
Zeitschrift: Zeitschrift für schweizerische Archäologie und Kunstgeschichte =
Revue suisse d'art et d'archéologie = Rivista svizzera d'arte e
d'archeologia = Journal of Swiss archeology and art history

Herausgeber: Schweizerisches Nationalmuseum

Band: 79 (2022)

Heft: 3-4

Artikel: Christian identities and practices in the Alps (ca. 600-ca. 1000) : a
political geography : toward a new congress

Autor: Leggero, Roberto

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-1034987

Nutzungsbedingungen
Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich für deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veröffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanälen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation
L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En règle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
qu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use
The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 12.01.2026

ETH-Bibliothek Zürich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch

https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-1034987
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en


Christian Identities and Practices in the Alps (ca. 600-ca. 1000).

A Political Geography. Toward a New Congress

by Roberto Leggero

New societies, new problems, new Christianfaiths

The transition from late antiquity to the early Middle
Ages (from the 7th to the 11th centuries) led, gradually but
irreversibly, to a world in which the problem of spreading
and consolidating the Christian religion in its different
local variations became less pressing. In Late Antiquity,
religious colonisation had been achieved by occupying the

territory in a punctiform manner and establishing centres
of dissemination of the Christian message in the cities
where public institutions already existed, as those were
crucial locations for the message to germinate and

grow stronger.1 If, then, lay authorities were absent in an
urban setting, religious hierarchical structures were able

to replace them by performing political, administrative,
cultural and even military duties in their stead. Clearly, if
we move away from the political-institutional perspective
and focus instead on the behaviour of the faithful and the

clergy, things look different. That is where a connection
begins to emerge between pre-Christian and Christian
practices, uses and beliefs, enough to justify the idea of a

pagan Middle Ages2 — in other words, a widespread syncretism3

that had been practised by the "barbarian" populations4

themselves.
As has been mentioned, the prerogatives of the ancient

magic-religious tradition were amalgamated with new
practices from the ninth century onwards, with the goal
of consolidating an image of the church as an effective
mediator with the divine: "In the same way as the spells

ought to be uttered correctly if they were to produce the
desired effect", there was a movement towards levelling
and unifying religious texts to make them "identical
anywhere and equally effective; in the same way as whoever
worked a spell must be pure and uncontaminated, there

was a concern about the chastity of clerics, ofmonks and

of nuns. Besides, since magic relies on the manipulation
and use of specific instruments designed to facilitate the
connection with the supernatural and emanate a numinous

power, the Carolingian Church made sure that some
items of liturgical use would be endowed with a similar
special power."5

In any case, there was also a syncretic dimension in
politics, resulting from contact with populations from northern

Europe and from the Eastern steppes. Under these

circumstances, the religious organisation ofLatin popula¬

tions acted as the "main safeguarding device of the social

system of intellectual and civilian conquests ofMediterranean

tradition."6 Bishops and abbots continued to be
recruited from the municipal aristocracies as the bearers of
Roman senatorial culture, though they were also recruited
from the German military aristocracies. The integration
of the latter into a new cultural horizon gave rise to an

unexpected synthesis. From this perspective, the figure of
Martin of Tours, in his three roles as knight, bishop and

saint, stood out as a model to look up to for all the components

of the new societies taking shape. For he possessed
the potestas of the mounted warrior, the nobilitas ofculture
and thepietas of the spiritual leader.7 According to the leg-
enda, Martin's very name had a military dimension, having

been given to him in honour ofMars, god ofwar. This
enabled many aristocrats of German origin, who proudly
bore names inspired by Norse mythology, to take the process

of identification further. It was no accident, therefore,
that the Franks chose Martin as the "religious symbol of
Frankish power",8 echoing a political continuity that
encompassed the reign of Clovis and the Merovingian
dynasty, as far back as the Carolingians. In addition, his

figure as a western saint clashed with that of the great
ascetics ofEastern Christianity. In a world where dismembering

corpses to multiply their relics was still unlawful9
(it became lawful in the eighth century), what was preserved
ofMartin was his cloak, emblematic not ofa miracle, but of
devotion to Christ coupled with the ideals of balance and

dignity — the aspiration and hallmark of the urban ruling
classes and, no mere detail, of the bishop's rank.

A well-structured political and religious geography

As has been argued in this volume, the spread of Christianity,

the conversion of the northern nations and political
and social change were concomitant processes. They were
neither linear nor homogeneous, just as neither "were the

criteria, successively used, for telling apart 'true' Christians

from 'pagans' or from 'fake Christians'. During the

early mediaeval period, in other words, one may also

detect, besides a major internal transformation in the

structure of the Roman world, an equivalent process of
renovation of Christianity in terms of doctrine, of
religious practices and, above all, ofpolitics."10

ZAK, Band 79, Heft 3+4/2022 251



Consequently, one may distinguish three different
periods that saw the rise of the phenomenon of re-conver-
sion to Christianity, seen as a return to an 'original' faith
in contrast to a "deviant Christian model, hence definitely
labelled as 'pagan'."11 The first period, says Cristina La
Rocca, lies between the fourth and the fifth centuries and
is characterised by the individual conversion ofsovereigns
and by the co-existence within one single gens of separate
religions and denominations. The second period covers
the fifth to the eighth centuries, when the role of
Christianity acquired strength as a defining element of the
national and political identity of a gens. The third and last

period coincides with the ninth and tenth centuries and

encompasses the Christian religion of the Carolingian and

post-Carolingian age, as "a means ofpolitical and territorial

control vis-à-vis enemies such as the Saxons, Avars
and Slavs, and thus as an indispensable means of cultural
integration and political legitimacy for the converted
populations."12

This scheme highlights the close links between political
events and changes in the identity ofbarbarian kings and

kingdoms, and how they relate to Christian religions,13
but it also stresses the differences between what happened
on the southern side of the Alps and beyond the Alps.

Recently, scholars have reviewed some observations on
the connection between ethnic identities, such as the
'Germanisation' ofnational churches and Christian faiths, first
pointed out by Giovanni Tabacco. The gist of their
considerations is that the Bible provided its readers with a

series ofuseful models for ethnic identification because "a
world ofgentes seems to inhabit the theatre of the

history of salvation and the horizon of the Christian mission
itself."14 Hence, if the notion of ethnicity and its
characteristics became increasingly clear within and based on the
Christian theological discourse — Walter Pohl writes — no
kingdom managed to build a solid identity and territorial
stability before conversion. Seeing oneself as chosen by
Providence became "a key element of the dynamics of
identity definition from an ethnic perspective."15 This
explains the importance ofChristianity for some forms of
political organisation, which could no longer rely directly
on Roman tradition and were obliged to justify themselves

through other cultural and propagandized paths.
The strong providential significance of the 'ethnic

States' mentioned by Pohl also accounts for some features

of the penetration ofChristianity and its local specificities
in Europe during the transition from late antiquity to the
Middle Ages. Whereas in late antiquity the main problem
had been to build some strongholds of penetration into
regions that were on the whole alien to the new religion,
in the early Middle Ages things took on a totally different
hue. With some cornerstones now in place, it was time to
saturate the territory by extending control and regulation,

associated with the new religion but responding to a

political necessity, from an ethnic perspective over the

population as a whole and over the minor settlements. The

problem was, first ofall, of a cultural nature, arising from
the need to re-consecrate extra-urban space in a Christian
sense. While in late antiquity cities had been 'besieged' by
cathedrals dedicated to the martyrs and by cemeteries
sited outside the city walls, and later 'conquered' once the
saints' relics had been moved inside the city walls,16 "the
conversion of the rural population was a major undertaking."17

Shifting to the countryside, along communication
and transport routes, the task of the new organisations
was to carry on destroying anything that could not be

incorporated into Christianity (mostly, altars and statues)
and adopt all the assimilable elements from the old
polytheistic cultural context18 (especially practices and habits,
but also property). For the Merovingian period, the term
'osmosis' has been used to define the transition process.19

In other words, as has been said of a more recent phase of
the Middle Ages, instead of reading the customs of the

countryside reminiscent of ancient rituals as polytheistic
or superstitious survivals, one should preferably "interpret

these practices as part of a functional continuity
which did not rule out either an evolution of beliefs or
their inherent complementarity."20

Dioceses, monasteries andparish churches (pievi)

It must be said that all these lines of development could
hardly have been planned without a direct link to the local
and regional political order and to the great bishops' and

archbishops' sees. Therefore, while a cultural paradigm
shift had been going on for some time, the religious
saturation of the territory, which helped to achieve profound
forms of political control over settlements and populations,

could in no way be dissociated from the ambitions
of the powers that be. Two typical phenomena of the early
Middle Ages prove this point: the rise of the monasteries
and the achievement of a network of baptismal churches

in the countryside, that is, the parish churches (i.e Country

churches endowed with the right to baptize, pievi in
Italian). Such infrastructure addressed different needs.

Pievi, actually under the supervision of the local bishop,
assured settlement and demographic stability to rural
areas by supplying essential religious services to villages
that were far removed from cities and therefore hard to
reach. In addition, a system of levying taxes emerged: the
tithe. Formalised during the Carolingian age to offset the

cost of supplying services and the upkeep of the church
hierarchy, it became one of the most enduring forms of
taxation.

As for mediaeval monasticism, which is known to have
flourished through its connection with sovereigns, it
ensured political-military control, economic exploitation
and support of trade flow, while at the same time guaranteeing

a constant supply of foodstuffs and commodities to
urban markets. Moreover, the foundation of a monastery
made sure that there was a permanent and privileged bond
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with the divine, based on the frequency and stability of
religious rites celebrated there. All this strengthened the

legitimacy, the prestige and the power of the reigning
house. Emulating the action of sovereigns, the top families

of the military aristocracies consolidated their wealth
and their prestige by founding monasteries — removed
from episcopal supervision and not subject to taxation —

or by taking charge through the election of their own
representatives to the office of abbot. However, monastic
institutions were often founded to the disadvantage of
the local population, whether in the lowlands or in the

mountains,2' as they exerted an adverse influence on the

management ofnatural resources and even more so on the
local settlement pattern. In spite of the negative
consequences for those who experienced them, these

consequences may still be considered part of "the powerful
action of religious and political organisation" of the rural
populations.

The foundation, at the end of the sixth century, of the

great Abbey of Luxeuil, in what is today the French

department of Haute Saône, and ofBobbio, in Italy, both
the work of the Irish missionary Columbanus, benefitted
from the political and economic backing of Merovingian
and Lombard sovereigns and aristocracies. In particular,
Luxeuil was supported by Clovis II and, through the
action of Abbot Waldebert, became the Kingdom's most
prestigious abbey between 629 and 670.

In Valais (Fig. 1), the Abbey of Saint-Maurice had been
founded in 515 by King Sigismund of Burgundy on the

spot where the alleged relics of the Theban Legion had
been placed, and dedicated to a saint who, like Martin of
Tours, had been an army officer. In the absence ofa capital
city, the Abbey organised itself as the true spiritual heart
of the kingdom and as the one element that more than any
other conferred legitimacy to the crown. A converted
Arian became its first abbot and the Eastern-style liturgy
he introduced was based on the so-called laus perennis
(Fig- 2).22

The third example is the foundation, in the eighth
century, of Novalesa Abbey (located in the foothills of Mon-
cenisio, in Piedmont). This, too, was the result of a 'purely
political' motive — in the words of Giovanni Tabacco —

under Frankish rule. The coenobium was promoted by
Abbo, rector of the Moriana and of Susa, as well as by
Bishop Walcuno. Built on land owned by Abbo himself,
the foundation deed was underwritten by four bishops,
two abbots and an archdeacon. By the will of the founder,
neither constraint nor authority could ever set limits to
the libertas ofNovalesa except for the bond with the Abbey
of Sainte-Marie in the pagus of Grenoble, regarding
spiritual supervision and a control, which was soon to
wane.23

Frankish monasticism was not different from that of
the Lombards, inasmuch as it was "deeply rooted in the

Kingdom" and "dripping with patriotism."24 But what
did 'patriotism' mean at the time, and in what way could

religious phenomena inspire it? Christianity was the glue
that held together the ethnic definition, organising the

population around a symbolic nucleus, far sounder and far

stronger that the foundation myths of the tribes that
united during the Völkerwanderung (migration period), i.e.,
the phase of changes of the Empire. The other mainstay
was the relationship with the sovereign, a recognisable
and symbolic element of a nation's identity. As Walter
Pohl has observed, from the seventh century onwards,
sovereigns began to use ethnic titles more and more
frequently (rexgentis Langobardoruni). Yet, even when the eth-

nonym was territorialised [rex Angliae), "the Christian and
ethnic designations appear to merge, as though intended
to legitimate the sovereign, who stands, at the same time,
for the people and God's will."25 This is why the development

of a liturgy associated with the most notable
moments in the Christian sovereign's life, a liturgy that
enhanced his prestige and guaranteed legitimacy in the

eyes of his subjects, is but the last element of a confronta-

Vniuerlellc,liure III. 4oj

If qufcft

Fig. I Valesia, from Sebastian Münsters (1488-1552) De la

cosmographie universelle, Book III.
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tion in progress vis-à-vis the East, perceived as an endless

challenge to the very notion of Western sovereignty. On
reflection, the two phenomena, the political and the

religious, feed on each other insofar as the one needs the other
to justify its own existence and legitimacy, over and above
the supremacy acknowledged to the former in the use of
force. The Alpine arc was no stranger to the occurrence of
such processes. On the contrary, given the role it played in
the interregional road network, it was seen as an essential

area of application.

Ecclesiae propriae

The spread of parish churches gave rise to a concurrent
phenomenon, that of private churches (ecclesiae propriae).
Giovanni Tabacco has left us with an incisive and complete

definition of this phenomenon: "Ecclesiapropria was a

church founded by a wealthy landowner on his allodial
estate, which he endowed with assets for a religious
service primarily intended for an aristocratic family: the

priest who officiated there was chosen by the lord of the

manor himself, often from hispertinenti,famuli or servants.
The church may also be a sanctuary entrusted to a canonical

or, more frequently, a monastic community, which
was under the founder's supervision and guaranteed his

lineage the everlasting intercession of prayers."26
In the end, it is hardly surprising that landowners may

have wanted to build churches to provide services to the
local communities and, since it was their own property,
increase their prestige and safeguard the assets granted to
such churches. A further outcome was made possible by
private churches: in regional environments of limited
expansion, forms of regulation could be achieved on a

smaller scale compared to the diocese or the parish. So,
such a phenomenon might be considered as downright
meddling in a process ofreligious territorial organisation,
were it not for the fact that the social, economic and

military conditions of big landowners place it inside a far
more complex context, as demonstrated by the attention
which bishops paid to ecclesiae propriae in an effort to complete

the religious regulation of the countryside. In fact,
Tabacco continues, "In some cases, the manorial church,
with the assent ofor by request of the bishop, took on the
role of baptismal church: it became a parish church, in
charge of a constituency and of a populus, without necessarily,

for all that, losing its main character of ecclesia

propria, of a church as part and parcel of a family's private
wealth. Notice that a manorial church, like any other
church, possessed its own, inalienable assets and received
income in connection with its religious function, for
example, the offerings brought by the faithful. Nonetheless,

though a subject of property and revenues, it was
itself the object ofother people's property, so that the dominus

could intervene in its 'operations', managing assets

and enjoying any income; and he could make use of it —

in the same way as he would a castle or a mill, always in
full respect of its sacred character and inviolable sanctity
of property —, gifting it, exchanging it, dividing it into
ideal shares, bequeathing it to children and grandchildren."27

The mechanism worked so well that it was
exploited by the ecclesiastical hierarchy itself and by
monastic institutions, both of which created ecclesiae

propriae, be it by foundation or purchase.

Christianity in the Alpine regions

In Alpine areas, where cities were few and far between and

bishoprics and archbishoprics located on the plains covered

extremely large dioceses that extended to include
mountainous areas, monasteries played a key role in
strengthening Christian faiths, defining and defending
jurisdiction borders, checking transits and passes and

exploiting natural resources.
We must not forget that, in the late antique period,

Theodoric, King of the Ostrogoths,28 had strengthened
the functions of the the control points for sluices in the

Alpine area on the Italian side. He had given stability to
"the frontiers by putting in place military commanders

in critical zones [of] Raetia and [of] Noricum,
while simultaneously building fortifications, clausurae, at
Susa, Aosta and Trento."29 As Germana Gandino writes,
Theodoric's paternalism was based on an image ofhimself
as the little father and head of the West. His children were
the sovereigns of the Romano-barbarian world and above
him stood the figure of the Eastern Emperor. Before
domestic events of the Byzantine and of the Lombard
kingdoms destroyed this set-up, thereby paving the way
for 'other paternalisms' (including the papal one), the
attitude toward religion used to be defined in relation to the

prevailing political power.30 This seems to suggest that
religious concerns were secondary to political interests
and needs. Let us not forget, however, that the former
justified the latter, and not only symbolically. Carloman had
made the Novalesa Abbey a strategic element ofhis Alpine
policy, decreeing its independence from the bishop's control

and granting it immunity, which Charlemagne duly
reconfirmed.31 Before and after his expedition against the
Lombard kingdom, in fact, the latter took care to invest
massive political and financial resources in monastic and

religious institutions, pursuing a strategy implemented by
his predecessors.32 Tassilo III, the duke ofBavaria (d. 794),
followed the same policy of founding, endowing and

supporting monastic estates within the framework ofAlpine
empowerment by building the Monastery of San Candido
in Val Pusteria (769).

Chur played quite a major role in the Carolingian
Alpine policy. As early as the sixth century, the Frankish
attack against the Kingdom ofBurgundy (534), the invasion

ofItaly (539) and the occupation ofRaetia and Norico
clearly showed a privileged direction of expansion. This
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led, in 556, to a Byzantine backlash, to the retreat of the
Franks and the reactivation and renovation of the network
of sluices. Yet, whereas Christian doctrines had spread
from the south, monasticism had spread from the west
under the pressure of the political and cultural needs of
the Frankish kingdom.33 The bishopric of Chur, too, was
affected by the relationship with the Franks, so much so

that in the eighth century, when Charlemagne decided to
invade Italy, the Raetia curiense was one of the areas of
preventive action.

The Monastery of Disentis stands out among the
monastic institutions with Frankish connections. Its
church — founded in the eighth century — is dedicated to
St Martin, a designation that clearly denotes the Frankish

origin of its foundation. We owe to the monastery the

existence of a series of supporting points and stopping
stages along the Lukmanier route. The Frankish Sigebert,
alongside the aristocrat Placido, are acknowledged as

saints — the former a confessor and the second a martyr,
having been assassinated by Victor, the governor ofRaetia
(Fig- 3).34

Remember, in fact, that evidence exists of the presence
of an episcopal institution in Chur from the fifth century,
and of a Christian community there as early as the fourth
century when, for all intents and purposes, the town stood
as the border between the world of Roman culture and
the Germanic world.35 The first bishop we find attested is

a certain Asinio, whose name is mentioned in a single but

important Milanese document dated 451, with which the

archbishop ofMilan and the suffragan bishops ratified the

Fig. 2 Saint Maurice, fresco,

fifteenth century. Church of
Saints Peter and Paul, Biasca

(CH).
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A VIEW NEAR DISENTIS.

Fig. 3 "A view near Disentis" lithography by Alfred Robert Quinton
(1853-1934) showing the valley with the Abbey of Disentis in the

background.

decisions of the Council of Chalcedon. We know that Asi-
nio was not in Milan on that occasion, because it was the

bishop of Como who signed on his own behalf and on
behalf of the prelate of Chur. The attestation makes clear
that the Milanese ecclesiastical province included the diocese

ofChur. It was not until 843 that Chur was subsumed
under the ecclesiastical province ofMainz, where an
archbishop had been installed.36

The family consortium of Zacconi was a key player in
the affairs of the Bishopric of Chur. From the sixth
century, they asserted themselves locally with the founder of
the family, Zaccone (likely to have been a Frankish military

leader), having taken advantage of a weakened royal
control over the area. Later, in the seventh century, the

family formed an alliance with the Vittoridi family. In the
middle of the seventh century, a Vigilius, a member of the
Zacconi-Vittoridi consortium, was elected tribunus, and

one of his three sons, Pasquale, though married, held two
positions concomitantly: bishop and governor [praeses).

The Zacconi-Vittoridi family history illustrates what was

meant by the connection between family unit and

religious and civil institutions. The preservation or the creation

of titles of Roman resonance, such as tribune and

praeses, emphasizes the point that Christian colonisation

— the next stage after the informal spread of Christianity37

— involved the Latin language and a culture of
power influenced by the Romans.38

Pasquale's sons, Victor andJactatus, divided the roles of
bishop and praeses between them. Victor, together with
his mother, Esopeia, was also the founder of the Abbey of
Cazis. The activities of the family consortium mirrored
exactly those of the big family groups which, throughout
the West, not only managed their own families but were
also involved in the management of religious and political
roles and wealth. Jactatus' sons, Vigilio and Victor, also

took on the offices of bishop and praeses, respectively,
around the 720s. The fourth generation of the Zacconi-
Vittoridi was the last to rule over Chur, in the person of
Tello, bishop and praeses from 759 to 765.

Not many years later in the episcopal see of Chur,
Costanzo, a figure of whom we seem to know little more
than his name, is quoted in a very important document
granted by Charlemagne between 772 and 774.39 It
concerned the conferment on the bishop either of the King's
special protection (mundeburdium)40 or of the role of rector

ofRetia. The document, in which Charlemagne addresses

Costanzo by the usual appellation ofvir venerabilis, constitutes

the sovereign's acknowledgement of decisions taken

locally to which he bestows legitimacy. On the other
hand, the two roles of bishop and rector appear separately
in the text. Costanzo becomes rector not by virtue ofbeing
bishop, but because Charlemagne's will coincided with
that of the 'people.'41 Besides, that decision was the first
step along a path which enabled the King to establish a

division between the role of civil servants and bishops.
Indeed, as an intermediary stage, when Costanzo died,
the episcopal see of Chur was filled by a Frank, Remedius,

Fig. 4 Drawing of Chur, with a palace (center) and church (left side)

overlooking the valley.
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and after his death in the early ninth century, there was a

clear-cut break between ecclesiastical and secular
administration (Fig. 4).

While Chur stood as the heart ofpolitical and religious
institutions, a network of female and male monasteries

was invested with the crucial responsibility ofmonitoring
passes and access routes to the area. This role is significant
in two ways. On the one hand, the network ensured a

smooth flow of transport so that travellers could be
guaranteed safe points of support and stopovers and, on the
other hand, it reasserted political and religious interests.
The leading monasteries in the region were the male ones
ofDisentis, and Saint John ofMüstair (founded at the end

of the eighth century. Initiated by Charlemagne, it was to
become a private monastery of the Bishop ofChur in 881).
The third leading monastery was the Abbey of Saint Mary
of Pfäfers, attested in 762 and probably founded by the
Zacconi family. The female monasteries included the

Abbey of Cazis (eighth century) founded by the Bishop
of Chur Vittore II, the Abbey of Saint Peter Mistail
(beginning of the ninth century), a private monastery of the

Bishop of Chur connected to Cazis, and the Abbey of
Schisi (ninth century), a private foundation of the count
Hunfrid of Retia.42

Although church and political institutions grew
stronger and forms of political and religious regulation
were deployed throughout the territory, several aspects of
the relation between different faiths, particularly between

continuity and change of mentalities and cultures (Fig. 5),

remain to be clarified. One of the most interesting places

to inspire a discussion of these themes is the cave ofZillis.43
The cave sits at 940 metres above sea level, right at the end

of Via Mala, the road along a gorge of the Hinterrhein
river between Domleschg and the Schams. The urbarium of
Raetia Curiensis, namely the Carolingian register subdivided

into districts (ministerii), of the property and rights of
the Empire located in the region, records the presence at
Zillis in 840 of the Church of St Martin. In 940, Emperor
Otto I transferred to the Bishop of Chur the churches and

its four large curtes (farms) situated in Schams and in the

upper Rheinwald.
The Church of St Martin stood a short distance from

the cave of Zillis. The latter, researched by the Archaeological

Department ofGraubünden from the 1990s, shows

signs of having been used for an extended period of time
and of having been visited for cultic and ritual purposes.
Inside the cave, partially closed by a low wall and a wooden
panel, are several significant artefacts: fragments of worship

vessels, pictures ofMercury and the Moon and images
of animals evocative of mystery cults. Inside the cave,
which one may well describe as a place of worship, there

were altars on which sacrifices were burnt, whose ashes

would then be scattered on the floor of the cave. Other
findings include a great number of coins from the third,
fourth and fifth centuries, fragments of rock crystals, animal

bones and also a fragment of a cross.44

Fig. 5 The Colonne de Joux
and Hospice of the Little
St. Bernard. From William
Brockedon (1787-1854),
Illustrations of the passes of
the Alps by which Italy
communicates with France,

Switzerland and Germany,
Vol. I (1828-1829), p. 14.
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It is worth noting that the cave is situated on a major
transalpine axis near the gorge of Via Mala. As a stage
along a difficult journey, it was a place in which to leave

offerings or perform propitiatory sacrifices. Therefore, the

competition exercised by the cave vis-à-vis other 'protectors'

was significant because it placed travellers journeying
along that route under the tutelage of an 'authority' other
than the bishops ofChur, i.e., the Christian God. Between
the fifth and the ninth centuries, several individuals were
buried inside and outside the cave, which corroborates
the idea ofprotracted use although we cannot find a clear

reason for these burials. Since only the oldest and innermost

burials in the cave can be realistically ascribed to a

non-Christian presence in loco, one conjecture is that the

most recent burials and those outside the cave may be

linked to passing travellers of unclear religious affiliation
or to executed criminals. In addition, recent research has

highlighted the presence of buildings that can be traced
back to the fifth century in the castle of Haselstein, which
stands at a higher altitude than the cave, a fact that might
point to the existence of a small local community. A similar,

though not entirely comparable situation is that of the

cave under the Church of St Michael at Rovato (the church
of San Michele di Rovato (Brescia) on the slopes ofMonte
Orfano, an isolated pre-alpine hill in the Franciacorta
region.45

In Capitula Remedii promulgated early in the ninth
century by Remedius, the Bishop of Chur, the celebration of
pagan rites was banned. Assuming that we are not dealing
with a ban reaffirmed by tradition,46 which would testify
to the existence ofeccentric ritualistic forms that could be

performed by both Christians and non-Christians, it
remains to be demonstrated that they would have taken
place at that time by the Cave of Zillis. Paradoxically, it
is the very complexity of that site that makes it hard

to answer the archaeologists' questions: having been
abandoned as a pre-Christian place of worship, did the

cave temporarily become a church, or at least a space
with Christian connotations, for instance a hermitage47
endowed with a memory? Or were the late graves from the

eighth to the tenth centuries possibly the burial place of a

separate hamlet or village? Might the same argument even
apply to the graves of the late sixth century?48

In any case, the archaeological survey has highlighted
that, despite its uniqueness, the site of Zillis is no way an
isolated case. The cultic and burial rites that were
celebrated there must be regarded as regional and supra-
regional practices.

Toward a new congress

This long introduction, certainly self-evident in some of
its assumptions, aims to raise fresh questions and open a

new avenue of research after the Rome congress,49 thus

leading to a new meeting. The aim would be to focus on

the early Middle Ages in considering the relationship
between the spread ofChristianities and the Alpine world,
knowing that their history, though fragmented, accidental

and episodic like any other human phenomenon,
nonetheless underlies projects, strategies and plans.

The last thought proposed in the previous section —

which underlines the supra-regional character of some
phenomena associated with the cultic and cultural dimensions

that facilitated control over the territory, whether
symbolically or practically — intends to draw attention to
the need to modify the spatial perspective explored by
the Rome Conference. While on that occasion a discussion

developed ranging from West to East, exploring the
southern reaches of the pre-Alps and Alps, it would now
be desirable to try and examine the areas of resistance,
friction, acceleration or stasis, of the forms of political-
religious regulation of the local populations following a

route that is equally broad but within the Alpine chain,
an ideal axis stretching from Saint-Jean-de Maurienne to
Sion, to Chur and all the way to Bozen and Trento.

The next conference will give scholars a chance to
reflect on archaeological data, on penitentials and the local

norms, on the relations between secular and religious
authorities, on the destruction of temples and building of
churches by the clergy,50 on the destruction of monasteries
and other sacred buildings by 'Saracens' or by 'bad Christians',

and on the demise of basilicas such as that of Sion.51

Likewise, the conference would address the very decisions

of the local and supralocal political powers, which, if read

with backlighting as it were, may indicate the existence of
forms of resistance against consolidation of Christianities
as such, either by opposing their political counterpart or
by opposing the political role played locally by religious
authorities.

There is evidence to prove that this was the case, mostly
in the northeastern regions where early-mediaeval Slav

Paganism bore features such as institutionalised cultic
places or priestly hierarchies. We need to review or take a

closer look at the uniqueness of that situation, in particular,

in terms of what has been said about stabilising
regional political rule by means of ethnic compaction,
which is also and above all determined by the new Christian

religion. In fact, we must "interpret any 'resistance' to
Christianisation not so much as cultic tenacity of a primitive

or traditionalistic kind, but rather as the product of
antithetical religious identities processed locally by élites

as a conscious form of political opposition: where downright

pagan revivals came true, as was still the case with
the Goth of Athanaric, during the fourth century, or in
Anglo-Saxon Britain of the seventh century, they did not
appear as a resurgence of a traditional creed, but rather
as an aggressive opposition against 'Christian' political
organisations, drawing as they did — precisely from the

public and official idea of Christianity — the implications

of political integration and exclusion it by now
entailed."52
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Were these phenomena a component of the early mediaeval

Alpine world even after the period covered by this
volume? If so, where and how would they occur? These

questions are definitely worth examining and answering.
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RIASSUNTO RÉSUMÉ

Il passaggio dalla tarda antichità all'alto Medioevo (dal VII all'XI
secolo) porto, gradualmente ma irreversibilmente, a un mondo in cui il
problema délia diffusione e del consolidamento délia religione cristiana
nelle sue diverse varianti locali divenne meno pressante. Emerse una
geografia politica e religiosa ben strutturata frutto dello sforzo di disci-
plinare politicamente le popolazioni locali. Per raggiungere questo
scopo, si utilizzarono nuovi strumenti come le ecclesiae propriae o le

pievi. Sarebbe auspicabile esaminare le aree di resistenza, di attrito, di
accelerazione o di stasi delle forme di regolazione politico-religiosa
delle popolazioni locali nell'alto Medioevo, seguendo un percorso
ampio ma interno alla catena alpina, che vada da Saint-Jean-de Mau-
rienne a Sion, da Coira, fino a Bolzano e Trento.

La transition entre l'Antiquité tardive e le Haut Moyen Âge (du VIIe
au XIe siècle) a porté, de manière progressive mais irréversible, vers
un monde où le problème de la diffusion et de la consolidation de la

religion chrétienne dans ses différentes variantes locales est devenu
moins pressant. L'émergence d'une géographie politique et religieuse
bien structurée est le fruit des efforts accomplis pour soumettre la

population à une discipline politique. De nouveaux instruments tels

que les ecclesiae propriae et les pievi (circonscriptions paroissiales) ont
été utilisés à cette fin. Il serait souhaitable d'examiner les zones de

résistance, de friction, d'accélération ou de stagnation des formes de

régulation politico-religieuse des populations locales durant le
Haut Moyen Âge, et ce, en suivant un parcours ample mais limité au
contexte alpin, allant de Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne à Sion, de Coire à

Bolzano et Trente.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Der Ubergang von der Spätantike zum Frühmittelalter (7. bis 11.

Jahrhundert) führte allmählich, aber unumkehrbar, zu einer Welt, in
der die Verbreitung und Konsolidierung der christlichen Religion in
ihren verschiedenen lokalen Varianten an Dringlichkeit verlor. Als
Ergebnis der Bemühungen um die politische Disziplinierung der
lokalen Bevölkerung entstand eine straffstrukturierte politische und
religiöse Geographie. Zu diesem Zweck wurden neue Instrumente
wie die ecclesiae propriae oder Pfarrkirchen eingesetzt. Es wäre
wünschenswert, die Bereiche des Widerstands, der Reihung, der
Beschleunigung oder der Stagnation der Formen der politisch-religiösen
Regulierung der lokalen Bevölkerungen im frühen Mittelalter zu
untersuchen, und zwar entlang einer breiten, aber auf die Alpenkette
fokussierten Route von Saint-Jean-de Maurienne bis Sion, von Chur
bis Bozen und Trient.

SUMMARY

The transition from Late Antiquity to the early Middle Ages (7th
to 11th century) led gradually but irreversibly, to a world in which
the problem of the spread and consolidation of the Christian religion
in its various local variants became less pressing. A well-structured
political and religious geography emerged as a result of the effort
to politically discipline local populations. New instruments such as

ecclesiae propriae or parishes were employed to achieve this end. It
would be desirable to examine the areas of resistance, friction,
acceleration or stagnation of the forms ofpolitical-religious regulation of
local populations in the early Middle Ages, following a broad but
internal route along the Alpine chain from Saint-Jean-de Maurienne
to Sion, from Chur to Bolzano and Trento.
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