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Abstract

Gerberga of Saxony, the sister of Otto I of Germany and wife of Louis IV of France, receives
frequent scholarly mention in relation to a treatise by Adso of Montier-en-Der circa 950-
954. The topic of this short work, presented as a letter to Gerberga in answer to a question
she posed to the monk, was the life of the Antichrist, that fearful servant of Satan who would
appear before Christ’s Second Coming, lead whole nations into damnable error, and kill
many who would not apostatize before being defeated by Jesus himself at his return. The
treatise eventually become the foundation of centuries of Christian apocalyptic thought.
But despite her prominence in the letter, Gerberga has received no sustained examination
by historians regarding her interest and promotion of apocalyptic thought beyond being
a recipient of Adso’s letter. At most, scholars tend to see Gerberga as if through the eyes
of Adso, that is, as a nervous queen anxious to be reassured that a universal evil is not hiding
just around the corner. Such views—wholly unintentional but nevertheless present—do her
a great disservice and misunderstand the motivations of both Gerberga and Adso present in
the letter, as well as Gerberga’s younger, apocalyptically minded in-law, the empress
Adelaide. This essay examines Gerberga’s life not simply as it relates to Adso’s work but
in relation to the very personal, family-driven politics of both East and West Francia in
the tenth century. When placed in her proper context, we find Gerberga was not merely
a passive recipient of apocalyptic ideas for a brief period in the early 950s but was an active
patron whose interest shaped imperial politics for generations.
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Apocalyptic speculation, never absent from Christian thought, became more noticeable
and visibly insistent in Latinate Europe throughout the tenth century. In the previous
century, a woman named Thiota made a stir around Mainz when she predicted the
world would end in 847, though ecclesiastical officials quickly enforced silence on
her.! Despite the frequent raids from Scandinavians throughout Europe in the ninth

' Annales Fuldenses: Sive, Annales regni Francorum orientalis, ed. Friedrich Kurze and G. H. Pertz, MGH
SSRG 7 (Hanover, Germany: 1891), 36-37; Timothy Reuter, trans., The Annals of Fulda: Ninth-Century
Histories, Volume II (New York: Manchester University Press, 1992), 26-27. For discussion of Thiota
(aka Theoda or Theuda) as a woman preacher, see Suzanne Fonay Wemple, Women in Frankish
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century, these peoples do not seem to have been conflated to the dreaded Gog and
Magog, the Antichrist’s personal army.> Charlemagne certainly thought of his realm
as a castra Dei, a stronghold that served the divine both spiritually and militarily.
Nevertheless, apocalyptic language was mostly used for routine rhetorical and political
ends. No apocalyptic discourse is without context and significance for the society in
which it is expressed, vet, in following the opinion of Augustine of Hippo,
Carolingian discussion of the apocalypse was almost never urgent, instead being
reserved for catechetical training and as encouragement for peaceful unity within the
empire.3

The tenth century, by contrast, was full of apocalyptic concerns. Abbo of Fleury
relates several experiences with apocalyptic speculation in the second half of the cen-
tury, much of which seemed to emanate from Lotharingia.* Date setters proliferated,
with some people expecting that the conjunction of the Annunciation and Good
Friday would inaugurate the End Times. Such a conjunction happened four times
throughout the century: in 908, 970, 981, and 992.” Byrhtferth of Ramsey, Abbo’s stu-
dent, internalized his master’s distaste for imminent apocalyptic beliefs and wrote
against date setting in 1011.° Such denouncements are themselves evidence for contin-
uing interest. The year 1000 was seen as a significant milestone in cosmic history. While
contemporaries were not nervously sheltering in their homes as December 999 ended
(as nineteenth-century historians once believed), the millennial anniversary of
Christ’s Incarnation produced feelings of rising apocalyptic potential in some on either
side of the year 1000,” including for Thietland of Einsiedeln,® Zlfric of Eynsham,
Archbishop Wulfstan of York, Rodulfus Glaber, and even Empress Adelaide and her

Society: Marriage and the Cloister, 500-900 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1981), 143—
148.

*James T. Palmer, The Apocalypse in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 2014), 180, 213-214.

E. Ann Matter, “Alcuin’s Questions-and-Answers Text,” Rivista di Storia della Filosofia 45, no. 4 (1990):
645-656, esp. 656; Stephen O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse: A Theory of Millennial Rhetoric (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1998), 3-14; Bernard McGinn, “Introduction: John’s Apocalypse and the
Apocalyptic Mentality,” in The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, ed. Richard K. Emmerson and Bernard
McGinn (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992), 3-19.

4See Abbo Floriacensis, Apologeticus, in PL 139, cols. 461-472, at 471-472.

®See Elizabeth Dachowski, First among Abbots: The Career of Abbo of Fleury (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, 2008), 52-56; David C. Van Meter, “Christian of Stavelot on Matthew 24:42
and the Tradition that the World Will End on March 25th,” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale
63 (1996): 68-92, especially at 68-70; and Richard Landes, “The Fear of the Apocalyptic Year 1000:
Augustinian Historiography, Medieval and Modern,” in The Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious
Expectation and Social Change, 950-1050, ed. Richard Landes, Andrew Gow, and David C. Van Meter
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 243-270, especially at 252-254.

®See Byrhtferth of Ramsey, Byrhtferth’s Manual, ed. and trans. S. J. Crawford (London: Oxford
University Press, 1929), 232-243; and William Prideaux-Collins, “Satan’s Bonds Are Extremely Loose™:
Apocalyptic Expectation in Anglo-Saxon England during the Millennial Era,” in The Apocalyptic Year
1000, ed. Landes, Gow, and Van Meter, 289-310, especially 302-303.

“See Richard Landes, “Introduction: The Terribles espoirs of 1000 and the Tacit Fears of 2000,” in The
Apocalyptic Year 1000, ed. Landes, Gow, and Van Meter, 3-15.

8The attribution of Thietland of Einsiedeln as the author of a commentary on Paul’s second letter to the
Thessalonians has been called into question: see Hartmut Hoffmann, Die Wiirzburger Paulinenkommentare
der Ottonenzeit (Hannover, Germany: Hahnsche Buchhandlun, 2009), 41-42. Keeping this potential caveat
about authorial identity in mind, however, I have chosen to use Thietland for convenience, as most modern
scholarship still refers to him as the author.
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grandson, Emperor Otto III (discussed below). Even Charlemagne played a role in these
anxieties, being increasingly invoked in apocalyptic notions of a returned emperor who
would restore what had been lost and bring Christendom to a new and glorious age
before Christ’s return.” The year 1000 was, therefore, not so much a singular moment
of apocalyptic anxiety but rather an epochal pivot point. This era of apocalyptic interest
stretched decades on either side of the millennium, during which speculators could
image how and when to expect prophetic events to begin playing out (while also read-
justing their math if earlier estimations proved inadequate).'’

Perhaps the most significant moment in apocalyptic speculation, which encouraged
many later speculations, was the composition of a treatise on the Antichrist. Written
sometime between 949 and 954, the De ortu et tempore de Antichristo by Adso of
Montier-en-Der proved to be one of the most popular and influential nonscriptural
sources for apocalyptic thought for the rest of the Middle Ages."" It popularized in
Western Europe an idea, first formulated in the seventh century by a Syrian
Christian known to scholars as Pseudo-Methodius, that would become known as the
Last World Emperor prophecy. This held that the greatest ruler Christendom had
ever seen would unite all believers, retake Jerusalem, and abdicate his authority directly
to Christ by laying down his crown on the Mount of Olives. Immediately thereafter, the
Antichrist would arise, and the apocalypse proper would begin."?

All this is well known to historians, as is the name of the addressee of Adso’s
letter-cum-treatise, Queen Gerberga of Saxony, the sister of Otto I and wife of Louis
IV. Most scholars who work with Adso’s De ortu in any meaningful way never fail
to mention her."” Unfortunately, lip-service seems to be all Gerberga has received
among recent scholars interested in tenth-century apocalyptic thought. Even those

%See Matthew Gabriele, An Empire of Memory: The Legend of Charlemagne, the Franks, and Jerusalem
before the First Crusade (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2011).

10The Burgundian monk Rodufus Glaber (c. 980-c. 1046), “the historian of the Millennium,” for exam-
ple, wrote apocalyptically about the years surrounding 1000 and 1033, but he did not hold those precise
dates as divine deadlines. Those who had set precise dates had hitherto proven incorrect. Rather, they indi-
cated eras of increased motivation to improve society with the End in mind, which provoked activity as
diverse as increased church-building projects to the burning of heretics in Orleans. See Rodulfus Glaber,
Histories, in Rodulfus Glaber Opera, ed. and trans. John France, Neithard Bulst, and Paul Reynolds
(Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1989), xxiii, Ixiv, 116-117, and 138-151. Apocalyptic interest can also be
seen in the artistic achievements of the illustrated versions of the Beatus Apocalypse (a commentary, orig-
inally written by Beatus of Liébana in the late eighth century with many later extant illustrated versions
dating to as early as the tenth century) and the Bamberg Apocalypse (created c. 1000-1002 during Otto
IIT’s reign, who as we will see below had strong familial and person interests in the apocalypse). See
Richard K. Emmerson, Apocalypse Illuminated: The Visual Exegesis of Revelation in Medieval Illustrated
Manuscripts (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2018), especially 36-82.

""Daniel Verhelst, ed., De ortu et tempore Antichristi necnon et tractatus qui ab eo dependent, CCCM 45
(Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 1976), 3-19.

"2Palmer, Apocalypse, 107-119.

PIn the years on either side of 2000, there was quite a number of monographs, edited volumes, and
essays interested in apocalyptic themes in general and the year 1000 in particular. See, for example,
Michael Frasseto, ed., The Year 1000: Religious and Social Responses to the Turning of the First
Millennium (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002); Richard Landes, Andrew Gow, and David C. Van
Meter, eds., The Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious Expectation and Social Change, 950-1050 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2003); Richard Landes, “On Owls, Roosters, and Apocalyptic Time: A
Historical Method for Reading a Refractory Documentation,” Union Seminary Quarterly Review 49
(1995): 49-69; and Sylvain Gouguenheim, Les fausses terreurs de 'an mil: Attente de la fin du monde ou
approfondissement de la foi? (Paris: Picard, 1999), among many others.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.119.133.186, on 11 Jan 2025 at 05:53:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009640723002809


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009640723002809
https://www.cambridge.org/core

780 Bailey R. Poletti

sensitive to women’s absence in much of our sources and historical discussion have not
given Gerberga the attention (I argue) she deserves as a vector in the creation and prop-
agation of Adso’s apocalyptic thought.'* Only Simon MacLean has seemed to give
Gerberga the direct attention she deserves, examining the ways her connections to,
sponsorship of, and intellectual and spiritual involvement with monastic reformers—
first through her first husband, Duke Gislebert of Lotharingia, and then her second,
King Louis IV of West Franica—help explain the origins of Adso’s apocalyptic letter
to her."” Without treading the same intellectual grounds as MacLean, I hope to com-
plement his work on understanding the origins and implications of tenth-century apoc-
alyptic beliefs for the Ottonians, especially among women elites. Therefore, rather than
a traditional examination of Adso’s De ortu, looking at the author and his writings, this
essay instead examines the life and family connections of Queen Gerberga, centering
her, the person to whom Adso wrote his influential work, in order to better understand
the appeal and spread of interest in the Antichrist and the Last World Emperor proph-
ecy in tenth-century Frankish and Germanic society. While Adso deserves the attention
he has gained as an apocalyptic speculator, a complete picture of his contributions is
impossible without correcting this not-insignificant lacuna. With MacLean, I argue
here that Adso’s letter to Gerberga, unlike what some scholars have maintained, was
written to someone the monk considered a capable and highly motivated queen
whose interest in apocalyptic matters was based not on fear or idle curiosity but on
her own belief in her family’s prophetic importance. Adso catered to this belief in
his treatise. More than being a passive recipient, however, Gerberga encouraged this
apocalyptic worldview in others, especially in her younger, twice-over in-law,
Empress Adelaide, who in turn passed it on to her grandson, Otto III. No doubt, with-
out Adso, no apocalyptic letter would have been written; but the same goes for
Gerberga.

I. Carolingian Foundations for an Ottonian Apocalypse

The empire (albeit one between emperors) into which Gerberga was born circa 913 had
been founded by Charlemagne 100 years earlier and was, in many ways, a chimera:
Frankish warriors, Italian alliances, Germanic custom, Roman religion, English schol-
ars, and subjects from a variety of demographic, linguistic, and cultural origins, with
both peaceful and violent contacts from the Iberian Peninsula and the North Sea to
the Bosphorus and the Middle East. Without question, under the Carolingians, ideas
from disparate origins met and comingled in ways that would leave many lasting effects
on European society. The same is true for apocalyptic speculations.

For example, scholars—notably Richard Landes and James Palmer'®—have
remarked upon the importance of computus (date calculation) in the Carolingian
world and its connection to apocalyptic anxieties. Charlemagne himself was crowned

"See Jane T. Schulenburg, “Early Medieval Women, Prophecy, and Millennial Expectations,” in The
Year 1000: Religious and Social Responses to the Turning of the First Millennium, ed. Michael Frassetto
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 237-256.

>Simon MacLean, “Reform, Queenship and the End of the World in Tenth-Century France: Adso’s
‘Letter on the Origin and Time of the Antichrist' Reconsidered,” Revue belge de philology et d’histoire 86,
nos. 3-4 (2008): 645-675.

'®Richard Landes, “Lest the Millennium Be Fulfilled: Apocalyptic Expectations and the Pattern of
Western Chronography, 100-800 C.E.” in The Use and Abuse of Eschatology in the Middle Ages,
ed. W. D. FE. Verbeke, D. Verhelst, and A. Welkenhysen (Leuven, Belgium: Leuven University Press,
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emperor by Leo III not, as we usually think, on Christmas in AD 800 but rather in AM
IT 6000, according to an older anno mundi (year of the world) calendar. Such, argues
Landes, might well have been an expression of messianic hope for the future age.'”
Whether one calls them “hopes” or “anxieties,” however, these Carolingian interests
never materialized into grand apocalyptic movements. Dates, however, can only take
us so far in understanding how the Carolingian court understood and made use of
apocalyptic ideas.

The architect of Charlemagne’s intellectual renewal was Alcuin of York (ca. 735-804),
whose British traditions studied the apocalypse but kept chiliastic, imminent apocalyp-
tic predictions at arm’s length.'® Alcuin was a direct heir of Bede (himself an avid, albeit
orthodox, apocalyptic thinker)'® and his educational legacy, being trained under Egbert,
the archbishop of York, himself a student of Bede’s. Alcuin’s efforts led to the formation
of a palace school at Aachen in which Christian humanism and biblical exegesis rooted
the study of more classical disciplines as he attempted to impart his insular-flavored
religious morality into continental culture.”® Like his intellectual forebears, Alcuin
was no apocalyptic alarmist. In two works on John’s Apocalypse attributed to him—
a question-and-answer manual and an unfinished commentary—interest remains
focused not on an impending doomsday but on the virtues of the church expressed
through its teaching and preaching.”' According to E. Ann. Matter, unlike similar
works, Alcuin’s manual was hardly a finely crafted theological text concerned with dif-
ficult problems for the highly educated scriptural scholar: “The function of this text,
instead, is catechetical.”® Even incidents like the coming of the Vikings and the
destruction of Lindisfarne might provoke feelings of patient, Job-like suffering or
later give way to lamentations, like Jeremiah, but they did not cause Alcuin or those
associated with him to link this scourge from the north with Antichrist’s prophetic
armies.”> Pseudo-Methodius’s work, which would one day inspire Adso, was indeed
present at this time, having already been imported from the East and translated into
Latin by the end of the eighth century, but the text was only simplified during the
ninth century. It was never adapted to fit recent events into predictions of an imminent
future.** Nevertheless, the apocalypse still interested some, and it held (as always)
special rhetorical value that could be adapted for many occasions.*® For their political
situation, the Carolingians had a different strategy for apocalyptic rhetoric.

1988), 137-211; James T. Palmer, “Calculating Time and the End of Time in the Carolingian World, c¢.740-
820,” The English Historical Review 126, no. 523 (Dec. 2011): 1307-1331.

'7Landes, “Lest the Millennium Be Fulfilled,” 191-203.

"$James T. Palmer, Anglo-Saxons in a Frankish World, 690-900 (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2009), 3.

"“Bede, Bede: Commentary on Revelation, trans. Faith Wallis (Liverpool, UK: Liverpool University Press,
2013), 1, 39-50; Peter Darby, Bede and the End of Time (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2012), 42-51.

**Douglas Dales, Alcuin: Theology and Thought (Cambridge, UK: James Clarke and Co., 2013), 194-195.

'Sarah Van Der Pas, trans., Consolamini Commentary Series: Alcuin of York on Revelation, Commentary
and the Questions and Answers Manual (West Monroe, LA: Consolamini Publications, 2016). While
Alcuin’s hand may not have written either of these works, they were certainly the result of his
Continental efforts and thus demonstrate the relative quietness of apocalyptic anxieties among ninth-
century Carolingian authors.

2Matter, “Alcuin’s Questions-and-Answers Text,” 656.

23Mary Garrison, “The Bible and Alcuin’s Interpretation of Current Events,” Peritia 16 (2002): 68-84.

*palmer, Apocalypse, 119-126.

*>O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse, 3-14; McGinn, “Introduction,” 3-19.
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Among the chief concerns within the Carolingian Empire after its founding was its
continued existence as a reasonably unified and defensible entity. This was sought and
achieved on many fronts: militarily, politically, economically, administratively, cultur-
ally, and religiously.”® Militarily, as early as King Pippin (r. 751-768), the
Carolingian realm expanded through conquest but was maintained by establishing or
gaining control of permanent fortifications in or near hostile regions. These castra
defended the borders while providing the Carolingian court (lay and ecclesiastic) a use-
ful metaphor for spiritual bulwarks within a proselytizing empire.”” Religious ceremony
—communally and privately—was important in strengthening Carolingian armies’
morale, cohesion, and discipline. Those who carried out these ceremonies thus per-
formed a vital military function.”® At the same time, as clergy witnessed and became
part of the military effort, martial ideas were incorporated into religious, and especially
monastic, contexts. Connecting spiritual combat and martial combat did not originate
with the Carolingians (such metaphors date back to Saint Paul), but the ninth century
saw an increase of so-called milites Christi among both monks and soldiers.” The castra
Dei developed as part of a political theology in Charlemagne’s court that combined
these two spheres. This theology referenced and used apocalyptic content, holding
that the forces of evil would increase in their attacks against the people of God as
the End Times approached. By correcting sins, stamping out heresies (especially the
then-current Spanish Adoptionist controversy that held that the man Jesus was adopted
as the Son of God rather than being eternally co-equal with the Father, something
Alcuin opposed), and removing other inappropriate behavior, the spiritual walls around
the castra Dei were repaired and built higher in order to face with greater strength any
assault from outsider non-Christians. Recourse to apocalyptic threats with the emperor
and his ministers protecting the Christian world from armies of the devil, however, was
less about prophecy than about correcting contemporary behavior and molding the
Carolingian court and society toward one of peaceful unity.’® This fits well with
what has already been said regarding ninth-century uses of continental Apocalypse
commentaries as teaching tools. The End Times were rhetorically important for a soci-
ety founded and maintained by military and religious pressure. From a purely apoca-
lyptic perspective, however, these were conservative mentalities, albeit ones pregnant
with potential. Thus, during the heyday of ninth-century Carolingian power, there
were no omens to suggest that the monarch would one day bear a unique, apocalyptic
destiny.

As living memory of Charlemagne faded and as the relatively stable reign of Louis
the Pious was replaced by a divided empire, however, there began to rise the legend

*$See Rosamond McKitterick, The Frankish Kingdoms Under the Carolingians, 751-987 (New York:
Longman, 1983), especially 77-105, 140-168.

*’Mary Alberti, “Like the Army of God’s Camp’: Political Theology and Apocalyptic Warfare at
Charlemagne’s Court,” Viator 4, no. 2 (2010): 1-20, at 2; Matthias Hardt, “Hesse, Elbe, Saale and the
Frontiers of the Carolingian Empire,” in The Transformation of Frontiers from Late Antiquity to the
Carolingians, ed. Walter Pohl, Ian Wood, and Helmut Reimitz (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2001), 219-
232; Bernard S. Bachrach, Early Carolingian Warfare: Prelude to Empire (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 207-241.

28David S. Bachrach, Religion and the Conduct of War, c. 300-1215 (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell Press,
2003), 62-63.

*Katherine Allen Smith, War and the Making of Medieval Monastic Culture (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell,
2011), 96-97.

30Alberti, “Like the Army of God’s Camp,” 3-5, 12, 17-20.
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of a golden age lost too soon. As the ninth century wore on, the Carolingian realm frac-
tured into three parts: the strongest were West Francia and East Francia (roughly equiv-
alent to modern France and Germany, respectively) with Lotharingia between them. In
the early tenth century, starting with Henry the Fowler (r. 919-936), Saxons replaced
the Franks as dynastic rulers in the eastern kingdom. Nevertheless, as Charlemagne’s
past glories became a memory, his status rose higher the more distant he seemed.
Religious houses and secular nobles sought to associate themselves with both him
and his age. The resulting legend cast him as a towering presence worthy of a place
within the apocalyptic drama.”’ But Charlemagne’s death in 814 meant he had passed
out of the realm of the merely human and entered the realm of divine agent. Christian
apocalyptic thought before the tenth century was loath to think of living humans as
principal actors in the apocalyptic drama.”® This would change by the mid-tenth cen-
tury, and the question of what a contemporary (rather than previous) monarch could do
in light of approaching apocalyptic events would find new answers and new champions.

While the ninth century remained relatively calm regarding apocalyptic speculations,
the tenth took a different course. As the Carolingian dynasty ended, first in the east and
later in the west, the political imagination of rulers and those who served them com-
bined with apocalyptic theories long incubating within their borders. The most impor-
tant document for the Latin world to come out of this context was a treatise on the
Antichrist himself. Though it has long been the topic of scholarly examination, it
must be situated in its historical and political moment. This means examining the fam-
ily that dominated the formerly eastern Carolingian lands throughout the tenth century.

In 919, the Kingdom of East Francia accepted Henry the Fowler as its ruler, despite
his Saxon rather than Frankish ancestry. Henry was not the first East Frankish king out-
side the Carolingian dynasty. Conrad I had broken that tradition in 911. The first mon-
arch of the Liudolfing dynasty, Henry would be followed by three successive kings and
emperors named Otto and one final Henry. Due to the number of Ottos ruling in the
east, the era Henry inaugurated is sometimes known as an “Ottonian” century (running
919-1024) rather than a “Liudolfing” one. Those benefiting from Henry’s bloodline,
however, were not limited to a narrow line of royal successions. In addition to Otto
I, called “the Great,” who became king of East Francia in 936 and emperor in 962,
Henry’s children included Gerberga, wife to King Louis IV; Hedwig, wife of Hugh
the Great, duke of the Franks and count of Paris, and mother of Hugh Capet, the
first Capetian king; Bruno, archbishop of Cologne and duke of Lotharingia; Henry,
duke of Bavaria; and Thankmar, who was the first of his adult siblings to die
(in 938).” Though Otto I’s reign was not without challenges—internally and externally—
he was able to suppress revolts, turn back invasions, and pacify East Frankish elites, thus
maintaining and even expanding his authority as king and later emperor. It was in
great part Henry I's well-placed children and relations that allowed the Ottonian line

*'Gabriele, Empire of Memory, 13-40.

**My dissertation, “Final Preparations: The Emergence of Human Agency in Christian Apocalyptic
Speculation in the 10th and 11th Centuries” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 2020), is devoted to
this issue.

*3See Timothy Reuter, Germany in the Early Middle Ages, c. 800-1056 (New York: Longman, 1991),
136-175; and John Bernhardt, Itinerant Kingship and Royal Monasteries in Early Medieval Germany,
c. 936-1075 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 3-27. There were also challenges to Otto Is
rule from his blood relatives, but his loyal family members were nevertheless invaluable for his ultimate
success. See Henry Mayr-Harting, Church and Cosmos in Early Ottonian Germany: The View from
Cologne (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007), 1-2.
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to survive as long as it did, despite lacking a Carolingian pedigree.** While contempo-
rary elites may have been forgiving of a non-Carolingian monarch, it must not be for-
gotten in what follows that the Liudolfings lived in the shadow of Charlemagne’s
accomplishments, both real and imagined.

One of Henry’s children who occupied a unique place between Carolingian and
post-Carolingian dynasties was Gerberga (ca. 913-969/984). Our knowledge of her
stems mostly from her relations to other men: her blood relatives, like Otto; her first
husband, Gislebert, Duke of Lotharingia (ca. 890-939); her second husband, King
Louis IV Outremer of France (920/921-954); her children, including Louis’s heir,
Lothair (941-986); various charters, in which she sometimes made gifts in either her
own name or on behalf of the minor Lothair; and correspondence she received from
a monk (later abbot) of Montier-en-Der named Adso. Gerberga, however, not only
lived through but participated in several of the chief issues occupying the men around
her. For example, in the late 930s, a rebellion broke out against Otto I. Its participants
included Gislebert of Lotharingia, Otto’s brother Henry, and Louis IV. Otto ultimately
triumphed, though in the process his brother-in-law Gislebert died, widowing
Gerberga. Possibly to help solidify peace with Otto’s western counterpart, Gerberga
wed Louis in 939. According to MacLean, Gerberga may well have taken the initiative
in contracting a marriage to Otto’s enemy, Louis.”> In any case, the mood between the
two kings did not radically change overnight, but eventually, and thanks to Louis’s
queen, an alliance developed.’® A text from the 1070s holds Gerberga responsible for
convincing her first husband to join the rebellion against Otto, though the reliability
of this version of events has been questioned.’” Nevertheless, as we shall see, it correctly
identifies Gerberga as someone concerned with and capable of provoking significant
political undertakings. And as the years passed and her influence rose following her sec-
ond marriage, Gerberga and Louis’s relationship with Otto became increasingly amica-
ble, even profitable. As MacLean says, “Friendship between the two kings was both
cause and consequence of Gerberga’s growing prominence.””®

Il. Adso of Montier-en-Der and the De ortu et tempore antichristi

Before exploring Gerberga’s life as queen, which few scholars interested in apocalyptic
matters do, it is necessary to discuss the letter Adso wrote to her concerning the
Antichrist. After examining its intersection of apocalyptic and political matters, we
will return once again to Gerberga, and the content and context of the apocalyptic trea-
tise will be better understood through the lens of the life of its intended recipient.
Contrary to predominant scholarship, we will see that Adso addressed the letter to a
woman who believed in being actively involved in shaping European affairs rather
than someone content to amuse herself with hypothetical or alarmist inquires.

*For the Liudolfings, see Reuter, Germany in the Early Middle Ages; and for the imagined Carolingian
shadow over them, see Gabriele, Empire of Memory.

35Simon MacLean, Ottonian Queenship (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 53-54.

*MacLean, “Reform, Queenship and the End of the World,” 467-468.

37Iocundus, Translatio sancti Servatii Tungrensis episcopi et miracula, ed. R. Koepke, MGH SS 12
(Hanover, Germany, 1856), 123f; and with a dispute from Winfrid Glocker, Die Verwandten der
Ottonen und ihre Bedeutung in der Politik: Studien zur Familienpolitik und zur Genealogie des
sdchsischen Kaiserhauses (Vienna: Bohlau, 1989), 28-33.

38MacLean, Ottonian Queenship, 55.
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Adso himself was part of the Gorze reform movement that spread throughout
Lotharingia starting in 933.° In 935, Alberic of St. Evre (itself reformed along
Gorze’s model the year before) became abbot of Montier-en-Der. When he relocated,
Alberic took a young but promising monk with him named Adso. It was a good choice.
Adso proved himself quite the author, producing not just his De ortu but several hagi-
ographies. He eventually became abbot of Montier-en-Der (968-992), though he would
also hold temporary abbatial positions at other monasteries to help with reform and
oversight. Adso died in 992 while on pilgrimage to Jerusalem.*” An intrinsic part of
the Gorze reform movement he helped spread was the belief that monks, rather than
seeking lives of holy isolation, served God best when they participated in the world
around them as guides and exempla.*' Therefore, Adso not only sought to give advice
to leading political figures but would have believed that such council could and should
lead to positive changes in society as the recipient took appropriate steps as a proper
Christian.

Versions of Adso’s prophetic biography of the Antichrist (described by scholars as
an anti-vita) exist in 171 manuscripts dating from as early as the eleventh century scat-
tered among French, German, English, Austrian, Hungarian, Czech, and Italian collec-
tions, testifying to the letter’s popularity.*> This would become the standard version of
the Antichrist prophecy for centuries, with medieval authors relying upon it, directly or
indirectly, when discussing the archvillain of the apocalypse. Internal clues from the
work—originally in the form of a letter to Gerberga in response to an unknown inquiry
she posed to the monk regarding the Antichrist—indicate it was written sometime

*MacLean, “Reform, Queenship and the End of the World,” 653.

“OKassius Hallinger, Gorze-Kluny: Studien zu den monastischen lebensformen und gegensitzen im hoch-
mittelalter (Rome: Herder, 1950), 62; Anne Wagner, Gorze au Xle Siécle: Contribution d Uhistoire du mon-
achisme bénédictin dans PEmpire (Turnhout, Belgium: Artem-Brepols, 1996), 31; Verhelst, De ortu, v-vi;
Richard Landes, Relics, Apocalypse, and the Deceits of History: Ademar of Chabannes (989-1034)
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 280; John Nightingale, Monasteries and Patrons in
the Gorze Reform: Lotharingia c. 850-1000 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), 16-19, 144-145; Constance
Bouchard, ed., The Cartulary of Montier-en-Der, 666-1129 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004),
129-130, no. 39. While Hallinger’s monumental Gorze-Kluny proposed Cluny and Gorze represent two
self-consciously separate, competing, and unified approaches to reform, it is either greatly qualified or
completely rejected by current scholarship, yet it remains invaluable as a starting point for Gorze historians.
Furthermore, scholars disagree whether the figure known as Adso of Montier-en-Der has been confused
with multiple people. See Monique Goullet’s introduction in Adso Dervenensis, Opera Hagiographica,
CCCM 198, ed. Monique Goullet (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2003), vii-xxvi; and MacLean, “Reform,
Queenship and the End of the World,” especially at 669-673. Since these (unconfirmed) doubts about
the identity and life of Adso do not inherently question that the author of the letter to Gerberga was
from Montier-en-Der, a Gorzian monastery, I have chosen to follow the older scholarship—as does
Matthew Gabriele, “This Time. Maybe This Time. Biblical Commentary, Monastic Historiography, and
Lost Cause-ism at the Turn of the First Millennium,” in Apocalypse and Reform from Late Antiquity to
the Middle Ages, ed. Matthew Gabriele and James T. Palmer (New York: Routledge, 2019), 187—and
assume, at my own risk, that Adso lived a respectably (but not outrageously) long life from ca. 910 to 992.

41gee Phyllis Jestice, “The Gorzian Reform and the Light under the Bushel,” Viator 24 (1993): 51-78.

“2Verhelst, De ortu, 3-19. Verhelst’s work is the definitive scholarly edition. English translations of the
letter exist but are, I find, wanting, such as is in John Wright, trans., The Play of Antichrist (Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1967), 100-110, which renders “pro filiorum vestrorum incolumi-
tate” as “for your children’s safety,” failing to maintain the purposeful reference to her “sons,” which con-
veyed not simply a mother’s love of children but a queen’s concern about her heirs; and Bernard McGinn,
Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998),
82-87, which omits the prologue completely.
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between 949 (when Louis IV’s brother Rorico, mentioned in the text as having ecclesi-
astical rank, was made a deacon) and 954 (the year Louis, who is presumed alive in the
letter, died).*> The letter has two main parts: first, an introduction addressed to the
queen; second, the vita proper. The biography starts with the Antichrist’s birth as a
member of the Hebrew tribe of Dan and proceeds to discuss his upbringing by sorcer-
ers; rise to power through deception, conquests, and persecution of Christians; and,
finally, downfall. For his description of the life of the Antichrist, Adso relies heavily
upon the work of Pseudo-Methodius, which came down to him through a Latin redac-
tion, as the text makes explicit use of the Last World Emperor prophecy,** complete
with the abdication of imperial authority to Christ on the Mount of Olives just before
the Antichrist’s advent.*’

Scholars familiar with Adso and Pseudo-Methodius know all this. But there is
another tradition imbedded within Adso’s text beside that of the Syrian. Just as the
De ortu includes Byzantine political prophecies, so, too, does it contain elements of
Hiberno-English conceptions of apocalyptic preaching. The Antichrist himself would
come to power due, in part, to his ability to preach and recruit preachers to deceive
those throughout the world susceptible to his lies. He would corrupt those in authority
before spreading his will through preachers to the rest of Christendom.*® Taken by
itself, this could simply reflect the old conception of the Antichrist as a master manip-
ulator. But this is not all. For the lifelong reformer Adso, preaching itself is a battlefield
upon which to fight evil. Adso makes clear that preaching is a weapon for believers.
Before the Antichrist arrives, and in order to prevent the faithful from falling prey to
his lies, the Two Witnesses of Revelation 11 (presumed here and many other medieval
texts to be Enoch and Elijah) will arrive to preach, strengthening the people of God and
training them for spiritual warfare against the forces of evil. Their purpose is specifically
to prevent the Antichrist coming upon an ignorant and unprepared Christian popula-
tion who would otherwise be prey to the Antichrist’s deceptions and threats. They will
train the faithful to fight in a war against the Antichrist with divine weapons.*’
Ultimately, however, the Antichrist will kill both prophets and then proceed to perse-
cute the rest of the Christians until they apostatize or accept martyrdom.*®

The idea of the Two Witnesses leading the faithful during the End Times was an old
trope by the tenth century, but the notion that they will prepare the faithful to fight
against the Antichrist—whether physically or merely spiritually, however futilely—
was an innovation. In essence, a correct understanding of the apocalypse, provided
by preaching, is presented as a direct counter to the Antichrist’s machinations, who
will send out his own wicked servants to spread false information and convince unpre-
pared Christians to worship him. Indeed, as Adso says, some sinful laymen, clerics, and

“Verhelst, De ortu, 3.

*Though usually called the “Last World Emperor” prophecy, “king” (rex) more typically appears for the
prophetic figure in the Latin (including in Adso’s version), divorcing him from an explicit Byzantine con-
nection. Later authors would eventually reintegrate more overt imperial language into the prophecy.
Arguably, anyone claiming universal political authority over Christians might best be described as an
emperor rather than a king, hence the naming convention that has developed. For simplicity and scholarly
consistency, I have kept this convention, but it should be remembered that those without imperial regalia
could still (in theory) aspire to this prophetic office.

“>The entirety of Adso’s letter can be found in Verhelst, De ortu, 20-30.

“Ibid., 24.

“Ibid., 27-28.

**Ibid., 28.
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monks are already the Antichrist’s servants and precede his arrival.* Thus, in answer-
ing Gerberga’s questions about the Antichrist, Adso’s letter is itself an attempt to pro-
duce a correct understanding of apocalyptic events so that Gerberga may increase in
piety and perform deeds for the benefit of Christ’s church, for which Adso praises her.

Despite the warning he provides about how the Antichrist would wage a propaganda
war against Christians, an apostacy—which Adso interprets as a political secession from
Roman rule—would precede his coming. According to Adso, this time had not yet
come thanks to the Franks. Here Adso provides his reinterpretation of the
Pseudo-Methodius prophecy. While most of Rome’s old territories have fallen into
ruin, the Frankish kings were still faithful to Rome—indeed, they held Roman authority
by right—and thus the Antichrist’s advent was impossible. He then shares with
Gerberga that he has it on the authority of learned men (uero doctores) that a king
of the Franks will soon arise who will be the greatest in history, will expand Frankish
territory, and will lay down his crown in Jerusalem before the Antichrist arises.”® It cer-
tainly would have been complimentary for the queen to hear her kingdom and her
descendants through Louis would be instrumental in both delaying and ushering in
the apocalyptic drama. This also helps explain Adso’s prayers for Gerberga’s sons in
the letter’s prologue. There he prays for the safety of Gerberga’s sons, saying that if
he had the ability, he would increase Gerberga’s power as queen (“fotum regnum
adquirere”). As he cannot do that himself, however, he simply prays for her and her
sons’ wellbeing.”" As will be seen below when discussing the queen’s turbulent conflicts
against Hugh the Great, Adso had reason to believe in the years 949-954 that Gerberga
would we