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The lavishly produced Bibles and liturgical codices from the Carolingian, Ottonian and Salian periods 

have long been recognised as an effective machinery of royal propaganda. These luxuriously decorated 

manuscripts were rarely produced for use in pastoral and missionary work. More often than not, these 

horrendously expensive books were copied under royal sponsorship for royal gift-giving, or at the behest 

of a rich institutional patron (i.e. a monastery or an episcopal church) as a gift for the ruler (who, then, 

passed it on as a gift to someone else). As such, these codices were an ideal stage for the propagation of 

royal as well as ecclesiastical ideals and ideologies, and it should come as no surprise that many of these 

manuscripts also include a painted image of the ruler himself. The book under review here (which is a 

revised version of the author’s Habilitationsschrift) examines five such images, taken from three different 

manuscripts, that is, Paris, BnF lat. 266 (the Tours Gospels of Lothar I); Rome, BAV Otto. lat. 74 (the 

Regensburg Gospels of Heinrich II, which was given to Montecassino); and Bremen, Staats- und 

Universitätsbibliothek MS b. 21 (the Echternach Gospels of Heinrich III). According to Wagner, the 

inclusion of ruler-images in these liturgical (or, more precisely, semi-liturgical) manuscripts should be 

understood against the broader background of the religious, cultural and social developments of the 

period, and more specifically as part of the emergence of the so-called Gebetsverbrüderung 

(»confraternities of prayer«). This is by no means a new argument; but in »Die liturgische Gegenwart des 

abwesenden Königs«, Wagner manages to demonstrate it rather clearly and convincingly. 

The core of the book is a detailed discussion of the ruler-images in the above mention manuscripts. 

However, before doing so, Wagner dedicates two chapters to some historical introductions. In chapter I, 

the author surveys several conceptual issues that were discussed in recent years, mainly in German 

scholarship, regarding rulership and its representation in the early medieval West. Hence, the practice of 

itinerant kingship, the various manifestations of the king’s presence, as well as Gerhard Oexle’s notions of 

»the culture of memory«, are all invoked in order to pave the way for the subsequent discussion. The 

second chapter focuses on the »confraternities of prayer« (Gebetsverbrüderung), which began emerging 

in the second half of the eighth century. Until well into the ninth century, these confraternities were 

predominantly an internal affair, restricted to abbots and bishops and their religious communities. But, 

throughout the ninth and the tenth century, the circle of participants in these confraternities was 

expanded, whereas the Gebetsverbrüderung became distinctively more ceremonial and liturgical. The 
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increasingly important links between religious institutions and royal patrons encouraged the production of 

luxurious books, a few of which contained some flamboyant images of the rulers who commissioned 

them. Hence, the Gebetsverbrüderung, according to Wagner, was used by kings and emperors as a 

means for canvassing spiritual support, particularly in times of trouble and in problematic regions.

The subsequent chapters (III–V) examine each of the above mentioned manuscripts as an evidence for 

the special bonds that were created between the ruler and the specific community to which a particular 

manuscript (with the ruler’s image in it) was destined. Hence, Lothar I’s »Gospel Book« is associated with 

a Gebetsverbrüderung that was formed in 841/842 in the monastery of Saint-Martin of Tours; Heinrich II’s 

Regensburg »Gospel Book«, is associated with a Gebetsverbrüderung that was formed in Montecassino 

in 1022; and Heinrich III’s »Gospel Book« is associated with a similar confraternity that was formed in 

Echternach in 1040. A short conclusion (chapter VI) wraps up Wagner’s argument.

All in all, »Die liturgische Gegenwart des abwesenden Königs« is a fine book, nicely written, fully 

documented, and convincingly argued. No doubt, students of the late Carolingian and Ottonian centuries 

will find much that is valuable in Wagner’s discussions, and especially in his summaries of various crucial 

issues that preoccupied German historiography in the last decades. The only quibble I have about 

Wagner’s analysis is its narrow historiographical scope. How did the ruler-images in his manuscripts 

relate to other early medieval ruler-images in different media and from a slightly different geographical 

and temporal span? I believe that in order to get a better understanding of the use and function of ruler-

images in liturgical manuscripts, one should examine Wagner’s hypothesis against the broader 

background of the role played by ruler-images in the formation of political ideology in early medieval 

Francia. Finally, no doubt Wagner is extremely fluent in German scholarship, but more attention to works 

that were published in French and English in recent years would have benefited his argument immensely. 

Some seminal studies, such as Ildar Garipzanov’s »The Symbolic Language of Authority in the 

Carolingian World« (c.751–877) (Leiden, Boston 2008) or Rosamond McKitterick’s »History and Memory 

in the Carolingian World« are indeed conspicuous in their absence.

These reservations aside, Wagner’s »Die liturgische Gegenwart des abwesenden Königs« deserves a 

warm welcome, and it will certainly be the basis for further discussions on ruler-images in the early 

medieval West.
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