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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter explores the experience of Merovingian liturgy from the perspective of the 
participants, both clerical and lay. It especially focuses on the eucharistic liturgy, which 
was one of the primary liturgical acts of Christian unity and was intended to include all 
members of the community. At the same time, the eucharistic liturgy also inscribed differ
ences between clerical and lay Christians and established a hierarchy of power. The chap
ter explores the consequences of this tension: clergy idealized liturgy as an enactment of 
commonality, while laity engaged with it on their own terms, sometimes appropriating, re
sisting, or rejecting clerical understandings.
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Prolonging the nocturnal vigil until daybreak
The reverent crowd form an angelic choir
Persisting with deliberate steps in the venerable task
It strengthens and stirs to arms the heavens with its chants
. . .
Responding to the urging of the pontiff
Clergy, populace and children sing praises to the Lord
Whence through this brief and worthy labour
Will come their reward
(Venantius Fortunatus, Carmen 2.9.49–52, 67–68)1

This poem, by the sixth-century author Venantius Fortunatus, expressed the clerical ideal 
of how liturgy should work and what it should do. Venantius depicted a Christian commu
nity united, but led by their bishop, reverent and engaged in ritualized action, set apart 
from the normal, laboring in the here and now. But the community was focused on the 
world to come and engaged in an act that drew their attention to heaven and therefore to 
the rewards for piety and obedience. These themes of commonality and idealization of the 
liturgy in Merovingian Gaul helped to determine the ways in which lay congregations ex
perienced and reacted to the central ritual of their faith community. However, it only gave 
one part of the story: lay Christians had many opportunities to engage with liturgy on 
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their own terms, or to appropriate it to their own ends. As far as possible, this chapter ex
plores Merovingian liturgy from the perspectives of those taking part in it. This is a diffi
cult task, given the evidence we have. It is, however, essential. Liturgy was not words on 
a page. Rather it was an experience in which a variety of words, spoken, sung, and chant
ed, were combined with ritualized acts in a ceremony that was central to Christian inter
actions with God. The experiential element was therefore definitional of liturgy and so is 
at the heart of our analysis.

(p. 1032) I have focused in this chapter on liturgical forms that involved both clergy and 
laity, especially, but not exclusively, the eucharistic liturgy in a community church. There 
were many other kinds of liturgical services in Merovingian Gaul: clerics conducting ritu
als without lay presence, monks engaged in the regular singing of the hours, baptisms, 
deathbed masses, and liturgical responses to crises. The range and variety is so wide that 
it would not be possible to offer here a coherent discussion of all of them. The eucharistic 
liturgy, however, was the liturgical form that would have been most familiar to the largest 
number of Merovingian Christians. Along with baptism, the eucharistic offering was one 
of the primary liturgical acts of the Christian community, one with which all the faithful 
were expected to engage on a regular basis. It therefore provides a useful starting point 
for discussion, and other liturgical forms can be brought into the analysis as appropriate.

Scholars who have examined the role of liturgy in Christian communities have offered 
some radically different interpretations of how it operated and therefore how it would 
have been experienced. Liturgy often appears in scholarship as a force for unity and the 
basis for a Christian sense of community (see Rose, Chapter 43, this volume). Irénée-Hen
ri Dalmais (1992), for example, made its communal character central to the definition of 
liturgy, describing it as an act of worship with a public character, involving the whole ec
clesial community rather than just a particular group of religious ministers. Gregory Dix 
has argued, likewise, that eucharistic worship was “of necessity and by intention a corpo
rate action” (1954, pp. 1–2). Frank C. Senn (2006, p. 10) describes the eucharistic ritual 
as the “social glue of the Middle Ages,” and Brigitte Beaujard (2000) presents it as an ide
alized expression of the consensus and fellowship of the Christian community. Robin M. 
Jensen has argued that liturgy was one of the great mechanisms of inclusion by which or
dinary believers were integrated into the church and was fundamental to lay religious ex
periences. “Christian identity,” she insists, “is claimed, developed, and reinforced through 
ritual practice as much as—or perhaps more than—by the doctrines articulated by theolo
gians. Both day-to-day communal experiences of worship and seasonal rites and festivals 
are essential to the way ordinary believers understand their place in the social and cos
mic orders” (2005, p. 117). Richard D. McCall is blunter: “The church is differentiated ac
cording to class and gender, but it is one in its enactment of the sacrament” (2007, p. 
133).

This optimistic view of the place and importance of liturgy as an expression of Christian 
unity, however, runs alongside another scholarly tradition that sees early medieval liturgy 
as becoming the property of clergy, a ritual from which the laity were increasingly exclud
ed, alienated, and distanced. Ramsay MacMullen (2009) has argued that even in earlier 
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periods very few Christians attended church services and that, when they did, they were 
screened from the altar, pushed to the back of the church, and denied any substantial role 
in the proceedings. Megan McLaughlin (1991) has a similar view of late-antique and 
Merovingian Gaul, with laypeople being presented in texts as a polluting risk to an essen
tially clerical mystery. Karen Jo Torjesen (2008) has argued that the sacralization of the 
eucharistic ceremony, and the exclusion of the laity from it, was one of the key elements 
of lay differentiation and subordination by the clergy. In this view, (p. 1033) liturgy was not 
a force for unity but, rather, was symbolic of increasing division within the Christian com
munity, especially between religious professionals and the ordinary faithful.

These perspectives seem far apart, but in fact both express some part of the truth. Litur
gy was meant to be an act of community, but it was also, and simultaneously, a ritual that 
inscribed difference and hierarchy within that community. The eucharistic mass was the 
moment when the difference between the layperson and cleric most mattered and when 
that difference was publicly enacted: one side offered and one side received. It was there
fore integral to the process by which the clergy sought to identify themselves as a distinct 
group and describe particular spaces (over which they had primary control) as sacred 
zones that should not be subject to secular pollution. The community, unified by liturgy, 
was supposed to be unified behind the clergy. This was the point made in Venantius’s po
em: the other clergy, people, and children respond to the urging of their bishop in a clear 
hierarchy. But this set of clerical intentions, complicated though they are in themselves 
are not the full story. As Frank Senn puts it: “The clergy did come to the point of dominat
ing the performance of the liturgy. The hierarchy did find ways of controlling the liturgy 
in order to fence it off from false doctrine or excessive piety. But the more interesting sto
ry is how the people found ways of claiming their rightful place in the assembly and par
ticipating according to their inclinations and means of expression” (2006, p. 7). In other 
words, the lay experience of the liturgy involved commonality, exclusion, and opportunity.

In order to understand the intentions and experiences of those engaged with the liturgy, 
however, we need first to reconstruct it. Here, the scholar of the Merovingian liturgy is at 
a disadvantage. With the relative wealth of sources available on Byzantine rituals, schol
ars in that field have produced important work on how the liturgy was designed as an ex
perience and how it operated as part of the formation of the self in religious terms (Frank 

2006; Krueger 2014; Gador-Whyte 2016). The task in the West has proved far more diffi
cult. The fundamental problem is that very few written sources describe the Merovingian 
liturgy before the Carolingian period, and those sources we do have are fragmentary or 
difficult to date (Spinks 2007, p. 610; Doig 2008, p. 102). The Expositio antiquae liturgi
cae Gallicanae (Explanation of the ancient Gallic liturgy) provides a detailed commentary 
on the mass and has been attributed to the sixth-century bishop Germanus of Paris, but it 
survives only in a ninth-century manuscript, and a number of scholars have denied that it 
is Merovingian at all.2 There are several eighth-century sacramentaries and lectionaries 
that can be traced back to Merovingian originals (Hen 1995; Smyth 2003; Bernard 2016). 
None of them, however, can answer all the questions scholars have about the shape and 
structure of the liturgy. Even if we had the complete written texts we desire, we would 
still not have a full picture of the liturgical experience, for it was about so much more 
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than the words spoken. To understand them fully, we would have to place them in the 
context of the places, persons, objects, music, aromas, lights, and images that were so 
much a part of the experience (Heffernan and Matter 2001, p. 5; Palazzo 2014). Liturgy, 
as Thomas F. Mathews points out, is “an enormously complex symbol whose message is 
carried in gesture, motion and display as much as in words” (1971, p. 8).

(p. 1034) Furthermore, as Yitzhak Hen (1996) points out, the Merovingian liturgy was 
highly diverse and eclectic. It drew on influences from many directions and was celebrat
ed in different ways in different parts of Gaul (Griffe 1951). Each of the liturgical manu
scripts that survives contains a different number of masses, commemorates different 
saints, and lists different reading passages and prayers for the same occasions (Hen 

2001, pp. 28–33). Bishops were in a position to be quite creative in their construction of 
some elements of the service (Scheibelreiter 2005, p. 700). Priests in smaller churches, 
often at great distance from their bishops, could become quite independent (Senn 2006, 
p. 109). It was even possible for laypeople to contribute. King Chilperic, for example, was 
reported to have composed hymns and masses of his own accord (Gregory of Tours, Libri 
historiarum decem 6.46). There were numerous outside influences on liturgy and very 
few attempts to impose any kind of uniformity (Hen 2001).3 The result was the “fruitful 
confusion so characteristic of Frankish liturgy” (Wallace-Hadrill 1983, p. 118). As Hen 
puts it, “there is no real basis for the claim that in the west a single, uniform way of cele
brating the Eucharist existed, nor that a standard text was available” (2004, p. 152). In
deed, he objects to the entire premise of looking for a “pure” Merovingian liturgy (2004, 
p. 150).

There are, therefore, important limitations on what we can know about the Merovingian 
liturgy. Some recent scholarship has demonstrated that we can make much more out of 
what we do have than has been done to date. The recent volume on the Bobbio Missal, for 
example, seeks to place this manuscript into its cultural context and uses it as a way to 
understand the place of the liturgy in the Merovingian world (Hen and Meens 2004). This 
particular missal, the authors conclude, was copied perhaps as early as the late seventh 
century and was designed for use by a bishop or priest who had to travel between differ
ent communities to offer services to secular, clerical, and monastic congregations. The 
Bobbio Missal would facilitate all of a cleric’s most important liturgical tasks: saying mass 
on Sundays and feast days, baptizing at Easter, taking care of the sick and dying, or per
forming blessings at important occasions (Meens 2004, p. 154). The missal confirms the 
importance of liturgical action among clerical duties and the efforts made to ensure that 
this was possible. This kind of careful situating of specific liturgical texts represents an 
exciting way forward for liturgical scholarship.

Moreover, church councils did seek to standardize the acts and gestures that constituted 
the structure of the eucharistic mass, so that although there may have been perfectly ac
ceptable diversity of texts used and words spoken, “no part of the essential rite would be 
neglected or even missed out by the celebrant” (Hen 1996, p. 27). Furthermore, the 
doubts earlier expressed over the Merovingian provenance of the Expositio have been 
largely put to rest by Hen (2001, pp. 5–7). This means that we can use this text as an out
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line at least of a liturgical model. According to this text and the reconstructions offered 
by Hen (1995, 2001), the celebrant would enter while an antiphon was sung, greet the 
members of the congregation, and they would reply. Canticles would then be sung and 
the celebrant would say a prayer. This would be followed by readings that were usually 
from the scriptures, although they may have also included readings from the biographies 
of saints on their particular festivals. These readings were interspersed with (p. 1035)

singing by the choir, and the books might also be brought in with a solemn procession. All 
of this would be followed by the sermon, which was often based on the reading, but might 
also be an unrelated moral exhortation. There were then some prayers, uttered by the 
faithful and by the celebrant, which seemingly could vary widely in character. If catechu
mens, public penitents, or excommunicants were present, they would be dismissed. The 
elements of the offering were brought in and placed on the altar, accompanied by prayers 
and possibly singing. This would be followed by the recital of the names of the dead, as 
well as prayers for them, and the kiss of peace. There was then a sequence of eucharistic 
prayers and responses, the fraction of the host, its mixing with the wine, and the actual 
communion. The congregation sang the Pater Noster (Our Father) during the final prepa
rations for this act. During the taking of communion, there would have been further 
singing by the choir. Afterward, the celebrant thanked God, gave the benediction, and dis
missed the congregation. This process may have taken between one and two hours, de
pending on the occasion and degree of elaboration (Beck 1950, pp. 130, 136; Hen 1995, 
p. 67).

Each element of the liturgy had a particular role in shaping the experience of those 
present and participating. The liturgy was marked, for example, by extensive use of song. 
There was singing at key points, including during the entry of the celebrants, the con
veyance and return of the Gospel books, the procession of the offerings, and the fraction 
of the Host. These were supplemented by numerous chanted prayers and blessings from 
the clergy, congregants, and dedicated singers (Wright 1989, pp. 42–43). This singing 
could involve lay congregants. The Vita Caesarii claimed that the bishop of Arles sought 
to keep the laity occupied in church by getting them to sing psalms and hymns, se
quences, and antiphons, “in a loud and measured voice, like the clergy, some in Greek 
and some in Latin” (1.19). Caesarius may have had especially high expectations, but Hen 
(1995, p. 74) argues that this active role was inherent to Merovingian liturgical practice. 
Indeed, as Senn notes, the very structure of Hebrew poetry lent itself to “antiphonal and 
responsive recitation in which two groups or a leader and a group recite the two parts of 
each verse” (2006, p. 127). Singing was also a key feature of vigils, some of which may 
have been very popular. Certainly singing was the central feature of Venantius’s poem cit
ed at the start of this chapter, with special emphasis on the involvement of all members of 
the community. However, the Merovingian period seems also to have seen some use of 
professional or dedicated singers, especially when the singing required particular exper
tise (Senn 2006, p. 124). This singing worked to elevate the solemnity of a particular litur
gical moment (Hen 1995, p. 78). For clergy, liturgical singing therefore offered a number 
of opportunities. It was a way to build community identity and communal action within an 
appropriately controlled and hierarchical context: the people united but were led by a 
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cleric. It also acted to sacralize a moment by rendering it out of the ordinary: this singing 
was ritualized, not spontaneous; respectful, not turbulent. Caesarius explicitly contrasted 
it with lay singing and its problematic secular subject matter, as Lucy Grig (2013) has 
demonstrated (Sermo 6.3). Song was therefore integral to the clerical perspective on the 
liturgy and undoubtedly was important in the lay experience of the liturgy.

(p. 1036) The liturgy was also punctuated by regular, organized prayers, although this was 
an aspect that seems to have offered wide opportunities for variation: a celebrant could 
choose which prayers to use or could even compose his own (Hen 1995, p. 71). The 
Merovingian liturgy was especially noted for the “long-winded, bombastic and effusive” 
style of its prayers, which could be very prolonged, and which Hen has described as “a 
unique and most eloquent witness to the liturgical vitality and creativity of Merovingian 
Gaul” (2004, p. 143). Prayers and responses could also be moments for congregational 
participation. Caesarius made clear that he expected congregants not only to utter these 
prayers, but to take them to heart and act upon their meaning. “If those who remain in 
church do not dismiss the debts of their debtors, they speak the Lord’s prayer more to 
their judgement than to their remedy” (Sermo 73.2). However, prayers could also be a 
moment for teaching. Louise Batstone has observed that the prayers used in the Bobbio 
Missal suggest either a powerful tradition or continuing need for anti-Arian instruction. 
Batstone also notes some prayers that are anti-Pelagian in their emphasis on God’s grace. 
“In all the prayers of the Bobbio Missal,” she remarks, “we see clear doctrinal assertions 
and easily memorised doctrinal formulae” (2004, p. 186). As Senn puts it, “Liturgy has 
been used to promote confessional identity because liturgy encodes meaning” (2006, p. 
238). Prayers helped to articulate as well as enact a sense of what it meant to be part of a 
Christian community.

Prayers were offered by all members of the Christian community, but blessings were only 
offered by the clergy. Blessings could work to raise events, objects, or people to an elevat
ed position, separating them from ordinary secularity (Rivard 2009). However, many 
blessings, as Derek Rivard notes, were “composed to meet the expressed needs and de
sires of the laity in their daily lives” (2009, p. 9). Those in the Old Gelasian sacramentary 
include blessing of houses; against pestilence, drought, and storm; for trees and fruit; for 
peace; and for kings in time of war (Rivard 2009, p. 31; Hen 2010, pp. 47–48). Indeed, 
Mary Garrison argues that this last example—of blessings for secular leaders—would 
once have been “extremely commonplace” (2004, p. 188) and that the missa pro principe 

(Mass for the Prince) in the Bobbio Missal was an extension of this practice. Meanwhile, 
the Frankish-Gelasian sacramentary contains a number of apotropaic blessings designed 
to protect congregants from the Devil and his minions (Rivard 2009, p. 32). These bless
ings show how liturgy could be responsive, but also how clergy sought to keep lay needs 
and desires under appropriate control and to channel petitions and intercessions into 
forms they directed.

An additional spoken element of the liturgy were the readings. On festival occasions these 
could involve passages from a saint’s vita, but eucharistic masses typically involved more 
than one reading from different parts of the scriptures. These readings were important 
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moments of lay exposure to the Bible: although Caesarius urged his congregants to read 
the words of the texts themselves, most undoubtedly learned what they said from the 
recitations in church. These were not ordinary acts of reading, however. The texts were 
conveyed to specially appointed readers in ritual processions and were accompanied by 
singing, as already mentioned. The readings came from texts that claimed to impart not 
just divine truths but the very word of God himself. As Caesarius (p. 1037) of Arles put it, 
“the divine scriptures have been transmitted to us like letters from our homeland” (Sermo 

7.2). We have to assume that they were therefore read in a reverential tone.

Prayers, songs, readings, and blessings all created an atmosphere of solemnity and ritual
ization: this was not normal speech, but a series of elevated and formalized speech acts. 
Very often, the readings would have been the springboard for a sermon that would ex
pand on the meaning of the passages or use them as opportunities for moral instruction. 
Sermons were a standard part of the Merovingian liturgy. They were listed in the Exposi
tio as coming after the readings but before the eucharistic offering, at a point of high dra
ma in the service. The late seventh-century Council of Saint-Jean de Losne prescribed 
that all bishops should preach on Sundays and feast days (canon 18). This was an ideal 
not necessarily observed in reality, and lay exposure to regular preaching undoubtedly 
depended on where they resided. Nonetheless, preaching aids were available even for ill- 
educated or unconfident clergy, and these seem to have circulated widely (Bailey 2010). 
Sermons were a less ritualized form of speech, but in Merovingian Gaul they were proba
bly seldom spontaneous or informal. They therefore worked in tandem with the other spo
ken elements of the liturgy in shaping the experiences of those attending and participat
ing in the service.

Merovingian preaching built on a strong late-Roman Gallic tradition, represented in the 
surviving works of bishops Valerian of Cimiez, Hilary of Arles, Faustus of Riez, Caesarius 
of Arles, Avitus of Vienne, and the Eusebius Gallicanus collection. These sermons contin
ued to be copied and circulated in the Merovingian period, along with sermons from 
preachers outside Gaul, especially bishops Ambrose of Milan, Augustine of Hippo, and 
Maximus of Turin. These sermons formed the basis of homiliary collections that were de
signed as preaching handbooks, and they often focused on the specific needs of a commu
nity or congregation. The opportunity for copying and preservation means that most of 
the Merovingian homiliaries that survive were produced in monasteries and designed for 
use within these communities.4 Many sermons from this period, however, were aimed at 
lay audiences and would have been preached and read in community churches. These ho
miliaries were a vital aid to the continuation of preaching in Merovingian Gaul. They ef
fectively facilitated preaching on the days of highest expected church attendance, so that 
even clergy without a rhetorical education could read out appropriate, orthodox, and 
sanctioned words to their lay congregations.

Some clergy, however, continued to compose their own sermons. Gregory of Tours tells us 
that Nicetius of Trier “preached to the people every day,” uncovering their vices and 
praying for their remission (Liber vitae patrum 17.2). He also mentions that Praetextatus 
of Rouen was known for his orations, although their style did not always please his fellow 
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bishops (Gregory of Tours, Libri historiarum decem 8.20). A selection of the sermons giv
en by Columbanus have survived, while hagiography informs us of the preaching efforts 
of Audoin of Rouen, Eligius of Noyon, Eucherius of Orléans, and Amandus of Maastricht- 
Liège (Fouracre, 1979). The Vita of Audoin described him as a distinguished and effective 
preacher (Vita Audoini 4), while Eucherius was depicted preaching diligently to the peo
ple to correct their errors (Vita Eucherii 6; (p. 1038) Amos, 1983, pp. 69–73). Although 
some of this preaching took place in nonliturgical contexts, the majority of sermons expe
rienced by lay Christians were probably delivered in a church in the course of a service.

Sermons were less formal and less ritualized than other elements of the service. There 
was much less emphasis on display, but also less evident opportunity for lay participation. 
Nonetheless, many sermons demonstrate the considerable effort that preachers put into 
communicating with lay Christians. Caesarius of Arles repeatedly urged his fellow 
preachers to undertake what he considered to be a religious duty: “all priests of the Lord, 
entering the church, should not cease to make a noise, that is preach, about the last 
things, that is about the end of the world and the future judgement” (Sermo 1.5). He also 
stressed that they had to make their words accessible to a wide audience: “my priests of 
the Lord should preach to the people in simple and plain language which all the people 
can grasp” (Sermo 1.20). This accessibility was also emphasized in the Expositio, which 
stated that the sermon ought to be neither so rustic that it offended the learned nor so lo
quacious that it was obscure to the rustic (Expositio 13). Preachers also took great care to 
explain difficult passages in scripture and important theological points (Bailey 2010, 
2016). Although these sermons were a part of the liturgy, they were not “intoned … over 
an uncomprehending laity” (McLaughlin 1991, p. 78). Instead, these texts were highly en
gaged and responsive to lay concerns.

The sermons that survive demonstrate that lay Christians in Merovingian Gaul could have 
been exposed to a wide variety of preaching styles. However, the use of model collections 
did not mean uniformity, since these could differ in both substance and emphasis. The 
sermons of Caesarius of Arles, for example, which made their way into a number of col
lections, focused on attacking problematic lay behaviors, providing a thorough and wide- 
ranging exegesis of the scriptures, and giving appropriate words for the major feast days 
of the liturgical calendar. Their style was confrontational and blunt, drawing clear lines 
around acceptable behavior within the Christian community. The sermons of the Eusebius 
Gallicanus collection, on the other hand, which were also very popular and widely copied, 
gave priority to the liturgical calendar and included a number of sermons for local Gallic 
saints. The works in this compilation tended to adopt an encouraging rather than hector
ing tone and placed great emphasis on the importance of individual responsibility for en
suring salvation. The collection displays little interest in exegesis, although there are ser
mons explaining important theological concepts (Bailey 2010). Missionary preaching must 
have had quite different goals again, and although few examples now survive, the sixth- 
century Instructiones of the Irish monk Columbanus give a taste of the ascetic and peni
tential elements that he would have particularly stressed.
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These speech acts took place in a context of ritualized movement. The liturgy in Merovin
gian Gaul was marked by dramatic solemn movement as the celebrants, gospels, and of
ferings processed into the church. Processions also marked a number of other liturgical 
events and provided a way for liturgy to extend beyond the church walls and incorporate 
more people than could fit at a single service (Palazzo 2008, p. 45). As John Francis Bal
dovin puts it: “This form of procession enabled not only the participation of (p. 1039) many 
people and an expression of their piety, but also the expression of the religious faith of 
Christians as the ‘common-sense’ foundation of the life of the city”(1987, p. 251). These 
were ritualized acts, clearly distinguished from ordinary walking by means of a slowed 
pace, special dress, musical accompaniment, and the solemnity of the participants (Smith 

1987; Bell 1992). McCall argues that action and enaction were at the heart of the liturgy 
and that processions were key to this expression of religiosity (2007, p. 2). The rituals 
drew attention to particular players because they were necessarily hierarchical; to partic
ular spaces as end points; and to particular objects as the items “processed.” They there
fore acted to set these people, spaces, and things apart from secularity, even as they pro
vided opportunities for lay participation.

The key ceremony in a eucharistic mass, the one to which all of the earlier elements of 
the service served as dramatic build-up, was the transformation of the bread and wine in
to the body and blood of Christ, and its consumption by the faithful as a sign of their unity 
with him and as a way of commemorating his sacrifice. This was fundamentally a moment 
of remembrance through reenactment. A series of actions were performed over and 
around the eucharistic host: it was processed, sung over, placed on special dishes, re
vealed, consecrated, broken, mixed, distributed, and consumed (Hen 1995, pp. 68–69). 
Congregants exchanged the kiss of peace, responded when called on, and prayed at the 
appropriate moments. This was the peak of the liturgy, and it ended soon after, with per
haps only a benediction and dismissal to send the congregation on their way.

Many of these elements of the liturgy worked to support the clerical goal of communal 
unity. This goal required, however, that the laity attend liturgical services, which is why 
the obligation to come to church on Sundays was emphasized in church councils, in secu
lar law codes, and in miracle stories that described punishments for those who worked 
when they should have been at church (see Halfond, Chapter 13, and Kreiner, Chapter 24, 
this volume).5 Regular attendance was expected for city dwellers, even if the reiterated 
penalties in legal texts suggest this was not always observed in practice. There were also 
many other, small-scale services going on throughout the day and week, which the laity 
could attend, and they were indeed sometimes encouraged to do so. Caesarius instituted 
daily observance of the canonical hours in Arles in the hope of attracting lay attendance 
and encouraged laypeople to join in the singing of this daily office (Sermo 75.1). He also 
urged his congregation during Lent to attend not only the vigils, but also terce, sext, and 
none (Vita Caesarii 1.15; Caesarius of Arles, Sermo 196.2).6 Beck argues that there was a 
night office every week to prepare for the Sunday, that there were solemn vigils before 
the feasts of Epiphany and Pentecost, and that “the daily observance of the Divine Office 
was the normal practice” in the south of France at least (1950, pp. 110–111, 119), al
though Hen (1995, p. 71) has disagreed with him on this. Certainly, such daily offices 
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were not always or even regularly attended by laypeople; although some did, this would 
have been unusual.7 More standard, perhaps, was attendance at the office during Lent. 
Caesarius emphasized this as part of ideal lay pious practice (Sermones 86.5, 196.2). By 
the end of the sixth century, it had also become the custom to offer public masses in the 
afternoons several days a week during Advent (Beck, 1950, 130). Arnold Angenendt (1983) 
has demonstrated that anniversary masses (p. 1040) were offered on a variety of occa
sions. These Christian markers of time therefore could, at least potentially, provide the 
rhythm of the days and weeks in a layperson’s life, especially if he or she chose to attend 
services on a regular basis.

Moreover, these services could act to bind people to the Christian community and provide 
opportunities for lay religious engagement. As our discussion has already made clear, the 
laity could participate in the service in a number of ways. Lay members had to exchange 
the kiss of peace. They had to respond and sing at various points during the service, an 
element of dialogue between clergy and laity that served as a defining feature of the ser
vice. They were also addressed, engaged, and exhorted directly during the sermon. In
deed, Hen has argued that the mass “required the full attention, cooperation and partici
pation of the congregation” (1995, p. 75). Given the many clerical complaints about lay 
inattention, this may be optimistic, but certainly it reflects the ideal. A sermon in the Eu
sebius Gallicanus collection makes clear that the laity was expected both to participate 
and listen quietly at the appropriate moments: “It is a serious sin both of lukewarmness 
and infidelity, standing in the holy place before the presence of majesty, either not to re
spond, when the psalm is sung, or, not to be silent when the reading is poured into your 
ears” (64.8). McCall (2007) has recently emphasized the dramatic and performative ele
ments of the mass and the intended impact of these on participants and spectators alike. 
The singing that accompanied all of the important moments would have been a central 
part of this experience, working both to impress and to incorporate the laity at various 
points. Add in the other elements of the experience—movement in processions, elaborate 
dress, incense, light, and ritualized action—and the impact on the laity potentially was 
profound (Hen, 1995, p. 80). These could indeed be moments in which the Christian com
munity was bound together by a compelling shared experience.

At the same time, however, the liturgy was also a mechanism for establishing a hierarchy 
within the church and for setting apart the clergy and their associated places and acts as 
sacred and special. It designated as holiest those places where the most important ritual 
acts took place, and those sites were at their most sacred at the moments when those 
rites were enacted. Liturgy sometimes resulted in or required a physical separation of 
spaces (see Chevalier, Chapter 30, this volume). In a sermon on the dedication of a 
church, Avitus of Vienne spoke of an altar “discretely separated from the nave by a slight
ly elevated platform” (Sermo 24). Gregory of Tours mentioned railings marking out an 
area where the clergy stood to sing psalms (Liber in gloria martyrum 38). A canon from 
the Council of Tours in 567 decreed that “the laity should not at all dare to stand at the al
tar, where the sacred mysteries are celebrated interiorly among the clergy either at vigils 
or at masses, but that part, which is divided by the chancel facing the altar, should be ac
cessible only to the choirs of clerics singing psalms” (canon 4). This restriction was not 
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absolute, however. The canon went on to state that “for prayer and communication the 
holy of holies should be accessible to laity and to women, as is the custom.” In other 
words, the spatial restriction was particularly strict only when the rituals were underway, 
and it was the rituals, and the clergy who enacted them, that had to be kept apart from 
secularity most of all.8

A number of scholars have argued that the laity was in fact excluded from parts of the 
liturgy and that their view of key moments was deliberately blocked. Although (p. 1041) in
ternal arrangements could vary, lay worshippers generally watched the eucharistic rites 
from a distance, and were separated from the altar by some kind of marker or barrier 
(Frank 2007, p. 537; Michel 2008, p. 583). William H. C. Frend has insisted that all over 
the Mediterranean provinces in Late Antiquity “a substantial screen of stone or marble di
vided the nave, or quadratum populi, from the altar and apse whither only the clergy 
might approach” (1963, p. 59). Robert Austin Markus (1978) argues that there may have 
been some kind of iconostasis screen in Gaul, although his case is largely based on a 
questionable reading of canon three of the Council of Tours in 567.9 Allan Doig (2008, p. 
68) raises the possibility that curtains between columns screened lay observers in ways 
that are not documentable in the archaeological record. However, literary accounts of 
church services in this period do not make any reference to or invoke such screening, and 
we only start to get references to it in later periods (Hamilton and Spicer 2005, p. 15; 
Hamilton 2013, p. 166). Joan Rebekah Branham (1992) and Richard Kieckhefer (2009) see 
some archaeological evidence for screens, but emphasize that these were symbolic de
marcations of space, rather than obstacles to vision. Kieckhefer argues that even where 
screens did exist, “they did not necessarily separate the lay congregations very effectively 
from the priests celebrating Mass” (2009, p. 111), while Branham maintains that seeing 
over such screens was the point—they marked out an audience who viewed from those 
who enacted. Sible De Blaauw (1991) stresses the openness of church design and the visi
bility of liturgical activities from the nave. It would be misleading to project into the 
Merovingian period the far more elaborate screening of later ages, in both the East and 
West.10 Moreover, even in times and places where elaborate screening did exist, it did not 
necessarily serve as a mechanism of exclusion. In the East in this period, Mathews em
phasizes the “extraordinary openness” of church design (1971, p. 105), while Jacqueline 
E. Jung (2000) has argued that in the Gothic churches of the high and late Middle Ages, 
screens were highly permeable to laypeople. Nonetheless, it was important to those build
ing and using a church that the most sacred area around the altar be symbolically marked 
by some kind of barrier. This was part of the physical and rhetorical separation of the 
laity and their secular world from the clergy and their sacred one.

It also seems that fewer laypeople took communion when they attended church in 
Merovingian Gaul than had been the case in earlier periods. As Dix (1954) points out, to 
be present at the eucharist had virtually meant being a communicant in the first three 
centuries. This had changed due to a combination of factors, including the enormous in
crease in the numbers of the faithful, the practice of child baptism, and increasing rever
ence for the Host, with subsequent emphasis on needing to be pure and worthy in order 
to consume it. This ensured that communion had become relatively infrequent for many 
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laity (McLaughlin 1994; Caesarius of Arles, Sermones 62, 229.4). The Council of Agde in 
506 had to dictate that communion be taken at least three times a year (canon 18). Other
wise, receiving communion was not an act of lay piety that clergy especially emphasized 
or promoted (Smith 1995; Chélini 1968). In the sixth century, Venantius Fortunatus still 
urged Christians to receive the eucharist every day if they were able (Carmen 10.1.55). 
Beck argues that this would indeed have been possible in some areas (1950, p. 132). In 
many Gallic cities, however, it would have been difficult to accommodate (p. 1042) the en
tire baptized community if they had all communicated every Sunday (Chélini 1968, pp. 
165–166; Senn 2006, p. 106; MacMullen 2009, p. 101). This gradual development 
changed the nature of the eucharistic liturgy and the experience of laypeople attending it. 
Many came to church as spectators rather than participants, and by the sixth century the 
ceremony began to be something done by the clergy rather than something shared with 
the whole Christian community.11

The eucharistic liturgy could therefore represent and articulate both the divisions within 
the Christian community and its unity. These qualities coexisted in an interesting tension. 
However, the liturgy was not wholly under clerical control. Our sense of the restrictions 
on lay access and vision therefore needs to be balanced against an awareness that the 
laity could access the liturgy and its associated meanings outside churches. One of the 
most obvious ways this happened was through eucharistic reservation, the practice of set
ting aside some of the consecrated eucharist for use outside the mass. This was permitted 
for the sick, who could therefore consume the eucharist at home, and in some areas it 
may have been more widespread (Paxton 1990; Bowes 2008). This practice took control of 
the eucharist out of the hands of the clergy and made it available for use in private rituals 
and domestic expressions of piety (King 1964). Liturgy could thus take place in private 
households. An episcopal letter from the early sixth century condemns two Breton priests 
for using a portable altar to conduct masses in private homes and allowing women to take 
part in the ceremonies (Bailey 2012). The letter makes clear that this practice had been 
going on for some time, despite episcopal censure, demonstrating how little control bish
ops actually exercised over the liturgy in some regions of Gaul. Such practices fundamen
tally threatened the division of sacred from secular space and sacred from secular peo
ple. As the letter makes clear, the bishops feared that heresy and pollution could result.

However, many wealthy lay Christians had chapels in their own homes, where they took 
communion from clergy effectively in their employ, a practice that can be documented in 
both the archaeological and literary evidence. Gregory of Tours mentioned in passing an 
oratory in his mother’s house and noted that it contained relics (Liber in gloria confesso
rum 3). The home of Nicetius of Lyon’s mother also contained an oratory where the saint 
performed the divine office (Gregory of Tours, Liber vitae patrum 7.2). The virgin Gibi
trude, who later became a nun, first asked her parents to build an oratory for her in their 
home so that she could show her devotion (Jonas of Bobbio, Vita Columbani 12). Kimberly 
Bowes has documented the considerable evidence for private chapels on rural estates and 
suggests that at least some of these villa-churches could have accommodated processions 
and “a surprising degree of ritual sophistication” (2008, p. 133). Some complexes includ
ed baptisteries (Bowes 2008, p. 150). These churches can be considered “private” in the 
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sense that they were built and paid for by lay individuals and were designed for the use of 
their own family, friends, and dependents (Bowes 2008, p. 5). Such arrangements were 
not necessarily antagonistic to the institutional church and clerical hierarchy; they simply 
existed quite separately from them and were often out of their practical power (Bowes 

2008, pp. 168–169).

(p. 1043) Clerics tried to keep private chapels under some kind of supervision, but it is un
clear how successful they were. At the Council of Épaone in 517, the assembled clerics 
determined that “the relics of saints shall not be placed in villa oratories, unless perhaps 
a cleric of some parish happens to be near, who can serve the sacred ashes with frequent 
psalm-singing” (canon 25). Church councils also insisted on the right of bishops to super
vise clerical appointments in such chapels. In practice, however, any clergy serving at 
such establishments did so at the pleasure of the building’s owners and would have con
sidered themselves under their patronage, perhaps even as part of the family’s retinue 
(Council of Orléans 511, canon 25; Bowes 2008, pp. 150, 158). In the mid-seventh centu
ry, clerics at the Council of Chalons complained about the independence of villa churches 
(on villas, see Chavarría Arnau, Chapter 29, this volume). In particular, they noted that 
the powerful laypeople who controlled these oratories treated them as their own private 
concerns: “they oppose the bishops and already do not permit those clerics that served at 
that oratory to be controlled by the archdeacon” (canon 14). The assembled clergy insist
ed that the ordination of clerics in such places, the structure of the divine office, and the 
dispensation of resources should all be in the purview of the local bishop, but the canon 
made clear that landowners did not agree. Beyond villas, Gregory of Tours’s miracle 

collections suggest that the rural landscape was filled with oratories for saints, where 
laypeople could pay reverence to relics, attend services, or seek cures.12 One oratory was 
built by Patroclus, for example, in the village of Néris, which he furnished with appropri
ate relics (Liber vitae patrum 9.2). The church councils confirmed the legitimacy of these 
establishments but tried to make sure that they did not become permanent alternatives to 
the episcopal church. The Council of Agde in 506 decreed:

If anyone, even outside the parish, in which the assembly is legitimate and regu
lar, should want to have an oratory in a field, by a just ruling we permit on other 
festivals that they may hold masses there on account of the weariness of the fami
ly, but truly they must have Easter, Christmas Day, Epiphany, Ascension, Pente
cost, and the feast of St John the Baptist nowhere else but in the city or the parish, 
or if many days of festival are held. Indeed, if any clerics should want to hold or 
perform masses in oratories on the festivals mentioned above without the order 
and permission of their bishop, they should be expelled from communion. (canon 
21)

For many rural dwellers, the churches of the city were distant monuments, both physical
ly and psychologically. Their religious worlds may have centered on an estate church 
where they attended services, a monastery down the road, or an oratory marking the site 
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of a saint’s former dwelling, depending on their local circumstances. These religious 
spaces were much more amenable than urban churches to lay influence and authority.

The laity also took the models of the eucharistic mass and of the daily office, and appro
priated them in their own personal devotions, imitating clergy and implicitly undermining 
some of the category distinctions that lay at the heart of the formalized church ceremony 
(Hamilton 2013, p. 226). The Life of Radegund, for example, described (p. 1044) her as a 
child carrying a wooden cross and leading a procession of fellow children into a private 
oratory (Vita Radegundis 2). The Life of Genovefa, meanwhile, depicted her organizing 
vigils along with the laywomen of Paris to ward off the threat posed by Attila the Hun (Vi
ta Genovefae 10). Therefore, although the liturgy was a potential expression of both unity 
in the Christian community and of hierarchical division between clergy and laity, the laity 
could appropriate it in ways that undermined both of these goals, and it could become a 
site of contest for power and control.

Sometimes, however, the laity did not appropriate—they rejected. Our best examples are 
those related to preaching. Several times Caesarius of Arles mentioned that his sermons 
made some people angry (Sermones 42.6, 46.6, 57.1), and his Vita noted that he saw him
self as a doctor dispensing unpleasant medicine in his preaching, who was “offering not 
what would please each one, but rather what would cure them, not considering the de
sires of the sick man, but quite properly striving for the health of the patient” (Vita Cae
sarii 1.17).

Perhaps this is why some of his congregation preferred to leave church before the ser
mon:

Although there are many people about whose faith and devotion we rejoice, there 
are, however, many others thinking less about the salvation of their souls, who 
leave the church immediately after the divine lessons are read, some even while 
those readings are being read, while some are so occupied with idle things and 
worldly tales that they neither hear the readings, not permit others to hear 
them. (Sermo 73.1)

Caesarius’s Vita records that the preacher often locked the doors of the church to keep 
them inside (Vita Caesarii 1.27). Caesarius was probably unusual in his vehemence and 
his confrontational style. We only hear about the lay resistance, however, because he (and 
his hagiographers) reveled in it as a sign of his status as a prophet. More mellow and in
clusive homiliaries such as the Eusebius Gallicanus may have been designed to avoid 
such confrontations or to accommodate lay preferences on preaching style (Bailey 2010).

These struggles helped to define and determine the place of liturgy in Gallic society. As 
Catherine Bell (1992) has argued, ritualization creates a power relationship between the 
primary enactors and the rest of the community, but neither group has absolute control 
over the other. Instead the relationship “simultaneously involves both consent and resis
tance, misunderstanding and appropriation” (p. 8). Our sources make clear that clergy 
struggled to maintain control over the rituals of the faith and that there were many 
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spaces and opportunities for the laity to claim them as their own. The clergy might have 
been aiming at consensus and unity, two of the goals often claimed for ritual acts, but rit
ual was an argument for such consensus, not an enactment of it (Smith 1987, p. 54). Al
though the liturgical experiences of Merovingian Christians therefore remain necessarily 
indistinct, the evidence we have affirms both the importance of liturgy as a part of the 
Merovingian Christian world, and the roles of both clergy and laity in shaping and using 
it.13
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Notes:

(1.) Translations from Latin are my own, with the exception of this poem, the translation 
for which was taken from Wright 1989, p. 41. This chapter expands on some material dis
cussed in Bailey 2016.

(2.) See discussion of the dating and provenance of this text in Duchesne 1912, pp. 189– 

226; van der Mensbrugghe 1962; Cabié 1972; Beck 1950; Hen 2001, pp. 5–7; Bernard 

2007.

(3.) For attempts by Gallic church councils to impose some standardization on the mass, 
see Vannes 461/491, c. 15; Épaone 517, c. 27; Vaison 529, c. 3; Auxerre 561/605, c. 11.

(4.) For discussion of examples, see Amos 1983, pp. 62–63; Bailey 2010, pp. 135–137.

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3923
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3861
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3878
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3921
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3872
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3865
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3892
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3867
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3857
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3859


Liturgy and the Laity

Page 21 of 22

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 08 October 2020

(5.) Auxerre 561–605 c. 16; Orléans 538 c. 31; Mâcon 585 c. 1; Chalon 647–655, c. 18; De
cretio Childeberti, Capitulary 6, 3.7 (an addition to the Pactus legis Salicae); Gregory of 
Tours, Libri de virtutibus Martini episcopi 3.29; Gregory of Tours, Liber vitae patrum 15.3. 
[5] Caesarius of Arles, Sermo 75.1.

(6.) These were fixed hours of prayer used especially for the recitation of psalms in the 
daily Divine Office.

(7.) Such attendance was described in examples of particular piety by laypeople in Grego
ry of Tours—Liber in gloria confessorum 64; Liber vitae patrum 7.2.

(8.) When the liturgy was not in progress, laypeople seemed to have been able to access 
the apse and tombs located behind or below the altar. See, for example, Gregory of Tours, 
Liber in gloria confessorum 94; Gregory of Tours, Libri de virtutibus Martini episcopi 
2.47.

(9.) An iconostasis screen physically separated the nave from the sanctuary. Canon three 
of the Council of Tours 567 reads: “Vt corpus Domini in altari non imaginario ordine, sed 
sub crucis titulo componatur.” Jean Gaudemet and Brigitte Basdevant, in their edition 
and translation of the text, interpret this as an injunction that the eucharist should be 
placed on the altar not in the shape of a human body, but in the shape of a cross. Markus 
prefers to translate it as an injunction that the eucharist be placed “not amid an arrange
ment of images, but under the sign of the cross” (p. 154). He goes on to comment: “I am 
inclined to think that what the bishops were trying to control by this canon was some
thing like the development of the monumental cancelli in churches in the later and fully 
fledged iconostasis” (p. 155). There is also a third possible reading, which Markus ac
knowledges, and which I prefer, which sees the injunction as being to place the bread on 
the altar in the shape of a cross rather than any other arrangement.

(10.) On the development of the iconostasis in the East, see Krueger 2006, p. 12; Frank 

2007, p. 539; Doig 2008, pp. 78–80. On the West, see Brooke 1971, pp. 162–182 and 
Kieckhefer 2009, pp. 109–111.

(11.) See discussion of this shift in Chélini 1968, p. 173; Senn 2006, p. 7. Dix (1954) sees 
this change as beginning in the fourth to fifth century in the East and gradually spreading 
to the West, p. 13. Gregory of Tours gives an example of a woman who gave some expen
sive Gaza wine to be used in masses in honor of her deceased husband, but although she 
attended these regularly, she did not drink the wine herself and so did not notice that the 
priest had substituted a less costly substitute, Liber in gloria confessorum 64.

(12.) See, for example, Gregory of Tours’s examples in Liber in gloria confessorum 9, 11, 
79, 103; Liber vitae patrum 12.2, 15.1; Libri de virtutibus Martini episcopi 1.14, 1.18, 
4.12; Libri historiarum decem 5.7, 6.11.

(13.) I am grateful to Bonnie Effros and Isabel Moreira for their assistance in preparing 
this chapter and especially to Yitzhak Hen, who read a draft and offered many helpful 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3900
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3881
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3877
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3871
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3898
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3873
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3915
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190234188.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2#oxfordhb-9780190234188-e-2-bibItem-3876


Liturgy and the Laity

Page 22 of 22

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 08 October 2020

suggestions. Thank you also to audiences who posed questions and discussed ideas at the 
International Medieval Congress in Leeds and at the University of Auckland.

Lisa Kaaren Bailey

Lisa Kaaren Bailey, University of Auckland
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