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How did medieval women claim the throne across cultures?  
In this inquiry students will analyze extracts and depictions on powerful medieval women 
including Theodora, Matilda, Fredegund and Brunhild. Students will debate how these 
documents suggest medieval women claimed the throne across cultures.  
 
Inquiry 
After you read each source, consider how this source suggests women rose to power in the 
medieval world. Once you have made your decisions, tick the boxes you think your document 
applies to.  
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Guiding Questions 
1. Count which column has the most ticks. Which topic weighed more? Why do 

you think it worked out that way? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Question the reliability of the sources. Which do you think is the most and 

least reliable and why? Does this affect your judgements on which topic 
weighed more?  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. In conclusion, how did medieval women claim the throne across cultures?   
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An Introduction to Theodora of Byzantium 
Theodora of Byzantium was born around 497 CE to a bear-keeper who worked for the 

Hippodrome in Constantinople, (a Byzantine arena for chariot racing and other entertainment). 
Theodora went on to work in the Hippodrome herself as an acrobat, dancer, actress and/or exotic 
dancer. She gained power after she married Justinian, the nephew of the Emperor Justin. Two 
years after their marriage, Justinian and Theodora were crowned Emperor and Empress. It 
appears Justinian actually insisted his wife be crowned as his equal and changed the law to 
elevate her status (actresses were not allowed to legally marry at the time). Despite the difference 
in class, such a marriage was not as rare as you might think. Some sources do exist retailing 
beauty competitions in which the victor would be married to a man from a prestigious position.  

Few sources exist on Theorora’s life. The most referenced source is historian Prokopois of 
Caesarea, who wrote his ‘Secret History’ (Anekota), an outrageous and exaggerated history of 
Justinian and Theodora. For this reason, much of what we know about Theodora cannot be 
trusted. What we do know is she appears to have been a brave individual that suited leadership 
well. In 532 CE, the Nika Revolt saw rioters burn down much of Constantinople and attempt to 
crown a new emperor. We believe during this revolt, it was Theorora that persuaded the Emperor 
to stay and fight. We also know that Theorora ruled alone for a year as Justinian recovered from 
Bubonic Plague in 542 CE, securing her position by removing any threats to her throne. Finally, 
we know that she was a religious figure and a believer in Monophysitism, a factor of Christianity.  

 
Document A: Procopius of Caesarea - Secret History  
Procopius was a 6th century CE historian who wrote many works on Byzantine history. His 
most famous piece of work today is his Secret History, a scandalous and likely inaccurate 
historical source primarily on the marriage of Justinian and Theodora.  
 

And he [Justinian] married a wife concerning whom I shall now relate how she 
was born and reared and how, after being joined to this man in marriage, she 
overturned the Roman State to its very foundations…  

As soon as she came of age and was at last mature, she joined the women of the 
stage and straightway became a courtesan, of the sort whom men of ancient times used 
to call "infantry." For she was neither a flute-player nor a harpist, nay, she had not even 
acquired skill in the dance, but she sold her youthful beauty to those who chanced to 
come along, plying her trade with practically her whole body.  

Later on she was associated with the actors in all the work of the theatre, and she 
shared their performances with them, playing up to their buffoonish acts intended to 
raise a laugh. For she was unusually clever and full of gibes, and she immediately 
became admired for this sort of thing.  For the girl had not a particle of modesty, nor did 
any man ever see her embarrassed, but she undertook shameless services without the 
least hesitation, and she was the sort of a person who, for instance, when being flogged 
or beaten over the head, would crack a joke over it and burst into a loud laugh; and she 
would undress and exhibit to any who chanced along both her front and her rear naked, 
parts which rightly should be unseen by men and hidden from them.   

And as she wantoned with her lovers, she always kept bantering them, and by 
toying with new devices in intercourse, she always succeeded in winning the hearts of 
the licentious to her; for she did not even expect that the approach should be made by 
the man she was with, but on the contrary she herself, with wanton jests and with 
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clownish posturing with her hips, would tempt all who came along, especially if they 
were beardless youths. …   

When she came back to Byzantium once more, Justinian conceived for her an 
overpowering love; and at first he knew her as a mistress, though he did advance her to 
the rank of the Patricians. Theodora accordingly succeeded at once in acquiring 
extraordinary influence and a fairly large fortune. For she seemed to the man the 
sweetest thing in the world, as is wont to happen with lovers who love extravagantly, 
and he was fain to bestow upon his beloved all favours and all money. And the State 
became fuel for this love. So with her help he ruined the people even more than before, 
and not in Byzantium alone, but throughout the whole Roman Empire.  
 
Prokopius: The Secret History, The Anecdota. [online] Penelope Unhicago Avalible at 

<http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Procopius/Anecdota/home.html> 
[Accessed 6/11/2022] 

 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. Discuss the reliability of Document A. What conclusions can we make?  
 
 
 
 
Document B: The Basilica of San Vitale 
Below is a mosaic of the Empress Theodora in the Basilica of San Vitale. The mosaic depicts the 
empress standing between men and women and making an offering to Christ. She is accompanied 
by members of the imperial court and is richly decorated in jewels to reflect her status. Her beauty 
in this depiction is also highly important and she has a halo surrounding her head to show her 
divinity. This mosaic is believed to have been created to reflect her influence in the victory of 
Justinian in the Nika Revolts and her importance in the church. Although this depiction does not 
detail how Theodora claimed the throne, it does tell us a lot about how she was perceived and 
accepted. This in turn can allow us to test the reliability of other sources. 
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Dress Styles in the Mosaics of San Vitale, The Met Museum. [Online]. Available at 
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2012/byzantium-and-
islam/blog/topical-essays/posts/san-vitale. 

 
Guiding Questions: 
 

2. How does Document B contradict Document A?  
 
 
 
 
 
Document C: The Imperial Feminine in Byzantium 
The following document is an extract from Judith Herrin’s article on imperial women in 
Byzantium. Herrin shares three ways in which Theodora claimed and secured the throne along 
with some comments on the reliability of Prokopios.   

 
Theodora, the ex-circus entertainer and one of the most maligned of all imperial 

brides, [was] chosen by Justinian to share his throne. For Theodora, disguise as a man 
was out of the question since her power stemmed from her feminine qualities and 
seductive charms, which fascinated observers. While Prokopios, the sole source for most 
of our information about her, condemns these powers, on another occasion he presents 
her as leading the resistance to threatened revolt, putting into her mouth a speech 
derived from Isokrates, with the glorious message that it is better to die in the imperial 
purple than to flee in the face of rebellion...  

Nonetheless, during the Nika riot in 532, he suggests that Theodora had to 
apologize for intervening in a male discourse in order to stiffen Justinian's resolve. Some 
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modern commentators have built great theoretical edifices on this passage. They claim 
that Theodora is here transgressing the established borders of her position as a woman, 
even if she is the most elevated of all women in the empire…  

Of course, we do not know how far the imperial couple shared or disputed 
power. Prokopios claims that they supported different factions in order to whip up 
disagreements between their supporters, to raise the tensions which they would later 
exploit to serve their own imperial purposes. Justinian seems to have consulted 
Theodora on other matters, not merely what to do about the riot of 532. And Theodora 
seems to have had control of considerable space of her own where she acted 
independently, for she hid a Monophysite patriarch inside her private quarters for years. 
She also tortured and probably killed several individuals whom she accused of serious 
crimes, trumped-up charges no doubt, but she was able to impose an arbitrary 
judgement. Theodora used imperial powers to remove her enemies and to force her 
rivals into marriages she arranged. But nearly all the evidence concerning this 
particularly brilliant empress derives from the record of Prokopios. 

 
Herrin. J (2000) ‘The Imperial Feminine in Byzantium’ In Past and Present, No. 169, pp. 3-35. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

3. How does Document C tell us Theorora claimed and then secured her 
position? Does this differ?  

 
 
 
 
Document D: Procopius - The Persian Wars 
The following extract is another from Procopius’ Secret History. This extract details the events of 
the Nika revolt and Theodora’s influence.  
 

But at this time the officers of the city administration in Byzantium were leading 
away to death some of the rioters. But the members of the two factions, conspiring 
together and declaring a truce with each other, seized the prisoners and then 
straightway entered the prison and released all those who were in confinement there, 
whether they had been condemned on a charge of stirring up sedition, or for any other 
unlawful act. And all the attendants in the service of the city government were killed 
indiscriminately; meanwhile, all of the citizens who were sane-minded were fleeing to 
the opposite mainland, and fire was applied to the city as if it had fallen under the hand 
of an enemy. The sanctuary of Sophia and the baths of Zeuxippus, and the portion of the 
imperial residence from the propylaea as far as the so-called House of Ares were 
destroyed by fire, and besides these both the great colonnades which extended as far as 
the market place which bears the name of Constantine, in addition to many houses of 
wealthy men and a vast amount of treasure. During this time the emperor and his 
consort with a few members of the senate shut themselves up in the palace and 
remained quietly there. Now the watchword which the populace passed around to one 
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another was Nika, and the insurrection has been called by this name up to the present 
time… 

Now the emperor and his court were deliberating as to whether it would be 
better for them if they remained or if they took to flight in the ships. And many opinions 
were expressed favouring either course. And the Empress Theodora also spoke to the 
following effect: "As to the belief that a woman ought not to be daring among men or to 
assert herself boldly among those who are holding back from fear, I consider that the 
present crisis most certainly does not permit us to discuss whether the matter should be 
regarded in this or in some other way. For in the case of those whose interests have 
come into the greatest danger nothing else seems best except to settle the issue 
immediately before them in the best possible way. My opinion then is that the present 
time, above all others, is inopportune for flight, even though it bring safety. For while it 
is impossible for a man who has seen the light not also to die, for one who has been an 
emperor it is unendurable to be a fugitive. May I never be separated from this purple, 
and may I not live that day on which those who meet me shall not address me as 
mistress. If, now, it is your wish to save yourself, O Emperor, there is no difficulty. For 
we have much money, and there is the sea, here the boats. However, consider whether it 
will not come about after you have been saved that you would gladly exchange that 
safety for death. For as for myself, I approve a certain ancient saying that royalty is a 
good burial-shroud." When the queen had spoken thus, all were filled with boldness, 
and, turning their thoughts towards resistance, they began to consider how they might 
be able to defend themselves if any hostile force should come against them. 
 

Procopius, The Persian Wars - Book 1. Translated by Dweing. H. B (2014) Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press 

 
Guiding Questions: 
 

4. What can we learn about Theodora from Document D?  
 
 
 

5. Despite sharing an author, how does Document D contrast with Document A? 
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An Introduction to Empress Matilda 
Matilda was the daughter of Matilda of Scotland and King Henry I of England. As his only 
legitimate child, Henry made his court swear Matilda would be his successor. In 1135, with the 
death of Henry I, Steven of Blois seized the throne before Matilda could be crowned queen. This 
led to a bloody civil war culminating in the defeat of Stephen at the Battle of Lincoln in 1141. 
Sadly, Matilda was not well received by the public and was captured and imprisoned twice. Each 
time, however, she escaped, the first she disguised herself as a corpse and the second, she lowered 
herself on a rope from Oxford castle. In 1153, Matilda and Stephen agreed to a compromise 
through the Treaty of Westminster. The treaty agreed that Stephen should remain king until his 
death when Matilda’s son, Henry, would succeed him. Henry was crowned king upon Stephen’s 
death in 1154.  
 
Document E: Empress Matilda: Always the Consort, Never the Queen 
The following document is an extract from the Young Historians Conference. The extract 
introduces the Empress Matilda and her conflict with Steven of Blois.  
 

March 1141 marked a monumental time for Matilda of England: she was given 
the title of Domina Anglorum, “Lady of the English”, officially designating her as a 
“female feudal lord”. The title was the first of Matilda’s that didn’t reference any 
relationship of hers with a man. She was “the daughter of Henry I of England, the 
widow of Holy Roman Emperor Henry V, and the mother to the future Henry II of 
England,”, as well as the widow of Count Geoffrey of Anjou, but none of these titles 
reflected her own achievements until 1141… 

Due to unforeseen circumstances, specifically Matilda’s third pregnancy at the 
time of her father’s sudden death, the Lady of the English was physically unable to be in 
England to claim the throne immediately after her father’s passing. Stephen of Blois, 
Matilda’s cousin on her mother’s side, made a swift coup and seized the throne in a 
mere three weeks after her father’s death by having his brother seize the royal treasury 
and convince the political figures in London that Henry I “had effected a deathbed 
change of mind concerning his successor,”… 

King Stephen was left to his devices in England for about two years. Those two 
years proved to Matilda and the people of England that Stephen was inept, as outlined 
by Beem, “as he imprisoned bishops, and courted the church’s antagonism, illegal 
castles were mushrooming all over England in response to the lack of a firm royal 
hand,”. Matilda, having recovered from the birth of her third son and having lost 
interest in the Normandy plan, returned to southwest England where she reinvigorated 
the spirits of those who swore to recognize her as heir and those who disagreed with 
King Stephen. She very quickly brought about the alliance of barons, earls, dukes, and 
other highly important political figures on whom King Stephen relied. She never won 
the hearts of the people of England due to their expectations of a woman and her stiff 
economic demands, especially in London, but she established herself in the political 
sphere as an important and powerful figure, even if it wasn’t good enough to achieve 
that which she deserved.  
 
Carlson-Kok. S. M (2016) ‘Empress Matilda: Always the Consort, Never the Queen’ Young 

Historians Conference no. 7. Portland: Portland State University. 
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Guiding Questions: 
 

6. According to Document E, how did Matilda attempt to claim the throne?  
 
 
 
 
Document F: William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of England 
William of Malmesbury was a 12th century monk and historian best known for writing 
chronicles on early English history. Below is an extract from pages 482-483 and discusses King 
Henry’s choice to pick his daughter, Matilda, as his heir and the reaction of the court.  
 

In the twenty-seventh year of his reign, in the month of September, king Henry 
came to England, bringing his daughter with him. But, at the ensuing Christmas, 
convening a great number of the clergy and nobility at London, he gave the county of 
Salop to his wife, the daughter of the earl of Louvain, whom he had married after the 
death of Matilda. Distressed that this lady had no issue, and fearing lest she should be 
perpetually childless, with well-founded anxiety, he turned his thoughts on a successor 
to the kingdom. On which subject, having held much previous and long-continued 
deliberation, he now at this council compelled all the nobility of England, as well as the 
bishops and abbots, to make oath, that, if he should die without male issue, they would, 
without delay or hesitation, accept his daughter Matilda, the late empress, as their 
sovereign: observing, how prejudicially to the country fate had snatched away his son 
William, to whom the kingdom by right had pertained: and, that his daughter still 
survived, to whom alone the legitimate succession belonged, from her grandfather, 
uncle, and father, who were kings; as well as from her maternal descent for many ages 
back… 

Thus all being bound by fealty and by oath, they, at that time, departed to their 
homes; but after Pentecost, the king sent his daughter into Normandy, ordering her to 
be betrothed, by the archbishop of Rouen, to the son of Fulco aforesaid, a youth of high 
nobility and noted courage. Nor did he himself delay setting sail for Normandy, for the 
purpose of uniting them in wedlock. Which being completed, all declared prophetically, 
as it were, that, after his death, they would break their plighted oath. I have frequently 
heard Roger, bishop of Salisbury, say, that he was freed from the oath he had taken to 
the empress: for that he had sworn conditionally, that the king should not marry his 
daughter to any one out of the kingdom without his consent, or that of the rest of the 
nobility: that none of them advised the match, or indeed knew of it, except Robert, earl 
of Gloucester, and Brian Fitzcount, and the bishop of Louviers. Nor do I relate this 
merely because I believe the assertion of a man who knew how to accommodate himself 
to every varying time, as fortune ordered it; but, as an historian of veracity, I write the 
general belief of the people. 

 
Malmesbury, W. and J.A. Giles. “William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of 
England.” Gutenberg.org [online] Available at 
https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/50778/pg50778-images.html#Page_531. 
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Guiding Questions: 
 

7. What can we learn from Document F about the court of Matilda? 
 
 
 
Document G: William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of England 
Another document from William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of England, this extract 
covers the defeat of King Steven and the public opinion of Matilda.  
 

The king, though he by no means wanted spirit to defend himself, being at last 
attacked on every side by the earl of Gloucester’s soldiers, fell to the ground by a blow 
from a stone; but who was the author of this deed is uncertain. Thus, when all around 
him were either taken or dispersed, he was compelled to yield to circumstances and 
become a captive. On which the truly noble earl of Gloucester commanded the king to 
be preserved uninjured, not suffering him to be molested even with a reproach; and the 
person, whom he had just before fiercely attacked when dignified with the sovereignty, 
he now calmly protected when subdued: that the tumults of anger and of joy being 
quieted, he might show kindness to his relation, and respect the dignity of the diadem in 
the captive.… 

At that time great part of England readily submitted to her government; her 
brother Robert was assiduously employed in promoting her dignity by every becoming 
method…tranquility, throughout every district which favoured the empress; and it is 
sufficiently notorious that if his party had trusted to Robert’s moderation and wisdom, it 
would not afterwards experienced so melancholy a reverse. The lord legate, too, 
appeared of laudable fidelity in furthering the interests of the empress. But, behold, at 
the very moment when she imagined she should get possession of all England, 
everything was changed. The Londoners, ever suspicious and murmuring among 
themselves, now burst out into open expressions of hatred; and, as it is reported, even 
laid wait for their sovereign and her nobles. Aware of and escaping this plot, they 
gradually retired from the city, without tumult and in a certain military order…The 
Londoners, learning their departure, flew to their residence and plundered every thing 
which they had left in their haste. 

 
Malmesbury, W. and J.A. Giles. “William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of 
England.” Gutenberg.org [online] Available at 
https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/50778/pg50778-images.html#Page_531. 

 
Guiding Questions: 
 

8. What can we learn from Document G about public opinions of Matilda? 
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An Introduction to Fredegund and Brunhild 
Fredegund was the queen consort of Chilperic I, the Merovingian Frankish King of 

Soissons. She began life as a servant in the royal house before becoming the king’s mistress. 
Within a few years, Fredegund had persuaded the king to set aside his first wife and kill his 
second before finally becoming the queen consort herself. The murder of Chilperic I’s second wife, 
Galswintha in 568 CE, however, ignited violent animosity between Chilperic and his brother, 
King Sigbert of Austrasia. 

Born around 534 CE, Brunhild (or Brunhilde) was the daughter of the King of Visigoth 
Spain. She became the queen of Burgundy and Austrasia in 567 CE after she married King 
Sigebert. The lives of Fredegund and Brunhild begin to intertwine after the murder of 
Galswintha, Chilperic I’s second wife and Brunhild’s sister. After Fredegund organised the 
murder or Brunhild’s sister the pair were forced into a fourty-year feud. The feud witnessed an 
extensive war before Fredegund’s son, Chlotar, triumphed over Brunhild in 613 CE after 
Fredegund’s death. This led to the rather gruesome execution of Brunhild. 
 
Document H: Gregory of Tours (539-594): Ten Books of Histories. Book IV.  
Gregory of Tours was an author and historian who wrote about the Merovingian dynasty. He is 
best known for his work, Libri Historiarum X, or History of the Franks, which follows the 
Frankish people from creation to the 6th century. Below is an extract from Book Four of his 
History of the Franks and details the marriage of king Sigibert to Brunhild, the murder of 
Galswintha and the marriage of Chilperic and Fredegund. (Note that Brunhilda and Brunhilde 
refer to Brunhild, Fredegunda refers to Fredegund and Galsuenda refers to Galswintha).  
 

Now when king Sigibert saw that his brothers were taking wives unworthy of 
them, and to their disgrace were actually marrying slave women, he sent an embassy 
into Spain and with many gifts asked for Brunhilda, daughter of king Athanagild. She 
was a maiden beautiful in her person, lovely to look at, virtuous and well behaved, with 
good sense and a pleasant address. Her father did not refuse, but sent her to the king I 
have named with great treasures. And the king collected his chief men, made ready a 
feast, and took her as his wife amid great joy and mirth. And though she was a follower 
of the Arian law she was converted by the preaching of the bishops and the admonition 
of the king himself, and she confessed the blessed Trinity in unity, and believed and was 
baptized. And she still remains catholic in Christ's name. 

When Chilperic saw this, although he had already too many wives, he asked for 
her sister Galsuenda, promising through his ambassadors that he would abandon the 
others if he could only obtain a wife worthy of himself and the daughter of a king. Her 
father accepted these promises and sent his daughter with much wealth, as he had done 
before. Now Galsuenda was older than Brunhilda. And coming to king Chilperic she 
was received with great honor, and united to him in marriage, and she was also greatly 
loved by him. For she had brought great treasures. But because of his love of 
Fredegunda whom he had had before, there arose a great scandal which divided them. 
Galsuenda had already been converted to the catholic law and baptized. And 
complaining to the king that she was continually enduring outrages and had no honor 
with him, she asked to leave the treasures which she had brought with her and be 
permitted to go free to her native land. But he made ingenious pretenses and calmed her 
with gentle words. At length he ordered her to be strangled by a slave and found her 
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dead on the bed. After the death God caused a great miracle to appear. For the lighted 
lamp which hung by a rope in front of her tomb broke the rope without being touched 
by anyone and dashed on the pavement and the hard pavement yielded under it and it 
went down as if into some soft substance and was buried to the middle but not at all 
damaged. Which seemed a great miracle to all who saw it. But when the king had 
mourned her death a few days, he married Fredegunda again. After this action his 
brothers thought that the queen mentioned above had been killed at his command, and 
they tried to expel him from the kingdom. Chilperic at that time had three sons by his 
former wife Audovera, namely Theodobert, whom we have mentioned above, Merovech 
and Clovis. But let us return to our task. 
 
Medieval SourceBook: Gregory of Tours (539-594): History of the Franks: Books I-X  [online] 

Available at https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/gregory-hist.asp#book1. 
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

9. What does Document H  tell us about Fredegund and Brunhild and how they 
both claimed their position as queen? How do they differ?  

 
 
 
 
Document I: Brunhild and Fredegund: Moral Opposites or Kindred Spirits? 
This document is an extract from ‘Brunhild and Fredegund: Moral Opposites of Kindred 
Spirits?’ a chapter in a book by E. T Dailey. The source offers an insight into the reliability of the 
History of the Franks and Gregory of Tour’s representation of Brunhild and Fredegund.  
 

In the Histories, Brunhild and Fredegund appear as political adversaries and 
moral opposites. Gregory encouraged his audience to compare the two queens by 
emphasising their differences. He said nothing bad of Brunhild, yet he accused 
Fredegund of a great many crimes, including murder, sacrilege, witchcraft, and treason. 
So skilful is Gregory’s presentation that it conceals the remarkable similarities between 
the two women, who both enjoyed prominence in the Merovingian kingdoms as wives 
of a reigning king and then as mothers of the next…  

Looking beyond Gregory’s interpretation, Brunhild and Fredegund may not  
have been so different. Both queens reigned at the side of their husbands and then 
remained politically influential during their widowhood as mothers of their minor sons. 
Both formed close, politically useful relationships with some bishops and quarreled with 
others. Both cared about the education of their children and made efforts to rescue 
daughters who fell into the hands of rival powers. They treated their inferiors in a 
manner befitting a ruler, defending honour and threatening violence much as did kings 
and other powerful men. Their skilful evocation of both fear and love would have made 
Machiavelli blush. They donated to the church, venerated the saints, and kept an eye on 
those who might use illegitimate sources of spiritual power, such as witchcraft or 
poison, with due attention. Other sources recognised this fundamental similarity: 
Venantius Fortunatus, ever the dutiful royal client, praised Fredegund and Brunhild 
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alike,  while the Chronicles of Fredegar, written from the safety of a later generation, 
criticized them equally. Yet Gregory insisted they were rivals and moral opposites. His 
task was not an easy one. Rumours of Fredegund’s misdeeds may have abounded, but 
stories of Brunhild’s virtues were rather more obscure. Thus, Gregory carefully arranged 
his material, encouraging his audience to compare the two and to find Brunhild to be the  
better.  
 
Dailey. E. T (2015) ‘Brunhild and Fredegund: Moral Opposites or Kindred Spirits?’ In Dailey. 

E. T (Ed) Queens, Consorts, Concubines: Gregory of Tours and Women of the 
Merovingian Elite. Leiden: Brill 

 
Guiding Questions:  
 

10. Does Document I change your mind about Brunhilde? Explain.   
 
 
 
 
Document J: Fredegund by the Deathbed of Bishop Praetextatus by Lawrence Alma-
Tadema 
This 19th century painting depicts Bishop Praetextatus on his deathbed accusing Fredegund of 
hiring his assassin. The painting is based on a story after the death of Chilperic I as Fredegund 
was attempting to claim and establish her power. It is said that the Fredegund and the Bishop had 
been at odds for years with Praetextatus performing the marriage of Brunhild and guarding the 
newlyweds wealth of treasure. Due to this, Praetextatus was removed from his bishopric. When 
King Chilperic died, however, Praetextatus attempted to reclaim his position as bishop. It was 
reported that the bishop threatened Fredegund’s political position. Not long after in 586 CE 
Bishop Praetextatus was stabbed and died shortly after. Fredegund decided to visit him on his 
deathbed; it is reported that he told her ‘God will avenge my blood upon your head’ (Gregory of 
Tours, History, Book VIII, section 31). Identify the Bishop accusing the smiling Fredegund in 
this painting and examine how both figures are depicted.  
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Fredegund by the Deathbed of Bishop Praetextatus, By Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836-1912), 

The Historians Hut {online] Available at 
<https://thehistorianshut.com/2020/03/29/fredegund-by-the-deathbed-of-bishop-
praetextatus-by-lawrence-alma-tadema-1836-1912/>. 

 
Guiding Questions:  
 

11. How does Document J depict Fredegund? And what can this reveal about how 
she has been imagined in later times? 

 
 
 
 
Document K: Venantius Fortunatus, De Sigiberctho rege et Brunichilde regina, Lines 
9-130 
Below are four short extracts from Venatius Fortunatus’ De Sigiberctho rege et Brunichilde 
regina, also known as ‘On King Sigibert and Queen Brunhild’. Fortunatus was a 6th century 
Latin poet who recently arrived in Francia from Italy. The piece was recited aloud as part of the 
wedding celebrations of King Sigibert and Queen Brunhild and an opportunity to show off his 
literary talent. With this in mind, it is important to question some of the statements made by 
Fortunatus here. The work is likely more about the expectations of royal women, rather than the 
reality, since he didn’t know Brunhild. 

 
Fertile in its chaste bed…gets fresh offspring…Christ then joined Queen 

Brunhild to Himself in love, for her merits, when He gave her to you...before she had 
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pleased only man, however, but now behold she pleases God. … Beautiful, modest, 
decorous, intelligent, dutiful, pleasing and good; superior in her character, her 
appearance and her nobility…As much as you, a glorious maiden, are seen to outshine 
the ranks of girls, so you, Sigibert, surpass the husbands  
 
Venantius Fortunatus, “De Sigiberctho rege et Brunichilde regina,” lines 9-130, cited in 

Thomas. E J (2012) ‘The ‘second Jezabel’: Representations of the sixth-century Queen 
Brunhild’ PhD thesis for the School of Humanities, University of Glasgow.  

 
Guiding Questions:  
 

12. In Document K, underline keywords that describe why and how Brunhilde 
became queen.  
 
 
 
 

13. Can we trust Document K? 


