HST 114 Pagans, Christians and Heretics

with Martha Riddiford: M.Riddiford@Sheffield.ac.uk


Week 4: King Clovis (c. 481-511) and the Franks




Essential Questions:

1. Background: Where did the Franks come from? What contact did they have with the Roman Empire?

2. What kinds of legends did the Franks tell about their origins? What effect did this have? (see Wood’s Merovingian Kingdoms).

3. Why did Clovis convert to Catholicism rather than Arianism? Was he definitely pagan beforehand?

4. What does Gregory of Tours’ account of Clovis’s conversion (and the incomplete conversion of Gundobad) tell us about how conversion happened in early medieval societies? What problems/difficulties are associated with Gregory’s account?

5. What difference (if any) did Clovis’s conversion make to his rule? What political reasons might he have had for his conversion?

Suggested Reading:
Primary
Gregory of Tours’ account of the Frankish adoption of Catholic Christianity is one of the fundamental pieces of early medieval conversion literature so it is important that you read Book II: 27-43 of his Libri decim historiarum (Ten Books of History, often incorrectly called History of the Franks). Copies can be found in the library translated by L. Thorpe, Gregory of Tours: the History of the Franks (Harmondsworth, 1974) or O. M. Dalton Gregory: the History of the Franks 2 vols. (Oxford, 1926). There are versions on line at: www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/gregory-hist.html 
http://charlemagne.celtic-twilight.com/gregory_of_tours/contents.htm
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Book II: 27 […] At that time many churches were despoiled by Clovis' army, since he was as yet involved in heathen error. Now the army had taken from a certain church a vase of wonderful size and beauty, along with the remainder of the utensils for the service of the church. And the bishop of the church sent messengers to the king asking that the vase at least be returned, if he could not get back any more of the sacred dishes. On hearing this, the king said to the messenger: "Follow us as far as Soissons, because all that has been taken is to be divided there and when the lot assigns me that dish I will do what the father [note: papa. The word was used in the early middle ages in unrestricted, informal sense, and applied widely to bishops. Cf. Du Cange, Glossariam] asks." Then when he came to Soissons and all the booty was set in their midst, the king said: "I ask of you, brave warriors, not to refuse to grant me in addition to my share, yonder dish," that is, he was speaking of the vase just mentioned. In answer to the speech of the king those of more sense replied: “Glorious king, all that we see is yours, and we ourselves are subject to your rule. Now do what seems well​pleasing to you; for no one is able to resist your power." When they said this, a foolish, envious and excitable fellow lifted his battle​axe and struck the vase, and cried in a loud voice: “You shall get nothing here except what the lot fairly bestows on you." At this all were stupefied, but the king endured the insult with the gentleness of patience, and taking the vase he handed it over to the messenger of the church, nursing the wound deep in his heart. And at the end of the year he ordered the whole army to come with their equipment of armor, to show the brightness of their arms on the field of March. And when he was reviewing them all carefully, he came to the man who struck the vase, and said to him "No one has brought armor so carelessly kept as you; for neither your spear nor sword nor ax is in serviceable condition." And seizing his ax he cast it to the earth, and when the other had bent over somewhat to pick it up, the king raised his hands and drove his own ax into the man's head. "This," said he, "'is what you did at Soissons to the vase." Upon the death of this man, he ordered the rest to depart, raising great dread of himself by this action. 
Gregory of Tours Ten Books of History http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/gregory-hist.html 
