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Abstract: Some of the ideas in this paper have already been expressed in the first 
chapter of our doctoral dissertation entitled: The Gallo-Roman bishops and the 
creation of an ideal model of a Christian king. Also, much of the content elaborated 
here is inspired from an article written by Professor Yitzhak Hen (Hen, 1993: 271-
276). In this paper we try to support the view, that the legitimization of the 
Merovingian dynasty was a political process, with its beginnings located in the 
period of Clovis I’s reign 481-511. Further, this legitimization is viewed through the 
attempts of the Gallo-Roman Church to create an image of a Christian king, even 
before Clovis’ acceptance of the Catholic faith and his baptism as a Catholic 
Christian. 
Keywords: 
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Resumen: Algunas de las ideas de este documento ya se han expresado en el primer 
capítulo de nuestra tesis doctoral titulada: Los obispos galo-romanos y la creación de 
un modelo ideal de un rey cristiano. Además, gran parte del contenido elaborado 
aquí se inspira de un artículo escrito por el profesor Yitzhak Hen (Hen, 1993: 271-
276). En este trabajo tratamos de apoyar el punto de vista, que la legitimación de la 
dinastía merovingia fue un proceso político, que su origen e inicios se sitúan en el 
período del reino de Clovis I 481-511. Además, esta legitimación es visible y 
aparente a través de los intentos de la Iglesia romano-Gallo de crear una imagen de 
un rey cristiano, incluso antes de la aceptación de Clovis de la fe católica y su 
bautismo como cristiano católico.  
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The period of Clovis’ reign, king of the Franks from 481 until his death in 
511, apart from his conquests, was marked also by his relationship with the Gallo-
Roman Church. The establishment of a political co-operation between Clovis and 
the Gallo-Roman bishops, provided the Frankish king not only with a support from 
the Church against his enemies, but inaugurated also a process in which we can 
detect the first traces of an attempt by the Gallo-Roman Church to create an image 
of a Christian king. The Christian legitimization of Merovingian kingship was not a 
process that started with the establishment of the Merovingian dynasty. Even before 
Clovis’ acceptance of the Catholic faith, which was accompanied by his baptism as a 
Catholic Christian, we can detect traces, although scanty, of an intense willingness of 
the Gallo-Roman Church to find a king eager to support her intentions. Under 
these terms, Clovis’ baptism as a Catholic Christian was the final step in a political 
process that had began before his rise to power.  

In a wider context, the above political process is the result of the Germanic 
invasions in the western provinces of the Roman Empire during the 4th and 5th 
centuries. The new political and social realities that emerged with the establishment 
of the Germanic kingdoms in western medieval Europe, led to a new approach in 
the way of interpreting the world. Basic carriers in this revision of the worldview 
were the bishops of the cities of the old Roman provinces of the Empire, carriers of 
an older roman world, and representatives of a Christian social elite with senatorial 
background. As Peter Brown has suggested, these Roman elites after the dissolution 
of the western Roman state formed a small, but very specific group at the top of the 
hierarchy of their local societies and tried to renegotiate their position in a world 
without Empire (Brown, 2003: 98). In this “new world”, these local Roman elites 
were now trying to preserve their position through a co-operation with non Roman 
Germanic warlords (Brown, 2003: 98). Under these socio-political circumstances, 
the Roman Church in Gaul and its representatives, the bishops, attempted to 
determine the role of the secular ruler within the society. The result of this effort 
was a gradual creation of a new model for the Christian king which owes its 
existence in the critical decade of 480 AD.  

According to Yitzhak Hen, in the text of the Histories2 of Gregory of Tours 
we can find traces of a pro-Merovingian propaganda propagated by Gallo-Roman 
bishops long before Gregory had started to compose his Histories3. The objective of 
                                                           
2 We prefer the term Histories than the more correct but not easy in use decem libri historiarum to describe 
Gregory’s work. About the terms Histories or Historiae that was first introduced by Bruno Krusch in his 
edition of Gregory’s text see Goffart, 1988: 120. 

3 For a further discussion about the chronology and the composition of the Histories of Gregory of Tours in 
modern bibliography see Murray, 2008: 157-196, see also Halsall, 2007: 307-312. For an entirely different 
perspective in the composition of the Histories see Heinzelmann, 2001: 114. I accept at least as a firm 
terminus post quem for the composition of the Histories the year 575, a couple of years after Gregory’s 
accession to the throne in the diocese of Tours in 573. Further discussion on this issue exceeds the main 
subject of this article.  
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this pro-Merovingian propaganda was to legitimize the Merovingian dynasty as the 
new ruling power in Gaul (Hen, 1993: 274-275). This propaganda can be detected 
mainly in two passages in Gregory’s Histories. The first one concerns Clovis’ baptism 
as a Catholic Christian by the bishop Remigius of Rheims and the second Clovis’ 
accession to the consulate after his victory over the Visigoths in Vouillé in 507 
(Hen, 1993: 271-273). In the occasion of Clovis’ baptism there is an explicit 
comparison between the Frankish king and Constantine the Great· a comparison 
that is made even clearer with the parallelism between Remigius of Rheims who 
baptized Clovis to Pope Sylvester who baptized Constantine (Hen, 1993: 272). 
According to Hen the image of Clovis as new Constantine and that of Remigius as 
new Sylvester can hardly have been Gregory’s (Hen, 1993: 272; on this theme see 
also Wood, 1985: 251). In Hen’s words:  

 
“Gregory must have taken it from another source, and this source 
provided him with a traditional comparison which could be useful in 
creating a pro-Merovingian campaign. Somebody wanted to create an 
association with Byzantium and Rome, and so intentionally introduced a 
comparison to Constantine into the legend of Clovis’ Baptism” (Hen, 
1993: 272).  

 

The second passage from Gregory’s Histories is Clovis’ accession to 
consulate, after his victory over the Arian king Alaric II and his Visigoths in 507 in 
Vouillé: 

“Letters reached king Clovis from the Emperor Anastasius assigning him 
the office of Consul, and in Saint Martin’s church he (Clovis) wore the 
royal purple and the mantle, putting also a crown in his head. Then, on 
horseback crossed all the way from the doorway of Saint Martin’s church 
until the Cathedral of Tours, distributing with plenty, with his own hand 
and his own will gold and silver coins to all the people who were there. 
From that day on he was called Consul and Augustus” (My translation).4 

 

Professor Hen sees in this passage a combination of Roman and Byzantine 
elements (Hen, 1993: 273-274). According to Hen, somebody wanted to create the 
impression of a Roman triumphal procession in the mind of the common people, 
something that could not have been Gregory’s invention and must have been 
propagated long before Gregory wrote the history of Clovis’ reign (Hen, 1993: 274). 
But what is more important is that Hen sees in this example, and in that of Clovis’ 

                                                           
4 Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum X, II 38, 88-89: “Igitur ab Anastasio imperatore codecillos de consolato 
accepit, et in basilica beati Martini tunica blattea indutus et clamide, inponens vertice diademam. Tunc 
ascenso equite, aurum argentumque in itinere illo, quod inter portam atrii et eclesiam civitatis est, 
praesentibus populis manu propria spargens, voluntate benignissima erogavit, et ab ea die tamquam consul 
aut augustus est vocitatus”. 
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baptism in a Catholic Christian, traces showing an early and tendentious, as 
characteristically mentions, pro-Merovingian propaganda aimed to legitimize the 
Merovingian kings, as the new rulers of Gaul: 

 
“.....Gregory’s description, whether based on written sources or on oral 
tradition, shows the traces of tendentious pro-Merovingian propaganda. 
From the passages mentioned above it is clear that the pro-Merovingian 
propaganda which was spread throughout Gaul during the reign of 
Clovis was addressed to the Gallo-Roman inhabitants of Gaul, and its 
purpose was to legitimize the new ruling dynasty. Since the propaganda 
was meant to provide the Gallo-Romans with a comprehensive 
conceptual framework for dealing with the new social and political 
reality, it did so using the Roman symbols and context whichever dear to 
the Gallo-Romans” (Hen, 1993: 274). 

 

 Yitzhak Hen in an attempt to discover traces of the existence of this pro-
Merovingian propaganda which was, as he argues, already formed in the era of 
Gregory of Tours quotes the letters of two bishops to king Clovis, who were 
contemporaries of the Frankish king; that of Remigius of Rheims, who later 
baptized the Frankish king in a Catholic Christian, congratulating the young king 
Clovis for the capture of Belgica Secunda (Epistolae Merowingici et Karolini Aevi I, 
Epistolae Austrasicae, Epistola 2, 113), and that of bishop Avitus of Vienne approving 
and celebrating that same king’s decision to convert to the Catholic faith and accept 
a Christian baptism (Avitus of Vienne, Epistularum ad Diversos, Epistula 46, 75-76), 
(Hen, 1993: 275).  

Professor Hen, in his interpretation of Remigius of Rheims’ letter, which was 
sent to king Clovis as soon as the latter succeeded his father Childeric I in power in 
4815, in addition to the advisory and patronizing style of the letter (for this see 
Wallace-Hadrill, 1982: 166), detects also an offer for a close co-operation with the 
Gallo-Romans and their most significant institution, the Church (Hen, 1993: 275). 
In the second letter sent by Avitus of Vienne to Clovis, after the conversion of the 
Frankish king to the Catholic faith and his baptism, dating at least twenty years after 
Remigius’ epistle6, the bishop portrays an already well established Christian king and 
also praises Clovis who acts accordingly (Avitus of Vienne, Epistularum ad Diversos, 
Epistula 46, 75). According to Hen the praise of Clovis comes from a bishop whose 

                                                           
5 The year 481 is the prevalent view among modern historians for the chronology of Remigius’ letter to 
Clovis, while previously was much believed that the letter was sent to king Clovis in 486, after his victory over 
the Roman governor Syagrius in Soissons. For the chronology of the epistle of Remigius to Clovis see Wood, 
1997: 42, Ibid, 1985: 270, see also Wallace-Hadrill, 1982: 166.    

6 For a possible date of Avitus’ letter to king Clovis see Wood, 1985: 270. For a further discussion about the 
dating of Clovis’ baptism see Shanzer, 1998: 29-57, see also Spencer, 1994: 97-116.  
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king was an Arian7, and after unsuccessful attempts to convert him to Catholicism, 
Avitus looked to Clovis as the savior of the Catholic Church in Gaul (Hen, 1993: 
275). But the outstanding importance of these two letters of the Gallo-Roman 
bishops to king Clovis lies in the reasons that pushed the Catholic Church to try to 
find a king corresponding to her views and so, as Hen has suggested, created this 
pro-Merovingian propaganda favoring the Merovingian rule in Gaul: 

 
“Avitus was not the only one who favoured Merovingian rule. A large 
group of Gallo-Roman bishops formed the interested party, and 
therefore acted as propagandists. The bishops clearly favoured Clovis, a 
pagan barbarian king, over the other option, an Arian king, but beneath 
the religious arguments, there were two deeper and more important 
issues. The first was the bishops’ fear of being deposed from their sees, 
which controlled as much secular power and resources as religious. The 
second issue was the Arians’ intolerance of the Catholics. Isidor of 
Seville offers an impression of this attitude when he discusses the deeds 
of an Arian-Suevic prince: ‘He (Huneric) himself too was kindled by the 
Arian madness and persecuted the Catholics throughout the whole of 
Africa more harshly than his father; he destroyed churches, sent into 
exile priests and clergymen of every order, also banished with more 
severe exile about four thousands monks and laymen, made martyrs and 
cut off the tongues of confessors, who spoke fully up to the end even 
with their tongues removed’. It was a terrifying situation, and it is thus 
easy to understand the preference for a pagan but tolerant king over an 
Arian one, even though he was a Christian” (Hen, 1993: 275-276). 

 

But this situation of immense and ferocious persecution of the Catholics, as 
described by Isidore of Seville, is not typical of the relations between Arians and 
Catholic Christians. As Patrick Geary has pointed out: 

 
“Arianism was neither a proselytizing faith nor a persecuting one. At the 
most, Arians demanded the use of one or more churches for their 
worship. Otherwise, orthodox Christianity was nor proscribed or 
persecuted. The exception appears to have been the Vandal kingdom of 
North Africa, but even here the persecutions and confiscations directed 
against the orthodox Church seemed to have more to do with 
confiscation of land and repression of political opponents than doctrinal 
differences” (Geary, 2003: 109).  

 

                                                           
7 The king Hen is referring to is the Burgundian king Gondebaud or Gondovald 480-516. 
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It is clear from what Geary says, that the conflicts between Arians and 
Orthodox8 Christians were not due to religious and doctrinal differences but mainly 
to their struggle for power. Subsequently, in most cases the Arian kings tried to 
establish good political relations with the Gallo-Roman inhabitants and their most 
typical representatives, the Gallo-Roman bishops. Such is the case of the Synod of 
Agde in 506, called by the Visigothic king Alaric II, and attended by all the Catholic 
bishops of his realm in order to discuss matters of religion. It was the first time that 
the summoning of an overall church council was taking place in Gaul, and this 
happened on the initiative of an Arian king. The great joy that the summoning of 
the council of Agde brought to the Gallo-Romans and the Catholic Church is 
depicted in the writings of a bishop who had attended the council: “and then, with our 
knees bent to the ground, we prayed for the kingdom (of Alaric) … so that the Lord might expand 
the realm of him who had permitted us the opportunity to meet” (Brown, 2003: 136).  

Also, as Ian Wood has shown, the summoning of the council of Agde and 
the composition of the Breviary of Alaric coinciding with the outbreak of the war in 
507 must not be interpreted as the last and desperate attempt by an Arian king to 
obtain the alliance of the Gallo-Roman inhabitants of his realm; they were rather an 
attempt for a co-operation between the Visigoths and the Catholic Church, the main 
political and administrative institution of the Gallo-Roman inhabitants of the 
Visigothic kingdom, in order to ensure stability in the administration (Wood, 1985: 
258). Moreover, Clovis’ war against Alaric II in 507, which in Gregory of Tours’ text 
is depicted as an absolute anti-Arian campaign, was not warmly welcomed by the 
Gallo-Romans of the Visigothic kingdom, at least a large part of whom participated 
in the war against Clovis, with Apollinaris, one of the sons of the famous Sidonius 
Apollinaris9, leading them in the battlefield (Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum X, II 37, 

88).   

The majority of the references to the relations between Arians and Catholic 
Christians, as we have seen above, does not support Hen’s argument that the main 
reason for the creation of this pro-Merovingian propaganda was the fear of the 
Gallo-Roman bishops of losing their position, which could provide them with both 
spiritual and political power in their communities. But the fact that in Gregory of 
Tours’ writings we can find passages proving this pro-Merovingian propaganda 
aimed to legitimize the Merovingians, as the new ruling power in Gaul, is further 
supported by a neglected and almost undetectable passage in Gregory’s Histories in 
which Hen hasn’t paid particular attention. The aforesaid passage is the phrase: 

                                                           
8 The use of both terms, Orthodox or Catholic Christians seems to be correct for the period under 
discussion. Things get complicated after the Great Schism between the two Churches, the Western Catholic 
Church and the Orthodox Christian Eastern or Byzantine Church, in 1054.      

9 For the identification of this Apollinaris as a son of Sidonius Apollinaris see Krusch’s note in his edition of 
Gregory’s text, Libri Historiarum X, II 37, 88. See also Brown, 2003: 137. 
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“Interea cum iam terror Francorum resonerat in his partibus et omnes eos amore desiderabili 
cupirent regnare” (Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum X, II 23, 69), “In the meantime, the 
fear of the Franks was echoed in those areas and everybody was eager to be governed by them” (My 
translation).  

The above sentence can’t be placed easily in a specific context such as Clovis’ 
baptism or his accession to consulate; it is even difficult to determine whether this 
passage can be attributed to the author’s own view or if it was an excerpt 
concerning this pro-Merovingian propaganda, which Gregory of Tours received 
already formed in his sources whether written or oral while composing his Histories, 
or even more if this passage can be seen as an overtone of an oral tradition proving 
this pro-Merovingian propaganda. Whatever the case, the eagerness of the people of 
Gaul expecting to be governed by the Franks is a strong clue, which would provide 
us with further indications of a pro-Merovingian propaganda, in Yitzhak Hen’s 
terms, favoring the Merovingian rule in Gaul. Additionally, this latter example 
would further strengthen Hen’s argument that after the success of this propaganda 
there was no need to continue and it disappeared. And that’s why “Gregory’s 
writings contain only scanty and almost undetectable traces of this pro-Merovingian 
propaganda, which must be attributed to earlier and unknown sources” (Hen, 1993: 
276).   

The legitimization of the Merovingian dynasty, as the new ruling power in 
Gaul might be better understood in a different and wider context, associated with 
the extraordinary political and social realities that emerged in Western Europe 
during the 4th and 5th centuries, than in the narrow and very specific view suggested 
by Hen. The legitimization of the Merovingian rule in Gaul was not a process that 
was activated mainly by the fear of the Gallo-Roman bishops of losing their thrones, 
as Hen has suggested (Hen, 1993: 275-276); nor the information available to us 
suggest a large-scale persecution conducted by the Arians against the Catholic 
Christians, with one possible exception, that of the Vandal kingdom in Africa; but 
even there any oppression had to do more with political antagonism than with 
religious matters, as Patrick Geary has suggested (Geary, 2003: 109).  

Moreover, neither the Gallo-Roman bishops nor the Roman inhabitants of 
Gaul were eager to be governed by a Roman or a Catholic Christian political 
authority, whichever that might be. Mostly they were concerned about how their 
position could be better ensured in a new political reality, that of the establishment 
of the Germanic kingdoms in the Roman provinces of Western Europe. The 
establishment of the Germanic kingdoms in the western parts of the once Roman 
Empire was a process that the Gallo-Romans could not cancel. The Gallo-Roman 
bishops were on a defensive position, as they had to face an “aristocracy” of 
warriors, who were perceived by them as “barbarians”. What mattered in the first 
place was to find the appropriate negotiating framework with the new political 
power. Matters of religion or of doctrinal differences were put to a second place. 
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The securing of the stability of their political position would allow then the Gallo-
Roman bishops to deal undistracted with issues of religious differences. The 
religious alignment of a ruler with the requirements of the Church would certainly 
facilitate this process, but this should not resolve all the problems that the Gallo-
Roman Church would had to face. There were a lot of issues that needed to be 
resolved, of which the duties of a secular ruler in a Christian society mattered the 
most, regardless of whether the ruler himself was a Catholic Christian or not. Clovis, 
who even before his baptism was ready to co-operate with the Catholic bishops, is a 
good example of this. 

In a different interpretative framework from that of Hen’s, just about the 
time of Clovis’ rise to power, we find traces not of a pro-Merovingian propaganda 
favoring necessarily Merovingian rule in Gaul, a view that nevertheless can’t be 
entirely rejected, but of an attempt of the Gallo-Roman Church to create a model 
which could be used for the Merovingian ruler, and which could gradually lead to 
the legitimization of his power. In the same texts used by Hen to support his 
argument, we can discern a strong will of the Gallo-Roman Church to find a king 
more willing to correspond to her views of the governance of the earthly world. The 
significance of Remigius’ letter to Clovis and that of bishop Avitus of Vienne to the 
same king can be found in a process that was initiated by the Gallo-Roman Church, 
and was concerned mostly with the duties of the secular ruler in his administration 
of the kingdom; and of course these duties could not be specified in any other way 
than a Christian, although for the period under discussion it is difficult to 
distinguish what could be identified as Roman and what as Christian.                    

 The letters of Remigius of Rheims and that of Avitus of Vienne must be 
viewed within a process whereby the Church sought to define the duties of the 
secular ruler. There is no need to wait until the 7th century and its sources, far more 
rich in information about the Merovingian king in order to see him adapting to a 
Christian model (for this see especially Hen, 2004: 163-177, Ibid, 1998: 286). Shortly 
after Clovis’ baptism, the Merovingians had already adopted the model proposed by 
the bishops, as can be very easily proved by the terminology used in their capitularia. 
Erik Goosmann points out emphatically: 

 
“Their pagan origins notwithstanding, the Frankish elite appears to have 
integrated with relative ease into the Roman world and found itself 
under the spell of Christianity no later than Clovis’ conversion in 50710. 
Before long, kingship came to be defined in Christian terms. In the 
administrative and legal documents issued by the court of Clovis and his 
immediate successors, extensive use was made of biblical rhetoric that 

                                                           
10 Goosmann is referring here to one possible date for Clovis’ baptism as a Catholic Christian, and in fact in 
the most recent one among scholars of the Merovingian period. For this see especially Wood, 1985: 270. For 
a further discussion about the chronology of Clovis’ baptism see Shanzer, 1998: 29-57.  
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derived mainly from the Old Testament and by which Frankish rulers 
sought to legitimize royal power and propagate ideas of government to 
their subjects” (Goosmann, 2012: 247). 

 

Further, we fully agree with Goosmann saying that: “the Christianization of 
the Frankish royal house was not a process of centuries, to reach completion only 
with the arrival of the pious Carolingians, but one of decades at best” (Goosmann, 
2012: 258). Certainly, as the decades proceed, we find more quotes in the texts of 
the Merovingian period from biblical examples, which the Merovingians used to 
construct their political ideology (for a further discussion on this subject see Hen, 
2004: 163-177, see also ibid, 1998: 277-289), but the Merovingians themselves were 
not responsible for the main features accompanying this new Christian kingship, 
and as Wallace-Hadrill has argued: “The early Merovingians were great warriors, 
which is more than can be said of the many royal dynasties they overthrew; but this 
made them successful; kings, it did not make them. The Roman Church made them 
reges christiani” (Wallace-Hadrill, 1971: 20)11. 

What we are trying to support in this paper is that the process of 
Christianizing the Merovingian rule had already began as early as Clovis’ rise to 
power and its very foundations can be traced in Remigius of Rheims’ letter to the 
young Frankish king, after the capture of Belgica Secunda in 481. Further, in our 
view, Gregory of Tours’ (himself also a Gallo-Roman) Histories can be examined, 
inter alia, also as a political work which further develops this political process 
inaugurated by his predecessors Gallo-Roman bishops. That Gregory’s work deals 
with the Merovingian ruler, the nature of his power and the relation of his power to 
that of the bishop’s authority in 6th century Gaul has already been discussed by 
Martin Heinzelmann (Heinzelmann, 2001). But as far as I know research hasn’t yet 
widely examined Gregory’s Histories as a political work focusing, among others, 
particularly on the interpretation of the power of the Merovingian ruler, and 
moreover, as a work that follows the attempts of “pre-Gregorian”12 Gallo-Roman 
bishops to create an image of a Christian Merovingian ruler, that had already begun 
to take shape, albeit in rudimentary form, in the era of Remigius of Rheims, and 
even before Clovis’ acceptance of the Catholic faith.  

In a wider context, the political process of the creation of a Christian ruler 
concerning the Merovingians may be placed among the attempts of the Catholic 
Christian Church to create a Christian commonwealth or to organize society under 
Christian terms, with its very foundations located as early as the late 5th century, and 

                                                           
11 Wallace-Hadrill’s works despite their age are still a reference point for all scientists involved themselves in 
the Merovingian period. 

12 By using the term “pre-Gregorian” we are referring to Gallo-Roman bishops whose texts predates the 
works of Gregory of Tours and especially the composition of his Histories. 
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of which Gregory of Tours’ Histories are certainly part. This process was the result of 
the dissolution of the Roman imperial state system in the 4th and 5th centuries, as we 
have already suggested, after which a “new world” of barbarian kingdoms emerged, 
in which Christian Roman elites were the preservers of the old Roman-Christian 
political traditions. The fact that Christianity made a purely political concept of the 
State impossible, as has been suggested by Francis Oakley (Oakley, 2010: x) does 
not concern us in this paper. But what really concerns us here are the efforts of the 
Catholic or Roman-Catholic Church to organize society on a spiritual basis as early 
as the late 5th century. As Francis Oakley has pointed out: 

 
“Medieval Europe offers for the first time in history the paradoxical spectacle 
of a society trying to organize itself politically on the basis of a spiritual 
framework, and that it was only with the collapse of the medieval ideal of 
a Christian commonwealth that there occurred a return to a more purely 
political conception of the State” (Oakley, 2010: x)13.                                   

 

In his letter, addressing the young king Clovis, bishop Remigius of Rheims, 
that same bishop that later inserted the Frankish king in the Christian world by 
baptizing him a Catholic Christian, writes: 

 
“A strong report has come to us that you have taken over the 
administration of the Second Belgic Province. There is nothing new in 
that you now begin to be what your parents always were. First of all, you 
should act so that God’s Judgment may not abandon you and that your 
merits should maintain you at the height where you have arrived by your 
humility. For, as the proverb says, man’s acts are judged. You ought to 
associate with yourself counselors who are able to do honor to your 
reputation. Your deeds should be chaste and honest. You should defer 
to your bishops and always have recourse to their advice. If you are on 
good terms with them your province will be better able to stand firm. 
Encourage your people, relieve the afflicted, protect widows, nourish 
orphans, so shine forth that all may love and fear you. May justice 
proceed from your mouth. Ask nothing of the poor or of strangers, do 
not allow yourself to receive gifts from them. Let your tribunal be open 
to all men, so that no man may leave it with the sorrow [of not having 
been heard]. You possess the riches your father left you. Use them to 
ransom captives and free them from servitude. If someone is admitted to 
your presence let him not feel he is a stranger. Amuse yourself with 
young men, deliberate with the old. If you wish to reign, show yourself 
worthy to do so” (Geary, 1998: 129). 

In our view nothing in Remigius’ letter betrays a strong concern of the 
bishop for the success of Clovis in his new duties as a ruler of Belgica Secunda, 

                                                           
13 The phrases in italics are not mine, i quote the passage as it is cited by Francis Oakley.  
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something that would have been inspired of losing his position, as already has been 
suggested (see Hen, 1993: 275-276). By the time Remigius’ letter was written, Clovis 
was more or less an insignificant German warlord, at the head of no more than five 
hundred warriors, and had inherited after his father’s death in 481 the rule of a small 
region around Tournai; nothing presaged what was to follow Clovis’ accession to 
power and especially his remarkable conquering course, during which the Franks 
emerged as the largest political force in Gaul. On the contrary, precisely in this 
period the Arian Visigothic kingdom of Southern Gaul centered in Toulouse, led by 
an already well established royal dynasty, seemed to be the protagonist of the next 
few decades and appeared as the new emerging political and military power in Gaul. 
Further, the relations between the Arians and the Catholic Christians in the 
Visigothic kingdom seemed to be very good, reaching their peak in the next two 
decades with the summoning of the council of Agde, as we already have seen.  

In this respect Remigius’ letter was prophetic; the bishop seemed as if he had 
realized the significance of Clovis’ reign for the Gallo-Roman Church itself and 
hastened to offer his alliance to the Frankish king. But this is only a hypothesis; in 
fact, what is attested already from the first lines of the letter’s text, is that Clovis’ 
predecessors had established a political co-operation with the Gallo-Roman Church 
and the bishop’s desire is clearly that the new barbarian maintains these good 
relations with the Gallo-Roman Church, after the seizure of the province of Belgica 
Secunda, as the phrase “Non est novum, ut coeperis esse, sicut parentes tui semper fuerunt” 
(Epistolae Merowingici et Karolini Aevi I, Epistolae Austrasicae, Epistola 2, 113) 
indicates. Additionally, the bishop tries to explain to the young king how the 
continuation of this policy of good relations with the Roman Church can be 
ensured under the best possible conditions. Respecting the Church and its 
representatives, the bishops, is one of the main tasks that the young king should 
take care of, as in this way, the bishop assures the king, the stability in the 
administration of his province or his kingdom can be better secured: “et sacerdotibus 
tuis debebis deferre et ad eorum consilia semper recurre; quodsi tibi bene cum illis convenerit, 
provincia tua melius potest constare” (Epistolae Merowingici et Karolini Aevi I, Epistolae 
Austrasicae, Epistola 2, 113). Next appear some of the features that constantly 
accompany the image of a good king in later texts concerning the Merovigians: 
“Civos tuos erige, adflictos releva, viduas fove, orfanos nutre” (Epistolae Merowingici et 
Karolini Aevi I, Epistolae Austrasicae, Epistola 2, 113).  

To what extent king Clovis was able to understand his role as the secular 
leader in a Christian society will not be discussed in this paper, although this is the 
role attributed to the Frankish king after his death by Remigius of Rheims in 
another letter, dated in 512 and addressed to the bishops Heraclius, Leo and 
Theodosius. Therein Clovis is called promulgator and champion of the Catholic 
Faith: “Qui erat non solum praedicator fidei catholicae, sed defensor” (Epistolae Merowingici 
et Karolini Aevi I, Epistolae Austrasicae, Epistola 3, 114).  

http://www.revistarodadafortuna.com/


51 
Naidos, Michael. 

   The Gallo-Roman bishops, the legitimacy of the Merovingian dynasty and the Christianization of 
Merovingian kingship 

www.revistarodadafortuna.com 

 
 

Roda da Fortuna. Revista Eletrônica sobre Antiguidade e Medievo, 
2014, Volume 3, Número 2, pp. 40-58. ISSN: 2014-7430 

Moreover, even the way in which Clovis himself perceived the notion of the 
Christian Catholic king or, even more if he ever understood anything of the 
preaching or the Latin sermons of the Gallo-Roman bishops, is very difficult and 
essentially impossible to determine. The matter of fact is that Clovis tried to put into 
practice the advice of bishop Remigius of Rheims, as it is evidenced by the decree 
issued by himself just before his campaign against the Visigoths, which was 
addressed to the Gallo-Roman bishops of southern Gaul, assuring them about their 
position (Capitularia Regum Francorum I, Capitularia Merowingica I.1, 1-2). Whether 
this was a diplomatic move by the Frankish king in order to secure the loyalty of the 
Gallo-Roman inhabitants of Alaric’s kingdom or was somehow inspired by the 
preaching in Remigius’ letter we will never be able to know. In any case, in Clovis’ 
letter we find traces of some of the ideas expressed in Remigius’ epistle, such as the 
protection of the widows and the virgins dedicated to God or the servants who 
were accompanying the bishop in his residence (Capitularia Regum Francorum I, 
Capitularia Merowingica I.1, 1).  

But what is of more importance in Remigius’s letter is the fact that we can 
detect traces of an effort by the Catholic Church and its representatives, the Gallo-
Roman bishops, to find a ruler with whom they could deal under the best possible 
circumstances and in the best possible political framework. Not only we deal here 
with an open proposal for a political co-operation between the representatives of 
the Church, who in Remigius could find a true leader, and the German king Clovis, 
as already has been suggested (Hen, 1993: 275); neither the advisory nor the 
admonitory style of the text needs additional comment, (for this see Wallace-Hadrill, 
1982: 166). Also, it is hard to find in Remigius’ text an open proposal of a 
conversion to the Catholic faith by the bishop to the Frankish king. The 
continuation of good political relations between Clovis and the Gallo-Roman 
Church was the first issue that the bishop was concerned with; the second was 
securing the best possible conditions under which a further political co-operation 
between the Frankish king and the Church could be achieved in the future. But far 
more important is the fact that in Remigius’ letter we can detect a clear, although 
not fully elaborated, formulation of some of those features that make up an ideal 
model of a Christian king according to ecclesiastical standards. These are repeatedly 
mentioned in later texts of the Merovingian period 481-751, which follow more or 
less Remigius of Rheims’ ideals expressed in his epistle to the young king Clovis. 
The main interest of the bishop turns to the duties of the secular leader and his role 
in a Christian society, although his letter is not been addressed to a Christian king. 
In Remigius’ letter we can detect in a primitive form a bishop’s view of an ideal 
Christian king.    

It is not a pure exaggeration to claim that the qualities that must be displayed 
by a Merovingian king, as they can be found in later texts concerning the 
Merovingian kingdom have their antecedent in Remigius’ letter to king Clovis, since 
they are expressed for the first time in Remigius’ text, which is the first  text of this 
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kind. Gregory of Tours for example called king Gundram of Burgundy 561-592  a 
bonus rex for his piety and his charity towards the Church and the poor (Gregory of 
Tours, Libri Historiarum X, IV 25, 156, VII 7, 330, VII 30, 396 and IX 20, 441), 
while disapproved of king Chilperic of Neustria 561-584 for his avaritia and his 
cupiditas, which led him to hate the poor and despise the priests “Causas pauperum 
exosas habebat. Sacerdotes Domini assiduae blasphemabat” (Gregory of Tours, Libri 
Historiarum X, IV 46, 320). Because of this, the king was called by the bishop “Nero 
nostri temporis et Herodis” (Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum X, IV 46, 319). Even in 
the chronicle of Fredegar, a work of the seventh century, which is characterized by a 
secular perspective in its overall composition14, a king like Dagobert I 629-639 is 
disapproved of not protecting the poor and not respecting the bishops and the 
churches of his kingdom (Fredegar, Chronicle, IV 60, 151), while Dagobert’s father, 
king Chlothar II 584-629 is highly praised in Fredegar’s chronicle for his piety, his 
charity over the poor and his large donations to the churches (Fredegar, Chronicle, IV 
42, 142). 

Moreover, the description of the Merovingian king Theodebert I (534-
547/8), grandson of Clovis, in Gregory of Tours’ Histories, seems to correspond in 
these ideals of a secular ruler, which his predecessor Remigius of Rheims had tried 
before him to express. According to Gregory: 

 
“King Theodebert, as soon as he was established in his kingdom, proved 
to be a great king and exceptional in every goodness. He governed his 
kingdom with justice, he was venerating the priests, making donations to 
the churches, he was relieving the poor, and performed many other 
pious and enjoyable benefactions in many people. Moreover, he 
exempted all the churches of Auvergne from the taxes they attributed to 
his royal treasury” (My translation)15. 

 

 Such a grandiose praise is not offered by Gregory of Tours even to the king 
Clovis in the description of the period of his reign. King Clovis, who by the way, 
represented for Gregory of Tours a model of a Christian king who saved the 
Catholic Church from her Arian opponents, and expanded the Catholic Christian 
faith. Among the qualities that must be possessed by a king, are justice, piety, 
kindness, generosity to the churches and respect to the bishops of the realm. And it 
seems that king Theodebert was possessing all these qualities at the highest degree, 
so that in Gregory’s view he could represent ideal model of a Christian king.  

                                                           
14 For Fredegar’s chronicle see especially Collins, 2007, see also ibid, 1996: 73-138, and Pizarro, 2003: 59-62. 

15 Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum X, III 25, 123: “At ille (Theudebert) in regno firmatus, magnum se 
atque in omni bonitate praecipuum reddidit. Erat enim regnum cum iustitia regens, sacerdotes venerans, 
eclesias munerans, pauperes relevans et multa multis beneficia pia ac dulcissima accommodans voluntate. 
Omne tributo, quod in fisco suo ab eclesiis in Arvernum sitis reddebebatur, clementer indulsit”.   
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 However, a further analysis of what constituted an ideal model of a Christian 
king according to Gregory of Tours’ extends the limits of this paper; but what we 
are dealing with here is the reappearance of some of the features that accompany 
the model of a secular ruler, as had been previously expressed in Remigius’ letter to 
king Clovis; moreover, as Roger Collins has suggested, this assessment of 
Theodebert, which betrays the bishop’s view of the duties of a king, might not have 
been Gregory’s himself; the bishop might have inherited it already formed from his 
predecessors (Collins, 1983: 9). According to Collins:  

 
“The unusual nature of this short analytical chapter which describes 
Theodebert’s accession and his qualities has not been properly 
appreciated. In no other case does Gregory give such an explicit 
statement of an individual king’s merits, not even in his presentation of 
Clovis. It is also noteworthy that, apart from a reference in the same 
chapter to Theodebert having freed the churches of the Auvergne from 
their fiscal obligations16, and a subsequent story of his conversion of loan 
to the citizens of Verdun into a gift, no specific examples are cited in the 
Histories that would explain and give life to the picture of the king here 
presented. As it was Gregory’s way to teach by illustration, and as he was 
a voracious collector of anecdote and information for inclusion in his 
work, it is not unreasonable to conclude that he did not know of other 
such stories concerning Theodebert. His assessment, then, was not based 
upon his own knowledge, which of both this period and of this king was 
somewhat slight, but rather upon a statement of the monarch’s virtues 
that must have reached him ready formed” (Collins, 1983: 9). 

 

 Collins is also referring to the chronicle of the bishop Marius of Avenches, 
who was a contemporary of Gregory of Tours, and who in the announcement of 
king Theodebert’s death attributed to him the epithet magnus “Eo anno Theudebertus 
rex magnus Francorum obiit et sedit in regno eius Theudebaldus filiius ipsius” (Collins, 1983: 
7). According to Collins, as in the case of Gregory of Tours, the epithet ‘magnus’ 
used by Marius of Avenches to describe king Theodebert can’t be justified by other 
passages in Marius’ chronicle (Collins, 1983: 8). So it is very likely that both writers 
were not themselves responsible for this high appreciation reserved in their texts to 
king Theodebert (see Collins, 1983: 8-9).  

 King Theodebert was also the recipient of an epistle the author of which was 
a bishop called Aurelian of Arles, and which is dated between 546-48. The 
identification of the bishop Aurelian of Arles with another bishop bearing the same 
name as Roger Collins has suggested is of little importance here (Collins, 1983: 19-
21); even an earlier dating of the letter at the end of the decade of 530s rather than 

                                                           
16 Collins does not include in his text the last sentence from Gregory’s chapter that describes king 
Theodebert’s qualities: “Omne tributo, quod in fisco suo ab eclesiis in Arvernum sitis reddebebatur, 
clementer indulsit” (Gregory of Tours, Libri Historiarum X, III 25, 123).  
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between 546-48 (see Collins, 1983: 19-20), wouldn’t have any great bearing in the 
interpretation of the letter and its contents. What is of importance here is that 
Collins sees in this letter of Aurelian of Arles to king Theodebert a reforming 
program not only of the Merovingian Church in Gaul, —a task undertaken by 
Nicetius of Trier and other bishops working in the Merovingian kingdom during 
Theodebert I’s reign 534-547/817—, but also a project of the Merovingian church 
aiming to reform the secular power as well:  

 
“Nicetius and other leading ecclesiastics of the kingdom worked for 
more than a revival of the Church; they sought for a reformation of the 
secular power and, on the basis of certain specific late Roman traditions, 
an education of the ruler to fit into a model of kingship that they were 
striving to create. What may be the most explicit manifesto of such a 
programme comes in the form of a letter to king Theodebert from a 
bishop Aurelian” (Collins, 1983: 18). 

 

According to Collins the main concern of Aurelian of Arle’s letter are the 
duties that must be exercised by a secular ruler (Collins, 1983: 22), and particularly 
by a Christian ruler, as the author openly calls king Theodebert I: “a Christiano 
principe inestimabilis ratio Deo reddenda est” (Epistolae Merowingici et Karolini Aevi I, 
Epistolae Austrasicae, Epistola 10, 125). Perhaps this is the first reference to a princeps 
Christianus with regards to the Merovingian kingdom. In his analysis of Aurelian’s 
letter to king Theodebert Roger Collins cites: 

 
“His concern (the bishop’s) is rather with the moral responsibilities of 
kingship, and he stresses that it was not Theodebert’s birth that made 
him a good king. A number of desirable regal virtues are listed that 
include mercy, generosity and constancy. Above all, humility is singled 
out as the true source of greatness for those in high places. Through the 
exercise of these virtues the king’s temporal felicity and success as a ruler 
may be assured, and his secular power and achievement as a conqueror is 
explicitly linked to the quality of his religious life. Through this, 
Theodebert was told that he could exceed the achievement of previous 
rulers and, as both restorer and innovator, be an example to those in the 
future” (Collins, 1983: 20-21).  

The letter of Aurelian of Arles to king Theodebert is a typical example of 
what is termed as mirror of kings or speculum principis, a genre that is constantly 
repeated in the immediately following decades18. But far more important is that 

                                                           
17 For more information about this issue see Collins, 1983: 17-18. 

18 The most representative example of this genre is the letter sent by an anonymous bishop to king Clovis II 
in 645 (Epistolae Merowingici et Karolini Aevi I, Epistolae aevi Merowingici collectae, Epistola 15, 457-460). The 
letter is full of references to the Bible, and the young king Clovis II 639-657, son of Dagobert I, is compared 
to the Biblical kings David and Solomon. The author’s concerns are still the duties of the king in his 
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Aurelian of Arles’ letter is revealing of a bishop’s view about the qualities that must 
accompany a secular ruler, which are fully elaborated in a quite extensive text and in 
totally Christian perspective. Yet, in Aurelian’s letter one can see in a more extensive 
and elaborated form, some elements of Remigius’ letter to king Clovis. Gregory of 
Tour’s Histories are full of references about the qualities or the duties that the 
Merovingian king should exercise in his administration of the kingdom. The 
qualities described by Gregory of Tours for his Merovingian kings are in accordance 
with them described by Aurelian of Arles for the king Theodebert; but the 
suggestion that Gregory of Tours’ description of king Theodebert might not have 
been his invention (Collins, 1983: 9) is a further proof that the Christianization of 
Merovingian kingship has started long before. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Bishop Ambrose of Milan was one of the first Latin Authors of the late 
Roman period who dealt with the relations between the secular ruler and the 
Church; but as far is concerning the Merovingian kingdom, the first author who 
refers to the duties of the secular ruler in a Christian society is Remigius of Rheims 
in his letter addressed to the young king Clovis, as soon as the latter had risen to 
power in 481. The ideals of what constituted the image of a secular ruler as had 
been firstly expressed by Remigius of Rheims which are in accordance with later 
Merovingian texts, led us to argue that the Christianization of the Merovingian 
kingship was a political process that had been initiated even before Clovis’ 
acceptance of the Catholic faith and his baptism as a Catholic Christian. Moreover, 
since Aurelian’s letter to king Theodebert was only the second letter of this kind, 
where we can detect a clear image of a Christian king or a princeps Christianus, then 
Remigius inaugurated a process which led to the Christianization of the 
Merovingian kingship and the legitimacy of the Merovingian dynasty in the eyes of 
the Church.               
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