorian forgeries. These texts, 

used against Hincmar of Reims by his nephew, laid out an argument for episcopal autonomy from 

arbitrary rulers and archbishops. They were created and used in attempts to curb the power of these 

groups, and stand as a witness to a growing self confidence among certain bishops.122 It is thus little 

surprise that Hincmar responded, in part, to these arguments with his Vita Remigii, which 

emphasised the archiepiscopal primacy of Reims over Laon. A consideration of the impact of the 

Pseudo-Isidore can also illuminate Notker. MacLean has pointed to a collection of Pseudo-Isidorian 

material, held by St Gall in the later ninth century, which is known as ‘Pseudo-Remedius’.123 In the 

Gesta Karoli, Notker emphasised the ability of a king to pass judgement over bishops, appoint his 

own bishops, and sit at the head of an episcopal hierarchy – the very things Pseudo-Isidore sought to 

restrict. Thus, we can see Notker and Hincmar responding to similar intellectual developments. The 

way in which they responded, and indeed the reasons they reacted against these developments, 

however, are very different: Notker defended a traditional Carolingian vision of royal power as 

something which crossed secular-episcopal boundaries. Hincmar, on the other hand, defended his 
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own rights as an archbishop and attempted to create a sharp delineation between the roles of kings 

and bishops.  

This is speculative, but it can provide a context for thinking about the differences between Hincmar 

and Notker’s representation of royal comportment. In Hincmar’s view, kings should only weep over 

their own sins. In Notker’s, they should also lament the sins of their subjects. Hincmar’s model of 

penitential kingship may have found echoes in sources surrounding the court of Charles the Bald, 

but very different ideas circulated in eastern monasteries like St Gall. The reasons for this are 

numerous, as mentioned in the introduction to this piece. One result of this is clear: Charles the Bald 

and Charles the Fat were presented with very different models of kingship and were expected to cry 

in very different ways. 

Conclusion 
 

Mayke de Jong has argued that “voluntary and public expressions of contrition” remained politically 

important throughout the ninth century.124 This chapter supports this argument – all the authors 

considered valued penance as a royal behaviour. Yet de Jong’s claim masks the variety in 

expectations about royal weeping which can be found in the sources of this period. Perhaps most 

importantly, it brushes over the fact that tears could be shed in a penitential context in two ways. 

The sinner wept, and the confessor tearfully heard their confession and sought to reconcile them 

with the Christian community and God. 

The findings of this chapter suggest two things. Firstly, they suggest that, particularly in the writings 

of Hincmar of Reims, we can see a change in direction. In his work, we can see a view, expressed 

through tears, that kings and bishops had distinct duties and responsibilities. Above all, a bishop was 

responsible for the spiritual wellbeing of his flock – including kings – in a way that rulers were not. In 

the later years of the Carolingian empire we can see a significant development in the ideas about the 

role of bishops. According to Patzold’s model, by the end of the ninth century, the episcopacy had 

become a relatively coherent and self-confident group, whose self-definition was deeply influenced 

by the Gelasian ideas put forward in the 829 Council of Paris. Hincmar is the poster child for this 

development. Throughout his life, he sought to distinguish royal duties from episcopal duties, and 

emphasised the role of a bishop as a mediator between all secular figures, including kings, and God. 

Thus, Hincmar described bishops and kings weeping for a relatively narrow group of reasons. Kings 

could lament their own sins, and bishops should lament the sins of others. He did not discuss tears 

which could be shed out of grief or love. Similarly, he apparently rejected the representation of 
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Solomon crying out of desire for God and the heavenly kingdom he found in Hrabanus Maurus’ 

commentary on Kings. The four motivations for weeping which Cassian identified, and Hrabanus and 

later exegetes took up, had for kings, been whittled down to just one: they should lament their own 

sins in imitation of David. 

Secondly, these findings suggest that this change in direction – exemplified in Hincmar’s writings and 

based heavily in a tradition popular amongst western bishops – cannot be noted across the empire. 

Hincmar was undoubtedly a very influential figure, but we should be cautious about reading too 

much into the Hincmarian model of weeping. Other works written in West Frankia in the 850s and 

860s, including Sedulius Scottus’ De Rectoribus, exhibited more flexibility in their consideration of 

the relationship between tears and power. Although Angelomus, in his commentary on Kings, 

betrayed a similar concern with ecclesiastical mediation at moments of royal penance, he did not 

suggest rulers should weep in such a restrictive way. Indeed, he incorporated Hrabanus’ 

representation of Solomon weeping like a monk, where Hincmar rejected it. Above all, the 

comparison with Notker’s Gesta Karoli, which was similarly concerned with the relationship between 

bishops and kings, suggests that the image of a ruler weeping as a rex et sacerdos remained strong 

into the 880s. Both Notker and Hincmar responded to similar intellectual currents, which identified 

the tears shed on behalf of the sins of others as episcopal behaviour. It is their reaction to these 

currents – the position they saw a ruler occupying alongside this new episcopal ideal – which 

differed. There is no reason to think, as Patzold suggested, that this argument should lead to the 

development of an eastern Sonderweg.125 It is possible that the fact both men were active in very 

different regions contributed to this difference, however much else differentiated the two men - the 

time they wrote, their relative monastic and episcopal statuses, and the rulers they wrote for. It is 

likely that all of these factors played a role. What is more certain, however, is that we can see no late 

Carolingian consensus on why or how a ruler should cry. 

Yet this chapter also raises a larger, methodological issue. The sources used to draw conclusions 

about the changing understandings of royal power in the later ninth century differ from those used 

in chapters two, three and four. Although Angelomus demonstrates that authors did continue to 

compose biblical exegesis, this was not completed on the same scale as it was under Hrabanus in the 

810s, 820s and 830s. Instead, we see a growing focus on mirrors for princes; narrative sources; and 

tracts on legal problems authored by Hincmar. Are the differences we see – the apparent 

preoccupation with weeping on behalf of another’s sin and the desire to differentiate between 

bishops and kings – the result of this changing corpus and not changes in political culture? In many 

                                                           
125 Patzold, Episcopus, p.450. 



153 
 

ways, this is an insoluble problem, and one which all histories of political culture in this period much 

face. Yet two points are worth raising. Firstly, the sort of texts a society creates can tell us an awful 

lot about that society: the changing literary output between the mid and late ninth century is telling 

in itself. Thus, the heightened interest in biblical exegesis at the courts of Louis the Pious and Lothar 

I can therefore reveal something about the priorities of those courts. Secondly, this intellectual 

world does not disappear in the 860s. As we saw, Hincmar was familiar with Hrabanus’ exegesis and 

selectively quoted it in his own writings. This all suggests that the changes and continuities we see in 

the representation of royal weeping cannot be solely attributed to different literary genres. Instead, 

they reflect a changing political culture.
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Chapter 6: Post-Carolingian perspectives: royal weeping in the tenth century 
 

In 939, Otto I faced his brother, Henry, in battle. The forces of his rebellious brother were gathered 

on the other side of the Rhine and, as his own troops attacked, he was unable to cross the river to 

join them. He prayed, wept, and prostrated himself before the relic of the holy lance before asking 

God for divine support. This support came: along the Rhine Henry’s forces were defeated and Otto’s 

power was secured.  

This scene was described in Liudprand of Cremona’s Antapodosis, completed in 962, and Hrotsvitha 

of Gandersheim’s Gesta Ottonis, written between 965 and 968.1 How should we approach these 

tears? Scholars have interpreted this account as evidence of a ritual behaviour. Otto’s tears and 

prostration have been understood as part of a calculated public performance – a humiliatio - which 

was intended to win celestial aid.2 In short, public gestures, for example weeping, were stage 

managed ritual acts performed to communicate certain messages to those watching.  

This is not the approach taken in the preceding chapters. Instead, the biblical, historical and liturgical 

echoes in narrative accounts of royal tears have been examined. But is a focus on royal tears as ritual 

performance more appropriate in the post-Carolingian world? In 888, Charles the Fat abdicated the 

imperial throne, and a number of rulers subsequently took control of smaller kingdoms. A branch of 

the Carolingian family continued to rule in West Frankia until 987, but the most successful of the 

post-Carolingian kingdoms was based in the east. In 919, the Liudolfing duke, Henry I, was crowned 

and his descendants built an empire, based in Saxony, comprising much of East Frankia and northern 

Italy. These post-Carolingian rulers wielded power in quite different ways to their predecessors: we 

have, in Gerd Althoff’s words, “Königherrschaft ohne Staat”.3 The new rulers focused less on ruling 

through law and the written word, and instead wielded power through a peripatetic kingship based 

on face-to-face contact and ritual.4 The texts created in this period are also different to those 

created in the late eighth and ninth centuries. Tenth-century intellectuals did not write 

fürstenspiegeln or, more significantly, original biblical commentaries.5 Instead, when texts are 
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created from the middle of the tenth century onwards, we see a greater emphasis on liturgical 

handbooks or narratives, prominently histories and hagiography.  

With this in mind, what is the best way to approach post-Carolingian accounts of royal tears? If we 

are in a world where power is wielded primarily through gestures and demonstrative behaviour – as 

Hagen Keller, Gerd Althoff and Karl Leyser argue - do we need to change our approach to accounts 

of royal weeping? Should they be understood as evidence of ritual performances? Certainly, 

accounts of royal weeping can tell us something about how rulers might have wept at royal 

assemblies. But they were also literary creations influenced by the intellectual worldview of their 

authors. Thus, moving beyond ritual can tell us much more, not only about royal weeping, but also 

the nature of royal power in the post-Carolingian world more broadly.  

Indeed, this touches on a broader historiographical issue. Leyser, Althoff and Keller’s approaches are 

shaped by their focus on the post-Carolingian period. They begin their analyses in the tenth century 

and focus on hagiography and historical narratives. These sources contain a number of Pizarro-esque 

scenes packed with gestures.6 When considered against a background of liturgical handbooks – texts 

which codify ritualised behaviour – it is easy to see how approaches which emphasise the 

performance of tears over their literary construction predominate. This thesis does not consider the 

tenth century as a beginning, but instead as an end point: as something which developed from the 

Carolingian eighth and ninth centuries. I argue that it is essential that we consider post-Carolingian 

elites in light of their Carolingian predecessors. Indeed, many of the institutions and much of the 

intellectual output of the Carolingian period did not disappear completely.7 As such, approaches 

which are more often associated with historians of the ninth century can be fruitfully deployed when 

examining these later sources. These include focusing more heavily on the narrative structure of the 

texts and the liturgical and exegetical models which underpin these narratives. When we do this, 

broader conclusions about the nature of royal power – and especially the relationship between 

episcopal and royal power – can be drawn. These conclusions cannot be reached if we focus solely 

on these scenes as evidence for ritual performance. As such, broader conclusions about the 

relationship between tenth-century intellectuals and the ninth-century past can be reached. Sources 

created in the tenth century can be approached like ninth-century sources. Thus, the idea that the 

tenth century was a wholly new world is challenged, and the similarities between the Carolingian 

and post-Carolingian kingdoms are underlined.   
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This chapter will deploy these approaches in its consideration of three different case studies. Each of 

these case studies has been selected in line with certain criteria. Firstly, in each case we have an 

extended account of royal weeping. Secondly, in each case we have a group of texts which are 

closely related to one another. As such, we can access the dynamics of three different intellectual 

communities in the tenth century. Thirdly, and most important, the tears in each of the case studies 

have previously been interpreted as evidence for ritual performances.  

The first case study includes the example this chapter opened with: Otto’s tears at the Battle of 

Birten of 939. Four accounts, written between the 950s and 970s, which describe two rulers – Otto 

and Clovis – praying to God for military aid will be explored. Again, we see rulers not only shedding 

tears at a moment central to the construction of royal authority, but also secular masculinity. By 

considering the changing ways authors represented these scenes we can learn much about changing 

or competing understandings of authority and masculinity in two locations: the Ottonian court and 

Reims.  

The tears a ruler wept during moments of reconciliation are the focus of the second case study. 

These tears had previously been understood as evidence for secular rituals of reconciliation, which 

allowed both a ruler and a rebel to communicate their acceptance of the terms of peace at a royal 

assembly.8 Yet the construction of these scenes owed just as much to exegetical and liturgical 

models, and in fact these models reveal how a ruler was represented not only as a merciful victor, 

but as a Christ-like and sacerdotal figure. This section also focuses on a number of texts written in 

the 960s or 970s. It is no coincidence the first two case studies concern texts written in the mid-

tenth century. This is not necessarily evidence of an increased concern with royal weeping. This 

period coincided with Otto I’s expansion of power over Italy and imperial coronation. In contrast 

with the first half of the tenth century, it witnessed a boom in historical writing, and many of the 

resulting texts took Otto or other members of the imperial family as their subjects. 

The final case study turns to the end of the tenth century and early eleventh century, and considers 

the numerous accounts of Otto III’s penitential tears. Althoff argues that these tears were a 

quintessentially royal ritual: Otto only behaved as his ancetors did when he wept in this way.9 Yet 

this does not satisfactorily account for the intensity of references to the penitential tears of this ruler 

in particular. Instead, I content that these accounts provide a view onto a specific community whose 

members were more concerned with royal penance than earlier tenth-century figures were. Work 

which views royal weeping as a ritual behaviour often marginalises change over time. Althoff and 
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Becher’s surveys of early medieval rulers’s tears discuss rulers active in quite different periods and 

regions in one breath. Thus, the tears of Charlemagne, described in the Vita Karoli, Sigibert III, in the 

Fredegar Chronicon, and Queen Mathilda, in the early eleventh-century Vita Mathilda Posterioris 

(VMP), are used by Althoff to demonstrate that grief provoked early medieval royal weeping, rather 

than being evidence of three distinct contexts.10 So far, this thesis has emphasised change over 

continuity: different communities had diverse and evolving ideas about the way male rulers ought to 

cry. This was equally true in the tenth century.   

As suggested above, the methodology employed in this chapter draws attention to similarities 

between Carolingian and post-Carolingian intellectual culture. These similarities should not be 

overstated. Tenth-century rulers were depicted weeping in quite different ways to their ninth-

century predecessors. In particular, we can see a greater focus on tears shed on behalf of sinners 

and to demonstrate the mercy of the ruler. In general, in texts associated with the East Frankish 

Ottonian court, pronounced parallels between sacerdotal and royal tears can be noted. As such, we 

can see how some (though notably not all) authors active in the tenth century saw royal authority as 

akin to episcopal authority. This is a theme which is discussed throughout the thesis. The previous 

chapter suggested that Hincmar of Reims sought to distinguish between episcopal and royal 

authority. The findings of this chapter suggest that these ideas did not shape Ottonian political 

culture.   

This critique of the use of ritual to understand accounts of royal weeping does not mean a shift 

towards the arguments advocated by Ludger Körntgen. Challenging the idea that texts were written 

with political agendas in mind, Körntgen emphasises the theological aspects of these writings and 

suggests that they were written not for royal or imperial courts, but instead for local, monastic 

consumption.11 Instead, as suggested in the introduction and demonstrated below, these works did 

engage with questions about the nature of power. They may have written in an echo chamber, but it 

was one filled with powerful figures, which included members of monastic communities alongside 

members of the royal family and bishops (and it is worth remembering that many of these 

categories overlapped). They majority of the texts which will be considered in this chapter were also 

explicitly addressed to royal courts. We may not have evidence that the courts engaged with these 

works, but it is fair to assume they were intended to have an effect on the political stage. Just as is 

the case for ninth-century sources, court and cloister overlapped. Thus, a full appreciation of the 
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theological background underpinning these texts only enhances our understanding of the political 

world these works responded to and engaged with: it does not negate it.  

Weeping in Battle: Clovis and Otto I 
 

In the middle of the tenth century, a glut of accounts which describe a ruler praying for divine aid in 

battle were written. The chapter opened with one of these scenes: Otto’s prayers at the 939 Battle 

of Birten, which precipitated his triumph over his brother Henry. This scene was included in two 

texts: Hrotsvitha’s Gesta Ottonis and Liudprand’s Antapodosis which were written in the 960s. Each 

of these authors had demonstrable connections with the Ottonian court and, arguably, with one 

another.12 

Another ruler was similarly described praying and subsequently achieving victory in battle as a result 

of these prayers: Clovis. The account of Clovis’ conversion was retold numerous times from the sixth 

century onwards, and this thesis has already explored how contemporary concerns often influenced 

this retelling.13 Although details differ, the overall account remains the same: when facing the 

Alemannian army in battle, Clovis called out to God, declaring his faith and desire to be baptised. As 

a result, although defeat had seemed likely, he triumphed. This scene was described in two texts, 

both of which were written in the 950s in the vicinity of Reims: The Vita Chrotchildis and Flodoard’s 

Historia Remensis ecclesiae.  

Exploring how different authors, associated with two distinct places – the Ottonian court and Reims - 

and time periods – the 960s and 950s respectively - approached similar scenes is therefore 

instructive. Not all authors included tears in their accounts. Furthermore, when tears were 

described, rulers wept in different ways and imitated different biblical figures as they did so. This 

underlines the fact that authors approached tears flexibly in their narratives and makes any 

identification of a ritual of humiliatio in these accounts problematic. This provides an opportunity. In 

describing tears differently, authors revealed different assumptions about the nature of royal power.  

The two sources which described Clovis’ conversion in the mid-tenth century have much in common. 

Flodoard was a canon of Reims cathedral, where he remained until his death in 966.14 His Historia, 

which he created in the 950s, recounted the history of the church of Reims from its origins to the 

present day. The Vita Chrotchildis was created in a similar region at a similar time. It was, as Karl 
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Ferdinand Werner argues, also written in the 950s and had been attributed to Adso of Montier-en-

Der.15 Simon MacLean, however, has since suggested it was created by another Adso, a monk who 

was educated at Reims and was later the abbot of St Basle.16 Adso and Flodoard both had a number 

of links to elite politics in general and the Liudolfing royal family in particular. Werner has argued 

that the Vita Chrotchildis was dedicated to Gerberga, the West Frankish queen who was the regent 

for her son, Lothar, after her husband Louis IV’s death in 954. Gerberga was an influential figure: not 

only was she a politically active queen with a marked interest in Reims, but she was also Otto I’s 

sister.17 According to this reconstruction, Adso composed this vita to create a model for Gerberga to 

follow as regent for her son and, in doing do, reflected assumptions about tenth-century queenship 

and the relationship of royal women with those around them, including bishops and kings.18  

Flodoard similarly envisaged an elite audience for his work. He was an active participant in West and 

East Frankish politics: he was present at the Council of Ingelheim in 948, at which a number of 

important political topics were discussed.19 He was also involved with the Ottonian court and 

Edward Roberts has recently suggested that these links were closer than has previously been 

recognised. Significantly, he dedicated his work to Archbishop Robert of Trier. It is therefore not 

hard to imagine him envisaging a wider audience within the East Frankish kingdom, as Roberts has 

argued.20 

Flodoard and Adso described Clovis’ conversion differently. In the Vita Chrotchildis, unsurprisingly, 

Clothilde received the credit for Clovis’ conversion. She encouraged him to turn to God for some 

time before he did so, dramatically, when in battle against the Alemannians. Adso described this 

event in chapters six and seven. “The king, with his eyes raised to heaven and his face wet with 

tears, said: “I believe in you, Jesus Christ, who came to save the world””.21 Remigius, the bishop of 

Reims, was then summoned by Clothilde to speak with Flodoveus (Clovis). Remigius told the king 

that God determined the success of rulers and could provide the remission of sins. “Hearing these 
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holy words, the king Flodoveus, with tears welling up in his eyes, said to Bishop Remigius: “I believe 

in God, I want to be baptised, I desire to live through him and die in him.” 22 The first quotation is a 

simplified version of the account in Hincmar of Reims’s Vita Remigii, which is described in the 

previous chapter.23 The second, although it draws on narratives in both the Vita Remigii, Gregory of 

Tours’ Historia, and numerous other accounts, was created by Adso.24 Both references to Clovis’ 

tears, which are connected directly with his belief in God and desire to be baptised, are brief. They 

were not glossed with any biblical or historical model – here Clovis was neither a new Constantine 

nor Hezekiah. Yet he cried twice, underlining the fact that Adso thought that tears played an 

important role in these scenes. 

The Vita Chrotchildis placed the spotlight on Clovis’ tears. Flodoard’s account is quite different. 

Much of the first book of the Historia focuses on Remigius of Reims, who presided over Clovis’ 

baptism. In this book, Clovis’ battlefield conversion and his request for baptism from Remigius were 

both described by Flodoard, who, like Adso, quoted extensively from Hincmar’s Vita Remigii. In 

contrast to the Vita Chrotchildis, Clovis did not cry in either case.25 

Adso added to the tears he found in Hincmar’s account of Clovis’ conversion. Flodoard, on the other 

hand, removed them. This suggests that he did not understand tears to be an appropriate form of 

behaviour for a male ruler: Clovis prayed for divine aid, but he did not weep. In addition, Remigius 

did not cry when intervening on behalf of Clovis before his baptisism. Similarly, he did not weep 

when encouraging the tearful and sinful Genebald of Laon to do penance, as he did in the Vita 

Remigii.26 This absence could be indicative of indifference on Flodoard’s part. However even this, in 

contrast to Hincmar’s careful attention to royal, episcopal and arch-episcopal tears, would be 

noteworthy. Several factors suggest that the removal of tears was more deliberate. Firstly, with only 

two exceptions, every other extended narrative account of Clovis’ conversion contained a reference 

to his tears. These exceptions are the Fredegar Chronicon and Jonas of Bobbio’s Vita Vedasti, 

discussed in chapter one. These texts, written in the mid-seventh-century, contains an almost wholly 

negative view of royal weeping not matched in the following centuries.27 Thus, Flodoard not only 

                                                           
22 Vita s. Chrothildis, c. 7, p. 344, lin. 27, Audiens rex Flodoveus hec verba sancti presulis Remigii, obortis 

lacrimis, dixit: "Deum credo, baptizari desidero, per eum vivere et in eo mori cupio”. 
23 Chapter five, p. 131 
24 Hincmar, Vita Remigii, cap. 13, p. 294: “Ille vero elevatis in coelum oculis commotus in lacrimas, ait: Jesu 

Christe… tuum adjutorium devotus postulo”. 
25 Flodoard, Historia, 1.13, p. 87: “Interea bellum Francis adversus Alemannos accidit et Francis cede nimia 

corruentibus rex ab Aureliano consiliario suo suadetur, ut credens in Christum ipsumque regem regum et celi 

ac terre deum invocet confitens, qui ei victoriam pro velle possit conferre”. 
26 Hincmar, Vita Remigii, cap.16, pp. 302-3. 
27 Chapter one, pp. 30-31. 
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rejected the tears he found in Hincmar’s writings, but almost every other possible model for this 

scene. Secondly, Clovis’ dry-eyed comportment conformed to a wider pattern. Flodoard’s Remigius 

cried less often than Hincmar’s Remigius did. Furthermore, Flodoard’s rulers – except for Charles the 

Bald who wept along with the bishops and all others present in the account of the Synod of Soissons 

in 862/3 – were never depicted crying.28 

What can account for this? It’s true that Adso and Flodoard wrote slightly different texts - Adso 

wrote a vita, and Flodoard an ecclesiastical history – but it is hard to see how this alone can account 

for the variation in their accounts of Clovis’ tears. Possibly the differences between Adso and 

Flodoard provides some clue. Adso who had most likely left Reims by 952 although he was educated 

there, whilst Flodoard remained a canon of Reims cathedral until his death in 966.29 It is possible 

that Flodoard represented the views not of West Frankish intellectuals, but instead the cathedral 

school of Reims. This is speculative, but an example from the end of the tenth century is suggestive. 

The differences between Flodoard and Richer of Reims, a historian trained in the same school 

around half a century later, are numerous.30 However, it is intriguing that Richer equally did not 

praise royal weeping. In his work, tears were almost exclusively shed in grief. At best, such tears 

served to emphasise the sanctity or praiseworthiness of a deceased individual more than comment 

on the character of the weeper.31 At worst, they underlined the weakness and passivity of the 

weeper: Charles, the duke of Lotharingia’s, failed attempts to secure a kingdom for his son were 

glossed with tears, described as like those Herod shed over his sons’ deaths, which he had ordered. 

Thus, these tears drew attention to the role of Charles’ failures in bringing about the situation he 

lamented over: he only had himself to blame.32 Firm conclusions cannot be drawn from these few 

references, which may represent little more than coincidence, but they suggest avenues for further 

research. One thing is more certain. Examining how stories were told and retold is revealing. In this 

case, we can see how royal tears were not uniformly welcomed or celebrated by mid-tenth-century 

authors, even those writing in similar environments. 

                                                           
28 Flodoard, Historia, 3.13, p. 226. There is no reference to royal weeping in the Annals: Flodoardus, Annales, 
PL 135, Col.0417B-0490C. 
29 MacLean, ‘Reform’, p. 672. 
30 Justin Lake, Lake, Richer of Saint Remi (Washington, 2013), pp. 81-143; Jason Glenn, Politics and History in 
the Tenth Century (Cambridge, 2004), pp. 61-67. 
31 Richer of Reims, Histories, ed. Justin Lake, Richer of Saint Remi: Histories (London, 2011), vol. 1: 1.18, p. 56; 
1.34, p. 90; vol. 2: 3.110, p. 192; 4.24, p. 246.  
32 Richer of Reims, Histories, 2, 4.14, p. 226. See also Lake, Methods and Mentality, pp. 209-12. 
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Clovis’ conversion was told and retold by later authors to reflect on contemporary concerns. A 

similar approach can be taken to accounts of Otto’s prayers at the Battle of Birten, which have been 

previously identified as evidence for a specific ritual: humiliatio.  

In 962, Liudprand, the bishop of Cremona, completed his Antapodosis, a history of contemporary 

events, written for a Spanish correspondent. This text was created when Liudprand was beginning to 

strengthen his links with Otto, and so it is not hard to see an intended audience at his court, in 

addition to his Italian and Spanish audiences.33 In the fourth book, Liudprand described Henry’s 

rebellion against Otto. At the close of this rebellion, on the banks of the Rhine, Otto wept.  

“Thereupon the king, deciding that such great steadfastness on the part of his men did not 

lack divine inspiration, as he could not come to the aid of his troops with his physical 

presence, given the intervening river, was reminded of the people of the Lord, who by the 

prayers of God’s servant Moses conquered the attacking Amalekites. He quickly got off his 

horse and along with all the people gave himself over to prayer, shedding tears.”34 

Otto’s prayers were then heard and answered. The enemy fled, none of his own troops were 

harmed and his brother Henry was wounded on the arm.  

A similar account of the same event is given by Hrotsvitha in her Gesta Ottonis. Written between 965 

and 968 at the insistence of her abbess, another Gerberga, who was Otto’s niece, this work gives an 

account of Otto’s reign between his accession and the early 960s. Hrotsvitha described how Otto 

faced his brother in battle in 939, but was greatly outnumbered. He was told about the suffering of 

his men and: 

“When he heard that his companions would be killed by deadly wounds 

Immediately, he tearfully made use of the words of the aforesaid king (David) 

Which he said, sorrowing, 

When he felt in his heart 

That the people would perish from the blows of the angel’s sword 

“But it is I who have sinned!” he said, “I committed the crime 

                                                           
33 Conrad Leyser, ‘Episcopal office in the Italy of Liudprand of Cremona, c. 890 - c. 970’, English Historical 
Review, 125:515, p. 797. 
34 Liudprand, Opera, 4.24, p. 117: “Rex denique tantam suorum constantiam non sine divino instinctu esse 
considerans, quoniam fluvio intercedente corporali praesentia subvenire suis non poterat, recordatus populi 
Domini, qui repugnantes sibi Amalechitas orationibus Moysi servi Dei devicerat, protinus de equo descendit 
seseque cum omni populo lacrimas fundens ante victoriferos clavos manibus domini et salvatoris nostri Iesu 
Christi adfixos suaeque lanceae inpositos in orationem dedit”.  Tr. Paolo Squatriti, The Complete Works of 
Liudprand of Cremona (Washington, 2007), p.157. 
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So, I am the one who is worthy of such vengeance!”35 

 

The scene continued to describe Otto weeping. When he had won the battle, Otto did not rejoice, 

but instead “lamented unrestrainedly in the manner of David, / who had grieved piously because of 

the slaying of King Saul”.36 His men soon saw him and criticised his “flowing tears”, claiming that joy 

was the more appropriate emotion.37 Otto then adopted a cheerful face whilst continuing to grieve 

inside, because he knew that his victory was down to Christ, and not his own efforts.38 This scene 

reflects a concern with conversion and submission to God’s will which marked many of Hrotsvitha’s 

writings. Indeed, Otto’s battlefield prayers to God echoed Gallicanus’s conversion in her play of the 

same name. In this work, the pagan general in the Roman army was persuaded to turn to God in 

battle and so achieved success.39 This scene is also like the one described in Liudprand’s 

Antapodosis. In both cases Otto wept as he faced and subsequently defeated his brother in battle 

against all odds. 

 

This were not the only times this scene was described. Widukind of Corvey, for example, described 

this scene in his Res Gestae Saxonicae.40 Widukind described how, on the opposite bank of the Rhine 

to his troops, Otto prayed before the Holy Lance and was rewarded with victory. As with Flodoard, it 

is not clear why Widukind did not include tears at this moment: as we will see, he hardly shied away 

from representing lachrymose rulers elsewhere in the Res Gestae. Unlike Flodoard, there is no 

evidence that Widukind encountered an account of a weeping ruler and rejected the tears he found 

there: there is no evidence he worked from a source which described Otto weeping in 939. At most, 

this scene shows that tears were not included in all retellings of the Battle of Birten: they were not 

viewed, by all tenth-century authors to be an essential component of this story. More certain, 

however, are the differences between Liudprand and Hrotsvitha’s representation of these tears, and 

what this reveals about their understanding of royal power.  

 

                                                           
35 Hrotsvitha, Gesta Ottonis, 3.1, p.212, verses 266-273: “Audivit socios letali vulnere laesos,/ Praedicti regis 
lacrimans mox utitur orsis,/ Quae maerens dixit, tristi cum pectore sensit / Ictibus angelici populum gladii 
periturum: / 'En, qui peccavi, dixit, facinusque peregi;/ Hinc ego vindictae dignus sum denique tantae!” 
36 Ibid., pp. 212: “Sumpsit non modicum, Davidis more, lamentum/ Qui super occisum doluit regem pie 
Saulum. 
37 Ibid., p. 58. 
38 Ibid., p. 58. 
39 Hrotsvitha Gandeshemensis, Gallicanus I in Opera, 2.1, p. 116. 
40 Widukind, Res Gestae Saxonicae, ed. G. Waitz and K. Kehr, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 60, (Hannover, 1935), 2.17, p. 
82. 
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The Gesta Ottonis was dedicated to the abbess Gerberga, and was to be sent to her and her cousin, 

Archbishop William of Mainz, before it was sent to the imperial court, with further dedicatory letters 

to Otto I and Otto II.41 Like the Antapodosis, an audience at the Ottonian court was envisaged. Both 

Nikolaus Staubauch and Anastasia Brakhman have argued that many of the writers of this era had 

close links to one another. 42 The links between Hrotsvitha and Liudprand were especially close. It is 

likely that Hrotvitha knew Liudprand, or perhaps someone close to him. The court was resident in 

Gandersheim on several occasions in the 960s. Furthermore, given Hrotsvitha’s literary assignment, 

astute political sense and her apparent standing at Gandersheim, it is not at all unlikely that she 

would have accompanied her abbess to court.43 In addition to the similarity between their accounts 

of Otto’s tears, Hrotsvitha composed a verse account of the martyrdom of Pelagius of Cordoba.44 It is 

possible, as Dronke suggests, that she heard this story from the Cordoban emissary to the Saxon 

court. It is equally possible that she heard it from a more sympathetic source: a member of the 

Saxon embassy to Cordoba, led by Liudprand. The similarities between the Antapodosis and Gesta 

Ottonis are noteworthy. Both described the same ruler crying, they addressed the same court and 

their authors moved in the same circles.  

The similarities between the two texts have been mentioned. They also differed in a number of 

ways. To begin with, Otto cried more often and for different reasons in Hrotsvitha’s Gesta Ottonis 

than in Liudprand’s Antapodosis: in the former, he prayed to God for aid; he lamented the death of 

his sinning enemies; and he thanked God for his successes. His tears thus communicated a 

multiplicity of messages about his piety. In the Antapodosis, on the other hand, they only 

accompanied his prayers, through which he sought to influence the outcome of the battle. Tears 

formed a more central part of Hrotsvitha’s understanding of this scene that Liudprand’s. 

Furthermore, both Hrotsvitha and Liudprand frame their scene by using biblical references. The 

striking use of David as a model for Otto in the Gesta Ottonis has been discussed before. In Dennis 

Kratz’s view, this served to shape Otto in the image of a Christian epic hero.45 For Althoff, this was 

more ambiguous. He argued that it underlined how dependent Otto was on God’s favour, and thus it 

served as much as a warning than as praise.46 Jay Lees takes the least compromising view of all: in 

his view, the representation of Otto as David was a thinly veiled criticism. In contrast to Otto II, who 

                                                           
41 Hrotsvitha, Gesta Ottonis, Praef., pp. 201-2, Prol., pp. 202-4. 
42 Nikolaus Staubach, ‘Die Rezeption des Griechischen als Element spätkarolingisch–frühottonischer Hofkultur’, 
in Peter Schreiner, ed., Kaiserin Theophanu (Köln, 1991), pp. 356-7; Anastasia Brakhman, Außenseiter und 
Insider (Husum, 2016). 
43 John Bernhardt, Itinerant Kingship and Royal Monasteries in Early Medieval Germany c. 936 – 1075 
(Cambridge, 1993), pp. 149-154. 
44 Hrotsvitha Gandeshemensis, Passio Pelagii in Opera, pp. 52-62. 
45 Dennis Kratz, ‘The Nun's Epic’, Donald Riechel, ed., Wege der Worte (Wien, 1978), p. 133. 
46 Gerd Althoff, ‘Gandersheim and Quedlinburg’, Frühmittelalterliche Studien, 25 (1991), 139-142. 
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was cast as a new Solomon, as David, Otto ruled in a time of war. Indeed, he almost lost this war: he 

was bailed out at the last minute by God. According to Lees, Otto’s tears contributed to this 

criticism. They represented him behaving passively, and their penitent nature suggested that Otto 

was guilty of a grave sin, which had led to his military failures up to this point.47 

In her work, Hrotsvitha did indeed suggest that David’s success was dependent on God. She also 

demonstrated that he must repent for his sins if he was to receive worldly success. There is little 

reason to see this as outright criticism. This thesis has shown how rulers were encouraged 

throughout the early middle ages to repent in imitation of David.48 This did not mean they were any 

more sinful than other Christians. If anything, the focus on a ruler’s penance underlined their greater 

spiritual responsibility: a ruler’s sins could threaten the whole realm in a way that the sins of other 

Christians did not. David was a warrior king: he did not preside over a time of peace. Hrotsvitha’s 

account of him weeping over Saul suggests a different reading from Lees’, which sees this period of 

violence as an implied criticism. Henry was not slain, nor was he likened directly to Saul, which is no 

surprise since his daughter commissioned the text. However, a parallel is implied. Thus, David’s tears 

suggest that Otto did not provoke this conflict, just as David was not the cause of the conflict 

between himself and Saul.  

Penance was an appropriate motive for royal tears. It was necessary for rulers who wanted to enjoy 

worldly and spiritual success, or at the very least the aversion of God’s wrath. It did not necessarily 

constitute a criticism, veiled or otherwise, of a ruler. Liudprand’s account of Otto’s tears also had a 

penitential echo. He did not describe Otto taking responsibility for any sin, but after describing 

Otto’s tears and success, he stated that “the outcome of the whole affair proved how much the 

prayer of a just man can be worth according to Saint James’s phrase”.49 This passage alluded to 

James 5.16. This verse - “confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may 

be healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much” - described the benefits not 

just of prayer generally, but specifically penitential prayers. Thus, we can see, in both cases, penance 

sitting behind the ruler’s plea for divine aid at this moment. Hrotsvitha did this through her use of 

David, and Liudprand did so by referring to James 5:16. 

This was not the only biblical model that Liudprand used: he also described Otto as like Moses, 

referring to the battle in which the Israelites faced the Amalekites described in Exodus 17. Joshua, 

                                                           
47 Jay Lees, ‘David rex fidelis?’, in Phyllis Brown and Stephen Wailes, ed., A Companion to Hrotsvit of 
Gandersheim (fl. 960) (Leiden, 2012), pp. 211; 219-221. 
48 See e.g. chapter two, 56; chapter three, p. 65; chapter five, p. 127. 
49 Liudprand, Antapodosis, 4.24, p. 117: “quantumque iusti viri, secundum beati sententiam Iacobi, tunc 
valeret oratio, res manifesta probavit”. Tr. Squatriti, p. 157. 
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the future ruler of the Israelites, led the forces into battle as Moses, Aaron and Hur stood on a hill 

behind the battle. As long as Moses held his arms and staff aloft, the Israelites prevailed, and they 

were ultimately triumphant.50 This differs from Hrotsvitha’s description of Otto as David. Moses did 

not cry at this moment, unlike David, who wept during his penance. Thus, Liuprand’s inclusion of 

tears was not driven by his choice of biblical model, as Hrotsvitha’s was. In addition, whilst 

Hrotsvitha chose a model who had long being associated with Frankish rulership and was a 

renowned warrior, Liudprand rejected the model of an Old Testament king. Otto was not even 

Joshua, an Old Testament warrior and leader who was admired by earlier Frankish rulers, but instead 

the prophet and priest who supported Joshua in battle.51 This suggests that Liudprand saw a certain 

degree of fluidity in the biblical models which he could present to rulers: they could weep as priests 

and prophets as much as kings. Secular masculinity could draw on ecclesiastical ideals. We cannot 

say whether Hrotsvitha had any idea that Liudprand had characterised Otto in this way. As such, her 

characterisation of him as David cannot be read as a rejection of Liudprand’s use of Moses. 

However, it is interesting that a very different biblical figure came to mind when she considered this 

scene, who had a much longer tradition as a model for Frankish rulers. It was thus a more 

conservative choice. 

Both Hrotsvitha and Liudprand described Otto crying in a similar way, but betrayed slightly different 

assumptions about the nature of royal power in their representation of these tears. This allows us to 

draw two further conclusions. Firstly, understanding these scenes solely as evidence for a ritual is 

problematic. Not only do the variations in the retelling of Otto’s actions at this moment raise issues 

for any identification of a specific ritual. This approach also misses the biblical models Hrotsvitha and 

Liudprand used to frame these tears, which reveal much about their understanding of royal power. 

Secondly, these findings suggest that we see a significant interest in this type of tears in this period. 

It is true that, as suggested above, this is a period which witnessed a marked increase in historical 

writing, particularly historical writing which focused on the imperial court. However, the fact that a 

cloud of references to tears shed during or before battle can be noted here, in contrast to other 

periods of pronounced literary output in the ninth and tenth centuries, is striking. The frequency of 

royal battles similarly cannot totally explain this: rulers continued to fight external and internal 

enemies throughout the tenth century on both sides of the Rhine. This suggests that this was a form 

of weeping valued more highly in this period – specifically in certain communities in this period - 

than in others. In particular this seems to be associated more with the Ottonian court than the West 

                                                           
50 Exod 17:11. Körntgen, Königherrschaft, pp. 225-228. 
51 De Jong, ‘Empire as Ecclesia’, pp. 194-6. 
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Frankish Carolingian rulers. The following section outlines another way in which Ottonian elites of 

this period – unlike its western neighbours – associated effusive weeping with political power.  

 

Remorse and Reconciliation 
 

Between 953 and 954 Otto faced a rebellion from his son, Liudolf, which was sparked by Otto’s 

marriage to Adelheid. Liudolf found support in the figure of his brother-in-law, Conrad of 

Lotharingia. From their base in Mainz they continued to oppose Otto throughout these years, until 

Liudolf was defeated in battle in Bavaria and subsequently submitted to his father.52 Widukind of 

Corvey described the end of this rebellion. Liudolf came before barefoot his father, prostrated 

himself and “profoundly struck by a sense of penance”, he wept.53 Listening to this humble speech, 

Otto also wept and, prompted by this, so too did other observers. Liudolf was then forgiven by his 

father, whom he promised to obey.54   

Just as in the previous chapter, the tears described in this scene look very much like a specific secular 

ritual of humiliation: a deditio.55 This ritual, which was choreographed by the participants in advance 

was performed in front of a gathering – for example at an assembly – and communicated to the 

audience that the rebellion was over and peace had returned. The rebel, in this case Liudolf, who 

performed this deditio often approached the ruler barefoot, wept and prostrated himself. The ruler 

then raised up the rebel and forgave him, often with tears and the kiss of peace. Thus, both Liudolf 

and Otto’s tears were, according to this model, part of a ritual, which was performed for the benefit 

of those gathered around. Whilst this performance took many elements from other ceremonies – 

most obviously penitential ceremonies of confession and reconciliation – it remained emphatically a 

secular affair.56  

This was not the only time a ruler wept in this way. In the Gesta Ottonis, Liudprand of Cremona 

described Otto weeping over the betrayal of Pope Benedict V. Similarly, in the Vita Mathildis 

Antiquor (VMA), Queen Mathilda wept when she became reconciled with her son, Otto I, after a 

                                                           
52 For a full account of this rebellion see Timothy Reuter, Germany in the Early Middle Ages, c.800-1056 
(London, 1991), pp. 155-156. 
53 Widukind, 3.40, p. 122: “filius patri nudatis plantis prosternitur, intima tactus poenitentia, oratione flebili 
patris primum, deinde omnium presentium lacrimas extorquet”. 
54 Ibid., p. 122. 
55 Gerd Althoff, ‘Das Privileg der Deditio’, in Otto Oexle and Wener Paravicini, eds., Nobilitas (Göttingen, 1997), 
27-52. 
56 See amongst others Timothy Reuter, ‘Contextualising Canossa’, in Reuter, ed., Medieval Polities and Modern 
Mentalities (Cambridge, 2006), pp.160-163. 
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period of conflict. A reinterpretation of these scenes is revealing. Unlike previous studies of these 

scenes, here the focus will be on the tears of the ruler, and not the rebel.57 Attention will thus be 

drawn to the parallels between the representation of these royal tears and those described firstly in 

penitential ordines and secondly exegetical treatments of Christ’s tears described in the gospel of 

Matthew. In doing this, we can see how power was framed, through these tears, in a distinctly 

sacerdotal way.   

Before we turn to the tears of the Gesta Ottonis or the VMA, it is worth looking at the role tears 

played in Widukind’s retelling of the events of 953 and 954. The king’s wife, Edith, died to the great 

sorrow of all in 946.58 Otto then remarried Adelheid in 951, which caused Liudolf to depart the court 

in tears.59 Otto’s sadness over his son’s rebellion was then described, before he received his son 

“with mercy”. 60 Here, Widukind described the moment of reconciliation: Liudolf cried and was 

received tearfully by his father. A few chapters later, Liudolf died, and Otto’s tearful grief was 

described. Thus, the sincerity of Otto’s love and forgiveness was demonstrated.61 Widukind framed 

not only the reconciliation, but indeed the entire rebellion in terms of sorrow and weeping. Sorrow 

provided a plausible motive for Liudolf’s conflict with his father, and framed the reconciliation at the 

end. In addition, Otto’s sorrow both at the reconciliation and on Liudolf’s death hints at his love for 

his son, which is emphasised by the weight placed by Widukind on the familial relationship between 

the two men. When Liudolf shed penitential tears, for example, he brought forth tears “from his 

father”.62 This reading demonstrates how an understanding of Widukind’s narrative strategies can 

aid us in understanding the role tears played. They were used as a leitmotif throughout Widukind’s 

account of the events of these years, justifying Liudolf’s transgressive and violent behaviour and 

setting the scene for the eventual and inevitable reconciliation of father and son.63  

Otto’s tears thus ought to be understood in the context of this narrative. They can also be 

understood in the context of references to other, similar tears shed by rulers in this period. 

                                                           
57 For example, Reuter, ‘Contextualising’; Althoff, ‘Das Privileg’; Meens, Penance, pp.180-188. 
58 Widukind, 2.41, p. 99. 
59 Ibid., 3.9, p. 109. 
60 Ibid., 3, Capitula, p. 102: “Qualiter rex filium clementer suscipit”. 
61 Ibid., 3.58, p. 136. 
62 Ibid., 3.40, p. 122. 
63 Sverre Bagge discusses how Widukind gives Liudolf sympathetic motives in Kings, politics and the right order 

of the world in German historiography, c. 950-1150 (Leiden, 2002) pp. 51-2; 76-7. Karl Morrison, on the other 

hand, has suggested that Widukind allowed few emotions to his characters, and that Liudolf’s grief served to 

underline his transgression, but this reading suggests that this was not the case: Otto’s sorrow was also 

described, and this certainly did not cast the ruler as transgressive or unable to control himself. 

‘Widukind's Mirror for a Princess’, in Karl Borchhardt and Enno Bünz, ed., Forschungen zur Reichs-, Papst- und 

Landesgeschichte (Stuttgart, 1998), pp.56-7 
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Liudprand described one of these scenes in his Historia Ottonis, which recounted Otto I’s 

interventions in Italian politics between 960 and 964. According to Liudprand, in 960, Otto marched 

to Italy to subdue his rebellious client king, Berengar II. He then entered Rome and was crowned 

emperor by Pope John XII. John soon turned on Otto: the emperor left Rome, John opened 

negotiations with Berengar’s son. Otto turned back to Rome, deposed the Pope, presided over the 

appointment of Leo VII to the papal throne and left again. This was not the end of the story. John 

returned to Rome, reclaimed the papal throne, and expelled Leo. After John’s death, another Pope, 

Benedict V, was elected although Leo was still alive and petitioning Otto for help in regaining his 

position. Otto ultimately did aid Leo: he returned to Rome again to depose yet another Pope and 

enable Leo’s appointment in 964.64  

These events were controversial. Not only was Otto extending his authority over the Italian kingdom 

at this moment – and so the opposition he faced was quite different from that of his own family 

members closer to home – but he was claiming the right to depose and appoint popes. Indeed, 

Hrotsvitha of Gandersheim refused to discuss these events in the Gesta Ottonis.65 Liudprand, on the 

other hand, sought to justify these actions. He was an Italian bishop who had clashed with John XII 

and the Roman clergy for a number of years.66 From the mid-950s onwards, Liudprand had begun to 

engage with Otto’s court and his writings reveal this pro-Ottonian slant. Throughout his Historia, he 

emphasised the legality and necessity of Otto’s actions and the corruption and sinfulness of John XII, 

whom he characterised as like Judas. Furthermore, he described how Otto acted to restore the 

peace, and only when asked to do so by the Roman clergy; he was a benevolent father and good 

judge; and he carried out God’s will in the face of sin.67 It is in this context that we should 

understand Liudprand’s account of Otto’s response to Benedict’s admission of guilt.  

“Benedict replied: “if I have sinned, have mercy on me.” Then the emperor, having spilled 

some tears, demonstrating how merciful he was, asked the council not to show prejudice 

against Benedict. If he wanted to and was able, he should answer the interrogation and 

defend his case; and if he could not or did not want to, and declared himself guilty, he 

should find some clemency, for fear of God.”68 

                                                           
64 See Reuter, Germany, pp. 169-173. 
65 Stephen Wailes, Spirituality and Politics in the Works of Hrotsvit of Gandersheim (Plainsboro NJ, 2006), 
p.210. 
66 See especially Conrad Leyser, ‘Episcopal Office’, p.796; 814. 
67Liudprand, ed. Joseph Becker, Liber de Rebus Gestis Ottonis, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 41 (Hannover, 1915), cap. 

10, pp. 166 – 167. 
68 Liudprand, Liber, cap.22, p. 174: “Benedictus respondit: 'Si quid peccavi, miseremini mei' Tunc imperator 

effusis lacrimis, quam misericors esset, ostendens rogavit synodum, ne Benedicto praeiudicium fieret. Si vellet 

et posset, ad interrogata responderet causamque suam defenderet; quod si non posset aut nollet ac se 
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These tears might not immediately precede a reconciliation: Benedict was punished for his 

transgressions. However, they do signal the end of dispute, the coming of peace and Otto’s merciful 

disposition.  

It is the discord between Otto and Mathilda which is discussed in the VMA. Concerned with his 

mother’s generous gifts to the church, Otto, along with his brother Henry, forced her to relinquish 

her claims to her dower and take the veil.69 The VMA was written most likely by a Nordhausen 

canoness around 974 and recounts the life of Mathilda, the wife of Henry I and mother of Henry of 

Bavaria and Otto I.70 It was dedicated to Otto II, Mathilda’s grandson, and included numerous details 

not only about Mathilda’s saintly virtues and monastic foundations, but also her actions as the wife, 

widow and mother of kings. In the VMA, numerous figures wept over the absence or threatened 

absence of Mathilda, demonstrating her impact on those around her.71 Mathilda however only wept 

once in the work in chapter 6, as she made peace with her son Otto following their conflict.  

“There the king together with his wife met her, prostrated himself at her feet and promised 

to change his ways however she pleased. With tears glistening upon her lovely cheeks, 

however she embraced her son, kissed him, and assured him that her sins were to blame for 

all that had happened.”72  

A number of features contribute to the reconciliation between the son and mother. She wept, 

embraced and kissed her son. Otto’s prostration and admission of guilt have clear penitential 

echoes, as mentioned above, but so do Mathilda’s tears: she explicitly stated that it was her sins 

which caused the rebellion. Perhaps she referred to her generous charity, but this is no true 

admission of guilt. As the hagiographer made clear, this is one of the most prominent virtues and the 

blame for the conflict is placed squarely on Otto’s head.73 Thus, we must look beyond the stated 

motivation for the tears. Mathilda became reconciled to her son not only by the emotional unity 

between the two, exemplified in her tears, embrace and kiss, or by their mutual admission of guilt, 

                                                           
culpabilem redderet, tamen pro timore Dei misericordiam aliquam inveniret”. tr. Paolo Squatriti, The Complete 
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does so in Cap. 14, p. 138; and Otto himself does so after her death Cap. 15, p. 140. 
72 Vita Antiquor, Cap. 6, p. 124: “cui rex una cum coniuge obviam progrediens pedibusque eius prostratus, 
quicquid fecerat contrarium, secundum matris placitum permutare promisit. At illa decoras lacrimis infusa per 
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Queenship and Sanctity: The Lives of Mathilda and the Epitaph of Adelheid (Washington, 2004), p.79. 
73 MacLean, Ottonian Queenship, p. 100. 
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but also by the role she played in receiving her son’s penitential behaviour and bestowing her 

forgiveness on him.  

In each of the above texts a penitent rebel approached a ruler, who wept as they received them. 

Each of these texts dealt with a conflict which involved Otto I in the recent past, and each author 

wrote within the same twenty-year period.74 Each of the authors also engaged with the imperial 

court. The VMA was written about a royal figure and was addressed to the imperial court. Widukind 

of Corvey wrote his work for Mathilda, the future abbess of Quedlinburg and the daughter of Otto I 

and Adelheid, and framed it as a text from which Mathilda could learn, especially with her 

impending role as a deputy for Otto I and Otto II in mind.75 Liudprand not only wrote in praise of 

Otto I to seek his patronage, but he was also an active member of this court. Thus, we can see these 

authors not only engaging with topic of concern to the imperial court – retelling the recent past – 

but also reflecting values which, they believed, would find favour at the same court. There are two 

models which most plausibly underpin these tears. The first is more closely tied with the penitential 

ceremony, and suggests that rulers echoed the role a bishop or priest would play at this moment. 

The second looks at the tears Christ was represented shedding in mercy.  

Shedding tears over the sins of others was, according to late antique and Carolingian texts, one of 

the four key ways in which a Christian could weep.76 These tears were expected of rulers, but more 

often priests and bishops, at different moments in the ninth century.77 These assumptions can be 

found in numerous ninth-century liturgical texts which enjoined a confessor to weep for the sins of 

the penitent, which are discussed in the previous chapters.78 A similar understanding continued into 

the tenth century.  An examination of penitential ordines from this period suggests a great deal of 

overlap between the scenes we have discussed above and the reconciliation of penitent sinners. 

Regino, the abbot of Prüm, created a handbook for episcopal visitations in the early tenth century. In 

it, he described how a bishop or priest should lead penitent sinners into church, where “prostrate 

upon the floor, he shall chant with tears, together with all the clergy, the seven penitential psalms, 

for their absolution.”79 The rationale behind this is given shortly afterwards:  

                                                           
74 i.e. between 954 and 974. 
75 Widukind, Rerum, Praef., pp. 1-2. 
76 See chapter three, p. 92. 
77 Chapter four, p. 111 and chapter five, pp. 116-139. 
78 Halitgar, Liber Penitentialis, Col.0659A. 
79 Regino of Prum, De Ecclesiasticus Disciplinis et Religione Christiana, PL 132, cap.291, Col.0245D: “et cum 
omni clero septem poenitentiae psalmos in terram prostratus cum lacrymis pro eorum absolutione decantet”. 
Tr. John McNeill and Helena Gamer (New York, 1990), p. 315. 
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“When bishops or presbyters receive the confessions of the faithful they ought to humble 

themselves and pray with groans of sorrow and with tears not only for their own faults but 

also for their brothers’ fall. For the apostle said: “who is weak and I am not weak? (II Cor 

11.29).”80  

This account is familiar: it drew on Halitgar of Cambrai’s penitential, which is discussed in chapter 

four.81 Regino then advises confessors to interrogate (interrogo) the penitent about their sins and 

prescribe a programme of penance.  

Similar accounts can be found in the ordines, which provide guidance for confession and the 

administration of penance, contained in two later texts. The first is the nineteenth book of Burchard, 

the bishop of Worms’, eleventh-century collection of canon law, the Decretum. The second is the 

Penitentiale Vallicillianum, a tenth-century Italian penitential collection.82 In both cases, priests were 

told to prostrate themselves with sinners, pray and confess their own sinfulness whilst weeping.83 

Indeed, the Penitentiale Vallicillianum offered the same justification for these tears as Halitgar and 

Regino: they weep, following Paul’s injunction, not only for themselves but the sins of their 

brothers.84 Details of an interrogation follow in each of these texts. The Pontificale Romano-

Germanicum (PRG), on the other hand, provided an ordo for the reconciliation of penitents on 

Maundy Thursday, after they had followed a Lenten programme of penance. Here, priests were 

admonished to prostrate themselves, declare their sinfulness, and offer up tearful prayers on their 

behalf and on behalf of sinners.85  

Thus, we can see a number of situations in which the figure who reconciled the sinners – the bishop 

or priest – wept. We can also see our rulers weeping in a similar way. Otto was represented tearfully 

receiving two confessions of sin – Benedict V’s and Liudolf’s – in the Historia Ottonis and Res Gestae 

Saxoniae respectively. Indeed, Liudprand described how Benedict then answers an interrogation 

                                                           
80 Regino of Prum, De Ecclesiasticus, cap.297, Col.02487B: “Episcopi vel presbyteri, quando fidelium recipiunt 
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Germanique du dixième siècle (Vatican City, 1963), pp. 60-64, particularly prayers 226-229 on pp. 60-61 prayer 
245 on p.63. See also Henry Parkes, The Making of Liturgy in the Ottonian Church (Cambridge, 2015) which 
minimises the role of Mainz and emphasises the flexibility of the Pontificale Romano-Germanicum. 
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(interrogatus) just as penitent sinners ought to according to ordines which concerned the confession 

of sins.86 Widukind, on the other hand, explicitly described a scene more concerned with 

reconciliation. Liudolf prostrated himself barefooted. His father listened to his speech and forgave 

him, weeping. Significantly, Liudolf’s speech was referred to using the word oratio. This word also 

means ‘prayer’ and was often used in liturgical manuscripts. After he and his father had tearfully 

reconciled, he changed his ways, becoming an obedient son.87  Even more similarities can be noted 

in the VMA. Mathilda declares herself to be as sinful as her son when weeping and embracing him. 

Her hagiographer praised her charitable giving at length, and so in this context it becomes clear that 

her role in the conflict was hardly caused genuine sinfulness. If we see Mathilda mirroring a bishop 

or priest, then this statement makes more sense: all the ordines discussed above advised the 

confessor to declare their own sinfulness as they wept and prayed for the absolution of the 

penitents. Furthermore, Mathilda’s actions in raising up Otto also echoed penitential ordines. The 

ceremony was complete and the penitents reconciled when they were told to stand up by the 

confessor.88 In this, she not only wielded authority associated more often with men, but with 

bishops.  

It is likely that these images were familiar to tenth-century audiences. As Sarah Hamilton notes, the 

ordines reflect a semi-public ceremony: thus, all who were present at a ceremony where penitent 

sinners were reconciled following these prescriptions would be familiar with the image of the 

weeping confessor.89 The PRG was particularly influential. It attested in a number of tenth-century 

manuscripts, and numerous late tenth- and early eleventh-century narrative sources refer to the 

reconciliation of penitents on Maundy Thursday.90 Similarly, references to numerous priests 

consulting penitential handbooks in Italy suggest that such ideas trickled down to reach a relatively 

wide audience in this region.91 However, the image of a weeping confessor was not dominant 

everywhere: Hamilton points to a different tradition, prominent in Lotharingia, which did not 

encourage the humiliation of the bishop alongside penitents.92 The similarities between the liturgical 

and historical accounts of reconciliation should be taken seriously. These accounts do not reflect a 

ceremony which was like penance. Instead penance formed the framework through which authors 

understood reconciliation. However, this was a particularly East Frankish and Italian phenomenon. It 
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is therefore not surprising that there is little evidence of similar images in West Frankish narrative 

sources. More research needs to be done before any conclusive statements can be made, but these 

findings are indicative: perhaps these royal tears are especially Ottonian, and reflect wider 

differences between East and West Frankish political culture? Bishops and rulers should weep to 

reconcile sinners in the east, yet receive them dry-eyed in the west? 

This was also a particularly ‘Ottonian’ way of crying in another way. Penitential handbooks 

encouraged confessors to weep throughout the ninth and tenth centuries – indeed Halitgar’s 

statement that a priest ought to weep when receiving confessions, was quoted directly by Regino 

and in the Penitentiale Vallicallianum. Furthermore, chapter five discussed the way in which these 

tears, particularly for Hincmar, were associated especially with bishops.93 The contexts in which a 

ruler ought to weep over the sins of others have been discussed in the previous chapters.94 Yet we 

do not see any ruler receiving repentant rebels tearfully. They might lament the sins of their subjects 

in a general sense, but they did not preside over the reconciliation of sinners whilst weeping. Thus, 

these tears drew on models – apparent in liturgical texts and, as we will see below, exegetical works 

– which were created and consumed throughout the ninth century. The application of these models 

to a royal context was novel: it was a distinctly Ottonian development.  

The way in which rulers cried – when faced with a sorrowful confession of sin from a rebel - 

encourages the comparison with the role of a bishop or priest in a penitential ceremony. The 

motivation explicitly offered by Widukind and Liudprand for their subject’s tears – mercy – will be 

the focus of the following section.95 Mercy is identified as a motivation for royal weeping by Gerd 

Althoff, and it was an especially important virtue for post-Carolingian rulers.96 But what lay behind 

this connection between mercy and weeping? In chapter three, a connection with Christ’s actions in 

the gospels was suggested. It is likely understandings of Christ’s tears also informed tenth-century 

representations of merciful tears.   

The centrality of the image of Christ the king in Ottonian political and religious culture is well 

documented. Not only was Christ represented more often as an enthroned and crowned ruler, but 

Ottonian rulers themselves were represented as Christ-like.97 Christ’s mercy is one of his central 

virtues: he forgave all sinners and sought to reconcile them with God the father. This mercy was 
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treated in exegetical writings. Indeed, as discussed earlier with reference to Paschasius Radbertus’ 

commentary on Matthew, this mercy could be demonstrated through Christ’s tears.98 The tenth-

century reception of Paschasius’ Matthew commentary is uncertain: only West Frankish 

manuscripts, largely created in the ninth or twelfth centuries, survive.99 However, it is entirely 

possible that the monastery of Corvey, Corbie’s daughter house, which had a library which was 

developed during Paschasius’ lifetime, could have possessed a copy. Indeed, Paschasius dedicated 

his commentary on Matthew to Guntland, a monk of St Riquier, but he dedicated a similar 

theological tract to Warin of Corvey.100 Furthermore, in the 870s, Agius, a monk of Corvey, wrote a 

vita and dialogue commemorating Hathumoda, the first abbess of Gandersheim. This work drew 

heavily on Paschasius’ Vita Adalhardi, which was composed around 826.101 This suggests close links 

between Corbie and Corvey, and the influence of Paschasius’ intellectual output on both 

monasteries, throughout the tenth century. Perhaps we should see his Matthew commentary 

similarly influencing Widukind in the same period?  

More clear, however, is the reception of Jerome’s commentary on Matthew, which is recorded in 

tenth-century monastic library catalogues.102 Although the connection between tears and mercy is 

not as pronounced as it is in Paschasius’ commentary, Jerome’s expansion on Christ’s sorrow in 

Gethsemane is telling. Expanding on Matt 26.37 – “and taking with him Peter and the two sons of 

Zebedee, he began to grow sorrowful and sad” - Jerome described how Christ sorrowed “not out of 

a fear of death” but instead “on account of the unfaithful Judas, the temptations of the apostles, the 

rejection of the people of Judah and the destruction of the pitiable Jerusalem.”103 This sadness was 

not a sign of human weakness, but instead was provoked by thoughts of the sins of others. This 

theme is expanded on Matt 26.39, which described Christ’s prayers and request that, if possible, this 

cup might pass by him. Echoing his earlier statement, Jerome stated that Christ “prays not out of a 

fear of suffering, but on account of mercy for the first people, that he should not drink the cup 
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offered by them.”104 In this expansion, we can see how Christ’s sadness in Gethsemane, caused by 

the sins of others, was explicitly discussed in terms of mercy. 

This suggests that, as in the mid-ninth century, a biblical model which could be used by authors 

when considering the relationship between tears, sorrow and mercy. When we consider the 

influence of Christ on representations of Ottonian rulers, it is not difficult to see a connection 

between these references to the merciful tears of Otto I, described by Widukind and Liudprand, and 

the merciful tears of Christ. The characterisation of John XII in the Historia Ottonis is even more 

suggestive. Liudprand described how John, like Judas, lost his apostolic status through sin, and so 

Otto was justified in appointing another pope.105 This comparison is damning for John, and 

demonstrates how far the Pope had moved from his proper role as the descendant of Peter. What 

role, then, does Otto take on in this work?  

He appointed a pope, as Christ did, and is represented as the father of the erring Roman clergy.106  

Furthermore, he judged and reformed a sinful city: Rome becomes the corrupt and sinful Jerusalem 

on this context. It is probable Otto’s tears were yet another way that his actions echoed Christ’s in 

this text. They also demonstrated that Otto could step up to enact God’s will and be a leader of the 

church when other viable candidates were lacking. This is echoed in the similarities between royal 

tears and penitential ordines in each of the sources discussed above. Perhaps it is this view of 

kingship, with its sacerdotal echoes, that Liudprand reflected when he represented Otto weeping 

like Moses in the Antapodosis. It is only through an examination of the exegetical and liturgical 

influences on these narratives that we can access these models and their implications for the nature 

of royal power.  

Otto III and Penance 
 

The reign of Otto I’s grandson was short, but it made quite an impact. In 983 Otto II unexpectedly 

died and left his only son and heir, Otto III, as the sole ruler of the Ottonian Reich. His cousin, Duke 

Henry of Bavaria, attempted to seize the throne but was unsuccessful. Otto’s mother, Theophanu, 

and grandmother Adelheid both acted as regents until around 994, at which point he began to act 

independently.107 He only did so for a short time: by January 1002 he was dead. The young emperor 

has been viewed by some as a precocious genius, and others as a boyish fool who gambled away his 
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grandfather Otto I’s legacy.108 In particular, his religiosity, often expressed through tears, has often 

been commented on by scholars. As Henry Mayr-Harting has noted, “religious feeling was never 

unduly low strung in the vicinity of Otto III.”109  

 

Gerd Althoff has suggested that the seemingly striking accounts of Otto III’s tearful penitential and 

devotional behaviour in fact conformed to normal expectations of ritual action present in this 

period.110 It is true that rulers were represented weeping throughout the period. However, Otto III’s 

penitential weeping was, as we will see, especially pronounced. Hrotsvitha described Otto I crying 

like David and declaring himself to be sinful during battle and Liudprand referred to James 5:16 in his 

description of Otto I’s battlefield tears. In a similar period, rulers were often represented weeping as 

they received a rebel who wept as a penitent. Yet we do not have anything like the repeated and 

detailed references to Otto III’s remorseful tears in other tenth- or early eleventh-century sources.  

Thus, perhaps it is more realistic to see Otto’s penitential bent as something unique to him and the 

court which surrounded him, following the arguments of Hamilton and Mayr-Harting.111 We can see 

a comparable boost of interest in royal penance on the part of male rulers at the court of Louis the 

Pious, discussed earlier in this thesis, or the Anglo-Saxon courts of the later tenth century.112 This is 

not to say that Otto III took inspiration from Louis the Pious or kingdoms across the North Sea: we 

should not see the penitential discourses of these courts as the same phenomena. Instead, these 

observations suggest that different circumstances, and indeed personalities, can lead to a rise in 

interest in this ubiquitous motivation for royal or imperial weeping. From the late eighth century, 

rulers were constantly encouraged to cry on account of their sins. In certain periods, however, these 

penitential tears made a larger mark on the historical record.  

Two of the most prominent references to Otto’s penance have been recorded in much later saints’ 

lives: the Vita Nili and Vita Romualdi. Both sources described events which occurred shortly after 

Otto had subdued a rebellion in Rome in 998, and was implicated in the execution of its leader, 

Crescentius, and the mutilation of the anti-pope, John Philagathos. In both sources, written in the 

mid-eleventh century, Otto visited the holy man in question – Nilus or Romuald - who encouraged 

him to repent for his actions in Rome. Indeed, in both cases Otto complied, and joined the saint in 
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weeping and doing penance.113 Another eleventh-century vita, that of Burchard of Worms, 

composed around 1025, described a similar scene. Otto retreated with the saint to pray, fast and do 

penance for unspecified sins for two weeks.114 These texts tell us much about later perceptions of 

Otto and the relationship between rulers and saints in the mid-eleventh century.115 The consistency 

with which Otto, and no other tenth- or eleventh-century ruler, was the subject of these stories is 

interesting. When read alongside sources created in the reigns of Otto III or Henry II, they suggest 

that the large number of stories circulated about this ruler reflected not only ideas circulating in the 

eleventh century, but also memories of Otto’s power. This power was communicated, in part, 

through his penitential behaviour.  

 

Otto was described weeping spontaneously and out of remorse for his sins when visiting the 

monastery of St Emmeram in Regensburg in a text created shortly after the event. Soon after he 

entered the monastery, he was struck by compunction and began to weep. When his companions 

asked him why he cried, he asked them not to marvel at his wet face, but instead to marvel at his 

fear of God. It was the internal motivation which concerned the author here, not the external 

manifestation.116 This text, written in the late tenth or early eleventh century, says much about the 

relationship the monastery of St Emmeram wanted to portray themselves enjoying with Otto. Yet it 

is significant that he was represented weeping in penance, rather than engaging in another form of 

devotional behaviour. 

 

The Chronicon of Thietmar of Merseburg described similar scenes. Written in the reign of Otto’s 

successor, Henry II, between 1012 and 1018, Thietmar wrote a history which covered the reigns of 

Henry I, Otto I, Otto II, Otto III and Henry II. As Rob Meens has highlighted, Thietmar considered 

penitential behaviour to be an important royal virtue. Every Ottonian ruler was described doing 

penance on account of their sins. Furthermore, rulers whom Thietmar criticised were described 

failing to do penance correctly.117  Although he was the most “elusive” ruler of the Chronicon, who 

received the shortest treatment, accounts of Otto III’s penitential behaviour are the most 

remarkable.118 Thietmar recounted how the emperor humbly approached the Polish city of Gniezno 

barefoot and, when he arrived, he was conducted to the church where, “weeping profusely, he was 
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moved to ask for the grace of Christ for himself through the intercession of Christ’s martyr”.119 Otto’s 

actions – in being barefoot, humbly approaching a church, entering it weeping and asking for Christ’s 

grace – echo the sort of penitential behaviour presented in tenth-century ordines and discussed 

above.  

 

Even more explicit is the account given just three chapters later. Here, Otto’s actions in subduing the 

998 Roman rebellion were described along with their consequences. Although Otto continued to 

appear cheerful, this outward appearance was contrasted with his inner turmoil: “his inner 

conscience groaned under the weight of many misdeeds from which, in the silence of night, he 

continually sought to cleanse himself through vigils, earnest prayers, and rivers of tears.”120 These 

constant penitential tears and prayers echoed the references to David’s penance found in the 

psalms, particularly psalm 6.6: “every night I wash my bed with my tears”. All other Ottonian rulers 

were depicted confessing their sins and atoning for them, but only one other – Otto I – was 

described weeping.121 Thietmar described how, before the battle of Lechfeld in 955, Otto tearfully 

confessed his sins and promised to found a bishopric in Merseberg if he was successful in the coming 

battle.122 In the Chronicon, no other ruler wept penitentially more than once, and no other ruler was 

described crying on a nightly basis. Thus, Otto III’s penitential behaviour stands out. This text comes 

from the environment which surrounded the court of Henry II. Henry apparently did not engage with 

an especially penitential or lachrymose form of kingship. However, perhaps his marked association 

with monastic spirituality provided a context where memories of Otto’s penitential behaviour could 

be emphasised. What we see in the Chronicon, therefore, is something of the memory of the young 

emperor, who died just a decade earlier. 

 

More suggestive than these narrative sources, however, is the prayerbook of Otto III (Munich, 

Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 30111) which was created in Mainz in the 980s or 990s.123 Hamilton 

has analysed this prayerbook, which was unique in the early medieval west, and concluded that it 

was created for the emperor to use in private devotion.124 It contains prayers the user can recite 

daily, many of which are based around the penitential psalms, and a litany of saints. In addition, it 

                                                           
119 Thietmar, Chronicon, 4.45, p. 182: “et ad Christi gratiam sibi inpetrandam martyris Christi intercessio 
profusis lacrimis invitatur”, tr. David Warner, Ottonian Germany: the Chronicon of Thietmar of Merseberg 
(Manchester, 2001), p. 183. 
120 Ibid., 4.48, p. 186: “conscientiae secreto plurima ingemiscens facinora, noctis silentio vigiliis oracionibusque 
intentis, lacrimarum quoque rivis abluere non desistit”. Tr. Warner, Ottonian Germany, p. 186. 
121 See e.g. Ibid., 1.15, pag. 22; 3.25, p. 128. 
122 Ibid., 2.10, p. 48. 
123 Hamilton, ‘Most Illustrious’, p. 263. 
124 Ibid., pp. 267-272. 
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boasts numerous full page illustrations, one of which depicts Otto himself. This image can be found 

in the centre of the prayerbook, and forms the left-hand side of a double spread, the right-hand side 

of which depicts Christ the king.125 In this image, Otto is represented prostrating himself and raising 

a hand, covered by his cloak, up to his face: he is depicted crying in penance (fig. 4). His hand gesture 

echoes numerous other early medieval depictions of weeping, including the image of John and Mary 

at the foot of the cross in the same prayerbook (fig. 5). It is not certain whether Otto ever saw this 

prayerbook.126 However, more clear is the fact that someone thought it worthwhile to make this rich 

manuscript which could only ever be sent to this specific emperor. It is thus a reflection of their 

aims, but also, it is fair to assume, a reflection of the Otto and his court’s ideals: no doubt the 

creators would have hoped for a warm reception for such an expensive gift. In this manuscript, Otto 

was not only encouraged to weep for his sins in imitation of the biblical David through the words of 

the psalms. He could also look on an image of himself weeping in this way.  

                                                           
125 Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 30111, f. 21r. 
126 Hamilton, ‘Most Illustrious’, p. 267. 
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Fig. 4: Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 30111, Bildnr. 44. 
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Fig. 5: Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 30111, Bildnr. 6. 

 

Otto III was a ruler who was often represented lamenting his sins. We can see this in eleventh-

century vitae, but also contemporary (or near contemporary) narrative sources and a prayerbook 

the emperor himself may well have owned. This image is strikingly different to the representation of 

Otto I and the other rulers we encountered in the first two parts of this chapter. This conscious 

articulation of a ruler’s duty to lament their personal sins is new: it reflects an intensification of ideas 

which circulated before. This section will close with a consideration another piece of evidence which 

is often used to demonstrate Otto III’s ‘highly strung’ religious temperament. In doing so, I will show 

that whilst Otto broke with the past in many ways, in other ways his tears built on earlier traditions.  
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In his analysis of the Otto III gospels (Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 4453), Mayr-Harting 

argues that this work reflects the kind of ruler Otto sought to be.127 Mayr-Harting draws attention, 

amongst other factors, to the extremely lachrymose devotion which the work encourages. For 

example, he reflects on the representation of the penitent Mary Magdelane, who embraces Christ 

and effusively weeps. This image is contrasted with a comparable one in the periscopes of Henry II, 

which depicts a more restrained scene.128 Mayr-Harting additionally draws attention to the image of 

Christ’s lament over Jerusalem (fig. 6). This full-page illustration depicts Christ, in the top left-hand 

corner, looking down on the city whilst wiping tears from his face. This image certainly suggests a 

lachrymose spirituality especially concerned with sin. The question is: whose sin? As discussed 

above, with reference to Paschasius’ commentary on Matthew, at this moment Christ wept on 

behalf of the sins of others and in doing so demonstrated his mercy. This is quite a different act from 

lamenting one’s own sins using the penitential psalms. Mayr-Harting suggests that the illustrations in 

this gospel book were created for the education of Otto III and thus reflected his style of rulership, 

or at least what the creator of the work thought Otto’s style of rulership ought to be. Christ was 

represented as an idealised ruler in the tenth century and indeed throughout the gospel book. It is 

therefore plausible that this image presented a model for Otto to imitate. Thus, this image adds 

nuance to our understanding of Otto’s lachrymose spirituality. His penitential tears differed from 

those described in mid-tenth-century sources. Yet this image of Christ suggests that merciful tears 

shed in imitation of the redeemer did not disappear after the 960s: Otto III was encouraged to weep 

mercifully over the sins of others in imitation of Christ, just as his grandfather was depicted doing.   

 

                                                           
127 Mayr-Harting, ‘Book Illumination’, pp. 164-178. 
128 Ibid., p. 173. 
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Fig. 6: Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 4453, f.188v 
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Conclusion 
 

The case studies discussed in this chapter reveal a world where tears were an important part of royal 

comportment. These were not the only instances in which rulers wept in this period, particularly in 

East Frankish sources. In 948, for example, at the council of Ingelheim, the Carolingian king, Louis IV, 

was described tearfully requesting Ottonian aid to win his throne back from Hugh the Great.129 Half a 

century later, in the early eleventh century, the Vita Mathilda was rewritten to emphasise her 

relationship with her son Henry, on the occasion of his grandson, Henry II’s, accession to the throne 

in the VMP. In this work, the tears described in the VMA were replicated, and a large number of 

references to Mathilda’s tears of grief over various family members were added.130 Furthermore, in 

a similar period, Thietmar of Merseberg described other tearful rulers beyond the penitential Otto 

III. For example, the body of this young emperor was wept over by his successor, Henry II.131 Henry 

also cried again in the same work. When passing judgement on Werner, a nobleman who abducted a 

woman from her home, he wept.132 In doing so, he mirrored the behaviour of his aunt, Mathilda of 

Quedlinburg, who acted as a deputy to Otto II, as she wept when the same individual committed the 

same crime against a woman resident at Quedlinburg.133 

This brief survey, when considered alongside the case studies discussed in this chapter, reveals just 

how numerous and how varied post-Carolingian references to royal tears were. This chapter has 

firstly emphasised the way in which, at different times, different motivations for weeping were 

considered more or less appropriate: there was no ‘early medieval’ way to cry as a king. Thus, in the 

tenth century, penitential tears dominated at the court of Otto III, whilst tears shed in battle were 

prevalent in sources from the 950s. Even more significant is the variety between sources written in 

similar communities. In the ninth century, different authors thought rulers should weep in different 

ways. However, views in the tenth century were even more varied. This is especially prominent in 

the sources which described the tears rulers shed during battle. This shift seemingly not only 

impacted ideas about the way a ruler should cry – whether in imitation of a priest or warrior king – 

but also whether he ought to cry at all.  Perhaps this was the result of political fragmentation in the 

tenth century. Intellectuals no longer operated in the relatively well-connected Carolingian empire. 

                                                           
129 Concilium Ingelheim, 7 Juni 948, ed. Ernst Dieter-Hehl, MGH, Conc. 6,1, B (Hannover, 1987), p. 159. 
130 Vitae Mathildis reginae, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 66, Vita posterior, Cap. 8, p. 160. 
131 Thietmar, Chronicon, 4.50, p.188. 
132 Ibid., 7.6, p. 404. 
133 Ibid., 4.41, p. 178. 



186 
 

Instead, we can see a shift from coherent court communities to smaller communities based largely 

in monasteries or episcopal seats.134 Accordingly, we can also see a fragmentation, particularly in the 

West Frankish examples, in ideas about royal weeping.  

The opening of this chapter posed a question: should references to tears in tenth-century sources be 

approached in a fundamentally different way to those of the ninth century? The first five chapters of 

this thesis examine the role tears played in a narrative; the biblical models used to understand them; 

and the way they were used by authors to consider the nature of royal power, especially in relation 

to monastic or episcopal authority. Are these assumptions helpful for understanding tenth-century 

tears? Or have we moved to a world where references to royal weeping should be viewed first and 

foremost as evidence for ritualised displays of power? The findings of this chapter suggest that this is 

not the case. Narrative accounts of royal weeping reflect assumptions about the way rulers could 

weep: we can see some evidence of public displays of weeping in these texts. Going beyond this 

even more fruitful. It reveals, for example, previously unrecognised biblical, exegetical and liturgical 

echoes. This approach shows how certain authors, reflected in their tears a view of kingship with a 

distinctly sacerdotal hue.  

Equally, this chapter does not represent a turn towards the arguments of Körntgen. Theological 

ideas did influence the representation of the tears of rulers, as this chapter has demonstrated. An 

understanding of this is illuminating: did Otto cry like Moses or David? And what were the 

implications of this? But, as shown above, the texts in question dealt with questions of power. 

Tenth-century authors not only viewed rulers as an appropriate topic for historical writings, as 

MacLean has argued.135 The texts themselves were written by political actors - for example 

Liudprand, Hrotsvitha or Flodoard – and, in many cases, they were explicitly addressed to rulers or 

members of the ruling family. Thus, they do reveal something of the changing nature of power in the 

tenth century.  

This does not mean that the differences between the Carolingian and post-Carolingian worlds should 

be minimised. Different texts were created, by authors working in difference communities, for 

different rulers. Most significantly, rulers wept in different ways. They did not cry when 

contemplating God, as Hrabanus Maurus encouraged Louis the Pious and Lothar I to do. Yet they did 

weep when presiding over moments of reconciliation, unlike their Carolingian predecessors, and 

tears were connected more tightly with mercy than they were in the preceding century. This is 

especially true east of the Rhine. This suggests that new models of royal comportment were created 

                                                           
134 Theo Riches, ‘Changing Political Horizons’, pp. 51-62. 
135 MacLean, Ottonian Queenship, pp. 102-3. 
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in this period. These models owed something to the intellectual output of the ninth century. The 

way this output was repurposed for rulers was just as original as Hrabanus Maurus’ use of John 

Cassian’s Collationes for his imperial audiences. Tenth-century rulers thus did not cry like 

Carolingians, but instead wept in distinctly Ottonian ways.  
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Epilogue 
 

“Weeping is not only a form of embodied thought, but it is also a social activity.”1 

This claim is made by Thomas Dixon in his 2015 book Weeping Britannia. In it, he touches on many 

of the reasons why tears are such a valuable topic for historical research. Accounts of early medieval 

royal weeping reflect the assumptions of authors regarding appropriate royal comportment. How, 

when, where and why a ruler was described weeping said a lot about the perceived nature of his or 

her power. Coded messages were communicated in the tears, which were deployed by authors to 

support or undermine the ruler in question. They do more than reflect an emotional outburst on the 

part of the weeper, as Dinzalbacher argued. Similarly, they do more than provide a view onto a 

ritualised public performance, as Althoff and Becher have both claimed.2 The second part of the 

quotation – in which Dixon asserts that tears are a social activity – is equally key. This thesis has 

shown how tears were often shed in connection with relationships, both mundane and divine. As 

such, they reveal much about the ruler’s place in the world and relationship to their subjects, the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy and God. Thus, the representation of royal weeping can tell us much about 

the nature of royal or imperial power. Additionally, it can tell us something about masculinity. The 

close association between tears and male forms of rulership suggests that, unlike in later societies, 

weeping was understood as a masculine behaviour in this period.  

This thesis has explored representations of royal weeping between the sixth and tenth centuries, 

with an especial focus on the Carolingian ninth century. At different moments, rulers were described 

shedding tears in different ways. Charlemagne was described weeping in grief; Louis the Pious was 

encouraged to cry out of desire for God; and Otto I wept to show mercy to his rebellious son Liudolf. 

In part, then, this thesis is a cultural history of tears or, in Dixon’s words, a “museum of tears”.3 It is a 

sketch of different lachrymose communities - associated with different places, time periods or courts 

– in the Carolingian and post-Carolingian periods. It also points to moment where royal tears were 

not described. Sometimes this indicates a concern with royal weeping – as in the Fredegar 

Chronicon. At other times, the cause it likely the source material. Tears were primarily discussed in 

works which contained longer narratives or ‘scenes’, as Joachím Martínez Pizarro described in The 

Rhetoric of the Scene.4 Alternatively, they were described in works concerned with behaviour, such 

as monastic rules, advice manuals, liturgical ordines or biblical exegesis. As such, texts such as annals 

                                                           
1 Dixon, Weeping Britannia, p. 8. 
2 Althoff, ‘Der König Weint’, pp. 239-52; Becher, ‘Cum Lacrimis’, pp. 25-52. 
3 Dixon, Weeping Britannia, p. 9. 
4 Pizarro, Rhetoric of the Scene, pp. 8-15. 
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or charters, which contain only brief narratives and few scenes, do not routinely describe tears. This 

thesis also does more than write a history of weeping. It provides conclusions which shed new light 

on our understanding of the political culture of this period more broadly. Four main conclusions will 

be explored in more detail here.  

Firstly, rulers were represented weeping, or encouraged to weep, for reasons beyond penance. 

Penance played a central role in writings about kingship throughout the ninth and tenth centuries. 5 

It was offered as a motivation for royal tears more often and more consistently than any other 

factor. At certain moments, it was discussed with more interest – for example during the reigns of 

Louis the Pious or Otto III – but throughout the period rulers were encouraged to weep for their sins. 

This interest in penance can overshadow the other reasons why a ruler might cry. Tears of grief or 

love for family members were described, albeit in different contexts, in the reigns of Charlemagne 

and Louis the Pious. Even more noteworthy are tears shed in an explicitly religious context. These 

tears raise complex questions about the appropriate relationship between rulers, the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy and God. As Hrabanus Maurus, drawing on John Cassian’s Conferences, stated in his 

commentary on Matthew: there was not only one way that a Christian could weep, but instead four. 

They could cry on account of their own sins; when contemplating God and out of desire for the 

heavenly kingdom; over the sins of others; and out of a fear of hell. These motivations were often 

described with reference to biblical models. David was not the only biblical ruler who was 

represented weeping: Solomon, Hezekiah and Christ were also represented weeping in different 

ways, in exegetical sources and beyond. The findings of this thesis therefore suggest that ninth-

century intellectuals had a broader framework of reference when it came to royal weeping than we 

previously recognised. This also raises a related point. A number of scenes can only be understood 

when exegetical material is considered. This is the case when we turn to Louis the Pious’ lament over 

the illness of his son and his son’s allies and his tears over the death of these allies, described by the 

Astronomer in the Vita Hludowici. As chapter four showed, these tears are best understood in light 

of commentaries on the biblical Books of Kings and the Gospel of Matthew. Furthermore, biblical 

commentaries played as important a role in the intellectual culture of certain courts – for example 

Louis the Pious’ and Lothar’s – as histories or royal biographies did. Although, as noted in the thesis, 

more recent work on political culture does consider exegetical sources, it is still far from a 

mainstream body of source material. There are a number of reasons why this is the case, not least 

                                                           
5 Among others: Hamilton, Practice of Penance, pp. 173-205; de Jong, Penitential State; Meens Penance, pp. 
180-188. 
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among them the patchy availability of editions.6 However, these conclusions reassert the value of 

looking at these sources: ninth- and tenth-century intellectuals (and many rulers) were aware of and 

interested in these sources, and, as such, we should be too. 

Secondly, the way a ruler wept reflected the way they ruled. Tears were an external marker of an 

internal failing or, more often from 790 onwards, the virtue of the weeper. We can see this for 

example in the way Thegan described Louis weeping out of grief for his family members and 

followers in the Gesta Hludowici. These tears reflected the love he felt for these groups. They 

showed him behaving according to the norms expected of these relationships – they reflected his 

pietas. Thus, his role the breakdown of familial and lordly relationships that the rebellions 

represented was minimised. At this moment, pietas was a central royal virtue, and it was 

communicated through Louis’ tears. 

Tears shed in a specifically religious context, which were described above, are, again, even more 

revealing. They raised questions about the appropriate relationship between rulers, the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy and God. From where did a ruler’s power originate? Was a ruler the head of 

a secular hierarchy, to be guided by monastic or episcopal spiritual expertise? Or did he stand 

between all his realm and God, taking on elements of monastic or sacerdotal authority? These 

questions rose to prominence in the reign of Charlemagne, and remained contentious topics 

throughout the following centuries. This thesis has illuminated how the tears of rulers played a role 

in this debate. As mentioned earlier, Hrabanus identified four contexts in which a ruler could cry – 

over their own sins; when contemplating God; over the sins of others and out of a fear of hell. The 

idea that a ruler could weep out of a fear of hell, or on account of their own sins, was 

uncontroversial: all Christians should cry in this way. Tears shed over the sins of others, or out of 

desire for the heavenly kingdom, however, are quite different. These required a certain amount of 

spiritual expertise. Lamenting the deeds of a sinner implied taking a certain amount of spiritual 

responsibility for another individual, and throughout the ninth and tenth centuries, priests and 

bishops were encouraged to weep in this way in penitential ceremonies. Similarly, weeping in 

contemplation was the act of a religious specialist. It is most commonly associated with saints 

pursuing a contemplative life, and, as Hrabanus outlined, these tears could only be shed after the 

sins of the individual had been atoned for.  

                                                           
6 Many commentaries are unedited, for example those authored by Claudius of Turin. Others are only available 
on Patrologia Latina. Notable exceptions are commentaries by Paschasius Radbertus, Hrabanus Maurus and 
Sedulius Scotus.  
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Examining the moments where a ruler was represented weeping in this way is illuminating. Only 

Hrabanus explicitly associated contemplative weeping with a ruler – Solomon – in his commentary 

on Kings. Rulers wept for the sins of other people on a greater number of occasions. The Astronomer 

described Louis weeping in this way in the Vita Hludowici at the start of the 840s; Notker’s 

Charlemagne lamented the ills which would befall his people in the Gesta Karoli of the 880s; and a 

glut of texts describe Otto and Mathilda weeping in this way in the 960s. This suggests that, at this 

moment, we see some overlap between the court and cloister or cathedral: a “common pool of 

virtues” were open to rulers and members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy.7  This was certainly not 

uncontested: Hincmar of Reims described rulers and bishops weeping in quite different ways. This 

reflected how, unlike Hrabanus and Notker, Hincmar thought bishops ought to mediate between 

rulers and God. Different understandings of the nature of royal power manifested themselves in 

different representations of royal weeping. Tears provide a new angle from which these 

fundamental questions about the nature of royal or imperial power can be considered. 

Thirdly, this thesis has drawn attention to changes in the understanding of the appropriate ways that 

rulers can weep. Accounts of royal penance minimise this change. According to this view, the 

development of penitential discourses under Charlemagne set the tone for royal weeping for the 

following centuries.8 Similarly, accounts of royal weeping in the early middle ages emphasise 

uniformity and not variety in the meanings applied to the tears of rulers.9 This thesis has shown how 

dynamic and variable understandings of royal comportment, with the attendant implications for the 

nature of royal power discussed in the previous paragraph, could be. For example, Hincmar’s narrow 

view of the appropriate motivations for royal and episcopal tears represented a shift from the ideas 

which had dominated in the previous decades, particularly in the writings of Hrabanus Maurus. 

Similarly, the 960s witnessed a previously unseen emphasis on the role of a weeping and merciful 

ruler reconciling rebellious subjects or traitors.  

The most significant change, however, came between Charlemagne and Louis the Pious’ reigns. 

Reacting against arguments which cast Louis as a weak and monkish heir to his great father, scholars 

have pointed to the similarities between the two rulers. According to this view, the religious ideals 

which underpinned Louis’ rulership had their roots in the reign of his great father. This thesis has 

suggested that these similarities only go so far. After 814, we can see a greater overlap between the 

tears of rulers, monks and priests. The imperial couple were represented weeping and praying in 

                                                           
7 Phrase borrowed from de Jong, ‘Exegesis for an Empress’, p. 85 
8 Hamilton, Practice, p.175; de Jong, Penitential State, pp. 260-270 
9 Althoff, ‘Der Konig Weint’; Becher, ‘Cum Lacrimis et Gemitu’; Thickpenny, ‘Temper Tantrums’; Cooper, 
‘Shedding of Tears’. 
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texts authored by their supporters in the context of a rebellion against them. Hrabanus Maurus’ 

exegesis described similar tears. He not only encouraged rulers to weep in a variety of ways – 

including over the sins of others and in divine contemplation – in exegetical texts addressed to 

imperial courts. He also represented biblical rulers, like Solomon, weeping in these ways. These 

points may seem rather minor: power was still wielded using similar institutions through the reigns 

of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious. But this, combined with the fact that Louis’ formative years 

were spent away from the court at Aachen, suggests that both men had a different style of rulership. 

In short, these findings add weight to the thesis that imperial power was more monastic under Louis 

than it was under his father.10 As such, they provide an additional foundation from which further 

research on this topic – the changing nature of rulership between Charlemagne and Louis the Pious’ 

reigns - can be conducted.  

Fourthly, this thesis goes some way to answering a related question: how distinctive was royal 

weeping – and by extension the nature of royal power – in the Carolingian period? The consideration 

of pre-Carolingian Frankish narratives in chapter one suggests that, in their representation of tears, 

after 790 Carolingian rulers broke from the past. In particular, we can identify a growing interest in 

late antique writings on weeping and the different ways rulers ought to tearfully approach God. 

Chapter six considers this question from another angle: did Carolingian royal weeping differ from 

what came afterwards? This question has broader implications for research which considers the 

relationship between the post-Carolingian kingdoms and the Carolingian past. As discussed above, 

these kingdoms are thought to operate in a radically different way to their Carolingian 

predecessors.11 According to this view, in the tenth century, power was wielded through ritual 

performance rather than through the written word. The findings presented in chapter six suggest 

two things. Post-Carolingian rulers were represented weeping in different ways to ninth-century 

rulers. In particular, they wept to demonstrate their mercy more often. However, royal weeping was 

still understood with reference to the same biblical and liturgical models which circulated in the 

ninth century. This suggests a selective engagement with the resources of the past. Above all, this 

demonstrates that the relationship of post-Carolingian elites to the eighth- and ninth-century past 

was complex, and cannot be characterised in black and white terms.  

This thesis provides snapshots of how various individuals and communities considered the tears of 

rulers. From this, broader conclusions about Carolingian political culture can be inferred. However, 

this means that this thesis is heavily dependent on the writings of a handful of men and women. As 

                                                           
10 Supporting the arguments of Noble, ‘Monastic Model’, De Jong, ‘Exegesis for an Empress’, p.85; Kramer, 
‘Great Expectations’, pp. 144, 153. 
11 Leyser, ‘Ritual, Ceremony and Gesture’, or Althoff, Die Ottonen. 
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such, conclusions about royal weeping across the Carolingian empire and post-Carolingian kingdoms 

remain speculative. Furthermore, the way in which royal and imperial courts engaged with these 

texts is also, to a certain extent, speculative. This speculation is grounded in evidence. Figures like 

Alcuin, Hrabanus and Hincmar addressed works to rulers and were prominent figures in the political 

and intellectual life of these courts. However, we have no evidence for the response of rulers like 

Charlemagne, Louis the Pious or Charles the Bald to these works. We can approach this absence of 

evidence in two ways. At best, the texts, which thinkers like Alcuin, Hrabanus and Hincmar 

addressed to rulers, did hit their mark. As such, the representation of tears in these works does 

reflect the ideals of the rulers and their entourage. At worst, this thesis is a study of how a handful of 

intellectuals – albeit ones who were central members of the political and intellectual networks of 

their day – thought about the hypothetical tears of rulers.  

However, in spite of these limitations, this thesis as a whole demonstrates how illuminating the 

study of tears can be. The findings of this thesis shed new light on many well-known sources of the 

Carolingian and post-Carolingian world and provide a new angle on debates about the nature of 

royal and imperial power in the Carolingian worlds. This thesis also contributes to the history of 

weeping. It outlines how significant developments around the understanding of tears – and 

particularly tears shed in a religious context – were tied up with intellectual and political 

developments in the ninth and tenth centuries. Thus, it complicates current grand narratives 

surrounding the development of the ‘gift of tears’: charismatic and involuntary tears which were 

shed when contemplating God. In a large part, histories of this phenomenon focus on the high and 

later middle ages. Piroska Nagy’s Le Don de Larmes au Moyen Âge is a prominent example of this. 

Nagy sets out to write the history of religious weeping from late antiquity to the later middle ages. 

She only briefly considers the early middle ages and characterises this period as one which 

contributed little to the development of the ‘gift of tears’, which peaked in the eleventh century.12 

However, many of the sources examined in this thesis, for example the exegetical writings of 

Hrabanus Maurus and Paschasius Radbertus, are not considered. This thesis modifies Nagy’s 

narrative by suggesting that greater attention ought to be paid to ninth-century developments. 

Religious weeping was considered according to sophisticated late antique models, found in Cassian 

and Gregory the Great’s writings, from the 810s onwards. Furthermore, these models included 

references to tears, inspired by contemplation and shed out of love, which look very much like the 

‘gift of tears’ described in Nagy’s research. Thus, the contrast between the eleventh century as 

“l’apogée du charisme des larmes” and an unsophisticated early middle ages ought to be revisited.  

                                                           
12 Nagy, Le Don, pp. 35-7. 
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In drawing attention to the theological framework which underpinned so many early medieval 

references to weeping, this thesis modifies current ideas about the ‘gift of tears’ in the middle ages. 

It also provides an alternative toolkit which can be deployed when exploring references to weeping – 

or indeed other emotional behaviours or gestures – in the early medieval period. Gerd Althoff and 

Matthias Becher have both argued that references to royal weeping in this period can best be 

understood as evidence for stage managed ritual performances. This reading does much to draw 

attention to the complex clouds of meaning which surrounded tears in the early middle ages. 

However, this thesis shows the value of going beyond this interpretation. Rulers may well have 

publicly wept before their subjects and entourage and it is possible that the literary and visual 

sources analysed in this theiss were accurate reconstructions of such scenes. Yet, we can examine 

the literary construction of moments of weeping with far more certainty. Indeed, unpicking the 

models which lay behind these literary representations – whether historical, liturgical or biblical – 

can tell us an awful lot more about how power was understood. Thus, this thesis provides evidence 

of an alternative methodology which can be used to understand the phenomenon of public weeping 

not only in early medieval Frankia, but also the middle ages more broadly.  

Overall, this thesis demonstrates that tears are a fruitful topic of study, which can add much to our 

knowledge of early medieval political culture. An exploration of other emotions or emotional 

behaviours – for example, anger, fear, joy or love – could be equally illuminating. In particular, 

building on Matthew Innes’ discussion of Thegan’s claim that Louis the Pious never “bore his white 

teeth in laughter”, a study of early medieval smiles and laughter – so often paired with tears – would 

be a fruitful direction for future research.13 In doing so, the changing representation of royal 

weeping, with its attendant implications for royal comportment and the nature of royal authority, 

could be placed in broader context. Similarly, an exploration of royal weeping beyond the 

parameters imposed in this thesis provides an alternative promising direction for future research. 

Perhaps a comparison with other early medieval kingdoms – for example Anglo-Saxon England – 

would further illuminate the circumstances which led to the development of the varying discourses 

on tears. Not only did an Anglo-Saxon king – Ethelred - similarly do public penance like Louis the 

Pious. This penance has also previously been compared with the events at Soissons in 833.14 

Furthermore, in the tenth century, these kingdoms were influenced by a monastic reform 

movement, just as Frankia was in the later eighth and early ninth century. Thus, the similarities and 

differences between Ethelred and Louis’ penitential behaviour, and indeed in thier lachrymose 

                                                           
13 Innes, ‘White Teeth’, pp. 141-156 
14 Cubitt, ‘Politics of Remorse’, 179-192; Roach, ‘Penitential Discourses’, 258-276 
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behaviour more generally, could further illuminate the roots of the Carolingian discourses about 

royal weeping. 

 

Fig. 7: Reichskrone, original held in the Wiener Schatzkammer. 
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Fig. 8: A replica of the Reichskrone, held Krönungsaal, Rathaus Aachen, for a clearer view of 

Hezekiah’s hand, which is corrupted on the original 

 



197 
 

It is also worth looking beyond the temporal parameters of this thesis. Rulership continued to be 

expressed in lachrymose terms after the end of the Ottonian dynasty: royal and imperial tears were 

not a specifically Carolingian and Ottonian phenomenon. In 1024, the first Salian ruler, Conrad II, was 

crowned the ruler of the East Frankish Reich. His predecessor, Henry II, had died without any 

children and Conrad was elected as his heir. He was crowned king by Archbishop Aribo of Mainz in 

1024. The Gesta Chuonradi, which was completed in 1042 by a Wipo, a chaplain to Conrad II, 

described this scene. Whilst presiding over the coronation, Aribo gave a sermon listing the many 

duties the new ruler would need to fulfil. In particular, the new king ought to forgive a nobleman, 

called Otto, who had previously offended him. “During this sermon, the king was moved by mercy. 

He sighed and - how can it be believed -  burst into tears”.15 Conrad was also crowned emperor by 

Pope John XIX in 1027. The crown used on this occasion was, we can assume, the Reichskrone which 

is now in Vienna. It is comprised of an octagonal crown, an arch which reaches from back to front, 

and a jewelled cross. The bar and cross are later additions: the bar bears an inscription which 

attributes its addition to Conrad II or his successor Conrad III. The rest of the crown, however, was 

made some years earlier in the late tenth or early eleventh century.16 The crown was made from 

eight panels, four of which represent biblical rulers: Christ, Solomon, David and Hezekiah. The 

representation of Hezekiah is especially interesting (see fig 7 and 8). He is seated whilst Isaiah stands 

nearby next to an inscription which states: “I will add to your days another fifteen years”.17 As we 

saw in this thesis, Hezekiah cried when asking God to extend his life. He also does so here: his hand 

is raised to his face in a manner reminiscent of other images which represent weeping.18  

In Wipo’s account, tears reflected the mercy of a ruler at a key moment in a narrative designed to 

underline his legitimacy. They echo scenes already described in this thesis: Otto I was also described 

weeping to demonstrate his mercy by both Liudprand of Cremona and Widukind of Corvey. Perhaps 

they also echo those Christ was represented shedding over Jerusalem, both in Otto III’s prayerbook 

and in Carolingian exegesis. Further research is needed to fully understand the representation of 

these tears. Even more striking is the representation of Hezekiah. Again, it echoes scenes described 

earlier in this thesis: Alcuin, Hrabanus Maurus and Sedulius Scottus all presented Hezekiah as a 

model of humility and faith which rulers ought to imitate. However, the Reichskrone was special. It 

                                                           
15 Wipo, Gesta Chuonradi, ed. Harry Breslau, MGH, SS rer. Germ. 61 (Hannover, 1915), cap. 3, p. 23: “In hoc 
sermone rex misericordia motus ingemuit et ultra, quam credi possit, effluebat in lacrimis”. 
16 See Herwig Wolfram, Conrad II, 990-1039, p.153; Joachim Ott, Krone und Krönung (Mainz, 1998), pp.196-
199. 
17 “Ecce adiciam super dies tuos xv annos”. Cf. 4 Kings 20.6 and Isaiah 38.5. For more on the Reichskrone see 
Joachim Ott, ‘Kronen und Krönungen in frühottonischer Zeit’, in Bernd Schneidmüller and Stefan Weinfurter, 
eds., Ottonische Neuanfänge (Mainz, 2001), pp. 171–88. 
18 Image of Adam and Eve in the Vivian Bible (Paris BNF Latin 1, f. 10v); Stuttgart Württembergische 
Landesbibliothek, Cod.Bibl.Fol.23, ff.36r and 36v; Christ in the Otto III Gospels (Munich Clm 4453, f. 118v). 
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was one of the clearest symbols of imperial power and legitimacy in medieval and early modern 

Germany. This indicates that the tearful rulers of the Carolingian and Ottonian kingdoms were not 

an aberration. Indeed, a full understanding of the meanings applied to tears can help us understand 

how power was constructed throughout the following centuries.  
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