
All Rights Reserved © The Canadian Historical Association / La Société
historique du Canada, 2014

Ce document est protégé par la loi sur le droit d’auteur. L’utilisation des
services d’Érudit (y compris la reproduction) est assujettie à sa politique
d’utilisation que vous pouvez consulter en ligne.
https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/

Cet article est diffusé et préservé par Érudit.
Érudit est un consortium interuniversitaire sans but lucratif composé de
l’Université de Montréal, l’Université Laval et l’Université du Québec à
Montréal. Il a pour mission la promotion et la valorisation de la recherche.
https://www.erudit.org/fr/

Document généré le 28 avr. 2024 19:16

Journal of the Canadian Historical Association
Revue de la Société historique du Canada

Charlemagne and the Lombard Kingdom That Was: the
Lombard Past in Post-Conquest Italian Historiography
Eduardo Fabbro

Volume 25, numéro 2, 2014

URI : https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1032839ar
DOI : https://doi.org/10.7202/1032839ar

Aller au sommaire du numéro

Éditeur(s)
The Canadian Historical Association / La Société historique du Canada

ISSN
0847-4478 (imprimé)
1712-6274 (numérique)

Découvrir la revue

Citer cet article
Fabbro, E. (2014). Charlemagne and the Lombard Kingdom That Was: the
Lombard Past in Post-Conquest Italian Historiography. Journal of the Canadian
Historical Association / Revue de la Société historique du Canada, 25(2), 1–26.
https://doi.org/10.7202/1032839ar

Résumé de l'article
Avant la conquête carolingienne de la Lombardie en Italie (774), l’Église a
déployé de grands efforts auprès de la cour franque pour la convaincre de la
légitimité de l’invasion. En empruntant les termes de Grégoire Ier, la cour
pontificale trace un portrait offensant des Lombards, les dépeignant comme
étant traîtres, exécrables et sauvages. Le présent article analyse l’épistolaire
papal du VIIIe siècle et le Liber Pontificalis afin d’établir les stratégies derrière
cette campagne. Ensuite, il se penche sur la réaction des Lombards après la
conquête et s’attarde aux efforts de Paul Diacre et de l’auteur anonyme de
l’Origo Langobardorum codicis Gothanis pour remettre en question le portrait
des Lombards dressé par la cour pontificale et pour se réapproprier le passé
chrétien de leur peuple. Tant Paul que l’Origo de Gotha ont mis l’accent sur
l’importance de la conversion – et surtout du rôle de Grégoire le Grand – dans
la réhabilitation des Lombards. Cet article avance que leurs travaux
constituent une tentative des Lombards de dissocier leur foi chrétienne de la
conquête et de se réapproprier le récit de leur propre passé.

https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/jcha/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1032839ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/1032839ar
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/jcha/2014-v25-n2-jcha02052/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/jcha/


1

JOURNAL OF THE CHA 2014
New Series, Vol. 25, No. 2

REVUE DE LA SHC 2014
Nouvelle série, vol. 25, nº 2

Charlemagne and the Lombard Kingdom That Was: the Charlemagne and the Lombard Kingdom That Was: the 
Lombard Past in Post-Conquest Italian HistoriographyLombard Past in Post-Conquest Italian Historiography

EDUARDO FABBROEDUARDO FABBRO

Abstract

The Carolingian conquest of Lombard Italy (774) was preceded by a 
massive effort on the part of the Church to convince the Frankish court of 
the legitimacy of the invasion. Relying on a terminology borrowed from 
Gregory I, the papal court produced an offensive portrait of the Lom-
bards, depicted as treacherous, vile, and heathen. This article analyzes 
eighth-century papal epistolary and the Liber Pontifi calis in order to 
establish the strategies behind this campaign. In a second moment, we 
turn to the Lombard response after the conquest, and the efforts of Paul 
the Deacon as well as the anonymous author of the Origo Langobardo-
rum codicis Gothanis to question the papal portrait of the Lombards and 
to reclaim the Christian past of their people. Both Paul and the Gotha 
Origo focused on the importance of the conversion — and especially the 
role of Gregory the Great — in the rehabilitation of the Lombards. 
Their works, this article suggests, represent an attempt of the Lombards 
to dissociate their Christian faith from the conquest and to reclaim the 
narrative about their own past.

Résumé

Avant la conquête carolingienne de la Lombardie en Italie (774), 
l’Église a déployé de grands efforts auprès de la cour franque pour la 
convaincre de la légitimité de l’invasion. En empruntant les termes de 
Grégoire Ier, la cour pontifi cale trace un portrait offensant des Lombards, 
les dépeignant comme étant traîtres, exécrables et sauvages. Le présent 
article analyse l’épistolaire papal du VIIIe siècle et le Liber Pontifi calis 
afi n d’établir les stratégies derrière cette campagne. Ensuite, il se penche 
sur la réaction des Lombards après la conquête et s’attarde aux efforts de 
Paul Diacre et de l’auteur anonyme de l’Origo Langobardorum codicis 
Gothanis pour remettre en question le portrait des Lombards dressé par 
la cour pontifi cale et pour se réapproprier le passé chrétien de leur peuple. 
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Tant Paul que l’Origo de Gotha ont mis l’accent sur l’importance de la 
conversion – et surtout du rôle de Grégoire le Grand – dans la réhabi-
litation des Lombards. Cet article avance que leurs travaux constituent 
une tentative des Lombards de dissocier leur foi chrétienne de la conquête 
et de se réapproprier le récit de leur propre passé.

In 774 the independent Lombard kingdom in Italy came to an 
end. Charlemagne’s campaign against the Lombards was the 
culmination of the Church’s fi fty-year-long project to ensure 
the creation of a political independent state in Italy, using the 
Franks as manpower to counter the Lombard kings. To this end, 
the papal court created a narrative that portrayed the Lombards 
as heathens and the Franks as Christian liberators, resulting 
in Frankish interventions under Pippin (in 755 and 756) and, 
fi nally, the destruction and incorporation of the Lombard king-
dom under Charlemagne. In 774, the Lombards had not only lost 
their independence, but had also gained a reputation as treach-
erous, heathen, and diabolical, while the Franks were portrayed 
as defenders of Christianity. This article analyzes the battle the 
Lombards fought after 774, not with weapons but with books, in 
order to regain control of their Christian past.

Immediately after the end of the Lombard kingdom,1 two 
works attest to a renewed interest in Lombard history. The more 
famous is certainly Paul the Deacon’s Historia Langobardorum, an 
artful reconstruction of the Lombard past from its Scandinavian 
origins to the end of Liutprand’s reign (744).2 In the fi rst decade 
of the ninth century, an anonymous author produced another 
history of the Lombards, modifying and adding to the Origo gen-
tis Langobardorum — a pre-existing short history of the Lombard 
kings from the origins until Grimoald (662–71) — and expand-
ing the narrative up to Charlemagne’s heir to the throne of Italy, 
Pepin (781–810). This continuation, compiled in northern Italy, 
served as an introduction for a collection of the Lombard laws 
now preserved in a single manuscript in Gotha (Germany), which 
explains its title, Origo gentis Langobardorum ‘codicis Gothani.’3 This 
relatively large sample of historical narratives contrasts with the 
rather limited surviving output of similar works in the previous 
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centuries.4 Even though this newfound inclination for history 
was supported by a context of mounting interest in this literary 
genre in the Carolingian world and a deep interest in regional, 
‘ethnic’ past,5 it was arguably also prompted by the papal abuse 
of the Lombard past in its propaganda. In order to link these 
two contexts, I will focus fi rst on the construction of papal pro-
paganda, and how the papal court used its diplomatic exchanges 
with the Carolingian court, preserved in the Codex Carolinus, as 
well as the historical material assembled in the Liber Pontifi calis, 
to cast the Lombards as the enemies. Second, I turn to Lombard 
historiographical production, namely Paul the Deacon’s Historia
and the ninth-century Gotha Origo, for the Lombard reaction 
to this propaganda. I argue that the increase in historiograph-
ical production after the fall of the kingdom in 774 was not a 
response to the defeat, but the Lombards’ attempt to restore 
their Christian past.

1. Anti-Lombard Propaganda: 
The Liber Pontifi calis and the Papal Letters

The renewed attention for the Lombard past has its roots in the 
clashes between Lombard government and papacy in the eighth 
century. Even though the context behind the growing confl icts 
between the popes and the Lombards is far from clear, the objec-
tives of eighth-century papal policy are not hard to grasp. In the 
early eighth century, internal and external pressures in Constan-
tinople weakened the imperial grasp on Italy. This progressive 
decomposition of Byzantine authority allowed the Church to 
spread its infl uence from territorial ownership to sovereignty, 
producing a papal state, which Thomas Noble rightly dubbed 
the Republic of St. Peter.6 The construction of a secular authority, 
however, was hindered by the well-established Lombard state, 
both to the north and to the south.7 Even if he could rely on 
whatever was left of the Byzantine military, the pope was unable 
to fi ght the Lombards in the fi eld. Furthermore, the more that 
Byzantine authority crumbled, the more the Lombard kings 
would strengthen their authority in the peninsula. The confl ict-
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ing interests increased the tension between the Lombards and 
the popes, leading Aistulf (749–56) and Desiderius (756–774) 
to engage in military actions against Rome. Given the collapse 
of the Byzantine army in Italy, the only option available to the 
Church was to use the Franks against the Lombards.8 Thus, when 
the Lombard king Liutprand (712–44) marched on Rome in 739 
(and again in 740, when he besieged Ravenna), pope Gregory 
III wrote to the Franks pleading for help against the “persecu-
tions of the Lombards.”9 Charles Martel, then maior domus and 
supreme commander of the Franks, ignored his pleas. The Lom-
bards had been faithful allies of the Franks for most of their rule 
in Italy: in 737, Liutprand had even sent troops to help Charles 
fi ght the Muslims in Provence. In addition, Charles might even 
have chosen Liutprand to cut the hair of his son, Pippin, in a tra-
ditional ritual of adoption.10 The failure to attract the Franks was 
such a blow to the papacy that the event received no mention in 
the Liber Pontifi calis, and was included only later in the so-called 
Frankish recension.11

If the pope were to convince the Franks, he would need a 
change in tone and a more plausible casus belli. The new tactic was 
to dehumanize and ‘de-Christianize’ the Lombards by portraying 
them as vile, pagan, and repulsive, so that a campaign against 
them would better fi t Carolingian royal ideology.12 To this end, 
the papal court had at its disposal two different media. First, 
there were letters. More than communication devices, letters cre-
ated a space of expression and of rhetorical exchange. Second, the 
papal court controlled the production — and to some extent the 
distribution — of the Liber Pontifi calis. This collection of papal 
biographies was an important source of information. The ascen-
sion of each new pope would prompt a new edition, and during 
the turbulent years of the eighth century, many new versions 
updated the material of previous vitae to better adapt to current 
needs.13

The importance of the Lombards in the Liber Pontifi calis grew 
exponentially from the vita of Stephen II (752–57) onwards. In 
previous biographies, the Lombards fi gured in a few entries up to 
the vita of Sabiano (604–06), only to disappear for the rest of the 
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seventh century; they made only sporadic appearances through-
out the fi rst half of the eighth. By the time the vita of Stephen 
II was composed (probably soon after the election of the new 
pope), the Lombards had become the most prominent adver-
sary of Rome and this is why the Liber Pontifi calis had been fully 
co-opted as an outlet for papal propaganda. The Lombards then 
play a central role in the Liber Pontifi calis until the vita of Adrian I 
(872–95). The very contentious vitae from Gregory III (731–41) 
to Adrian I are imbued with political propaganda aimed at the 
creation of a papal state and the suppression of the Lombard 
threat.14

During the pontifi cate of Stephen II (752–57), the papal 
court employed a violent rhetoric against the Lombards. The 
letters of Gregory had already set the initial tone, by labeling 
Liutprand’s actions as “persecution and oppression of the Lom-
bards,”15 but a clear shift can be seen in the vita of Stephen. In it, 
the Lombard king Aistulf (749–56) is depicted as moving against 
Rome, and starting a “great persecution” (magna persecutio): he is 
“possessed by the cunningness of the devil” (antiqui hostis invasus 
versutia), and acts with a “devilish persuasion” (diabolicis suasion-
ibus).16 Aistulf is the most atrocious of kings (atrocissimus), the 
most evil (nequissimus), the most unholy (nefandissimus), spite-
ful (malignus), and unfaithful (infi delis).17 The vita is a chain of 
aggression ad hominem against Aistulf and the Lombards. Adrian 
I’s vita employs a very similar tone, this time targeting the next 
Lombard king, Desiderius (756–74).18 

The extreme language of the Liber Pontifi calis refl ects the 
ideological positions of the diplomatic letters exchanged between 
the popes and the Frankish court. The Codex Carolinus preserves 
the interactions between the pope and the Franks in three 
moments of crisis: Aistulf’s campaign against Rome, Desiderius’s 
attempt to marry his daughter to Charlemagne (or to his brother 
Carlomannus), and the Friulian resistance to Charlemagne in 
776.19 The letters, written for a more restricted audience, allowed 
the papal court to heighten the tone of its discourse against the 
Lombards. The description of Aistulf’s attack on Rome charges 
the king with every imaginable crime. The most evil Aistulf (neq-
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uissimus) and the Lombards, writes the pope, set all of suburbia on 
fi re, burning buildings, churches, and sacred images. They cast 
the holy hosts in pots and cooked them with meat for food. They 
raped cloistered nuns, ripped sacred veils out of the temples, and 
put the veils to their own use. They dragged into slavery the 
extensive family of St. Peter and all the Romans.20 Announcing 
the death of Aistulf, Stephen II adds: “And indeed the tyrant, fol-
lower of the Devil, Aistulf, devourer of Christian blood, destroyer 
of God’s churches, was struck down by a divine blow, and was 
plunged into the depths of hell.”21 In another letter that admon-
ishes Charlemagne and Carlomannus not to marry Desiderius’s 
daughter, Adrian I provides a papal picture of the Lombards: 

What is indeed that foolishness, most famous sons, 
greatest kings, that one hardly dares to mention, 
that your famous Franks, who shine over all peoples, 
and the so splendid and most noble offspring of your 
royal power, God forbid, would be polluted by the 
most treacherous and disgraceful people of the Lom-
bards, who should by no means be ranked amongst 
the peoples, from whose nation the race of the lepers is 
certainly spawned?22 

The language of the letters — and the language of the Liber Pon-
tifi calis, clearly dependent upon this epistolary — succeeded in 
producing a representation of the (quite Christian) Lombards as 
a nefarious race against whom the Franks should fi ght to protect 
the Church. As the Carolingians were fi ghting the Saxons, so 
should they fi ght the Lombards, both vicious nations threaten-
ing Christianity.23 

The strategy behind papal diplomacy and propaganda was 
therefore to portray the Lombards as a non-Christian nation, 
and thus a natural enemy for the very Christian Carolingian 
Franks. One of the most effective tools the papal court found 
for that purpose was the appropriation of the vocabulary used 
by Gregory the Great (590–604) in his confl icts with the Lom-
bards, more than a century before. Stefano Gasparri has already 
pointed out to what extent the Liber Pontifi calis and the papal 
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letters rely on terms taken from Gregory.24 Nefandissimus rex, for 
instance, comes from a letter to the bishops of Italy, in which 
Gregory curses Authari for having forbidden Lombard children 
to be baptized during Easter. In the same letter, the pope boasts 
that God smote the king for his wickedness — a description that 
is echoed in Stephen’s report on Aistulf’s death.25 The description 
of Aistulf’s siege of Rome — both in the Liber Pontifi calis and in 
the letters — also draws heavily from Gregory’s notes on Agi-
lulf’s siege of the city in the 590s.26

Until the eighth century, Gregory’s pontifi cate had not 
received much attention. His vita in the Liber Pontifi calis takes up 
a modest 14 lines in the modern edition, mentioning the Lom-
bards en passant, and giving a brief list of his works.27 Gregory 
was remembered especially for Augustine’s mission to England, 
which he initiated, and for his subsequent status as founding 
father of English Christianity. Around 700, Gregory received a 
new vita, produced by an anonymous monk in Whitby (England) 
and based mostly on local legends, and also a long commentary 
in Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica, which relied heavily on Gregory’s 
epistolary.28 In Italy, there is also evidence that Gregory’s works 
— in particular his letters — were receiving attention again. 
In 715, a new pope assumed the name Gregory (Gregory II, 
715–731) for the fi rst time since the death of Gregory I. He was 
followed in his choice by his successor, Gregory III (731–741). 
According to the Liber Pontifi calis, Pope Zacharias (741–52) made 
a translation of the Dialogues into Greek.29 More signifi cantly, 
Pope Adrian I (772–95) published the fi rst offi cial collection of 
Gregory’s letters.30

Reassessing the relationship between the Lombards and the 
Church demands an examination of Gregory the Great, for he 
was the pope who fi nally came to terms with the Lombards — 
more specifi cally with king Agilulf (590–616) and his queen, 
Theodelinda (d. 628).31 Nonetheless, for the duration of his entire 
papacy, Gregory had to juggle his relationship with the Lom-
bards and his formal allegiance to Ravenna — which often was 
openly unsympathetic towards him. Most of his letters refl ect 
this need to reaffi rm his commitment to the imperial cause while 
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still maintaining good relations with the Lombard king.32 While 
Gregory’s letters provided the eighth-century papal court with 
a frozen picture of barbarous Lombards threatening civilized 
Christians, they included, nonetheless, elements of a more urbane 
interchange between the pope and the Lombard court. This side 
of the story, which the later papal court decided to ignore, Paul 
the Deacon would later retrieve.33 Through the misappropria-
tion of Gregory’s work, the papal court tried to erase the good 
relations between the papacy and the Lombards in the previous 
century. Moreover, the court managed to produce a represen-
tation of the Lombard past that refl ected the early years of the 
Lombards’ relationship with the Church, reinforcing an image of 
barbarity, ferocity, and menace to the papacy. Through this rhe-
torical operation, the papal court was the fi rst, to our knowledge, 
to try to produce a clear, teleological narrative for Lombard Italy. 
The end results were not fl attering for the Lombards. 

2. Reclaiming the Lombard Past (1): Paul the Deacon

The author who produced the most elaborate response to the 
de-Christianization/dehumanization of the Lombards was cer-
tainly Paul the Deacon. Not long after the Carolingian conquest 
of the Lombard kingdom (774), Paul, a Lombard aristocrat 
turned monk, produced the most comprehensive surviving his-
tory of the Lombards. Much has been said about the intention 
and the intended audience of Paul’s Historia Langobardorum, 
most recently by Walter Goffart and Rosamond McKitterick.34

It is unlikely, however, that Paul had a single intention or even 
a single audience in mind as he put together his history. Paul 
worked to produce a picture of the past that would serve to 
answer questions about the present. He certainly addressed 
several different topics, from the best form of government to 
the political geography of Italy.35 The Carolingian conquest, 
however, which Paul had previously mentioned as something 
positive was not among his interests in the Historia.36 He was, 
nonetheless, very concerned about the papal representation of 
the Lombards.37 Paul had access to the Liber Pontifi calis, which 
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constituted one of the fundamental sources for his Historia Lan-
gobardorum.38 It is possible that he had also access to the Codex 
Carolinus, which was being put together in the Carolingian court 
roughly at the same time when Paul was a guest there.39 As a 
Lombard himself, Paul must have been appalled by the papal 
abuse of the Lombard past: not only was it offensive, but it was 
also clearly incorrect. 

As an intelligent and skilled scholar, Paul noticed at once 
that what was at issue was not the character of the last three 
kings of the Lombards, whose story, mutatus mutandi, was told 
rather accurately by the Liber Pontifi calis, but the nature of the 
Lombard past. In other words, Paul noticed that the manipula-
tion aimed to erase the Christian past of the Lombards and their 
portrayal depended on an appropriation of the life of Gregory 
the Great and his dealings with the Lombards. To redress the 
papal take on the Lombard past, Paul drafted his own version of 
the story. In the Historia Langobardorum, he presents the distant 
origin of the Lombards as emerging from a pagan past, though 
he dismisses as ridicula fabula the pagan story behind the origins 
of the name ‘Lombard.’40 He then characterizes the Lombards’ 
migration to Italy — not by invasion but by invitation.41 Paul 
carefully designed his tale of the ‘ruin of Italy’ in order to excul-
pate the Lombard kings. Alboin conquered Italy without spilling 
a drop of blood,42 and violence, Paul suggests, only started when 
the Lombards gave up kingship after the death of Cleph.43 The 
elevation of Authari, restoring kingship, brought an age of peace, 
security, and blessing.44 The fi rst part of book IV marks one of the 
highpoints of the work: here he deals with the most pressing 
issue, the relations between Agilulf and Gregory the Great. Paul 
represents Agilulf, together with the most pious Theodelinda, 
as the sacred royal couple who brought the Lombards closer to 
the Church and made peace with the pope.45 The reign of Agi-
lulf, and especially the positive interaction between the king and 
Gregory, was sketched as a direct response to the nefarious Lom-
bards of the Liber Pontifi calis. 

Paul’s narrative of the deeds of Gregory the Great in the 
Historia Langobardorum differs in focus from his previous work, 
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the Vita S. Gregorii.46 While in the Vita Paul is mainly concerned 
with the spiritual life of the pontiff, in the Historia Langobardorum
he is focused on Gregory’s conciliation between the Church and 
the Lombards.47 In this task, Gregory had the help of the most 
pious Theodelinda, the Lombard queen. According to Paul, 

Through this queen [i.e., Theodelinda] the Church of 
God acquired many useful things. For the Lombards, 
while still ensnared by pagan error, captured almost 
all the possessions of the churches. But the king [Agi-
lulf], moved by her wholesome supplications, not only 
upheld the Catholic faith, but also gracefully gave 
many possessions to the Church of Christ, and to the 
bishops, who were in a reduced and abject position, he 
restored the honour of their usual dignity.48 

One of the many great contributions the queen offered the 
Christian community was a church built in Monza and dedi-
cated to St. John the Baptist.49 For Paul, Theodelinda’s church 
was closely connected to the destiny of the Lombards, and he 
claimed elsewhere that as long as the church was well taken care 
of, the Lombard kingdom would stand.50 The story highlights 
the importance of Theodelinda to Paul’s reconstruction of the 
Lombard past. Paul underscores her pivotal role by stating that 
Gregory, aware of the queen’s piety, sent her a copy of his Dia-
logues.51 

Paul presents the friendship linking the pope and the queen 
as fundamental for peace mediation between the Lombards and 
the Church. When the exarch Romanus moved against the Lom-
bards, Agilulf assembled an army to fi ght him and marched 
south towards Rome.52 “The blessed pope Gregory,” records 
Paul, “was so terrifi ed by the advance of the king, that he gave 
up on the exposition of the temple, about which one can read in 
Ezekiel, as he himself reported in his homilies.”53 After Agilulf 
settled the score to his satisfaction, he returned to Pavia. Then, 
Gregory reached out to Theodelinda and, with her help, nego-
tiated peace. According to Paul, “not long after that, mainly by 
the suggestion of queen Theodelinda, his wife — whom Gregory 
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had often admonished by letters — Agilulf agreed upon a very 
fi rm peace (pax fi rmissima) with the most holy pope Gregory and 
the Romans.”54 As proof of his argument, Paul added a copy of 
two letters from Gregory’s Registrum, one to Theodelinda, the 
other to Agilulf, both celebrating the achieved peace.55

Moreover, Paul added two notes about the southern Lom-
bard dukes — Ariulf of Spoleto and Arichis of Benevento — to 
confi rm the good will of the Lombards towards the Church.56 In 
Gregory’s letters, both dukes are rebel Roman commanders who 
took part in a coordinated attack against Rome in an attempt 
to receive their precaria.57 Up to 593, both dukes were a major 
source of concern to Gregory, as they extended their control over 
southern Italy58 They remained starkly independent. Even when 
Agilulf accepted peace, they insisted on drafting an agreement 
of their own.59 None of that confl ict exists in Paul’s Historia Lan-
gobardorum. Even though Paul lacked documentation on which 
an opposite interpretation could be based, he completely ignored 
any letters that could have suggested any antagonism between 
the pope and the Lombards. For Arichis, he preserved a letter 
sent by Gregory later in his papacy, asking the duke for help 
transporting some beams to Rome, which Paul quotes verba-
tim.60 For Ariulf, whose activities for the early 590s are well 
described by several Gregorian letters, Paul relays a single story, 
probably based on a local legend, of a battle the duke fought 
against the Romans at Camerino (ca. 70 kilometers north-east of 
Spoleto). In the story, a mighty warrior protects Ariulf in the bat-
tle, but when the duke inquires about the identity of the warrior, 
none of his soldiers seem to have seen him. Back in Spoleto, the 
duke comes to the Basilica of St. Savianus where he recognizes 
his protector in a portrait of the saint. “Thus,” adds Paul, “it was 
understood that the saint had brought help to the duke in the 
battle.”61 

Finally, Paul quotes yet another letter from, this one 
addressed to Sabinianus, a deacon in Constantinople. Gregory 
had been accused of killing a Dalmatian bishop named Malchus, 
who had died in Gregory’s custody.62 In the letter, Gregory sug-
gested to Sabinianus that “If I, [the emperors’] servant, wanted 
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to get involved in the death of the Lombards, today the Lom-
bards would have neither king nor duke nor count, and would 
be divided in utmost confusion, but because I fear God, I dread 
to be involved in the death of any man.”63 Paul quotes the letter 
ipsis litteris, and wonders at the pope’s humility. “Behold!” he 
exclaims, “such was the humility of this man, who even being the 
supreme pontiff, called himself a servant! Behold! Such integrity 
of this man, who did not want to be involved even in the death 
of the Lombards, who were then both incredulous and were 
destroying everything.”64 In the passage, Paul highlights how 
Gregory would not plot against the Lombards, even when they 
were plundering the land, presumably during the interregnum,65

but rather forgave them and sought peace. Paul did not have 
to add how different Gregory’s behaviour was from that of the 
pontiffs of Paul’s own day. 

Comparing Paul’s depiction of Gregory with a later vita 
of the same pope shows the extent to which Paul manipulated 
Gregory’s historical record. In the late ninth century, the papal 
court fi nally came to question Paul’s version of Gregory’s life, and 
to reclaim the pope for the discourse against the Lombards. John 
Hymmonides (or John the Deacon) produced a new life of the 
pope after the death of Louis II (839–75) to kindle once again 
Frankish piety to fi ght the Lombards (now the Beneventan Lom-
bards) for the Church.66 He dismisses the vita produced amongst 
the Lombards (i.e., Paul’s) claiming they were a people clearly hos-
tile to the pope.67 John’s Vita is a rather odd contribution to the 
genre. Instead of a collection of miracles and moral stories, John 
produced a selection of Gregory’s work, mostly from his Regis-
trum, introduced by short explanations and praises. For a medieval 
hagiography, John’s Vita s. Gregorii papae awkwardly resembles a 
nineteenth-century scholarly work. In his extensive presentation 
of Gregorian letters, John quotes the many passages in which the 
Lombards were a hindrance to the pope, but not the letters quoted 
by Paul.68 The contrast between the selections of the two authors 
underlines the divergent ideology of the two texts.

The moment of reconciliation between Gregory and the Lom-
bards is central to the Historia Langobardorum, but Paul returns 
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to the topic of the good relationship between the Lombards and 
God in other parts of the work. The examples are numerous. For 
instance, Paul asserts that St. John the Baptist protects Roth-
ari’s grave from robbers, as an eyewitness had reported to him.69

King Perctarit (671–88) receives a similar treatment. After the 
death of Grimoald (671), Paul writes, a divine emissary (nuntius 
divinus) recalled the exiled sovereign to Italy.70 “He was a pious 
man, of Catholic faith,” adds Paul, “steadfast to justice and an 
open handed supporter of the poor.”71 During his reign, Perctarit, 
together with his wife Rodelinda, built many churches, including 
the famous Basilica of St. Mary ad perticas.72 Their son Cunincpert 
(688–700) fought a pitched battle against Alahis who had prom-
ised that, if God should grant him victory, he would “fi ll a hole 
with testicles of priests.”73 In Paul’s retelling of the battle, Cun-
incpert is helped not only by a valorous deacon who takes the 
king’s place in single combat, but also by St. Michael. Even Alahis 
is reported to have said, “amongst Cunincpert’s spears, I see the 
image of St. Michel the archangel.”74 Paul further defends that 
the eighth-century kings, too, focused on their commitment to 
the Church as illustrated in Aripert’s donation of the Cottian Alps 
and Liutprand’s reverence to the papacy.75

By and large, Paul’s kings are not exceptional. They are all 
fl awed: they cheat, they kill, and they plot, but they are no worse 
than the kings in Bede or in Gregory of Tours.76 That is the cen-
tral argument Paul is trying to make: the Lombards were as good 
Christians as any laymen can be expected to be. They were not 
exemplary, nor were they the nefarious monsters that papal pro-
paganda had painted. Most importantly, they were not a race of 
lepers: in fact, Paul is very concerned to point out how handsome 
all the Lombard kings were.77 

3. Reclaiming the Lombard past (2): Gotha Origo

The anonymous author of the Origo gentis Langobardorum codicis 
Gothani (henceforth Gotha Origo) echoes the picture painted by 
Paul.78 Gotha Origo is part of a family of texts that accompanied 
some codices of the Lombard law, usually as an extension of the 
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prologue to Rothari’s Edict (643). This prologue included a list of 
kings up to Rothari and the king’s genealogy.79 The original Origo 
gentis Langobardorum expanded the list into short stories, adding 
small events and anecdotes. The most common form (preserved 
in three manuscripts dating from the tenth to the beginning of 
the eleventh century) takes the narrative from the Scandinavian 
origins up to Grimoald (662–71).80 

Gotha Origo, a development of the original Origo, was pro-
duced in the fi rst decade of the ninth century to accompany a 
collection of the Lombard laws. It takes the story up to Char-
lemagne and adds a new prologue to the text. The author of 
Gotha Origo likely knew the work of Paul the Deacon; he was 
certainly well acquainted with the questions Paul had faced 
while drafting his version of the Lombard past. The additions 
the Gotha author made to the original Origo text — or to the 
version of the text he had — show the same intent to dismiss 
the negative image of the Lombards. The author narrates how, 
before they came to Italy, the forefathers of the Lombards lived 
without law. However, once they came to Italy, they also came 
to Christ: 

Coming to the land of Italy, they found milk and honey 
fl owing, and, what is even more important, they found 
the salvation of baptism, and receiving the path of the 
Holy Cross, they were brought amongst the ranks of 
the good. In them, it is fulfi lled [what was said]: ‘sin 
is not imputed, when there is no law’. First rapacious 
wolves, then lambs grazing amongst the fl ocks of the 
Lord; hence, so much praise and gratitude is given to 
God, who placed them from the fi lth into the ranks of 
the just, fulfi lling the Davidian prophecy: ‘and raising 
the poor from the fi lth, make him sit with the princes 
of your people’.81 

The author makes it very clear: once the Lombards were pagans 
and wild, but that was in the past and they can no longer be 
blamed for that. Now they have been saved by the grace of God 
and have been made good Christians. He continues:
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They are said to be leaving [their homes], thus, moved 
not by need or by hardness of heart, or by the oppression 
of their parents, but so that they would achieve salva-
tion from above. A wonder it is to all, and unheard, to 
see such salvation shine, when it was not by the merit 
of their parents; they found amongst the spikes of 
thorns the perfume of the churches. In such a way, the 
merciful Son of God had predicted, ‘I did not come to 
call for the just, but for the sinners’; they were those, 
about whom the Saviour said in proverbs to the Jews: 
“I have other sheep, that are not from this sheepfold, 
and I need to lead them to ask for the water of life.”82 

The Gotha Origo author thus turns papal propaganda on its 
head and praises the Lombards for being converts: they came to 
the light by their own desire, by their own virtue. He narrates 
the Lombards’ adventures from Scandinavia to Italy, and men-
tions how, after Narsis left Italy for Spain (!), the citizens of Pavia 
and Milan, together with all the Italian cities, bowed their heads 
to Alboin, as was ordained by God.83 He adds that Rothari was 
the king who brought law and justice to the Lombards: “In the 
time of Rothari, a light was born in the darkness, through him, 
the Lombards assumed the fi ght for the canonic [law], and were 
made supporters of the priests.”84 After another brief list of kings 
up to Desiderius, the author announces the end of the Lombard 
kingdom, conquered by Charlemagne in defence of the Church. 
“And he compassionately conceded to the Lombards [to preserve] 
their national laws, and added his own, as he wanted, which were 
necessary to the Lombards; and numberless men, who endlessly 
blamed him, he forgave.”85 The narrative continues until the ele-
vation of Pepin as king and the defeat of the ‘unfaithful’ Avars. 
The author concludes: “To the present day, by his [Pepin’s] help, 
Italy has fl ourished, as it did in the ancient days. Italy had laws 
and fertility, and also peace, by the merits of our lord, with the 
help of our Lord Jesus Christ.”86 

As with Paul the Deacon, the intention of the author of 
the Origo is not to dismiss the Carolingian conquest, and even 



16

JOURNAL OF THE CHA 2014 / REVUE DE LA SHC

less to denigrate Charlemagne. His object is clearly to reinstate 
the Lombards as a Christian people who strove against paganism 
in the past but had long since turned to Christianity. The Origo 
drives the point home even more emphatically than Paul’s Histo-
ria, since the Gotha text actually evaluates Charles’s rule in Italy. 
The assessment of the Lombard past presented by the author of 
the Gotha Origo is not nostalgic — Charles and Pepin are por-
trayed as successful rulers.87 Nevertheless, the author strongly 
emphasizes the deep Christian traditions of the Lombards.

The eighth century witnessed a debate on the nature of Lombard 
society that focused on the Christianization of the Lombards. 
This debate was prompted by well-crafted papal propaganda, 
designed to dehumanize and de-Christianize the Lombards to 
validate a Frankish campaign in support of the newly formed 
papal state. Papal propaganda used Gregory the Great’s rhetoric 
to colour current events, erasing a century of Lombard Christian-
ity and good relations with the Church. The campaign was very 
effective, and on two different occasions — with Pepin against 
Aistulf and Charlemagne against Desiderius — the Franks crossed 
the Alps to defend the Church’s interests against the Lombards. 
Frankish intervention culminated with the conquest of the king-
dom of Pavia in 774. The propaganda devised by the Church, 
however, produced a strong reaction from the Lombard intelli-
gentsia — men such as Paul the Deacon and the author of the 
Gotha Origo. They were churchmen — Paul certainly was and, 
very likely so, the author of the Gotha Orgio — and the de-Chris-
tianization of the Lombard past offended them deeply. At the 
turn of the ninth century, these men had reclaimed the Christian 
character of the Lombard past. The legitimacy of the Carolingian 
conquest continued unquestioned, however, and would remain 
so until the second quarter of the ninth century. Nonetheless, 
these earlier works planted the seeds for later reviews of the con-
quest. Hence, when Aldelchis (854–78) fi nally questioned the 
legitimacy of the Carolingian presence in Italy, he relied on the 
idea that divine providence had brought the Lombards to Italy 
and that Charlemagne’s conquest was an act of greed and jeal-



CHARLEMAGNE AND THE LOMBARD KINGDOM THAT WAS: 
THE LOMBARD PAST IN POST-CONQUEST ITALIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

17

ousy.88 His position fi nds echoes elsewhere in the historical works 
of the time.89 A close reading of the histories produced shortly 
after the end of the Lombard kingdom reveals how the tradition 
of endowing the Lombard past with the answer to contemporary 
questions has long infl uenced the understanding of the period. 
Rereading post-conquest Lombard historiography also serves as a 
warning to keep in mind the extent to which many of the sources 
of the period — and especially Paul the Deacon’s Historia — are 
part of a long debate on the nature and the meaning of the Lom-
bard period in Italy.
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Geschichte der Langobarden (Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 1982), 
43–6. On the memory of Theodelinda, Agilulf and Gregory, cf. Stefano 
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Girolamo Arnaldi, eds. Giulia Barone, Lidia Capo, and Stefano Gasparri 
(Roma: Viella, 2000), 237–78, 255–62.

 32 Especially after his negotiated peace with Agilulf. After Agilulf’s trip-
cum-attack to Rome, Gregory was accused of unnamed crimes more 
than once; see, for example, Greg. Reg. 5.36, 5.6 and 6.34.

 33 See below, section 3.
 34 Goffart, Narrators; Rosamond McKitterick, “Paul the Deacon and 

the Franks,” Early Medieval Europe 8, no. 3 (1999): 319–39; “Paolo 
Diacono”; History and Memory, 60–83; also Lidia Capo, “Paolo Diacono 
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barbari nella Historia Langobardorum di Paolo Diacono,” Romanobarbar-
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eval West, eds. Walter Pohl and Gerda Heydemann (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2013), 297–363, especially, 323–35.
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“Die Quellen der Langobardengeschichte des Paulus Diaconus,” Neues 
Archiv 5 (1880): 51–103; Georg Waitz, “Zur Frage nach den Quellen 
der Historia Langobardorum,” Neues Archiv 5 (1880): 415–24; more 
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recently, see Gardiner, “Secundus”; Pohl, “Paulus Diaconus.”; and 
“Paolo Diacono”; McKitterick, History and Memory, 74–7.

 39 Paul was certainly at Charlemagne’s court from 781–5, though McKit-
terick argues for a possible longer stay: see Goffart, Narrators 338; 
McKitterick, History and Memory, 66–70. The Cod. Car. was composed 
in 791.

 40 HL 1.8.
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Northern Italy, A.D. 568–9,” Romanobarbarica 11 (1991): 79-108. Paul 
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(Vita Iohannis III, 63.3).

 42 Aboin’s capture of Italy is the main topic of HL 2; see Goffart, Narrators 
388–94.
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 45 Chiesa, “La fi gura,” 36–8.
 46 See now Paul the Deacon, “Vita sancti Gregorii Magni,” ed. Sabina 
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 50 HL 5.6.
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negotiation in 594, and related rather to a much later truce that Greg-
ory brokered in 598 between Agilulf and the exarch in Ravenna: Paul 
rearranged the evidence to better fi t his argument. 

 56 For Ariulf and Arichis, see Stefano Gasparri, I duchi longobardi (Rome: Isti-
tuto storico italiano per il Medio Evo, 1978), 74–5 and 86–7, respectively.

 57 Greg. Reg. 2.38.
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Ariulfo] in proelio adiutorium contulisse.” The passage might also refer 
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 63 Ibid. 
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 65 HL 2.32.
 66 On John the Deacon, see Girolamo Arnaldi, “Giovanni Immonide e la 

cultura a Roma al tempo di Giovanni VIII,” Bullettino dell’Istituto storico 
italiano 68 (1956): 48–87; C. Leonardi, “La ‘Vita Gregorii’ di Giovanni 
Diacono” in Roma e l’età carolingia : atti delle Giornate di studio, 3–8 mag-
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augustiniennes, 1981), 606 p., esp. 483ff; Capo, “La polemica,” 11–2. 
The work of John the Deacon is only available through the Patrologia 
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Papae (BHL 3641-3642), Archivum Gregorianum (Firenze: SISMEL 
edizioni del Galluzzo, 2004).

 67 John the Deacon, Vita s. Gregorii Papae, preaf; see also 1.45.
 68 The only exception is Greg. Reg. 5.6
 69 HL 4.47.
 70 HL 5.33.
 71 HL 5.33.
 72 HL 5.34.
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 74 HL 5.41.
 75 See for example, HL 6.28, 6.38, 6.43, 6.48, 6.58.
 76 McKitterick, History and Memory, 71–2. McKitterick suggests that 

Paul’s kings represent imperfect prefi gurations of Charlemagne.
 77 The obsession with physical appearance is a peculiarity of Lombard 

Italy, and is prominent in Paul the Deacon; see the physical description 
of the kings in HL 2.28 (Alboin), 3.30 (Authari), 3.35 (Agilulf) and 
6.27 (Cunincpert). See P. Squatriti, “Personal Appearance and Physio-
nomics in Early Medieval Italy,” Journal of Medieval History 14 (1988): 
191–202; on inscriptions, see Everett, Literacy, 256–7.

 78 For the Origo, see Berto, “Remembering Old,” 28–9; 32–5. For the 
edition of the Origo gentis Langobardorum codicis Gothani, eds. Claudio 
Azzara and Stefano Gasparri, Le Leggi dei Longobardi : storia, memoria e 
diritto di un popolo germanico, Fonti (Milano: Editrice La Storia, 1992), 
282–91.

 79 LLRot, prol.
 80 For the debate on the composition of the Origo, see n. 4 above.
 81 Gotha Origo, c.1.: “In terra Italiae adventantes, fl uentem lac et mel, et 

quod amplius est, salute invenerunt baptismatis, et vestigia sanctae Tri-
nitatis recipients, inter numerum bonorum effecti sunt. In illis impletum 
est: ‘Non inputatur peccatum, cum lex non esset’ [Rom. 5,13]. Primis 
lupi rapaces, postea agni inter dominicum gregem pascente; proinde 
tanta laus et gratia referenda est Deo, qui illos de stercore inter iusto-
rum numerum collocavit, nisi Davitica impleta prophetia: ‘Et de stercore 
erigens pauperem, sedere facit eum cum principibus populi sui’.”

 82 Gotha Origo, c. 1. “Moviti itaque non ex necessitate aut duricia cordis 
aut parentum oppressione, sed ut ex alto salutem consequeretur, asse-
rit exituros. Mirumque est omnibus et inauditum, videre, ubi non fuit 
meritum parentum, talis salus refulgere, qui deinter mucrones spina-
rum odoramenta aeclesiarum inventi sunt; sicut ipse misericors fi lius 
Dei antea praedixerat: ‘Non veni vocare iustos, sed peccatores.’ Isti 
fuerunt, unde ipse Salvator ad Iudaeos in proverbiis dicens: ‘Habeo alias 
oves, quae non sunt ex hoc ovili; et illas me oportet adduci ad aquam 
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 83 Gotha Origo, c.2.
 84 Gotha Origo, c.7: “Istius Rothari regis [temporibus] ortum est lumen 

in tenebris; per quem supradicti Langobardi ad cannonicam tenderunt 
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Berto, “Remembering Old,” 33.

 85 Gotha Origo, c.9: “Et paternae patriae leges Langobardis misertus conces-
sit, et suas, ut voluit, quae necessaria erant Langobardis, adiunxit; et 
innumerabilibus viris, qui eidem culparunt incessanter, culpas dimisit.”
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 86 Gotha Origo, c.9: “Praesentem diem per eius adiutorium splenduit Ita-
lia, sicut fecit antiquissimis diebus. Leges et ubertas et quetudinem 
habuit per domni nostri merita prestante domno nostro Ihesu Christo.”

 87 Berto, “Remembering Old,” 34–35.
 88 Capitula Domni Adelchis Principis, prol.
 89 Mostly on Andreas of Bergamo and Erchempert; see Capo, “La polem-

ica,” 18; 25–30. Both authors had, nonetheless, different views on the 
Lombard past. As Capo rightly summarizes, “… la differenza più evi-
dente che c’è al proposito tra le testimonianze dell’Italia settentrionale 
[i.e., Andreas] e quelle dell’Italia meridionale [i.e., Erchempert], e cioè 
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tutti il valori in evoluzione del presente …” For Andreas of Bergamo, 
see Berto, “Remembering Old,” 29–30; 35–48. For Erchempert, the 
classical work is Giorgio Falco’s “Erchemperto,” in Albori d’Europa: pag-
ine di storia medievale, ed. Giorgio Falco (Roma: Lavora, 1947), 264–92; 
see also P. Meyvaert, “Erchempert, moine de Mont-Cassin,” Revue Bene-
dictine 69 (1959): 103–5; Lidia Capo, “Le tradizioni narrative a Spoleto 
e Benevento” in I Longobardi dei ducati di Spoleto e Benevento: atti del XVI 
Congresso internazionale di studi sull’alto Medioevo, Spoleto, 20–23 ottobre 
2002, Benevento, 24–27 ottobre 2002 (Spoleto: Centro italiano di studi 
sull’alto Medioevo, 2003), 243–87; more recently, see the extensive 
work on Erchempert in Luigi Andrea Berto, “Erchempert, a Reluctant 
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the End of the Ninth Century,” Mediterranean Studies 20, no. 2 (2012): 
147–75.


