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For Colin Fraser


& my pupils




Optima el pulcherrima vitae supellex amicitia


Cicero – De Amicitia


Those ancient and far distant ages … we may, we ought to leave far behind in what we hope to achieve. But in our eagerness for improvement, it concerns us to be on our guard against the temptation of thinking that we can have the fruit or the flower, and yet destroy the root; that we may retain the high view of human nature which has grown with the growth of Christian nations, and discard that revelation of Divine love and human destiny of which that view forms a part or a consequence; that we may retain the moral energy, and yet make light of the faith that produced it. It concerns us that we do not despise our birthright, and cast away our heritage of gifts and powers, which we may lose, but not recover.


Dean Church, Gifts of Civilization


Sis memor Albini per tempora longa magistri.


In Christo sit unitas, sine quo nulla perfecta est caritas.





Foreword


by Dr Rowan Williams


Alcuin of York was one of the most influential intellectual and spiritual presences in the Europe of Charlemagne; heir of the sophisticated scholarship of Bede and Bede’s immediate pupils, he played a key role in the major doctrinal debates of his era, exercising a formative influence on the Western Church’s response both to its internal troubles with theological innovation in Spain and to challenges from the unfamiliar world of Byzantine thought. While he was not an original theological mind of the stature of Augustine or Gregory, he had a genius for synthesis, and his clear and elegant summaries of the main points on which the Fathers of the Church converged made his work an indispensable tool of education for centuries. But he was also a liturgist, a poet and a grammarian of great skill. Like Bede, he was the channel through which a whole world of classical as well as patristic learning flowed on to a new generation. At the same time, he was wholly committed to the programme of Church reform that was under way in Charlemagne’s empire and to the missionary endeavours that were constantly enlarging the Church’s boundaries: his educational concern was to create not simply good scholars but prayerful and effective pastors and evangelists. He was a significant figure in the politics and diplomacy of Charlemagne’s court and a man who formed deep and lasting friendships with colleagues. His work is an all-important bridge between the world of Boethius, Cassiodorus and Gregory the Great and that of Anselm, or indeed of Bernard of Clairvaux and Aelred.


The present book fills a serious gap. We have not had an up-to-date overview of the copious research of recent decades on Alcuin and on the controversies of his day, or a guide to the way in which his theological writing helped to create a shared doctrinal idiom in Western Europe. In these pages, written in tandem with a full biographical study, Douglas Dales, who has already published distinguished studies of the Anglo-Saxon Church, offers just such a survey and guide, presenting Alcuin’s thought with the greatest possible insight, sympathy and lucidity. The comprehensive character of his reading is evident in a most impressive and helpful bibliography, and he covers all the diverse areas of Alcuin’s interests with a sure hand.


Alcuin deserves to be recognised – far more than has often been the case – as a key figure in the evolution of the mediaeval mind; and no one reading this book could fail to see him in this light. This is a fine and welcome tribute to one of the greatest gifts the British Church gave to the wider Catholic fellowship in the early Middle Ages.


+ Rowan Cantuar


22 August 2012 – Lambeth Palace, London





Preface


This book complements Alcuin – His Life and Legacy and completes my study of Alcuin’s contribution to the formation of Catholic Christianity in Western Europe at the end of the eighth century. I am grateful to Dr Rowan Williams who, as an old friend and as Archbishop of Canterbury, has always showed me every kindness and encouragement, and who has generously contributed a foreword to this book. This volume is dedicated, with great gratitude and respect, to Colin Fraser, my close friend and colleague, an outstanding Classics teacher and for a long time a senior master at Marlborough College; and also to my many pupils there, whose company I have always valued and the memory of whom is a very happy one. I have found teaching them to be a real stimulus to my studies and writing: their friendship and questions have been a great inspiration and help to me in my work as a priest and scholar over many fruitful years as Chaplain of Marlborough College.


It is most fortunate that Alcuin’s principal theological work De Fide has now been published, edited by E. Knibbs and E.A. Matter in a full critical edition and it is good to know that other theological writings by him are in the process of preparation for future publication. I hope that this study, along with these critical editions, will demonstrate Alcuin’s seminal importance for early medieval theology, and that in due time he will be formally recognised as a Doctor of the Church alongside his great mentor and inspiration – Bede.


At a time of considerable confusion in the Anglican Communion and challenge for the Roman Catholic Church in much of Western society, the foundation laid by Alcuin and others as disciples of Christ and of Gregory the Great remains to be rediscovered, affirmed and appropriated for the unity, life and effective witness of the Christian Church now and in the years ahead.


Douglas Dales


Feast of St Dunstan & Memorial of Alcuin


19 May 2012 – at Marlborough College.
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Part One


Alcuin’s Formation and Reputation




Chapter 1


The Legacy of Bede


Alcuin was a conscious heir to the rich traditions of the English Church, which had been created among the Anglo-Saxons in the century and half before his birth in around 740. The father of this church was Pope Gregory the Great, the ‘apostle of the English’; and all that Alcuin set out to accomplish was consistent with the pastoral and evangelistic approach outlined by Bede which had governed the pope’s mission, led by Augustine of Canterbury and Paulinus of York, to the Anglo-Saxons in the seventh century. As a Northumbrian, born probably near York and certainly educated there, Alcuin modelled his learning and teaching upon the memory of Bede, who had died in 735 just around the time that he was born. Bede’s study of the Bible, and his History of how the early Anglo-Saxon church had been created, provided the framework for much of Alcuin’s own thinking. Bede and Alcuin were both disciples of Gregory, and their own work in expounding the Bible and Christian theology flowed from his example and legacy and complemented it.


In many ways the life and career of Alcuin can be seen as a continuation of the work of Bede. Bede’s significance and influence is therefore essential background not only to understanding Alcuin, but also to the emergence of the school of York in which he was formed. Consideration of how far the writing of Alcuin mirrored that of Bede and developed it also gives a conspectus of his intellectual horizons and resources. Alcuin’s example and legacy is one of the reasons why Bede’s writings became so widespread in the continental Church.


Bede is generally remembered in England for his History,1 in which he recounted in careful detail the story of how Christianity came to the various Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in the seventh century. On the continent, however, in the century immediately after Bede’s death in 735, and for the rest of the Middle Ages, it was his biblical exegesis and mathematical work that was most highly valued.2 Alcuin was one of those who did as much as anyone to secure and enhance Bede’s reputation on the continent, and his own work can be seen in part as a conscious development from where Bede left off. So much so, that for many centuries afterwards some of their work was so intertwined in the manuscripts that writings by Alcuin were often attributed to Bede, and work by Bede was bound up with texts that took their origin from Alcuin and his circle of disciples. At a much deeper level, Bede was in many ways the key to the person Alcuin became, both as a scholar and as a theologian, even though he never knew him personally, probably being born around the year that he died.3 Bede and Alcuin saw themselves as disciples of Gregory the Great, continuing and completing his work in moral theology and the study of the Bible. Both men were natural teachers and masters of lucid Latin prose, poetry and prayer.


Bede grew up in the monastery of Monkwearmouth-Jarrow, in the north-east of England by the mouth of the river Tyne.4 His Lives of the Abbots5 records in loving detail the founding of the monastery, its lavish endowment by its abbot, Benedict Biscop, and its development under his successor, Abbot Ceolfrith. Bede was fortunate to be able to spend the bulk of his life from his childhood within the rich environment of prayer, art and study that Benedict had created. The architecture of the monastery was modelled on buildings in Gaul, and it possessed an extensive library by the standards of the day. Its scriptorium was capable of producing the famous Codex Amiatinus of the Bible, which is now in Florence: this is one of the earliest complete editions of the Vulgate text of the Bible. The rule of the monastery was derived from Benedict Biscop’s experience of visiting numerous continental monasteries, acknowledging among these the particular significance of the Rule of St Benedict. Bede himself devoted his time exclusively to the life of being a monk, which included teaching, reading and writing. In addition to his work on the Bible and his History, he composed hagiographies and a martyrology, works on poetry and metre, and studies in chronology and the calculation of time. He was of a scientific turn of mind, but he was also a poet in both Latin and English. Bede was also instrumental in helping to establish the cult of Cuthbert at Lindisfarne, composing Lives of the saint in prose and verse. He was at times a frank adviser to his pupil, Egbert, Archbishop of York, under whose patronage Alcuin himself was later educated. Everything Bede did was designed to undergird the intellectual and spiritual life of the English Church.


Bede was a great theologian of the Church and it is essential to grasp his ecclesiology or doctrine of the Church in order to do full justice not only to his History but also to his other writings. This ecclesiology is found notably in his treatises De Tabernaculo6 and De Templo,7 concerning the spiritual significance of the descriptions of the tabernacle and the temple in the Old Testament. His competence as a theologian of the Church is also evident in his computistical work, both in his early work De Temporibus and especially in his much later and fuller work De Temporum Ratione,8 which remained one of his most influential legacies.9 This book was a fusion of natural history with the science of computing calendars; and the calculation of Easter in the western Church has rested upon Bede’s methods ever since.


Bede believed that the life of a saint, or the development of a national Church, revealed the way in which eternal and divine reality interacted with and fashioned temporal experience, giving it its true and abiding meaning, as evident in the Bible. In his De Templo, Bede set out his mature reflection on the nature of the Church, as the framework in which divine transformation can occur in the lives of saints, both known and unknown. This dynamic dimension accounted also for the mission of the Church to England that he described with such care in his History: there was an outer meaning for the English people to the events that he records; but there was also an inner one, as in a hagiography: and each dimension of history shed light on the other. This was supremely true of the Bible itself, which was the yardstick by which Bede measured the events and people that he studied. His belief in the divine pattern of salvation, discernible in the recent history of his own Church, led Bede to some forthright moral exhortation and criticism, directed towards the clergy and bishops of his own day, as well as to those aspiring to the monastic life. In many ways his approach to the Bible, reflected also in his History, set forth the morally exemplary as spiritually significant, as he indicated in his introduction to his History and demonstrated throughout his exegetical writings about the Bible.


In his letter to Archbishop Egbert of York,10 written at the very end of his life in 734, Bede was quite outspoken in his strictures on the ways in which the Northumbrian church was developing. Unlike Alcuin however, Bede was not so actively involved with political life in either church or state. His sense of moral theology was reinforced by the way in which he portrayed some of the people who were, to his mind, crucial in establishing the life of the English Church, for example Aidan or Cuthbert. Commissioned by the king of Northumbria, and relying on widespread collaboration throughout the English church, his History was a mirror for princes as well as for bishops and abbots. It was striking too in the way in which it saw the English people as constituting one Church and therefore one people, transcending their tribal and ancestral traditions: its title makes this important assertion of embryonic national identity.11 Bede died as he had lived, dictating to a young pupil called Wilbert a translation of the gospel of John into English, while preparing also a selection of Isidore of Seville’s De Natura Rerum. He passed away on the floor of his cell while at prayer.12 Within Alcuin’s lifetime it was believed that miracles occurred at his tomb, while later some of his relics made their way to York, and others to St Boniface’s church at Fulda in Germany.13


The inherent intellectual strength of the Northumbrian church owed much, as Alcuin perceived and indicated, to Bede’s teaching, and Egbert’s primacy and educational programme at York was its immediate memorial. Some letters remain from English missionaries on the continent that reflect how swiftly Bede’s legacy empowered their mission, including one from Boniface, who apparently did not initially know Bede’s writings; for in 746 or 747 he wrote to Archbishop Egbert in York: ‘I beseech you to copy and send to me some treatises from the work of the teacher, Bede, whom lately, as we have heard, divine grace has endowed with spiritual understanding and allowed to shine in your province, so that we may benefit from that candle which the Lord bestowed upon you.’14 He wrote around the same time in similar tones to Abbot Hwaetberht of Monkwearmouth.15 In a later letter Boniface thanked archbishop Egbert for sending him some books, and asked him to send Bede’s homilies, ‘because it would be a very handy and useful manual for us in our preaching,’ along with his commentary on the book of Proverbs.16


Some ten years after Boniface’s martyrdom in 754, Abbot Cuthbert of Monkwearmouth-Jarrow wrote to Lullus, Archbishop of Mainz, Boniface’s close colleague, disciple and successor, thanking him for a silk robe that he had sent for the relics of Bede ‘our master of blessed memory’. He wrote:


for it seems right to me that the whole race of the English in all provinces wherever they are found, should give thanks to God, that He has granted to them so wonderful a man in their nation, endowed with diverse gifts, and so assiduous in the exercise of those gifts, and likewise living such a good life.


Abbot Cuthbert sent with this letter a copy of the two Lives of St Cuthbert, written by Bede in prose and verse, and would have sent more copies of works composed by Bede had not the winter been so severe ‘that the hand of the scribe was hindered from producing a great number of books.’17 In a subsequent letter to Abbot Cuthbert, now lost, Lullus requested Bede’s book De Templo and also his commentary on the Song of Songs. A few years later, Lullus wrote to the new Archbishop of York, Aelberht, who was Alcuin’s immediate and beloved master, asking for Bede’s commentaries on I Samuel, Ezra and Nehemiah, and on the gospel of Mark. Another letter of Aelberht to Lullus mentions a request received for books, probably written by Bede, on cosmography and natural phenomena like tides: but no suitable scribe was then available who was capable of handling such complicated works with their diagrams.18


Nearly a century later, in the midst of the Viking attacks, Lupus Abbot of Ferrières, a pupil of Hrabanus Maur who was himself a pupil of Alcuin’s, remembering the reputation of the school at York, wrote to Ealdsige, an abbot in York, requesting books by Jerome, Cassiodorus, Quintilian and the Questions of ‘your Bede’ on both testaments of the Bible.19 Levison pointed out long ago that Cuthbert’s letter on the death of Bede reached the continent at an early date. Furthermore some of the most important texts of early Anglo-Saxon church history only survive today because of their having been copied there before the Viking era: notably the first anonymous Life of Cuthbert from Lindisfarne, the first Life of Gregory the Great from Whitby, and Bede’s Martyrology; also some of the earliest Anglo-Saxon calendars, for example that of Willibrord himself, as well as the poem by Alcuin about the church at York, which survives in only two manuscripts from Rheims.20 This state of affairs is a good measure of the depredations caused by the Viking invasions upon settled monastic life and learning in England in the ninth century, about which King Alfred the Great was later to lament.


Alcuin shared in his contemporaries’ veneration for the memory of Bede. He included an extensive encomium of him in his poem about the church at York:‘Bede grew up in the monastery and from childhood was a model monk, wise beyond his years. Eager to learn and diligent as a writer and teacher, he wrote many books, plumbing the depths of Scripture, compiling a handbook on the art of metre and writing with great clarity about the calculation of time; … he was a lucid writer of history and a prolific poet. He followed closely the steps of the Fathers in his deeds, his spirit and his faith, by treading their narrow path throughout his life.’21


Alcuin described Bede in these lines as presbyter eximius meritis, praeclarus doctor, and elsewhere as praeclarus sacerdos.22 He saw him as the latest in a long line of Church Fathers,23 and it would seem that the tradition of active scholarship that Bede had nurtured passed from Monkwearmouth-Jarrow to York while Alcuin was being educated there. As Bullough says, ‘What above all Bede seems to have done for the young Alcuin was to provide a standard by which he could measure himself, and to have given or confirmed a sense of purpose underlying the most immediately practical parts of a Christian education; and also, by implication, to have drawn attention to some of the areas where his work required supplementation.’24 The apparent link between Bede and Alcuin must surely be through Egbert, the Archbishop of York himself, although this is never made explicit by Alcuin, who was closer personally to Egbert’s successor Aelberht. This likely succession of influence was probably a common perception within the church at York and beyond, and it certainly passed into the memory of Alcuin’s disciples as is evident in the Life of Alcuin.


Detailed examination of the writings of Alcuin reveals how intimate was the connection between his work and Bede’s in range, style, and content. In part it was a case of supplementation and completion; it was certainly not mere imitation. But at a deeper level there was a dialogue going in Alcuin’s mind with the thought of his revered predecessor. Like Bede, he was concerned to elucidate and distil the wisdom of Christian Latin theology and to communicate it to a rising and receptive generation. Both men felt a moral urgency in this matter, and for Alcuin in particular as a teacher the duty to communicate and to engage with his readers was always paramount. Both were disciples of Augustine, whose thought was mediated to them in varying ways through the writings of Gregory the Great and others, as well as by direct access to his theology.25 Overt association with the works of Bede is apparent in a wide range of Alcuin’s writings and this gives a good introduction to the variety of his interests and research. There are four main groups: educational; computistical; exegetical, and historical. But there are many other allusions to Bede’s poetry and modes of expression embedded throughout Alcuin’s writings.26


Bede’s work was one of the principal sources for Alcuin’s Ars grammatica, which was an elementary introduction to grammar written at Tours around the year 798.27 This presented an entertaining approach comprising a dialogue between two teenage pupils, Frankish and Saxon. Closely related to this is Alcuin’s De orthographia which for many years was transmitted as a work of Bede’s.28 It is mentioned in the Vita Alcuini and it was later used by William of Malmesbury in the twelfth century in his compilation of authorities on orthography. Both Bede and Alcuin were concerned with the correct use of Latin in an environment where standards could easily be lowered by vernacular influences, defective manuscripts or poor education, to say nothing of the vulnerability of written records to destruction by fire, damp, and vermin. In his De dialectica, written around 795-7 in the form of a dialogue between himself and Charlemagne, Alcuin alluded in his poetic prologue to the resources that he had been able to bring with him from his native land, prominent among which were evidently the writings of Bede.29 Fundamental to his Versus de laude metricae artis was Bede’s De arte metrica.30 Alcuin’s short poem was a very neat way of remembering the quantities of Latin syllables, classifying verbs by the length of their vowels. It seems to have been composed by him towards the end of his life at Tours, probably for use by his pupils at the school there.


Both Bede and Alcuin had a mathematical turn of mind and there was a steady demand for computistical clarity at a high level.31 Charlemagne himself had an active interest in this matter and there remain letters between the king and Alcuin, raising and clarifying questions related to the calculation of time and other astronomical matters. The first of these was written by Alcuin in November 797 to Charlemagne, addressing the correct way of adjusting the calendar to allow for the progression of the lunar months.32 There is just one letter now remaining by the king, written in March 798, addressing Alcuin affectionately as dilectissimus magister et abbas, and questioning some of the points that he had made in an earlier letter33 about the calculations behind the keeping of Lent and its preceding Sundays, by appealing to the authority of Gregory the Great – ‘as our blessed and wonderful Gregory used to teach.’34 Both letters demonstrate the close connection between computation of time and Christian theology, as is evident at a more elaborate level in Bede’s De Temporum Ratione. This work stands behind much of what Alcuin wrote on these matters and had a long influence among the Carolingian scholars of the ninth century.


Alcuin’s correspondence with the court continued throughout 798, dealing with the proper calculation of the movement of the moon,35 and also setting forth an elaborate treatise on various astronomical matters for the king, which rested heavily upon chapter sixteen of Bede’s work De Temporum Ratione.36 This letter was a significant statement of some of the most important principles governing Alcuin’s understanding of the relationship between theology and science, for both disciplines of thought concern reality and truth. There was a further letter, written in July 798, which dealt among other things with the planet Mars, which was highly visible that year, and again challenged the views of some of his rivals at court.37 Finally, there was a further response to some questions of astronomy to do with movements within the solar system.38 This intense correspondence reveals Alcuin’s lively interest in astronomy for its own sake, and his reluctance to advance opinions beyond those of established authorities such as Pliny and Bede himself, referring directly to Bede’s treatise De Temporibus. His reticence was evident again in a letter of 799, replying to one by the king, enquiring into the diminution of the paschal moon, in which Alcuin professed the hope that Athens was being reborn in Francia.39 After receiving the king’s response to this letter, Alcuin wrote yet again on various matters, defending his calculations and summarising his understanding of the solar cycle.40


Closely associated with this correspondence was Alcuin’s treatise De saltu lunae, which addressed the calculation of intercalary days.41 This work was for a long time associated with a text attributed to Alcuin, De bissexto, though this in fact rested upon Irish traditions antecedent to Bede.42 A glimpse into a possible root of Alcuin’s interest and formation may be found in an anonymous treatise called Calculatio Albini, attributed to him in a single manuscript copied at Lorsch in the ninth century, now in the Vatican.43 It may have come from York and been an early essay on the subject by him, derived from antecedent material; it was sometimes attributed to Bede and it exists in two recensions, one of which is dated 776.


The most obvious and potent parallel between the work of Bede and that of Alcuin lay in the field of biblical exegesis. Alcuin set out to supplement or distil the work of Bede and, before him, of Gregory the Great. His Compendium in Canticum canticorum was an abbreviation and adaptation of Bede’s own work on the subject.44 An Explanatio Apocalypsis attributed to Alcuin took the form of questions and answers derived from Bede’s work on this text in the New Testament, and also from Gregory’s Moralia.45 It may have sprung from Alcuin’s immediate circle. There is also an incomplete commentary on the Apocalypse in five books, Expositio Apocalypsis, sometimes attributed to Bede, and possibly by Alcuin himself.46 Alcuin’s commentary on John’s gospel, however, was developed rather than simply derivative from the Latin Fathers, Augustine, Gregory, and Bede.47 It was transmitted in two parts in 800 and 801, to and at the request of two royal nuns, Rotrudis, and Gisele the Abbess of Chelles. Bede’s work on Genesis also lay behind the exegetical treatise that Alcuin composed in the form of 281 questions and answers concerning the meaning of the opening chapters of the book of Genesis in the Bible.48 These manifest examples of his dependency upon Bede’s work are just the tip of a close association in method and understanding, to the extent that for many centuries Alcuin’s biblical work stood alongside that of Bede’s as fundamental for medieval biblical education and spiritual formation. Alcuin’s biblical work has also to be seen in close conjunction with his work on the text of the Bible, encouraging its accurate proliferation, which was one of his most abiding and important legacies to the western Church.49


Alcuin’s letters explicitly reveal his respect for the work of his great predecessor in England.50 For example, in a letter, written perhaps in 800 to a pupil, probably Hrabanus Maur, Alcuin promised to obtain for him a copy of Bede’s treatise In Epistulas canonicas expositio.51 In a letter of similar date he asked Ricbod, Archbishop of Trier, to obtain for him a copy of Bede’s work on the apocryphal book of Tobit, Expositio in Tobiam allegorica.52 Writing to his close friend, Arno Archbishop of Salzburg, in 802, Alcuin sent him an abbreviated psalter, attributed to Bede, along with some other books, including his own.53 Nor was he averse from including lines from Bede’s poetry among his poetry, for example in a fine poem in honour of the Cross.54 His Life of Willibrord was modelled in its form upon Bede’s double life of St Cuthbert in prose and verse as an opus geminatum.55 This was a very personal tribute because of his kinship with the great missionary saint; but his other works of hagiography reflect his debt to Bede’s approach, as well as to the earlier and classic Christian hagiographies that influenced them both. One of Alcuin’s most popular and widely copied works was his ethical manual De virtutibus et vitiis, intended for lay Christians, written between 800 and 840 for Wido, Count of Nantes, which drew extensively from the whole range of Latin theology, including Bede.56 More than 150 manuscripts of this manual remain, some in vernacular translations. This work left its mark deeply on the generation that followed Alcuin, notably his pupil Hrabanus Maur, who replicated much of it in his own writings, as did Jonas of Orleans and Halitgar of Cambrai, both of whom wrote moral treatises for the laity in the first half of the ninth century. In many ways Bede and Alcuin were apostles to the laity, as well as encouragers of monks and nuns. As such they were also critics, implicit and sometimes explicit, of certain elements and behaviour among the clergy and bishops; and both wrote with kings in mind.


Alcuin never lost contact with the double monastery in which Bede had lived and worked at Monkwearmouth-Jarrow, and he wrote some important and revealing letters to the community there. The first of these was written to the monks of St Peter’s, Wearmouth, probably before the sack of Lindisfarne in 793, as there is no mention of this catastrophe.57 Alcuin recalled his happy times among them, painting an idyllic picture of regular monastic life unsullied by secular fashions, and urging them to maintain the integrity of their common life of prayer as viri Deo amabiles. They were to be sensitive to the visitations of the holy founding fathers at times of prayer in church, recalling the words of Bede himself: ‘I know that angels visit the canonical hours and gatherings of the brethren. What if they did not find me among the brethren? Would they not ask, “Where is Bede? Why has he not come to the prescribed acts of worship with his brethren?”’ Alcuin emphasised the bond between common prayer and common life as the true strength of a monastery, repudiating the temptation to adopt secular styles of life and dress, which was clearly a perennial hazard in the life of the English church. There remains a very similar letter to the monks at Jarrow, with whom he also had some personal connection.58 Alcuin reminded them of their spiritual forebears and laid particular emphasis upon their duty to maintain the life of learning that they had inherited, using the library there properly: ‘What is the point of having so many books if there are not those who can read or understand them?’


The sack of Lindisfarne by the Vikings in 793 shocked Alcuin and his English contemporaries to the core, and called forth from him a number of heart-felt letters to friends and contacts in the Northumbrian church. One of these was directed to the monastery at Monkwearmouth-Jarrow and it was one of Alcuin’s fullest defences of the monastic life and its meaning.59 He cited Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana about the fourfold nature of love and recalled to them their founding fathers, Benedict Biscop and Ceolfrith, warning them against secular pursuits. They were to teach the Rule of St Benedict in English as well as in Latin and to make it the centre of their common life. God was their true defence against the Vikings and in this they should put their trust, being rooted in religious integrity. The disaster at Lindisfarne was therefore an awful warning: ‘it is because of interior enemies that exterior ones have this power.’ Their proximity to the sea should also keep them alert to the chastisement of God and deter them from turning their backs and hunting wolves! Once again Alcuin enjoined the pursuit of learning, using the great resources of their library, ‘for he who does not learn while young can hardly teach in old age.’ He reminded them of the example of Bede in this regard: ‘so open the books, master the letters, and understand their sense.’ He cited the authority of Gregory the Great who condemned the love of luxurious clothes: instead disaster should warn them of the brevity of this life and the imminence of divine judgement. He commended them to the protection of God and assured them of his own prayers for their safety in this world and the next.


These are significant letters for they reveal the depth of feeling that Alcuin had for the churches of his homeland and the importance of monastic life as central to his vision of how the Church should be. He was far from home when he wrote them, but the memory of his recent visit to England was still vivid and fresh. His first reaction to disaster was to see within it the chastisement of God. He himself felt divine judgement breathing down his neck, and was ever sensitive to the pull of secular life away from the demands of true Christian discipleship. The sack of Lindisfarne was undoubtedly a shaking of the foundations of his own personal life and the understanding of the Northumbrian Christian tradition that he had received. It called forth from Alcuin one of his most memorable and moving poems, lamenting the ravaging of such a holy place, and trying to place the catastrophe within a theodicy that embraced the whole sweep of biblical and ancient history.60 The political turmoil in Northumbria that accompanied and followed this event made it seem all the more ominous and traumatic. Against such a darkening sky, the memory of Bede shone like the pole star.61





Chapter 2


Formation at York


It was probably through Archbishop Egbert of York1 that the legacy of Bede’s learning passed to York. Nothing is known about the origins of the school there before his time, if there was one at all. On the other hand, Alcuin described him in his poem about the church of York as ‘an excellent teacher’,2 and there is an interesting reminiscence in the Life of Alcuin that portrays Egbert, ‘a most learned disciple of Bede’, as Alcuin’s first master,3 someone standing in the tradition that reached back through Theodore of Tarsus, Archbishop of Canterbury in the seventh century, and Cuthbert to Augustine of Canterbury and Gregory the Great himself. The picture painted of the content of Alcuin’s education in this Life is rather stylised, perhaps, but it embraced grammar, the liberal arts, the Bible and the Fathers, with regular participation in the worship of the Church, both at the offices and at the Eucharist. Egbert regarded Alcuin as a favoured son because of his ability and piety and his biographer described him as ‘a true monk without monk’s vows.’4 His formation within the episcopal familia at York was quasi-monastic as Egbert was a person of deep prayer, whose example left an indelible impression on the memory of his disciples.5 He was effectively an abbot and father-in-God to Alcuin. Although the Life of Alcuin was written many years after his death, the memory transmitted by his friend and successor, Sigwulf, appears strong and convincing, and corroborates the picture given by Alcuin in his York poem of an archbishop, beloved of his people, gentle yet severe. There is a glimpse in the Life of Alcuin of Egbert’s care of his pupils, teaching them from his bed in the morning, eating with them in the evening while listening to a lector, and saying Compline together before retiring with his blessing to bed.


At the very end of his life in 734, Bede wrote a formidable letter to his friend and disciple Egbert when he became Bishop of York but before he received the pallium as archbishop in 735.6 Its pastoral and admonitory tone was one that Alcuin would make his own in later years, as Bede challenged the abuse of monasticism by landowners and weaknesses in church and state. It reveals another side of Bede, acutely informed, and fearless in his analysis and advice; it is also very long and may represent other similar letters now lost. Its beginning gives a glimpse of the relationship between monk and bishop, alluding to regular meetings at an un-named monastery, perhaps mid-way between York and Jarrow, for the purposes of study and intellectual exchange. Only Bede’s poor health precluded their planned meeting and so necessitated a letter instead, perhaps his last communication to his friend.


Egbert apparently inherited a vast diocese in some disarray, and there remains a later letter from Pope Paul I to him and to his brother the king, criticising royal appropriation of monastic lands in order to reward a nobleman.7 The only surviving relic of Egbert’s writing is his Dialogus ecclesiasticae institutionis, which was written to regulate relations between the Church, its ministers and secular society in matters of judicial dispute.8 It was close in spirit to the decrees of the Synod of Clovesho, which met in 747 to regulate the southern province of the English church, and with which it was probably contemporary.9 According to Alcuin’s York poem, Egbert did much to restore the Northumbrian church, generating a trained clergy and promoting church music. He presided at York for thirty-four years throughout the period of Alcuin’s childhood and adolescence. It may have been the old archbishop who ordained Alcuin as a deacon one Candlemas.10


The person who undoubtedly exerted the most influence upon Alcuin’s intellectual formation was Aelberht, who succeeded Egbert as Archbishop of York in 767 and who died in 780. He was the magister to whom Alcuin paid lavish tribute in his York poem and whose deep impact can be glimpsed in one of the stories in the Life of Alcuin. While reading aloud to his master and his fellow disciples, Alcuin became transfixed by the final discourses of John’s gospel and had a vision of the world encircled with the blood of Christ, rather like Benedict of Nursia who saw the world caught up within a beam of divine light.11 The Life of Alcuin also asserts that towards the end of his life Aelberht prophesied Alcuin’s ministry and mission outside his own country, an intimation to which Alcuin also alluded in one of his letters. Clearly they were very close and Alcuin was distraught at his death. His tribute to Aelberht in his York poem is the principal historical monument remaining to someone so important in the development of the school and church of York. Otherwise there exists only a single exchange of letters between Aelberht and Lullus, Archbishop of Mainz, the successor to Boniface, concerning the sending of books by Bede and others from York.12 At the end of his reply, Aelberht added a short poem of six lines, all that now remains of his many writings. What is significant about this valediction is that it reveals in all its brevity some familiarity with the Latin poets whom Alcuin lists in his poem as being in the library at York; Alcuin himself echoed some of the phraseology in his own poems.13 What Alcuin felt about his close friend and mentor, his ‘father and teacher’, was expressed in his encomium for him, after recalling in his York poem his personal grief at Aelberht’s death and funeral in 780:14


Christ was his love, his sustenance and his all:


Life, faith, wisdom, hope, light,


His way, glory and power….


O father and our pastor, the utmost hope of our life,


Without your guidance we are tossed on the sea,


Not knowing which harbour we shall reach….


Your honour, memory and praise will remain with us forever!


Alcuin travelled with Aelberht to the continent, both to Francia, where he stayed at the abbey of Murbach (very happily as he later recalled in a letter), and also by way of Pavia to Rome.15 The prophecy recorded in the Life of Alcuin may perhaps signify that it was Aelberht who first opened Alcuin’s eyes to the wider world of western Christendom as it was developing under the Carolingians during the papacy of Hadrian I.16


It would seem that the commemoration of Aelberht was one of the main catalysts for Alcuin completing his poem about the church of York. His life and achievement fill the last part of the poem and in many ways Aelberht was portrayed by Alcuin as the model scholar-bishop.17 Like Alcuin himself, he was placed in a monastery as a child, becoming in due time a deacon and then a priest. He was a close friend of Archbishop Egbert’s, to whom he was related, and who made him defensor of the clergy and magister at York. He was a master of grammar and rhetoric and a keen musician, knowledgeable in astronomy, natural science and the calculation of sacred time, being steeped in theology and the Bible. He was a natural teacher, cherishing and loving his pupils. He travelled often to the continent in search of books, as a pilgrim to Rome and other holy places. Unlike Alcuin himself, ‘he returned to serve his homeland,’18 and was apparently elected Archbishop of York ‘by popular acclaim’ as the natural successor to Egbert in 767 on the feast of St Wilfrid, a predecessor in the Northumbrian episcopate. As a ‘wise teacher and a pious priest’ Aelberht used his learning in the pursuit of justice, as a good shepherd to his people, while leading a modest life. He was generous to the churches and clearly able to dispose of considerable wealth. His initiative secured the building of the basilica of Hagia Sophia with which Alcuin was closely involved, as he was with the library that Aelberht assembled, and which passed to his care after his death. In Alcuin’s mind, and that of his audience, he was a true ‘shepherd, patriarch and teacher.’


Books


What were the resources accumulated by Egbert and Aelberht that created the cathedral school at York and which gave Alcuin his intellectual formation? There are hardly any manuscripts now remaining that can be traced with any certainty to York at that time, so much of the evidence has to be inferred from Alcuin’s own writings, initially his York poem, but also from some other material that sheds partial light upon the life of the church and school there. Although most of Alcuin’s writing dates from his residence in Francia, the roots of his formidable learning and capacity lay in the York years, as he himself often made clear. It would seem, in fact, that York was the first place in Europe to create a cathedral school of this scale and character.19 It was the model to which Alcuin turned in his mind while serving Charlemagne in the later part of his life, and he saw himself, in some ways, as its ambassador. It is important, however, not to project back upon this period the scale of later medieval schools and libraries. The closest parallel was Bede’s library, built up by Benedict Biscop and Ceolfrith at Monkwearmouth-Jarrow, a place that Alcuin knew well and evidently loved. It is possible to conjecture that there may have been up to 250 titles there, but not necessarily so many actual books. It seems that this may actually have been the largest library ever assembled throughout the Anglo-Saxon period.20 Hardly any of it now remains, though perhaps some of its volumes, or copies of them, could have found their way to York itself. In his York poem, Alcuin proudly lists forty authors whose works adorned the library built up by Aelberht.21 To this may be added a further eighteen works from one of the few of Alcuin’s writings that can be dated to his time in York. It is not likely, therefore, that the York library in its heyday exceeded 100 books, some of which Alcuin later exported to Tours.22 Mostly these would have been kept in chests rather than on open shelves. Among them would have been liturgical books, Bibles, lectionaries, sacramentaries and so forth. To York came requests for the copying of books throughout the eighth and ninth centuries, from the continent, and presumably from within England itself. Its scriptorium was important and respected, but of the York library itself nothing certain now remains.


Close examination of Alcuin’s writings reveals how deeply his roots ran into the likely titles represented by the representative though not necessarily exhaustive list that he included in his York poem. He indicated that he had omitted other titles for reasons of space or rhythmic metre.23 It would be a mistake therefore to draw too narrow a conclusion from his selective but revealing catalogue. Godman has shown in his fine edition of Alcuin’s York poem that the poem itself draws on several clear categories of poetical authors, many of which were included in his catalogue. Prominent among these were the insular Latin authors: Gildas, Bede, Aldhelm, and Boniface. Alcuin’s poem stands squarely within this tradition. It was coloured also by the late Latin poetry of the Christian church, the works of Arator, Sedulius, Juvencus, Prudentius; also Paulinus of Nola, Prosper, Licentius, and Venantius Fortunatus.24 Virgil is the most widespread presence alongside Bede and Aldhelm, while others like Isidore, Statius and Lucan also appear occasionally.25 His poem itself is therefore a precise example of how the roots of his learning are to be found in the authors that in his mind’s eye he associated with his home at York.26


Alcuin first left York for Francia when he was approaching fifty, probably in or shortly after 786, by which time his intellectual life had been well formed and exercised. He could not have generated the work of the last fifteen years of his life while abroad if this were not so, especially as he lamented on one occasion about the inaccessibility of his books left behind in York. In a letter to Charlemagne, written between 796-7, he spoke of nourishing some of his pupils at Tours on ‘the honey of Scripture’, others with ‘the old wine of ancient learning’, and yet others with the ‘fruits of grammatical subtlety’, while ever eager to open their eyes to the mysteries of the heavens and the stars. ‘But I do miss to some extent the rarer books of scholastic learning that I had in my own country through the excellent and devoted zeal of my master [i.e. Aelberht].’ He asked the king to give permission for some of his pupils to go and fetch certain volumes from York, as from ‘a garden enclosed’.27


The catalogue in the York poem comprised the Church Fathers Jerome, Hilary, Ambrose, Augustine, Athanasius, Gregory the Great, Leo the Great, Basil, Fulgentius, Cassiodorus, and John Chrysostom; also Orosius the historian. Bede and Aldhelm are listed immediately after the Fathers. Then many of the Christian poets already mentioned; Aristotle was also included, so were Victorinus28 and Boethius, along with several of the Latin grammarians whom Alcuin used extensively in his own work and teaching.29 What is not clear, however, is which titles of these authors were intended, although some can be reasonably conjectured.30 When comparison is made with the writings and likely resources of Bede, a pattern emerges of a rather wider selection available at York, including Boethius, whose De Consolatione was unknown to Bede but virtually rediscovered by Alcuin himself, either in England or more likely in Francia.31 It is only a close examination of the sources used by Alcuin in his many later writings that can begin to indicate his debt to the library at York, and the way it equipped him to respond to the books that he then encountered for the first time in the latter part of his life on the continent. Alcuin’s list of authors would therefore have been familiar to his English audience as representative rather than complete, a rich display of learning by the standards of the time, and a reminder of titles read and unread.


The other most revealing source for glimpsing the relative wealth of the York library is the unpublished compilation, made by Alcuin around the year 790, almost certainly in York, of patristic and liturgical material called De laude Dei et de confessione orationibusque sanctorum collecti ab Alcuino levita,32 that is preserved now in only two manuscripts.33 It is from this source that a further seventeen possible authors can be identified.34 For from this work, unlike from the York poem, it is possible to deduce with more precision some of the actual titles probably present in the York library to which Alcuin referred; and these correlate closely to sources used by him in a similar manner in his later writings. Some of the books at York were no doubt purchased or acquired by Aelberht on his travels abroad, like Benedict Biscop before him. It is a sad measure of the inroads made by the Viking invasions that no books now remain that can be firmly identified as having been part of the library at York in the eighth century. Alcuin summed up his own expectations of a library in his concluding words to his catalogue in the York poem: he looked for teachers who were ‘outstanding for their learning, art and style’, and who could write ‘many volumes with a clear meaning.’35 This summed up well the character and quality of his writings that followed in the footsteps of the Fathers – veterum vestigia patrum.36 They are without a doubt the fullest memorial now remaining to the wealth of Christian theology accumulated and taught at York by Aelberht and others. Alcuin’s memory was very well stocked when he came to write his major works in the latter part of his life in Francia. His fidelity to the spirit of the Fathers and his extensive knowledge of the Bible reflected his formation over many years in York. Jerome, Gregory and Bede guided his approach to the Bible, while Augustine’s thought moulded his own theology.


Liturgy


Examination of the De laude Dei also opens up the prospect of liturgical material providing some context for understanding Alcuin’s religious formation and work at York in the first part of his life, as well as of the life of the church there. ‘Time spent in classes was only a small part of “schooling.” For pueri and clerici, then as later, the collective celebration in choir of the daily offices or hours, the Sunday and feast-day masses and the occasional sacrament was an instrument of education, of mental formation as well as an ordering of life, which it is difficult now to grasp. It was the dominant influence on almost every aspect of a participant’s later language, thought and writings.’37 The De laude Dei appears to be a ‘personal reflection of the public worship and private study of Alcuin’s York years.’38 It corresponds with other private prayer-books created in England in the eighth and ninth century, notably the Book of Cerne and the Nunnaminster Codex.39 These open a window into the spiritual resources that formed Alcuin and his contemporaries in Northumbria: they have strong biblical references, and many of their prayers are strikingly Christocentric. They were intended to build a bridge between the set lections from the Bible, the more formal prayers of the liturgy, and the needs of private devotion. Central to the use of these books was the psalter, absorbed as the intimate language of prayer that was also the prayer of Christ and his saints.40 In De Laude Dei, the Psalm citations were mostly from the pre-Roman version with which Alcuin had grown up and which often furnished his memory throughout his life and writings. ‘Collectively, the psalter quotations and their echoes which came readily to Alcuin’s mind as he wrote or dictated are enduring evidence of the version he had intoned as a participant in the York community’s daily worship.’41 This was also true of the biblical canticles; and many of his scriptural citations in his other writings reflect liturgical usage anchored in his memory. Book four of De Laude Dei reveals central elements of the prayer and liturgy at York in which Alcuin was nourished.42 These included a form of the Nicene Creed without the filioque clause,43 a distinctive pattern of antiphons for seasonal use, including ten ‘O’ antiphons for Advent; and also one that reflects the monothelite controversy of the seventh century. Alcuin’s choice was quite eclectic, including material for the week after Pentecost, and this probably reflected his experience in the church at York. This was also true of the office hymns that find their way into De Laude Dei. In a later letter to Archbishop Eanbald II of York, written in 801, Alcuin deflected Eanbald’s request for new mass-books back to York’s own treasury of sacramentaries for the mass of the Roman rite: ‘you certainly have plenty of the larger sacramentaries of the old usage: so why innovate when the old would suffice?’44 York was clearly a conservative centre and the De Laude Dei reflected this.45


So too does an interesting metrical calendar, whose precise connection with York remains unclear but which perhaps came in part from the Northumbrian church in the eighth century, which was preserved in an early ninth century Mercian manuscript.46 Its wider importance is that it contains the earliest known commemoration of All Saints day on 1 November.47 This feast had its origin in the consecration of the Pantheon in Rome as a Christian church by Pope Boniface IV on 13 May 631, the original date of the feast.48 Alcuin commended the keeping of this autumn feast with remarkable ardour to his friend Arno, Bishop of Salzburg, in a letter written in 800.49 He recommended three days of fasting, services and almsgiving in preparation for it on the basis that the saints of the new covenant were likely to prove even more effective intercessors than those of the old such as Elijah.50 The driving force behind this commemoration on 1 November may also have been a missionary one, perhaps of Irish origin, as it replaced (gradually and only partially) the northern European festival of the dead that marked the onset of winter. Wilmart dated this metrical calendar to the Northumbrian church at the close of the eighth century, and to the York area in particular because of the pattern of its English commemorations. It commemorated Boniface among others and was therefore completed after 755, even if some of its other commemorations indicate a more complicated origin.51 It is illustrative of the religious world in which Alcuin grew up. Wilmart did not think, however, that it should be seen directly as part of the liturgy of the church of York:52 perhaps it was a pastoral, even a missionary tract. It certainly served an obvious educational purpose inasmuch as it could be easily memorised.


This calendar may therefore shed light on the work of the Northumbrian church at a more basic level, outside the city and the ecclesiastical world in which Alcuin moved, although he and other clerics would surely have used such mnemonic texts for instruction of pupils, perhaps especially as parish priests. York’s educational role must have embraced its own diocese, even though Alcuin gives little hint of this in any of his remaining writings or letters. But he did commend such a policy as part of the grand strategy of Christian education in Frankish society in Charlemagne’s letter De litteris colendis and in the Admonitio Generalis of 789 that he helped draft; and it found echoes in the decrees of the papal legatine visitation of England in 786. ‘It is legitimate to claim that the mid-century cathedral community [of York] had taken over from Bede a concept of Christian education memorably characterised as “the only serious and successful attempt to put into practice the principles of Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana”, and proceeded to develop it in directions for which there were few, if any, recent precedents.’53


Asceticism


Another window may be opened into the spiritual and intellectual life of the church of York by the Northumbrian poem De Abbatibus, which was written soon after Alcuin’s death in 804.54 This is the only work from Northumbria now remaining that was directly influenced by Alcuin’s own York poem, and it is very similar to the metrical Miracula Nynie Episcopi which was sent to Alcuin by his pupils at York and which he mentioned in a letter.55 The monastery described in De Abbatibus, founded early in the eighth century, could well be Crayke, just a dozen miles from York, with its links to Lindisfarne to which it later belonged.56 In structure and language this poem echoed Alcuin’s and it drew on the same Christian Latin authors. It is permeated by what Lapidge calls ‘Alcuinian diction’, and he lists a number of phrases that ‘occur in no poet earlier than Alcuin.’57 Most occur only in poems that Alcuin wrote while abroad, so they may reflect his mode of teaching before he left, as there is no evidence now that any English poet ever read any of Alcuin’s continental poetry so early. Aediluulf, the author of De Abbatibus, makes no mention of having been taught personally by Alcuin, but he does mention an unknown figure Eadfrith as his teacher, who was devoted to St Cuthbert. He also mentions another teacher and lector, Hyglac, whom he describes in his poem, and who seems to have flourished in the 770s. There is a letter written by a hermit Alchfrith to Hyglac, lector and priest, which is preserved among the letters of Alcuin that were collected at York.58 Its spiritual tenor is very close to that of De Abbatibus, and also to the visionary material included in Alcuin’s York poem. In the Book of Cerne there are also three prayers attributed to a hermit Alchfrith. Another hermit called Echa, whom Alcuin commemorated in his York poem, died at Crayke in 767 according to the northern annals.59 So Hyglac may well have been a pupil of Alcuin’s, or of his immediate disciples, and thus the source of the ‘Alcuinian diction’ in this poem.


The ascetic and visionary element in De Abbatibus also raises the question of why Alcuin included so much material of this character in his York poem. In part he owed this to Bede’s History where there is a similar emphasis. The saints were the glory of Northumbria, the sign that the kingdom of God was indeed at hand and at work in both church and society. But it may also reflect a more hidden dimension to Alcuin’s own spiritual formation,60 which coloured his vision of what a true monk was called to be. In the world described in De Abbatibus, the relationship between learning, asceticism and craftsmanship was close and inextricable: this was also evident earlier in the creation of the Lindisfarne Gospels. Alcuin emphasised in his own poem how notable Northumbrian figures retired from their royal or episcopal duties to pursue a contemplative life at the end. He himself was drawn to the contemplative life as the Life of Alcuin and some of his letters made quite clear: if he had had a free choice in 796, he would have become a monk at Fulda; but it was not to be.


In the York poem, the posthumous miracles of Oswald of Northumbria (c. 604-42) the martyr-king receive extensive treatment and it seems that Alcuin composed a mass setting for his feast.61 St Cuthbert also received loving treatment as the pre-eminent saint of all Northumbria, who was most at home on his island retreat of Inner Farne where ‘he lived in sanctity as a hermit’,62 working miracles in his life and after his death. Queen Aethelthryth’s sanctity, as recorded by Bede in his History, finds its place in Alcuin’s poem, as does the vision of Dryhthelm, which occupies lines 876 to 1007. Egbert, who went in holy exile to Ireland, and his friend Wihtberht, who later separated from him ‘to lead a life of contemplation in strict solitude’, also feature as examples of sanctity in Northumbrian history. This is the hidden golden thread running through the Church’s life, as exemplified in Alcuin’s account of the spiritual warfare of the hermit Balthere on the Bass rock in the Firth of Forth. The ‘venerable hermit’ Echa has already been mentioned; and Alcuin’s great poem concludes with an account of a close friend’s vision during his own youth. However much the York poem is an encomium and a saga of national history, it is also a work of hagiography comparable to Bede’s own and in the spirit of his History, but with a Northumbrian and patriotic focus. In the world in which Alcuin grew up, the living tradition of sanctity was the hidden power behind the cultivation of Christian theology and mission that occurred at York in his time. Its impact upon his spirituality was profound.


Lector


In his York poem, Alcuin portrayed himself as the direct successor to Aelberht in his leadership of the York school. When Aelberht retired from the archbishopric in 778, Alcuin’s friend Eanbald became coadjutor bishop, while Alcuin inherited his library and no doubt the supervision of its use. ‘Father-like he entrusted his books, treasure that he valued above all else, to this other son [i.e. Alcuin himself], who was constantly at his side, and whose thirst for learning Aelberht would satisfy.’63 These words preface the famous description by Alcuin of the York library. Alcuin later mentioned this inheritance in two of his letters: the first was in a moving letter to his friend Arno, Bishop of Salzburg, written in 796, asking him to pray for the soul of Archbishop Eanbald of York who had died.64 ‘He was both a father and a brother to me, and a most faithful friend and fellow-disciple of my master [i.e. Aelberht]. Now I alone am left from that schola.’ The second letter was written from Tours to Charlemagne around the same time and contained Alcuin’s formal request to be allowed to send for his books in York, which had been collected there by his master, Aelberht.65 There is now no firm evidence for material that Alcuin would have used as magister at York, apart perhaps from a brief computistical tract called Calculatio Albini, which may have its roots in his time teaching computus at York.66 This can be dated to 776; it also contains three hexameters which may be the earliest glimpse now remaining of Alcuin’s poetry. He referred to the teaching of computus in his York poem, and his expertise is evident in some of his letters to Charlemagne already discussed. In this area he was a direct successor to Bede.67


It is perhaps appropriate that the fullest picture of Alcuin as master or lector at York should come from the continental mission-field, to which the Northumbrian church sent a stream of clergy from the time of Wilfrid and Willibrord.68 It is found in the ninth-century Life of Liudger, written before 849, recounting the involvement of the Northumbrian church with Frisia, with which close trading links through York were maintained.69 After Boniface’s martyrdom, the church at Utrecht was led by one of his Frankish disciples, Abbot Gregory.70 Liudger was a third generation Frisian Christian, educated by Gregory alongside other pupils of noble birth. Utrecht was an outpost of York in its educational mission to which an English missionary, Aluberht, came. Gregory wanted him to serve as a bishop to the Frisian converts and, as he himself was simply a priest, he sent Aluberht back in 767 to be consecrated at York as bishop for the ‘Old Saxons’.71 Liudger was ordained a deacon at the same time alongside another older Frisian called Sigbod, who was being ordained a priest. ‘In that place [i.e. York] Alcuin was the master, who afterwards in the times of Charles was in charge of the teaching at Tours and in the Frankish kingdom.’ Liudger and his friends returned to Utrecht after a year at York, but he soon wanted to return to study further with Alcuin. He overcame his parents’ and his abbot’s reluctance and ‘they sent him back to his master at York … where the illustrious master Alcuin received him with joy.’72 He remained with Alcuin for three and half years, probably from 769 until early in 773, when he had to flee York for his own safety with other Frisian merchants caught up in a local vendetta.73 So concerned was Alcuin for his safety that he sent his fellow-deacon, Pyttel, with him to escort him from England, accompanied by a supply of books. Pyttel went on to Rome on Alcuin’s behalf, and later came with him as a priest to Francia. Liudger became in due time the first Bishop of Munster, his diocese straddling parts of the Saxon and Frisian lands.


A letter of Alcuin’s gives another glimpse of his involvement in the English missionary work overseas: writing late in 789 to an unknown abbot in Saxony, he asked him to convey his greetings to Willehad, Bishop of Bremen, seeking news about the conversion of the Danes and the Wends.74 Willehad was sent with the full approval of the Northumbrian king and church in 770, at first to Frisia.75 After the suppression of the Saxon revolt in 785, he returned to earlier work among the Saxons, and Charlemagne created him the first bishop of those conquered people and the founder of the see of Bremen, where he died in 789. The Life of Liudger also sheds light on another English missionary among the Frisians and the Saxons, called Leofwine.76 He died at Deventer in Holland; and in 775 Liudger rescued his relics from the site of the church that had been destroyed by the Saxons. Liudger himself died in 809 and was buried in his monastery at Werden.


The vigour of this English missionary enterprise over several generations reflected the resources and support of the church of York during Alcuin’s time there.77 It also provides a context for Alcuin’s going to the continent, following in the footsteps of Boniface and others; and it accounts in part for the way in which he became accepted and influential at the court of Charlemagne. His own work there became a personal kind of mission and spiritual exile, while his heart remained at York to the end of his days.





Chapter 3


Scholars at Charlemagne’s Court


The St Gallen Life of Charlemagne emphasised the way in which the king patronised scholars who came to his court, beginning with two Irishmen, one of whom was called Clement.1 He became an important teacher in the first phase of the revival of learning under Charlemagne. Einhard’s comment is also germane: he noted that the king loved to entertain foreigners in such numbers as to cause grumbling by some on occasions. Charlemagne ignored this, however, ‘for he considered that his reputation for hospitality and the advantage of the good name which he acquired more than compensated for the great nuisance of their being there.’2 His scholars became his publicists, directly through their poetry and encomia, and indirectly through the prestige attached to the restoration and proliferation of learning and decorated books in which they engaged, with the king’s personal encouragement and endowment. The longevity of Charlemagne’s reign, the great wealth at his disposal, and his own sincere intellectual interests all contributed to making his court, peripatetic or settled, a magnet for scholars and craftsmen. The writings and activities of the known scholars of his circle need to be seen in the wider context of the remarkable quality of art and building that marked the king’s reign.3 When he joined the king’s entourage, Alcuin was just one of several scholars at court, albeit coming to enjoy a close friendship and rapport with the king. His work and its significance have to be seen therefore within the context of what was already being established around Charlemagne before he arrived permanently in Francia in the 790’s. He was associated with a tide of scholars from England and Ireland to the very end of his life, when the monks at Tours protested at the swarm of British visitors gathering around their abbot.


Insular Scholars


The letters which Alcuin wrote to his Irish friend and pupil, Joseph, presuppose a circle of scholars from the British Isles at the Frankish court, within which Alcuin’s own early journeys to and from the continent have initially to be placed.4 He assumed that his friend could keep him apprised of developments at court while he was absent in England. Many of these English and Irish scholars remain unknown figures, some only identified by passing references in the remaining literature: for example, Dungal, Cadac-Andreas, and the mysterious ‘Hibernicus exul’, who composed a poem dedicated to Charlemagne. Others have emerged from the shadows, however. In a notable article, Lapidge identified an unknown figure, perhaps an abbot of St Trond near Aachen, called Columbanus, whose poems for a long time were attributed to his great namesake who lived two hundred years earlier.5 His use of adonic poetry, however, places him firmly in the circle of Alcuin and Paul the Deacon who came from Pavia in Lombardy, who both used adonic poems as expressions of friendship. Their model was the later Latin poet, Ennodius. Paul arrived at the court of Charlemagne in 782, and his poetic practice soon caught on. In 786, Alcuin wrote just such a poem to a friend nicknamed Eulalia, who was in fact Gundrada and a cousin of the king’s.6 He wrote another similar poem to his English friend Credulus.7 There is also a hymn for him attributed to Alcuin in this form of verse;8 it provides a good example of this terse and direct mode of poetry:


Nunc tibi, Christe,


Carmina leta,


Laudes canamus


Pectore toto


Menteque pura


Perpete vota.9


So strong are the similarities between these three poets that Lapidge concluded that Columbanus’ adonic poem to his friend Fidolius ‘could best be explained by the supposition that Columbanus was active at the court of Charlemagne in the late eighth century, after the arrival there of both Paul the Deacon and Alcuin in the 780s.’10 Its inclusion in a particular manuscript dating from Verona in the later part of the eighth century is also significant.11 This is principally a grammatical compendium, which also contains poems from various other members of Charlemagne’s court. Columbanus, Abbot of St Trond, was later remembered in the chronicle of Thietmar of Merseburg as having composed an ode of lament upon the death of Charlemagne, which would confirm that he was a long-standing and respected member of the king’s ecclesiastical entourage.12 He seems to have had some close contact with Alcuin himself, for some of his poetry has strong affinities with a monastic work attributed to Alcuin called Praecepta Vivendi; even if this was, as Lapidge suggests, the work of Columbanus himself, the fact that a line of this book appears in a poem of Alcuin’s would seem to confirm their association.13 The fragmentary nature of the manuscript and the other evidence for this interesting identification is, however, a reminder of the incomplete nature of any picture of the intellectual life at the court of Charlemagne. It highlights how the range of material preserved from the pen of Alcuin is so unusual but nonetheless confined in terms of its dates and range.


A letter written by the English scholar Cathwulf to Charlemagne in 775 applied Irish biblical traditions in order to establish principles of Christian kingship in a manner emulated by Alcuin some years later.14 ‘Perhaps the most characteristic contribution of the Insular scholars was their reliance on the Bible and their application of the Old Testament to current affairs,’15 reintroducing and popularising the idea of the Franks as God’s chosen people, His new Israel.16 Cathwulf’s letter was paralleled and anticipated by one written in 772 to Tassilo of Bavaria by another insular scholar, ‘Clemens Peregrinus’.17 This provides a significant window into the culture of his court and helps explain in part the acute rivalry that developed between Tassilo and Charlemagne, who were contemporaries. Tassilo was also an active patron of learning and monasteries, whose rule thus received biblical endorsement from this unknown Irish scholar.18 He was therefore perceived by Charlemagne as a threat to his own ascendancy, political, cultural and spiritual.


Originally the popes in the mid-eighth century had hailed their Carolingian protectors in biblical terms drawn from the Old Testament, but under Pope Hadrian this lapsed. If anything the new monarchy might be thought of as fulfilling the role of Constantine, as is evident in the iconography of Leo III’s triclinium at the Lateran in Rome. Both these insular writers, however, drew heavily on the language of the history books in the Old Testament and the Psalms to impress on their hearers their religious duties. The motif of Charlemagne as another King David later became dominant in the court circles in which Alcuin moved, he himself so designating the king in his writing and poetry. Cathwulf and Clement took up the intercessory language of the English prayer-books of the eighth century, such as the Book of Cerne, seeking divine protection and victory for their devout ruler. ‘The prayerful character of both letters is remarkable, and sets them apart from a number of earlier letters of admonition and instruction to kings.’19


There could however only be one avatar as ruler of the new Israel, as Tassilo discovered to his cost. Clement’s letter was preserved at Salzburg long after the demise of Tassilo’s dynasty. Cathwulf’s letter was preserved at St Denis, which under the leadership of Abbot Fulrad had close associations with the ruling Carolingian house. Both letters also contained a note of warning, drawing baleful parallels with biblical rulers who had failed and been found wanting as a result of their sins.20 Their emphasis on the relevance of the Old Testament to contemporary situations had important consequences in another area – the genesis of Carolingian law, modelled on that of the Bible. ‘As both letters show, [this outlook] envisioned a leader radically dependent on God’s actions through him, and on God’s approval; less an autonomous agent than a channel for God’s will.’21 Charlemagne was accountable therefore, and certainly endowed with divine authority; but he was also vulnerable to divine judgement, ruling Dei gratia – by the grace of God alone.


In the case of Cathwulf, he wrote to provide justification for Charlemagne’s sole rule, and to celebrate his recent victory over the Lombards in 774/5. But his biblical references are shrewd rather than flattering: would Charlemagne prove to be another David, or another Saul, who fell under the shadow of divine disapprobation? Biblical language and historical parallels gave to clerics like Cathwulf, and later Alcuin, the language of moral authority and criticism of arbitrary rule. They insisted on the accountability of kings before God as Judge and Christ as the King of Kings, whose judgement was inexorable and could be perceived in the fortunes of war and political ascendancy. The unjust ruler threatened the prosperity of his people, even the natural order itself, an ancient belief evident in the writings of both Cathwulf and Alcuin, and derived from the pseudo-Cyprianic tract De duodecim abusivis saeculi, a work of Irish origin.22 To guard against moral decline, Cathwulf enjoined observance of the feasts of All Saints, Trinity, St Peter and St Michael, all of which could be construed liturgically in a militant manner, as they were by the Carolingians. He emphasised how Charlemagne had gained his recent victory over the Lombards without great conflict, and signed off with the words ‘lege et intellege diligenter’23 – words which might imply that he had been one of the king’s teachers in his youth. In his closing poem, he reminded the king that his rule fell within the wider sovereignty of God, promising that He would prove the king’s true helper in his battles against the wicked if he were faithful to Him.24 In language echoing the Magnificat and Old Testament prophets like Samuel, Cathwulf reminded the king of the transience of his power.


Wigbod and the Centrality of the Bible


Various influences therefore led Charlemagne to put the study of the Bible and its proliferation central to his programme of learning and law. Alcuin moved into an environment in which systematic commentary on Scripture was already a priority. His own contributions were therefore part of a larger endeavour. One of the key people in the earlier part of Charlemagne’s reign was Wigbod, the abbot who accompanied the legatine mission to England in 786 and whom Alcuin met then, though not necessarily for the first time. Wigbod’s work has received detailed study by Gorman, and the picture that emerges is highly significant for understanding the culture being engendered at the Carolingian court, to which Alcuin made such significant contributions.25


In 789, Charlemagne published his decree Admonitio generalis, stipulating among other things a programme of education and learning throughout his realm. It seems that around that time he also commissioned Wigbod to compose an encyclopaedic commentary on the Octateuch, comprising the first five books of the Old Testament, along with three of the historical books. He is likely also to have compiled a commentary on the gospels at the king’s request, perhaps some time earlier. In one of the remaining manuscripts,26 his commentary on the Octateuch is attributed to Alcuin, which may imply collaboration at some point between them, either in its composition, or more likely in its distribution and use. Wigbod’s commentary gives a valuable insight into the resources he and others had at hand. Seeking the thought of Ambrose and Augustine, and citing directly the writings of Jerome, he used existing handbooks and summaries, for example one called Exhymeron which was an epitome of Augustine’s De Genesis ad litteram.27 After the early chapters of Genesis, however, Wigbod was obliged to rely predominantly on the work of Isidore of Seville. This is also true of his commentary on the other books of the Old Testament in the Octateuch, and Wigbod’s work is an important testimony to Isidore’s earlier work. His commentary also confirms the existence of works like the Quaestiones Orosii et responsiones Augustini and the Recapitulatio de fonte paradise as existing before he began his own compilation, which became really a catena of earlier authorities.


Books like these were the foundations for the Carolingian ‘return to the Fathers’ in which Alcuin played such a decisive role. In the manuscript of Wigbod’s commentary, originally preserved at Trier but now lost,28 the work was headed by a solemn title declaring that ‘Charles, king of the Franks and Lombards and Patrician of the Romans ordered this book to be written for his own use.’ This was followed by a poem praising the king among other things for his energy in collecting books from many lands ‘to renew the writings of the holy fathers who have gone before us.’29 As Gorman observes, ‘Wigbod’s re-use of Christian poetry from late Antiquity [in this encomium] is precious evidence for the literary tastes of Charlemagne and his court.’30 The important focus of the king’s initiative was the collection of Christian patristic texts and works of biblical exegesis, while classical texts played essentially a supporting role. Many of the works used by Wigbod were in fact listed in the library of the abbey at Lorsch, where perhaps he completed much of his work; many of the early manuscripts of his work emanated from there.


No less interesting is Wigbod’s work on the gospels, found in three manuscripts from the early ninth century and designed as a sequence of questions and answers, a mode used later by Alcuin himself. Wigbod’s principal source was the work of Augustine, his sermons and his commentary on the gospel of John. Both of Wigbod’s commentaries, on the Octateuch and on the gospels, were late epitomised and bound up together; the one on the gospels may have been written first as part of a programme to prepare up-to-date commentaries for use at court and elsewhere.31 Gorman outlines a valuable scheme by which Christian patristic learning was assimilated and used between the end of the Roman era and the establishment of the Carolingian empire. Initially leading churchmen could read the originals of the great fathers, Ambrose, Augustine and Jerome. In the age of Gregory the Great and Isidore, their work had to be synthesised by those who could still read and understand them for those who could not, or who did not have immediate access to them in libraries, as the Church expanded into northern Europe. Bede was an example of this mediating role. In the seventh and eighth century, even simpler summaries had to be prepared, comprising questions and excerpts, suitable for learning at a more basic level, for memorisation by clergy and for work on the mission field.


‘Wigbod’s work represents an encyclopaedic tendency, which set in at the dawn of a new, optimistic era. In his commentary on Genesis he attempted to draw together the disparate streams of the many derivative exegetical works which had proliferated in the previous period, for he generally uses this kind of material and usually avoids direct recourse to patristic writings.’32 His range of learning prompted further epitomes and excerpts, however, some perhaps by himself. But at the same time the appetite for direct encounter with the writings of the Fathers became firmly established, and in this Alcuin played a decisive role by his own meticulous and masterly work. By the midninth century it was possible to engage directly with the text of the Bible with the writings of the major Fathers alongside. Wigbod’s commentaries laid the foundation for the later flowering of biblical exegesis associated with Claudius of Turin and others in the generations after Alcuin.33


Peter and Paul from Italy


Einhard records in his Life of Charlemagne how the way was paved for Alcuin by Peter, an elderly deacon from Pisa, who taught the king grammar.34 In a letter of Alcuin to the king, written in 799, he recalled encountering Peter many years earlier, engaged in a debate with a Jew named Julius at Pavia, while Alcuin was on one of his early journeys to Rome in the 760’s. He identified him as ‘an outstanding teacher of grammar in your palace’, known to their mutual friend Angilbert of St Riquier.35 Alcuin also remembered that the debate had been recorded in writing.36 Einhard implies that Alcuin was in some ways Peter’s successor as the king’s pre-eminent teacher.37 Peter may have come to the court of Charlemagne in the wake of the king’s victory over the Lombards in 774, which led to his conquest of Verona and Pavia. He came with a friend called Fiducia and both men are mentioned in some of the court poems, and also in a charter drawn up in Pisa in 796. His most tangible monument is now a handsome royal manuscript38 preserved in Brussels with its remarkable title page, written in dignified capital letters: ‘Here begins the book containing various brief questions with his answers which the lord king Charles ordered to be copied from archdeacon Peter’s original.’39 It implies that it was copied by royal command from a book in Peter’s possession, and it may have been copied at the royal scriptorium at the very end of the eighth century.


This fine manuscript is another window into the cultural world of the Carolingian court. It begins with a series of questions about the book of Daniel in the Old Testament, drawing heavily upon Jerome’s commentary. It is in a similar mode to Alcuin’s own book of questions and answers about the text of Genesis.40 There follow three sets of further short questions, based on the later Latin grammatical writers Priscian, Diomedes, and Pompeius.41 These corroborate the reputation of Peter of Pisa as a grammarian to whom other works have traditionally been attributed.42 The important and typical feature of this manuscript is the close association between the study of the text of the Bible and the study of grammar, both of which were also close to the heart of Alcuin’s teaching and writing. It also illuminates the fruitful confluence of cultural influences that came about as a result of Carolingian rule over Lombardy, and the advent of scholars and craftsmen from northern Italy to the court of Charlemagne. A manuscript from Verona, copied by two Italian scribes, contains a famous list of classical texts, which Bischoff believed constituted the core of Charlemagne’s court library.43 Even if this is not true, it has close connections with Peter of Pisa and Fiducia, and also with Paul the Deacon. It may have been ‘created for a student or friend of Peter of Pisa.’44 It is a tantalising glimpse of the wealth of classical learning still available at that time, sheltering under the wings of Christian biblical and patristic study and grammatical learning.45


Paul the Deacon appears to be the most interesting person from Italy to have made his mark at the court of Charlemagne.46 He and Peter of Pisa were already colleagues, perhaps even friends, when Alcuin got to know them.47 Peter praised the arrival of his fellow Italian in the persona of the king himself, in a famous poem in 783, hailing him as a light in a backwater, who was versed in some Greek as well as Latin, alleging his wide knowledge of classical authors, and his ability to fertilise the hearts of those who wished to learn with streams of Latin grammar and some cognisance of Greek too.48 There was both wit and irony running through this piece, perhaps some rivalry as well, to which Paul reciprocated in kind, professing his ignorance of Greek and Hebrew, and playing down his alleged reputation.49 There remains a much sadder and more direct poem from his hand, however, to Charlemagne himself, in which he pleaded for the release of his brother from seven years of captivity after the failed Lombard uprising in 776. It was presumably written soon after he finally joined the king’s entourage in 782. He painted a plaintive picture of his brother’s wife reduced to poverty and bringing up four children, while her husband languished ‘desolate and disheartened, naked and needy’ in some Frankish prison. The family could not inherit their ancestral lands and they felt their loss of social position keenly. The poet was on his knees to his new lord, begging for mercy.50


Paul had grown up at the Lombard courts in Pavia, Monza and Benevento and was the cultivated representative of a proud tradition. He was the court poet who in 763 had written an encomium for Adelperga, the daughter of King Desiderius, whom Charlemagne subsequently dethroned. In it he praised the wisdom and learning of both father and daughter. He later praised the ruler of Benevento, Arichis, in similar terms, hailing his new buildings at Salerno as emulating and surpassing those of ancient Rome itself, being motivated however by Christian rather than pagan values.51 In this line of acclamation, Paul anticipated the heyday of Carolingian court verse thirty years later. ‘To the Frankish king he later dedicated his epitome of the dictionary of Festus Pompeius, as he had previously presented a text of Eutropius to the Lombard princess.’52 In his dedicatory letter, he said explicitly to Charlemagne that his gift was to add to the royal library.53 The pre-eminence of both Peter and Paul, and their rivalry, lasted until Paul returned to Monte Cassino monastery before the year 787, and Peter returned to Italy sometime after 790. Thereafter Alcuin and Theodulf of Orleans took centre stage in the same spirit of intellectual wit and rivalry expressed in court poetry, and backed up by energetic teaching and wide learning.


The widespread influence of Paul the Deacon can be tracked through many of the remaining manuscripts, and the range of his own writings imitates those of Alcuin himself, if far fewer in number. They comprise, in addition to his writings at the Lombard court, epitaphs for the nobility, both Lombard and in due course Carolingian also, further correspondence with Peter of Pisa, and letters between himself and Charlemagne. His History of the Lombards was copied early in the ninth century in north-eastern Italy, perhaps at Verona, where it was clearly valued as an important testimony to a still lively Lombard cultural tradition.54 His History of the Romans was similarly copied, perhaps in his lifetime in central Italy and later taken to northern Italy, where it found a home at Bobbio.55 There was a manuscript, now lost, recorded in the catalogues of the monastic libraries at Lorsch and St Riquier in the early ninth century, in which Paul’s commentary on Donatus was included among a collection of similar grammatical works.56 His epitome of Festus was copied at least twice early in the ninth century, probably in western France.57 Some of his court poems are preserved in the Verona manuscript already discussed, along with those of Peter of Pisa.58 A rare survivor of the revival of learning in which Paul played such a leading role is a manuscript from Monte Cassino itself where he ended his days. Similarly there remains at Erfurt in Germany a codex entitled Ex libro breviario Pauli abbatis containing explanations of didactic terminology from Cassiodorus and Isidore.59 The arrival of Paul the Deacon at the court of Charlemagne was part of the subtle way in which Lombard culture and learning was infused north of the Alps; and when Paul returned to Monte Cassino, he remained a centre of intellectual influence and interest to Frankish visitors and pilgrims.


Paul’s most abiding legacy was undoubtedly his famous History of the Lombards.60 Over one hundred manuscripts still remain such was its popularity in the Middle Ages, although it is not as meticulously ordered a work as Bede’s History. It is as much saga as history, the legends of a people as well as a record of their Christianisation and their unfolding relations with Rome and Byzantium. He saw himself and his family as part of this history, probably being born in Cividale in the duchy of Friuli at the head of the Adriatic between 720 and 730. Even before the fall of the Lombard dynasty, he made his home at the monastery of Monte Cassino, while retaining links at court. There he remained as a monk for the rest of his life, apart from his years at the court of Charlemagne between 781 and 785. He composed for his fellow monks a poetic version of the miracles of St Benedict, whose body lay there, and he may have composed his Life of Gregory the Great at this time or perhaps later.


He probably encountered Charlemagne, the new conqueror of Italy, on his visit in 781 to keep Easter in Rome. This was the likely occasion of Paul’s poem appealing for mercy for his captive brother. Like Alcuin, who met the king that year at Parma on his return, Paul was invited to join the royal court. While with the king, he was commissioned to produce a history of the bishopric of Metz, a see close to the interests of the ruling dynasty.61 On his return to Monte Cassino, he compiled a collection of the letters of Gregory the Great for Abbot Adalhard of Corbie, a friend of Alcuin’s. It was at this time that he wrote his epitome of Festus, and also drew together his collection of homilies at the king’s request which were to have an abiding influence on medieval preaching. Like Bede, the composition of his History of the Lombards was the culmination of his life’s work and he died, perhaps in 799, aged around seventy before he could complete it. In the later years of his life, he possibly played an important if hidden role as an intermediary between Charlemagne and the rulers of Benevento. His History may have been intended for the Carolingian protégé there, Grimoald III, the last representative of Lombard autonomy. Like Alcuin, his roots lay in a different realm to that of Charlemagne and his immediate followers. Both men were steeped in rich and long traditions of Christian culture and learning, Lombard and English, which the king sought to appropriate for his own purposes as the paramount Christian ruler of Western Europe. Both Alcuin and Paul enjoyed a position of relative independence vis à vis their patron as a result of their backgrounds as well as on account of their outstanding abilities. In their day, the role of the deacon as teacher was well established and clearly authoritative.


Other scholars and teachers are also known, many of whom became friends of Alcuin’s and recipients of his letters: Adalhard, Abbot of Corbie, Arno, Bishop of Salzburg and Paulinus, Archbishop of Aquilea were most notable as theologians and church leaders. To these might be added Leidrad, Bishop of Lyons, Angilbert, Abbot of St Riquier, as well as those of a younger generation, notably Benedict of Aniane, the reformer of Benedictine monasticism. The most outstanding intellectual figure at the court of Charlemagne whom Alcuin encountered and had to reckon with was undoubtedly Theodulf, Bishop of Orleans, a Visigoth from Spain, whose knowledge of the Bible and Christian patristic theology matched and in some areas even surpassed that of Alcuin himself. His writings, most notably the composition of the Libri Carolini, commissioned by Charlemagne, afford the fullest picture of the wealth and vitality of theology that was emerging under royal patronage, to which Alcuin would make his own important and decisive contributions. It also helps to explain the attraction that he must have felt when invited by the king to join his court, a decision that obviously reflected his established reputation as the leading magister at York in the eyes of the Charlemagne, and of the scholars that he had gathered around him. For Charlemagne stood as an active participant and instigator at the centre of this web of patronage, learning and mutual communication.





Chapter 4


Controversy over Images


The Libri Carolini represents the theology and preoccupations of those around Charlemagne during the years leading up to the Synod of Frankfurt in 794. It was prompted by news of the Council of Nicea of 787, whose ill-translated acta reached Charlemagne some three years later in 790, when work on the book was begun by Theodulf of Orleans at the king’s command.1 Theodulf was a Visigothic cleric from Spain who arrived at the court of Charlemagne about the same time as Alcuin, and for similar reasons. There is now no doubt about Theodulf’s authorship of this magnum opus, which reveals the measure of his abilities as a theologian and biblical scholar; although in the past it was attributed by some to Alcuin himself.2 But Alcuin was out of the country, visiting England at the time, as a missus for Charlemagne to the English church about the very subject that provoked Theodulf’s work: the terms, as Charlemagne believed, of the repudiation of iconoclasm by the Byzantines at Nicea in 787. The York annals for 792 report that:


Charles, king of the Franks, sent to Britain a synodal book, directed to him from Constantinople, in which book – grievous to say – were found many things improper and contrary to the true faith; especially that it had been asserted with the unanimous consent of nearly all the scholars of the East, around 300 bishops, that images ought to be adored, which the Church of God utterly abhors. Against this Albinus [i.e. Alcuin] wrote a letter, wonderfully supported by the authority of the Holy Scriptures, and presented it with the same book, and in the name of our bishops and nobles, to the king of the Franks.3


This is the most immediate contemporary witness to the initial Frankish and English reaction to the purported acta of the Synod of Nicea, which revolved around the way in which Latin word adorare was used both for the worship of God and the veneration of images, which in the original Greek were described by two different words. The annals also indicate that Charlemagne and his entourage thought that the badly translated Latin acta came directly from Constantinople itself, rather than from Rome, though with no covering letter it would seem and not from the Pope directly. It gave them a chance to tilt at the authority of Byzantium and to contrast it with that of Charlemagne and the orthodoxy of the Western church.4 The York annals also confirm the picture, evident during the legatine visitation to England in 786, of the close collaboration between the English and Frankish churches at this time. They show Alcuin as a trusted emissary and intermediary between the two churches, and between the rulers of England and Charlemagne himself. Sadly, Alcuin’s carefully composed response to the Nicene acta is now lost: it might well have provided a fuller context for understanding the genesis of the Libri Carolini. Given the strength of three dimensional stone and metal work in England and its church during the eighth century, however, Alcuin’s response may have been more muted than that of Theodulf, who came from a rather different theological and artistic tradition in Spain which was also in close proximity to Islam. By the time Alcuin returned to England in 793, Theodulf’s great work was nearing completion. To understand its importance, the iconoclastic conflict in the Eastern Church must be outlined, and its place within the wider context of relationships and tensions between the Byzantine emperor, the papacy and the Carolingian monarchy in the eighth century.5
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