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v

This book is a study, above all, of the Ottonian empresses Adelheid and 
Theophanu. These women played a surprisingly visible role in the tenth-
century reich ruled by the Saxon Ottonian dynasty (which, besides much 
of the territory of the modern Federal Republic of Germany also included 
northern Italy and parts of what is now eastern France). I first encoun-
tered these ladies, as most medievalists do, because they ruled as successive 
regents for the young king Otto III (983–1002), who came to the throne 
at the age of three. I began this project years ago intending to write a his-
tory of these regencies, fascinated at the thought of not one but two suc-
cessive women successfully holding power in a warlike Germanic state of 
the central Middle Ages. However, extant evidence simply isn’t sufficient 
to uncover most of what Adelheid and Theophanu did during their time 
as regents. Thus, a conventional history of Theophanu’s and Adelheid’s 
regencies (I use the modern term “regent” for convenience) based on a 
traditional reading of the existing sources would be very short.

The difficulties I encountered in uncovering Theophanu’s and 
Adelheid’s activities during their regencies made me aware of what per-
haps is a more important question than what Theophanu and Adelheid 
did in the name of Otto III during his minority. Why were they in such a 
strong position that they were able to become successive regents in the 
first place, especially in light of the opposition they faced from Henry the 
Quarrelsome, an adult male relative who was so eager to take the reins of 
government and who actually for a time controlled the child king? For 
that matter, how were the Ottonian royal women more generally, whom 
the Quedlinburg annalist designates as “imperial ladies,” able to play such 
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a visible role in their society? In other words, the central question became 
how they were able to act, and apparently act with a high degree of suc-
cess, in this context at all. I reframed my question in those terms, focusing 
on the preconditions to regency instead of the regency period itself. The 
result was that I began to identify the factors that created and maintained 
an environment that empowered these women. This book is my attempt 
to answer this question, considering tenth-century attitudes toward 
women in general and females who shared in rule in particular in an effort 
to understand the dynamics of female rulership in tenth-century Germany.

This book has been many years in the making, and like all scholarly 
works has incurred many debts. I owe thanks to my last teaching appoint-
ment, the University of Southern Mississippi, whose grants enabled my 
research travel, and the collegiality I found there—above all that of my 
dear friends Lee Follett and Deanne Nuwer—which made my years in the 
Deep South both pleasant and productive, despite serving as department 
chair. I also wish to thank my new academic home, the College of 
Charleston, for bringing me to a city full of music and beauty, for spon-
soring the writers’ retreats at which most of this book was written, and 
for providing congenial colleagues—most notably Jason Coy, my writing 
partner.

This book has been shaped by many circles of collegiality, and it is 
above all that environment that I wish to acknowledge and thank here. 
Whether in the medievalist circle of Charleston or at the Southeastern 
Medieval Association’s annual meetings or among colleagues at the 
International Congresses for Medieval Studies held each year in Kalamazoo, 
I have always found encouragement and help. Three current and former 
colleagues—Jason Coy, Jen Welsh, and Lee Follett—read and critiqued 
the manuscript of this book; many others gave feedback at conferences, 
over wine and cookies in my living room, and so on. It is to the ideal of 
academic collegiality that I dedicate this volume.

Charleston, SC� Phyllis G. Jestice
31 January 2018
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Road to Regency

On Christmas Day of the year 983 Otto III was crowned king of the East 
Franks at Aachen.1 He was three years old. The child’s father, Emperor 
Otto II, while occupied with affairs in Italy had arranged for his son’s elec-
tion and coronation as co-ruler, just as his father Otto I had secured the 
Ottonian dynasty’s claim to the throne by making the same arrangements 
for Otto II several decades before. To judge from Otto II’s experiences as 
junior king, it was not necessary for the king-in-waiting to do much of any-
thing during his father’s lifetime; indeed, to judge by a report in the monas-
tic chronicle Casus sancti Galli, as he grew to adulthood Otto II had chafed 
at his honored but powerless position.2 At most, a junior king, especially 
one as young as Otto III in 983, served as a sort of figurehead, an Ottonian 
presence in Germany. Such a royal presence may have been regarded as 
necessary since Otto II was making an extended stay in Italy, attempting to 
recover from his devastating defeat at the hands of the Saracens in southern 
Italy in the Battle of Cotrone the previous year. Such a figurehead status 
was nothing new; as early as Charlemagne, the Carolingians had installed 
underage subkings to serve the same function.3 Certainly nobody expected 
a three-year-old to hold the reins of government.

But, unbeknownst to anyone in Aachen on that Christmas Day, they 
were anointing not a junior shadow king who could serve as his father’s 
figurehead in Germany but rather the sole ruler of the extensive German 
reich, which in this period included northern Italy as well as much of the 
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territory that constitutes modern Germany. Otto II, king of Germany and 
emperor of that greater German state, had died on December 7 in Rome, 
aged only twenty-eight.

The existence of a consecrated king who was a minor led to a crisis that 
threatened to tear the German empire to pieces. Otto III was manifestly 
unable to rule—he could not lead troops, sit in judgment, give largesse, or 
indeed undertake any of the tasks expected of a tenth-century ruler. Yet, 
since Archbishops Willigis of Mainz and John of Ravenna had anointed 
the child as king in a ceremony of profound religious significance, and he 
had received the fealty of Germany’s nobles, Otto could not be set aside. 
Obviously there would have to be an extended regency, with more than a 
decade to wait before Otto III could rule for himself.4 The situation was 
exacerbated by Otto II’s recent defeat in southern Italy and the Slavic 
rebellion of 982, suggesting the need for a strong, adult ruler who could 
lead armies. Nonetheless, after a period of confusion in which Otto III’s 
cousin Henry “the Quarrelsome” of Bavaria attempted to seize power for 
himself, the dust cleared to reveal Otto III’s mother Theophanu firmly in 
charge as protector of the young king and helmswoman of the reich. When 
Theophanu died in 991, Otto III’s grandmother, the empress Adelheid, 
assumed the same role, caring for Otto III and the state until her grandson 
attained his majority at age fourteen.

Historians have tended to treat the period of Otto III’s minority lightly, 
then and now glossing over the distinct contribution of the regents. Part 
of the problem is that it can be difficult to discern how any ruler, male or 
female, actually ruled most of the time in this period.5 But the difficulties 
of reconstructing the activities of rulers are exacerbated in a period of 
regency by the nature of our sources. By the conventions of the late tenth 
and eleventh centuries, Otto III ruled from the moment of his coronation, 
presented in documents both official and unofficial as a legal adult even 
though biologically he was still a child. As a result, charters were issued in 
Otto’s name, it was Otto who engaged in warfare, and so on. The very 
idea of a “minority” was an expression of private law, implying incapacity, 
and was a contradiction in terms for a ruler—there was no legal concept of 
a minor king.6 In other words, we know that adults must have acted for 
him in these affairs, but it is difficult to tease out the role of de facto 
regents in a society that did not even have a term for a regent or regency.7

In the tenth century both western and central Europe saw a high point 
in rulers’ dependence on female members of their families as notions of 
proper rulership expanded but bureaucratic structures remained modest. 

  P. G. JESTICE



  3

But this trend was emphasized to a particularly high degree in the German 
reich—the territories, whether German-, Slavic-, or Italian-speaking under 
Ottonian lordship. The tenth century was a pivotal era in European his-
tory, as institutions of government evolved that, for example, made it less 
necessary for a king to lead his troops in person. Certainly the Ottonians 
had some officials at their command and a chancery that almost certainly 
produced much written work besides the significant number of extant 
charters we have; still, the teams of clerks who created the English 
Domesday Book in the late eleventh century could scarcely be imagined 
yet.8 In Germany, where a tradition of strong regional duchies always pro-
vided a pronounced centrifugal pull against rulers, kings clearly needed 
lieutenants who could be trusted through thick and thin. As is well known, 
the rulers of the Ottonian dynasty (919–1024) increasingly looked to 
bishops to provide a counterweight to the ambitions of the secular nobil-
ity, finally relying so heavily on the clergy that some historians dubbed the 
phenomenon a full-scale “imperial church system” (Reichskirchensystem) 
and regarded the rulers’ empowerment of bishops (and to a lesser degree 
abbots) as a conscious tool of government.9

Less considered by historians is what a German historian might call a 
Weibersystem—a reliance on wives and other family members to help sup-
port the king/emperor in the work of rule. Yet, I argue in this book that 
in the tenth century the German rulers relied most heavily not on bishops 
but on their royal kinswomen, the “imperial ladies” whose loyalty was 
certain because their own lives were so fully intertwined with the success 
or failure of the dynasty. As Germany moved toward a system of primo-
geniture, kings often could not even trust their brothers—but they could 
trust their wives, mothers, sisters, and daughters. And, as I hope to show, 
the male rulers of the Ottonian dynasty carefully built up the status and 
resources of the dominae imperiales to the point that these women could, 
at need, wield extensive power and even wider-reaching authority in 
society at large.

The power of royal women was always contingent. First and foremost, 
a queen was expected to perform her biological duty and produce heirs for 
her husband. During exactly the period about which I am writing, in the 
990s, King Robert of France repudiated his first wife, who had failed to 
bear a son. In 1003 he cast aside his second wife—in both cases citing the 
lack of a child to justify his action.10 The German royal women at the cen-
ter of this study were fecund. Queen Mechtild bore three sons and two 
daughters to Henry I. Otto I’s first wife Edgitha had a son and a daughter 
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before her early death; Adelheid produced three sons and a daughter in 
rapid succession after his remarriage, although two of the sons soon died. 
Theophanu in her turn gave birth to five children in a five-year period, 
four of whom lived to adulthood (a daughter who was apparently the twin 
of Otto III died soon after birth).11 The last Ottonian empress, Kunigunde, 
never produced a child, yet no effort was ever made to set her aside, sug-
gesting that her political importance was so great that it trumped her 
reproductive role. For the others, however, pregnancy and childbirth 
played an important part in defining their role. One can also assume that 
they continued to play a role in the raising of their children, as we know 
Empress Gisela did with the education of the future Henry III, although 
contemporary writers paid little attention to this role.12

Some historians regard the period up to the late tenth century as a 
golden age for women, an epoch of potential equality, but I agree with 
their critics who argue that the “golden age” idea goes too far.13 I do not 
wish to suggest that tenth-century German queens and empresses were 
their husbands’ equals or that their relationships reached the “partnership 
marriage” ideal of modern times. This was a society in which men ruled, 
and women were expected to play a subsidiary role. But, as we will exam-
ine, contemporaries normally understood the gender difference enunci-
ated in the extant primary sources as a difference of function rather than 
of capacity. In other words, people in the tenth century, at least those who 
wrote and whose works have survived to the present day, thought that 
women had the necessary intelligence and determination to take a leader-
ship role if it were thrust upon them. Imperial women, consortes imperii as 
both narrative and diplomatic sources name them, were “sharers” in impe-
rial rule. They were not equal partners, to be sure, but as junior partners 
they had a vital role to play. Perhaps sometimes they pushed too hard, 
leading their husbands to assert themselves in reminders as in a document 
detailing one of Henry II’s gifts in the year 1017 that states bluntly that 
men are made to rule and women to be ruled. The historian Ingrid 
Baumgärtner interprets this extraordinary passage as a sign that Henry was 
not very willing to make the gift for which Empress Kunigunde intervened 
and perhaps resented his wife’s advocacy for the recipient—although he 
made the requested grant.14 In contrast, Wipo, the biographer of Emperor 
Conrad II, went so far as to call his hero’s consort, Empress Gisela, his 
“necessary companion.”15 Certainly Gisela, like the empresses at the heart 
of this study, had the resources necessary for her to play a vital role in the 
government of the reich.
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It was possible for Ottonian imperial women to play a role that was 
scarcely imaginable in earlier centuries. I do not mean to suggest that 
Germanic women in earlier centuries did not frequently attain and wield 
considerable power; examples of Merovingian queens like Brunnhild are 
numerous enough to show that women could be powerful. The root of 
their power did not change over time—it lay in the ability to exercise influ-
ence on their menfolk, most frequently their sons.16 But, I would argue, 
Merovingian ruling women’s power remained more contingent than that 
of their Ottonian counterparts, because they did not receive the means to 
exert independent influence, in strong contrast to the Ottonian royal 
women. While it remained true that no woman could really act as “ruler” 
apart from her husband or son,17 women wielding power did in fact exist 
and were able to exist without doing violence to notions of rule in Ottonian 
society. Therefore, the Ottonians charted a different path from their 
Carolingian predecessors, for whom, as Janet Nelson has noted, femineum 
imperium was a contradiction in terms.18 By the early decades of the elev-
enth century, the queen-empresses of Germany had more influence than 
they ever exercised either before or after that time.19

While this study focuses on Ottonian Germany, it is important to note 
that this openness to female rule also became more prominent in western 
and central Europe more generally in the tenth century, although not to 
such a high degree as in the German reich. Tenth-century England pro-
vides a particularly interesting example of the softening of attitudes. 
Pauline Stafford has examined the chronicler Goscelin’s curious report 
that in the troubled 970s the nobles of England offered the throne to 
Edgitha, sister of King Edward the Martyr, despite the fact that she was a 
consecrated nun. They even offered their daughters to be consecrated as 
nuns in exchange for the princess. As Stafford points out, the account is 
very unlikely to be true, but it shows that Goscelin could imagine female 
rule; in fact he argues in his account of the event that many countries had 
been ruled by women.20

Pauline Stafford’s point about the ways to read Goscelin’s chronicle is a 
helpful reminder of the caution necessary when reading the primary 
sources for tenth-century Germany, but also highlights the usefulness even 
of ahistorical accounts. Most of our extant sources can be read from at least 
two vantage points. On the one hand, they tell of events and at that level 
need to be checked for veracity by every means available to the historian. 
On the other hand, however, they present to us a series of contemporary 
attitudes, views of women that the authors of the accounts considered at 
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least plausible, describing women acting in ways that were not alien to the 
thought world of the time. It is frequently the latter reading that gives us 
the greatest insight into women’s lives in the tenth century, even when it 
is most difficult to piece together “how it really was” in the Rankian sense.

The most prosaic of the sources for this study are more than 1200 royal 
documents, the diplomata of the kings and emperors of Germany that 
have survived to the present day, products of the Ottonian chancery. These 
diplomas are overwhelmingly grants or confirmations of grants that the 
ruler made to recipients he wished to favor. At first sight they are very 
masculine documents; even during the minority of Otto III the royal 
diplomas were issued in his name, with only two exceptions. But on closer 
examination, women are woven throughout these rather dry documents. 
They are occasionally recipients, sometimes they are slaves being granted 
away along with their families, they endow religious houses, and frequently 
they have petitioned the ruler to make a grant.21 The empresses Adelheid 
and Theophanu figure particularly prominently in these diplomata.

Next to the royal diplomas, the most immediate source is a number of 
letter collections. The most vital for our purposes are the letters of Gerbert 
of Aurillac (d. 1003), employed as an agent for the Ottonian court during 
the throne struggle of 984 and its aftermath. Gerbert was the most famous 
scholar of the tenth century, who started collecting his own letters during 
the years he served as abbot of Bobbio in northern Italy. He was also familiar 
with Germany, having spent years at the Ottonian court, and with eastern 
France where for some years he was archbishop of Rheims before crowning 
his career as Pope Sylvester II. Gerbert’s letters present considerable chal-
lenges, especially as only one letter was dated, and scholars have had to work 
out the chronology of the rest based on internal evidence. Gerbert’s high 
flights of rhetoric also can obscure his meaning. Nonetheless, he was well 
acquainted with many of our principal players and well positioned to under-
stand the politics of the age.22 Occasional use has also been made of the 
other letter collections of the age, most notably the letters of Rather of 
Verona (d. 974) and the Tegernsee letter collection (which includes the cor-
respondence of several abbots of Tegernsee, starting in about 980).

Ottonian Germany produced several outstanding historians, both male 
and female, whose gendered perspectives help to give insight on our topic. 
The monk Widukind of Corvey wrote a “History of the Saxons” that 
encompasses the entire Ottonian reich; the work, completed in 967/968 
but with additions in c. 973, was dedicated to Otto I’s daughter Mechtild 
of Quedlinburg. Gerd Althoff has in fact argued that Widukind wrote 
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specifically to educate Mechtild, as the sole representative of the royal fam-
ily in Germany for some years, in her duties as an Ottonian princess.23 The 
rather later Bishop Thietmar of Merseburg did not start his chronicle until 
1013 and relied heavily on Widukind as well as other sources. His work is 
nonetheless of unique importance especially since the garrulous bishop 
could never resist telling a good story. The pages of his extensive chronicle 
are full of impressions, tales that struck his fancy, and family history, in the 
course of which he provides a wonderful cross-section of information 
about women in the Ottonian world.24 Other historians include Adalbert 
of Magdeburg, who penned a continuation of the chronicle of Regino of 
Prüm, the rather fanciful monk Ekkehard IV of St. Gall, whose Casus s. 
Galli is a highly entertaining read, and the Frenchmen Flodoard, Richer 
of Rheims, Raoul Glaber, and Adhémar of Chabannes. The Italian 
Liudprand of Cremona (d. c. 972), who traveled to Constantinople on an 
embassy for Otto I, also provided posterity with several historical works, 
including a sweeping indictment of the Italian rulers of northern Italy and 
Rome who fought the Ottonians, and whose women (if Liudprand can be 
believed) plumbed the depths of dissipation and malfeasance.25

All of the primary sources named so far have a distinctly masculine 
perspective on events, so we are indeed fortunate in having works by sev-
eral female authors of the Ottonian period. The one we know by name is 
Hrotsvit, the canoness of Gandersheim most famous for her classicizing 
plays. But she also composed several historic works, most notably the 
“Deeds of Otto I,” produced by 968. Historians have tended to be wary 
of Hrotsvit as historian; as Althoff has said, they have found the work 
“too panegyric, too little concrete, and too incorrect.”26 Such an assess-
ment seems too hasty, however. As a canoness at Gandersheim under the 
rule of Gerberga, Otto I’s niece, Hrotsvit would frequently have seen the 
royal court on their visits. Gandersheim, located in the heart of Saxony, 
was well situated to collect information. And, although the sole extant 
manuscript is incomplete, Hrotsvit provides us with much unique infor-
mation about Queens Mechtild, Edgitha, and Adelheid.27 Although we 
do not know her name, the author of the Quedlinburg annals was prob-
ably also a woman, a canoness at that greatest of Ottonian foundations. 
The Annales Quedlinburgenses is the work of a single author, started in c. 
1000 and ended in 1030. The work provides especially extensive details 
about the two Mechtilds—the queen who founded the community and 
her granddaughter who served as its abbess—although there is also 
extensive treatment especially of Adelheid.28
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Women were also probably responsible for two hagiographic works that 
give insight on Ottonian royal women, the earlier and later vitae of Queen 
Mechtild. With hagiography we move into more problematic historical 
territory, since the topoi of holiness helped create very stylized and not 
very lifelike images of the saintly queen. The nuns of Nordhausen respon-
sible for these saints’ lives also had political agenda that led the later author, 
for example, to emphasize the importance of Mechtild’s younger son 
Henry of Bavaria, the grandfather of her own contemporary ruler. 
Nonetheless, the vitae provide useful information about queens’ daily 
behavior and interactions with the populace.29 More problematic is Abbot 
Odilo of Cluny’s Epitaphium Adelheidae, a panegyric to Empress 
Adelheid’s Christlike virtue that is so abstract that it is hard to discern a 
real woman behind the symbolism.30

Besides these major sources, a pastiche of references to women, both 
royal and common, appear in the annals of the tenth and early eleventh 
centuries. The presence of royal women often has to be inferred in the 
narrative sources but frequently becomes clear when adding in the charter 
evidence; for example, showing that the queen was in the king’s company 
when he celebrated Christmas at Rome in 981. Like a number of the 
chronicles, the extensive Hildesheim annal only mentions Theophanu 
three times: her marriage to Otto II (although without naming her), her 
trip to Rome in 989, and her death. Such accounts, with their meager 
representation of women, help reinforce the sense that royal women were 
very frequently regarded as extensions of their spouses, rather than as play-
ers in their own right. It is only when the whole body of evidence is con-
sidered that their essential role becomes apparent.

The focus of this book is the two empresses who ruled for Otto III in 
the years between 984 and 995, Theophanu and Adelheid. But other 
women of the imperial house will also appear, including royal consorts 
both before and after the regency period, and I will also include compari-
sons to ruling women of other lands where appropriate. The structure of 
the book is not, however, strictly chronological, instead pulling in examples 
of royal women as appropriate to the subject at hand. Thus an introduction 
to our most important players seems in order, to avoid confusion.

The first queen of the Ottonian house was Mechtild (c. 894–968), 
daughter of an important and wealthy Saxon family who married Henry I 
shortly before his election to the kingship.31 Her daughters Hadwig and 
Gerberga, wives of Duke Hugh the Great and King Louis IV of France 
respectively, also have a place in this story.
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A number of women joined in the work of government alongside 
Mechtild’s son Otto I.  His first wife, Edgitha (d. 946), was an Anglo-
Saxon princess, a sister of King Aethelstan. Their daughter Liutgard became 
duchess of Lotharingia in 947, cementing her father’s ties to Duke Conrad. 
Liutgard is not, however, as well known as Otto’s daughter by his second 
marriage, Mechtild (d. 999), who as abbess of the major dynastic founda-
tion of Quedlinburg was an important political player in her own right.

This younger Mechtild was the child of Adelheid,32 who was born in 
931 to King Rudolf of Burgundy and his wife Bertha. Rudolf had a claim 
to the kingdom of Lombardy, and in a complex political deal Adelheid was 
married to Lothar, son of the other claimant to the title, while still a child. 
King Lothar died soon after inheriting the iron crown of the Lombards, 
however, leaving Adelheid a widow. As will be examined below, the ques-
tion of whether Adelheid was regarded as Lothar’s heiress is an important 
one, with direct bearing on what she brought to her second marriage. For 
Adelheid did indeed soon marry again. After a daring escape from her 
enemy Berengar, who seized the Lombard throne after Lothar’s death and 
imprisoned the widowed queen, Adelheid found refuge with the German 
king Otto I (936–73). Otto, who had been a widower for some years, wed 
Adelheid on or about October 9, 951.33 Adelheid already had a daughter 
(Emma) with Lothar; her vicissitudes as a widowed queen of France will 
be considered in the latter part of this book. Adelheid long outlived Otto, 
not dying until 999, and was later canonized as a saint.

Adelheid brings a number of distinctive features to our analysis. Already 
a mature woman of twenty at the time of her marriage into the Ottonian 
house, she brought with her at least some claim to the kingdom of the 
Lombards, a rich region that was also the gateway to Rome and southern 
Italy. She certainly retained (or Otto re-won for her) control of extensive 
dower lands in Lombardy, so she had her own resources going into the 
marriage. Adelheid also had a kinship network that stretched into the 
reich, most notably a brother who was king of Burgundy. Yet at the same 
time, Adelheid was a foreign bride, not connected to any noble faction 
within Germany. As a royal daughter, she had an inherited prestige com-
parable to Otto’s own.

Theophanu34 too was a foreign bride, but far more foreign than Adelheid. 
For years Otto I planned and plotted to gain a Byzantine princess as bride 
for his son Otto II. The importance of such an alliance in Otto’s eyes is 
clear from the amount of effort he took to attain it, sending embassies and 
even engaging in a war with the Byzantines in southern Italy to pressure the 
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eastern emperor to agree to the alliance. The end result was that Theophanu, 
then about twelve years old, was sent in 972 to the West; she married 
Otto II and was crowned empress in Rome shortly after her arrival. 
Theophanu, as one chronicler points out, was not the porphyrogenita, the 
daughter of a ruling emperor, whom Otto I had wanted. Instead she was 
the niece of a usurper. Still, she came with an exotic and precious dowry, 
and most chroniclers and annalists seem unaware that she was not the 
“longed-for maiden.” She was only about twenty-four years old when Otto 
II died in December 983. Theophanu herself died young, at age thirty-one 
or thirty-two, before her son came of age. Her daughters Sophia, Adelheid, 
and Mechtild long survived both their mother and their brother.

The common thread uniting Theophanu and Adelheid is that both are 
examples of the foreign prestige marriages that were becoming more com-
mon in western European royal houses in the tenth century. Both would 
have had to learn their husbands’ language; while Adelheid may have 
known some German, at the time of her marriage she apparently normally 
spoke Romance.35 Otherwise, though, they form many strong contrasts. 
Unlike Adelheid, Theophanu was a child bride. Adelheid was familiar with 
noble and royal customs in western Europe, a world that would have been 
very strange to a child raised in Constantinople. While Adelheid at least 
had kindred in nearby Burgundy, Theophanu had no relatives in the West 
at all, leaving her completely reliant on the family into which she married.

After these ladies’ arrival in Ottonian lands, however, the Ottonian rul-
ers into whose family they married took decisive steps to establish both in 
similar ways. The means included a magnificent endowment with lands 
and other incomes, an endowment that, as we will see, far surpassed the 
resources of even the greatest nobles. They received coronations in a reli-
gious ceremony that emphasized the status of each as “consort” or 
“sharer” in rule, not just as queens of Germany but as empresses of the 
revived western empire. This position as “consort” received firm emphasis 
in a variety of documents that repeatedly invoke the language of consors 
imperialis to explain these ladies’ special position at the court and beyond 
(see Chap. 7). And their role as the most important advisors of their royal 
husbands was emphasized in document after document, in which the 
ruler made grants “at the intervention of” his beloved spouse. These steps 
made Adelheid and Theophanu not just the most powerful and influential 
women in the Ottonian reich, but the most important people overall after 
their husbands. Their wealth, their ability to advise and influence the 
king, their sacral position as anointed queens and empresses, all created an 
environment of respect around these women. Thus, although a woman 
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could not inherit the throne in tenth-century Germany, if conditions were 
right she could work as the lieutenant, viceroy, or regent for a king with 
surprisingly little question or opposition. And in 984, after Henry the 
Quarrelsome’s threat to the stability of the kingdom had been suppressed, 
conditions were indeed right for women to rule in Germany.

This book will explore thematically the circumstances that made it pos-
sible for Theophanu and Adelheid to succeed in 984 and beyond. An 
important starting point is a consideration of women’s value in tenth-
century society more generally, demonstrating a lack of the misogyny that 
marred the later Middle Ages. The next section of the volume (Chaps. 3, 
4, 5, and 6) examines key factors that gave the imperial ladies power and 
prestige, including the honor of royal foreign alliances, the wealth with 
which they were endowed, their unction as queens, and the careful con-
struction of an image of the queen as particularly close to God. Chapters 
7 and 8 will then examine how queen consorts could and did in fact exer-
cise power during their husbands’ lifetime. The events of the throne strug-
gle of 984 are treated in their own Chap. 9, in which I argue that the 
special position of Theophanu and Adelheid made it possible to overcome 
enormous odds and claim control of the young Otto III and the regency. 
Finally, Chap. 10 details how Theophanu and then Adelheid undertook 
the tasks of holding the reich together until Otto III’s majority.

The empresses did their self-appointed task well, as Otto III, chief ben-
eficiary of their care, recognized. After Otto came of age he undertook his 
first expedition to Italy, and in 996 the pope crowned him emperor. Otto 
wrote to his grandmother, the venerable dowager empress Adelheid, on 
the occasion. The letter is a touching tribute from a ruler who had good 
cause to be grateful for the safe and secure kingdom that had been pre-
served for him:

To the ever-august empress, the lady Adelheid, Otto by God’s grace emperor 
august [sends greetings]. Since, in accordance with your wishes, God has 
with happy result granted us imperial authority, we praise God and truly ren-
der thanks to you. For we know and recognize the maternal affection, zeal, 
and piety for which we cannot fail to esteem you. Just as your honor is raised 
when we advance, we fervently pray and desire that the common weal be 
advanced through you and, thus promoted, shall be ruled happily. Farewell.36

The German empire had been passed on, intact and at peace. What greater 
tribute could a regent seek?
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France aux Xe et XIe siècles,” in Veuves et veuvage dans le haut Moyen Âge, 
ed. Michel Parisse (Paris: Picard, 1993), 190.
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(1989): 248–64 and Gerd Althoff, Die Ottonen: Königsherrschaft ohne 
Staat (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2000). Recently, however, above all David 
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elements of Carolingian administration, including central record-keeping, 
missi, and the inquisitio. See Bachrach, “The Written Word in Carolingian-
Style Fiscal Administration under King Henry I, 919–936,” German 
History 28.4 (Dec. 2010): 399–423; “Exercise of Royal Power in Early 
Medieval Europe: The Case of Otto the Great, 936–73,” Early Medieval 
Europe 17.4 (2009): 389–419; and “Inquisitio as a Tool of Royal 
Governance under the Carolingian and Ottonian Kings,” ZS der Savigny-
Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte, Germ. Abteilung 133 (2016): 1–80.

6.	 See Theo Kölzer, “Das Königtum Minderjähriger im fränkisch-deutschen 
Mittelalter: Eine Skizze,” Historische Zeitschrift 251 (1990): 293; Offergeld, 

  P. G. JESTICE



  13

Reges pueri, 37; Franz-Reiner Erkens, “…more Grecorum conregnantem 
instituere vultis? Zur Legitimation der Regentschaft Heinrichs des Zänkers 
im Thronstreit von 984,” FMSt 27 (1993): 273–74.
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York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 11.
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bus rebus obsequio vestro deesse non possumus. Proinde quia dum 
promovemur, vester honor attollitur, rem publicam per vos promoveri ac 
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CHAPTER 2

Women in Tenth-Century Germany

To understand the position the imperial women attained in the Ottonian 
reich, one must consider their society’s attitude toward women more gen-
erally. The Ottonian wives Adelheid and Theophanu played significant 
roles in their society. So did the princesses Mechtild, Sophia, and the 
younger Adelheid, their daughters. But were they exceptional, granted 
some agency in a male world only because of their close relationship to the 
ruler? What were in fact typical gender relations? An examination of this 
question can help us understand the imperial ladies’ relations with their 
husbands, sons, and the people around them. Much hinges on the ques-
tion of how much women shared their lives with men, which can help us 
know such matters as when the imperial ladies were probably present. For 
example, if an annalist reports that Otto II spent Easter at a particular 
monastery, may we assume that his wife Theophanu was there as well? In 
short, when does the silence of the sources imply that a royal lady was pres-
ent, and when does it imply her absence? Our assumptions depend very 
much on our understanding of societal norms regarding women’s roles.

The central question of this chapter—whether the Ottonian queens 
were exceptional—can be summed up with an example that at first glance 
appears straightforward. In his chronicle, Bishop Thietmar of Merseburg 
is emphatic in his praise of Empress Theophanu. One passage in particular 
sums up his opinion of her:
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Although of the fragile sex, her modesty, conviction, and manner of life were 
outstanding, which is rare in Greece. Preserving her son’s rule with manly 
watchfulness, she was always benevolent to the just, but terrified and con-
quered rebels. From the fruit of her womb, she offered daughters to God as 
a tithe, the first, called Adelheid, at Quedlinburg, the second, called Sophia, 
at Gandersheim.1

On the face of it, Thietmar appears to be making an argument for the 
empress’ exceptionality. Despite the impediment of her sex, she was a 
strong ruler. Her watchfulness was manly (although at least he acknowl-
edges that she had a womb). Was Thietmar, though, making a case that 
Theophanu was separate from and superior to the norms of Ottonian 
womanhood? Some modern scholars, such as Sabine Reiter, have inter-
preted the tenth-century historians’ understanding of women as creatures 
able to overcome their “natural weakness,” to transcend the state to which 
they were born to display manly virtues like courage.2 But was Thietmar 
really expressing a belief in weakness transcended under extraordinary cir-
cumstances, or simply following a literary stereotype in his description of 
Theophanu? This chapter argues that the latter was the case and that 
Thietmar, his contemporary chroniclers, and Ottonian society in general 
did in fact accept that, although they did not typically play a major role in 
public affairs, women had agency and were gifted with all of the abilities 
of males except physical strength.

Bishop Thietmar’s chronicle is our most important narrative source for 
Ottonian Germany. It is long, and its rambling nature makes it particularly 
valuable for understanding the societal norms of Thietmar’s time. While in 
general the chronicle provides a political history of the German reich (with 
particular emphasis on Otto II’s grievous sin in dissolving the author’s 
diocese of Merseburg), the bishop constantly interrupts his master narra-
tive with tales from his own life or those of his friends, or anything else he 
thinks might interest his readers. An astonishing number of women—over 
eighty—appear in his chronicle, often at the heart of events, thanks to his 
love of good stories and lack of adherence to any “approved” classical 
model for writing history. Looking at all of Thietmar’s women instead of 
just the royal ones provides a very different picture, more complex and 
nuanced than a simple portrait of unique royalty shaded with episcopal 
contempt for womankind. His is a rich landscape filled with strong women, 
often with real agency in events, spiritually advanced, and capable of true 
friendship with men—a landscape in which the imperial ladies are powerful 
exemplars rather than unique.
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