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The Imperial Abbey of Corvey in the Ninth and
Tenth Century: At the Crossroads of Power

DANIEL Z1EMANNT

The abbey of Corvey was one of the most import-
ant monastic sites in the Frankish and Roman
Empire.! Especially during the tenth century,
the Ottonian emperors visited Corvey quite fre-
quently. The abbot had significant political in-
fluence. Many bishops came from Corvey, which
was home to one of the leading libraries and an
outstanding school. The most famous work
among the many written by monks from there
is the Saxon history by the monk Widukind of
Corvey, one of the most valuable historiograph-
ic sources for the political history of Germany
under the reign of King Henry I and King (and
later Emperor) Otto 1.2 In the eleventh century,
the abbey lost some of its importance but re-
mained one of the most significant monastic
places in the region. This article briefly traces
the abbey’s importance for royal and imperial
rulership under the Carolingians and Otto-
nians.

The early period

Place and space played a crucial role in the ear-
ly days of the abbey of Corvey. The abbey was
founded twice. After a first attempt to found a
monastery at a place called Hethis failed, the
monastery was moved to another place, the
present-day town of Hoxter. This time the abbey
remained. The place is significant since it is sit-
uated at the famous Hellweg, the road that linked
two important regions, the Rhineland and Sax-
ony. The abbey was sited near a bridge across
the Weser River, probably built subsequent to
the abbey.?

Corvey is a daughter abbey of the prominent
West Frankish abbey of Corbie in Picardie, which
played a dominant role during the reigns of Char-
lemagne and Louis the Pious. At the time of its

*  Department of Medieval Studies, Central European Uni-
versity, Budapest

foundation, Corvey provided an opportunity for
the Carolingian emperors to intensify the eccle-
siastical structures in Saxony, a region that had
been subdued and forcefully converted to Chris-
tianity just a few years earlier. Adalhard, the ab-
bot of Corbie, was also the head of the first monks
who were sent to Saxony.* While the abbey stayed
under the tutorship of Corbie for a time, it soon
became independent. Abbot Warin (826/833-856),
son of a Saxon count, Ekbert, was probably the
first independent abbot of Corvey.’ Ekbert was a
member of the family called the Ekbertines/Cob-
bones, who were closely connected to the abbey
in the ninth and tenth centuries. In the ninth cen-
tury the abbey had strong ties with Emperor Lou-
is the Pious and his wife Judith, and received
many donations and benefits.® In 836 the relics
of Saint Vitus were transferred from St. Denis to
Corvey.” From that time on, Saint Vitus remained
the most important saint for Corvey.®

The ninth century: the
consolidation of a network

The abbey benefitted from generous donations
throughout the ninth century. In 826, it received
the churches in Eresburg/Obermarsberg, in 834
Meppen, and in 855 Visbeck in the “Emsland.”®
Between 822 and 875, the abbey received about
400 donations of property located in three hun-
dred different places. These estates were scat-
tered across the large area roughly circum-
scribed by the North Sea and the Mosel, Lahn
and Elbe rivers.”? In 833, Corvey received mint-
ing rights.”

Besides the landed property, Corvey estab-
lished a political network maintained by its con-
nections with influential families and by monks
who were promoted to serve as bishops all over
the empire.? The main duties of the abbey in-
cluded missionary activities, especially in the



222 DANIEL ZIEMANN

north; Ansgar, one of the Corvey monks involved
in these activities, was sent to preach the Chris-
tian faith in 826 before becoming the archbishop
of Hamburg-Bremen in 831.1* Pope Stephen VI
made the abbey directly subordinate to the pa-
pacy on May 30, 887, with the mediation of Bish-
op Wigbert of Hildesheim (880-908), a former
monk of the abbey and an influential personality
of the time.!* Corvey’s sphere of influence also
extended to regions far from its core area. One
example is the active role that Corvey played in
the process of Christianizing Bohemia, as the pa-
trocinium of Saint Vitus in Prague demonstrates.’

The late ninth and early tenth
century: the changing role of

Corvey

The abbey continued to enjoy the benevolence
of the Carolingian rulers even after the division
of the Frankish Empire and the decline of cen-
tral power. In 887, Charles III granted the abbey
an exemption from the military service. This,
however, due to the difficult situation at the
time, was limited to thirty companions of the
abbot, while the rest remained subject to mili-
tary duty.!'®* While Corvey clearly profited from
benefices during the ninth century and accumu-
lated property and privileges, the kings and em-
perors of the Carolingian dynasty never visited
the abbey. It was far from the power centers in
Aachen or the region between the Rhine and
Loire preferred by Charlemagne and Louis the
Pious. After the empire was divided under the
rule of Louis the German, and later under his
successors, the situation did not change; most of
the time the kings stayed in Bavaria and the re-
gion around the Main River. Corvey was clearly
regarded as a means for controlling a region
where the kings were not able to interfere di-
rectly. The first ruler who visited Corvey was
Arnulf of Carinthia in 889.7 This visit was quite
unusual as he, like his predecessors, normally
stayed far from Saxony in the main Bavarian
and Frankish lands.

The close connection with the noble family of
the Ekbertines/Cobbones remained crucial for
the abbey. Cobbo the Younger, a son of Count Ek-
bert, perhaps gave the abbey some of the prop-
erty he had received from Arnulf of Carinthia.

Members of the family occupied the post of the
abbot for quite a long time. The abbots Bovo I
(879-890), Bovo II (900-916), and Bovo III (942-
948) were all members of this influential family.*®
The dynastic change in 911, when Conrad I from
the Conradinian family was crowned king, did
not change the situation. Conrad’s father had in-
tervened in favor of the abbey in 900.'° His son,
the new King Conrad I, visited Corvey in 913 and
confirmed the freedom of elections, immunity,
and the income from the tithe from its own
courts. The latter could be based on a forgery
claiming that this right had been granted by one
of Conrad’s predecessors. It meant a significant
loss for the bishoprics of Paderborn and Osna-
briick, something that may have caused prob-
lems if it were discovered.?’ Apart from his visit,
Conrad mainly ruled from his core area around
Hesse and the Main region. Like his Carolingian
predecessors, he might have considered the mon-
astery as a means for controlling an area where
he was not able to be present in person.?

Corvey under the Ottonians

The situation changed significantly under the
Ottonians. In 919, when Henry I became king,
Saxony immediately became the central region
from which the new dynasty ruled the king-
dom.?? Under Henry I, Corvey seems to have
maintained its close relationships to the throne.
For example, Henry may have contributed to the
embellishment of the altar on the initiative of
his wife Mathilda,?® who was certainly a sup-
porter of the abbey as she plays a prominent role
in Widukind’s Saxon History. The relationship
with Otto I, who ruled from 936, was cooler and
less close. The diplomas issued by Ottonian rul-
ers are predominantly recognitions of previous
privileges. For instance, on April 22, 922, Henry
I renewed former diplomas at request of his
wife Mathilda and his son Henry.?* The Ottonian
family as a whole, however, continued to pres-
ent themselves as supporters of the abbey. Mem-
bers of the Ottonian family are presented as
interveners in favor of Corvey, for example, in
936 when Otto on request of the abbot Folcmar
supported by his son Liudolf and Queen Edg-
itha, renewed privileges.?® Similar confirma-
tions were supported by Edgitha again in 940;%
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by Brun, chancellor and brother of Otto I, in
942;%" by Henry, brother of Otto I, in 945;2 and
by Brun, again, in 946,%° and 965.3° The last char-
ter was issued for the salvation of the Ottonian
family: Otto’s parents Mathilda and Henry, his
wife Adelheid, and his son Otto.

Even though no large-scale acquisitions took
place in the Ottonian period, the abbey enjoyed
some important donations, for example, the royal
ban or the right of enforcement over the castle-
work (Burgbann) of people living in the region of
the Au, Nethe, and Wethi.3' Abbot Bovo III (942-
948) received the right of minting and tolls for the
town of Meppen in 945.%2 The situation continued
under Otto IT, who confirmed Conrad I's privileges
on request of abbot Liudolf supported by his
mother, Adelheid.?®* On April 3, 981, Pope Benedict
VII granted Corvey the exemption privileges of
direct subordination to the Holy See, together with
the right to freely elect the abbot.** Other dona-
tions followed at the end of the tenth century.®

It seems that the distance that characterized
the relationship during the reign of Otto I slight-
ly changed under his successors. It is, however,
apparent that Corvey received almost all its es-
tates during the Carolingian period, while the
Ottonians mainly confirmed established privileg-
es and donations, only adding new ones occa-
sionally.*® Other monasteries, for instance, the
abbey dedicated to Saint Maurice in Magdeburg,
enjoyed more privileges and donations in this
period.*” This is in sharp contrast to the spatial
importance of Corvey in Ottonian times. While
the early Carolingians never visited the abbey,
Ottonians frequently stayed there on their con-
stant travels across their kingdom and empire.
Until the beginning of the Staufer dynasty’s rule
in the twelfth century, the abbey was visited ap-
proximately a hundred times by kings and em-
perors.® Its geographical importance went from
being a stronghold in a region far from the pow-
er center to becoming a key location near the
core area of imperial governance. Interestingly,
this new geographical importance did not result
in further donations because Corvey remained
politically connected with families who were not
always close to the royal and imperial court, at
least under Otto 1. The Saxon History by Widuk-

ind of Corvey is certainly an attempt to resolve
this issue and to bring the abbey closer to the
court. The importance of the abbey was, never-
theless, recognized and respected. It only lost
some of its importance when the whole region
turned into a periphery again in 1024.

Concluding remarks

The abbey of Corvey was a remarkable place, a
powerful abbey that played a crucial role in Car-
olingian politics in Saxony in the ninth century
and Ottonian politics in the tenth. A closer look
at the diplomas and privileges granted by kings
and emperors shows a more complex picture. It
seems that the abbey acquired many of its es-
tates when the region where it lay was on the
periphery of the realm. Although it suddenly
became a central place under the Ottonians
from 919 onward, it seems that Otto I, especial-
ly, had a cool and distant relationship with Cor-
vey, which is evident in Widukind of Corvey’s
famous Saxon History. While some members of
the Ottonian family remained strong support-
ers of the abbey, most of the diplomas issued
during the Ottonian rule, especially by Otto I,
were recognitions of privileges granted by for-
mer kings and emperors. Otto I paid more atten-
tion to other ecclesiastical institutions in the
region. This may have changed slightly under
the rule of his successors, Otto II and Otto III.
This brief overview demonstrates that spatial
analysis must take various different factors into
account. Changing political patterns have sig-
nificant implications for institutions mostly due
to changing geographical orientation. Formerly
remote regions become centers and vice versa,
although the exact impact on the various exist-
ing institutions can differ from case to case. Due
to the importance of Widukind of Corvey’s Sax-
on History one might be tempted to assume that
Corvey reached its peak at the time of its writ-
ing. Further research is necessary to shed more
light on this question; despite the perceived im-
portance suggested by his colossal work, it is
more likely that the abbey reached the zenith of
its prestige, economic, and political power a cen-
tury before Widukind’s time.
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