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14	� Weather Control and Manuscript 
Margins in the Early Medieval West

Ildar Garipzanov

In his regionibus pene omnes homines, nobiles et ignobiles, urbani et rustici, senes 
et iuvenes, putant grandines et tonitrua hominum libitu posse fieri. (In these regions, 
almost all people –​ noblemen and commoners, townsfolk and countryside folk, elders 
and youngsters –​ believe that hailstorms and thunders can be produced by the wish 
of humans.)1

(Agobard of Lyons, Liber contra insulsam vulgi   
opinionem de grandine et tonitruis, 1)

Archbishop Agobard of Lyons (816–​834) was a man of many parts, an active 
player in Carolingian politics during the reign of Louis the Pious and a prolific 
Christian author commenting on various ecclesiastical and theological matters.2 
Born in Spain and elevated to the top ecclesiastical position in Francia, he also 
provided the students of Carolingian cultural history with a small text on the 
mores of rustics in his province. In this work, entitled Liber contra insulsam vulgi 
opinionem de grandine et tonitruis (“The Book against the Silly Belief of the 
Common People Concerning Hail and Thunders”)3 and probably originating from 
a less sophisticated sermon delivered to local people, this self-​made early medieval 
anthropologist confronted local superstitious responses to the forces of nature, and 
bad weather in particular, and deconstructed them, so to speak, on the basis of a 
Christian rationale.4

In the past decades, this short book has become a key text framing scholarly 
discussions of weather control in the early Middle Ages and in the Carolingian 
world, in particular. In the early 1980s, Monica Blöcker discussed it within 
a broader context of early medieval weather magic in Western Europe, as well 
as various ecclesiastical and legal documents condemning or legislating against 
the practitioners of weather magic referred to as tempestarii (storm-​makers).5 In 
the 1990s, Karl Heidecker interpreted this text as a written testimony to an early 
medieval conflict between the Christian church and paganism.6 In the 2000s, Paul 
E. Dutton analysed the narrative as a description of transcultural popular response 
to natural disasters. In his opinion, this response acquired social overtones in 
this particular case, with a clear spiritual frontline between Christian clerics and 
deviant tempestarii.7 In the early 2010s, Rob Meens questioned this juxtaposition 
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by pointing to the involvement of early Christian clergy in the liturgical protection 
of crops against tempests, attested, among other things, by the existence of prayers 
against storms in contemporary sacramentaries. These tempestarii should there-
fore, he suggested, be seen as local Christians or, perhaps, even vagabond monks 
or competing clerics receiving a payment that local people called canonicum in 
exchange for their protective service. Meens thus explained Agobard’s reaction by 
the threat that such an alternative source of supernatural protection presented to his 
ecclesiastical authority as well as financial resources.8

With Meens’ argument as a point of departure, this chapter pursues a double tra-
jectory. I would like, first, to contextualize Agobard’s text within a broader norma-
tive Christian discourse on weather control in the early Middle Ages and, second, 
to contrast this normative discourse with a less orthodox attitude towards weather 
magic, by bringing to scholarly attention a new kind of textual material, namely, 
apotropaic minuscule texts against hailstorms and tempest added to the margins, 
flyleaves and other blank spaces of early medieval manuscripts.9 This new textual 
evidence from manuscripts’ margins indicates that the distinction between ortho-
doxy and deviation regarding weather control was not so clearcut in early medieval 
culture as Agobard’s text may suggest, and that early medieval Western Europe 
witnessed an overall peaceful adaptation of the late antique tradition of weather 
control to early medieval Christian practices.10

Marginal spaces in Latin manuscripts can thus be seen as material witnesses to 
religious practices that rarely surface in normative Christian texts. As we shall see, 
in the early medieval Mediterranean, these intercessory practices aiming at wea-
ther control actively deployed material objects such as lead tablets, slates, wooden 
and lead crosses and textual amulets. The performative use of these objects out-
side churches was combined with specifically designed forms of ritualized speech 
addressing supernatural and preternatural forces. Natural tempests threatening 
human subsistent existence were thus met with a religious response conditioned by 
long-​lasting cultural traditions, with apotropaic minuscule texts providing unique 
textual evidence to this specific manifestation of Material Religion.

Weather Magic and Normative Christian Discourse

Weather magic is a phenomenon well attested in Antiquity. In the first century AD, 
Seneca described some people claiming that they were able to divert rain-​ and 
hailstorms threatening people’s cornfields, olive orchards and vineyards by means 
of sacrifices and sacrificial blood,11 and Pliny the Elder mentioned a common 
belief that hailstorms can be averted by a specific incantation (carmen).12 Later, a 
pre-​Nicaean father, Clement of Alexandria, referred to a related belief that natural 
cataclysms in the skies were caused by evil spirits and angels13 and could therefore 
be manipulated. In the late antique Mediterranean world, beliefs of this kind were 
exemplified by the appearance of material phylacteries adjuring such airy essences 
not to send tempests on the cultivated lands that these objects protected. Some 
adjurations were strengthened by the use of occult charaktêres, others by the use 
of Christian symbols and formulas. Charms of these kinds were carved on stones, 
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lead, bronze and clay tablets and lead crosses, which were placed near cultivated 
land in Tunisia, Greece, Asia Minor, Sicily, Dalmatia and Gaul.14 The late antique 
legislation of Christian emperors probably referred to such protective phylacteries 
while allowing the use of protective devices (remedia) in the fields.15

By the early medieval period, such Christianized charms continued to adjure 
demons or evil spirits that caused bad weather but started to invoke more consist-
ently Christian powers and agents to ward off these dark forces. These invocations 
included various attributes of God, his archangels and angels, as well as saints and 
biblical characters.16 An illustrative example is an eighth-​century Visigothic pro-
tective charm against storms carved on a slate protecting vineyards and orchards 
near Carrio in Asturias. Its producer, a certain Auriolus, addressed seven archangels 
starting with Michael and Gabriel, who were credited with cloud-​controlling abil-
ities, and urged them to keep storms away from the fields around the protective slate. 
He also adjured Satan through the power of Jesus Christ not to harm the vineyards 
and fruit trees in that locality. Finally, he invoked the Holy Trinity, and referred to 
a historiola –​ that is the charm’s historical precedent –​ of St Christopher protecting 
harvest by driving away a hailstorm.17 The familiarity with St Christopher’s story 
as well as the fact that the charm’s producer styled himself as a servant of God 
(famulus Dei) suggests that he may have been a local cleric or monk.

No material evidence of similar kind exists north of the Alps from Carolingian 
Europe, and the existing normative texts deriving from the late eighth-​ and ninth-​
century Frankish world straightforwardly condemn both tempestarii allegedly 
causing storms and the use of material charms or incantations against such 
tempests. Carolingian legislative acts such as the programmatic capitulary known 
as Admonitio generalis (789) threatened with punishment people claiming the 
ability to cause hailstorms.18 This norm followed on the footstep of the Visigothic 
King Chindasuinth (642–​653), who legislated one and a half century earlier 
against “magicians or storm-​makers” (malefici vel inmissores tempestatum) who, 
allegedly, were able to send hailstorms to vineyards and cornfields by means of 
certain incantations.19 Similarly, when the Council of Paris demanded to “correct” 
various wrong-​doers (malefici) in 829, the latter included those men and women 
who asserted that they were capable of using their magic tricks to disturb air and 
inflict hailstorms.20 In the same year as the Admonitio generalis issued a threat 
against tempestarii, another Carolingian capitulary, known as Duplex legationis 
edictum (789), admonished against the practices of baptizing bells and hanging 
textual amulets on poles, probably in fields, as a means of protection against 
hailstorms.21

Penance provided the main path to correction, and Latin penitentiaries produced 
in Western Europe from the eighth to tenth centuries imposed a five-​ or seven-​year 
penance not only on storm-​makers (immissor tempestatum) but probably also on 
those who claimed to be able to ward off such tempests (emissor tempestatum).22 
The latter were also mentioned in the Pseudo-​Augustinian homily on sacrilegious 
activities (Homilia de sacrilegiis), composed by an anonymous Frankish cleric in 
the second half of the eighth century and preserved in a manuscript produced in 
Alemannia c. 800.23 One of the chapters in this homily labels as pagans (pagani) 
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those Christians who believe that they are able to avert a hailstorm by means 
of inscribed lead laminas and by making sounds with trumpets.24 Another late 
Merovingian homily encouraged the faithful not to trust in tempestarii, nor to give 
anything to those who say that certain people are able to snatch the fruits of their 
labour up into the clouds.25

This official attitude to weather control found its eloquent proponent in Agobard, 
archbishop of Lyons, who wrote his small text concerning hailstorms and thunder 
c. 816. In this literary work, he adduced a number of critical points relying on the 
scriptures against popular beliefs in the ability of tempestarii to raise storms, as well 
as against those people who claimed that they could protect against hailstorms and 
who received from peasants the type of payment labelled canonicum. Agobard’s 
rhetorical text built its theological argument on relevant examples and quotations 
from the Bible,26 the main point of which was that neither Old Testament heroes 
like Moses nor bad angels have power to control storms and hail. According to 
Agobard’s dictum, that power belongs exclusively to the Lord.27

By implication, liturgical actions performed by authorized clerics within proper 
ecclesiastical settings were an expected mode of weather control in his eyes. This 
also explains Agobard’s disparaging remarks about anonymous individuals, who 
were clearly different from the clergy under his ecclesiastical authority. The former 
claimed the ability to repel storms and received remuneration. These actions were 
clearly siphoning peasants’ funds away from Agobard’s cathedral, since he grudg-
ingly remarked that peasants who did not pay tithes or give alms to the church 
willingly made such payments to unauthorized individuals.28

Agobard’s overall message chimes well with contemporary normative Latin 
liturgy aimed to protect against hailstorms and other tempests. Such liturgy was 
performed in the church, consistently addressed God alone and omitted any refer-
ence to mischievous angels. Thus, eighth-​century Frankish Gelasian sacramentaries, 
such as The Gellone Sacramentary and The Phillipps Sacramentary, contain a 
special mass against storm and lightning. In the orations accompanying different 
stages of this mass, the celebrant was supposed to suppliantly beseech the Lord 
alone to ward against tempests.29 This mass for repelling storms and lightning 
was transferred to the Supplement of the ninth-​century Gregorian sacramentaries, 
where it appeared under slightly different titles.30 A special prayer against a tem-
pest was copied from the Gelasian sacramentaries into the Supplement as well. 
This prayer epitomizes the normative liturgical discourse on weather control, and it 
goes as follows: “Almighty sempiternal God, spare the fearful and be favourable to 
the humble supplicants so that, after the noxious fire of clouds and vicious storms, 
a powerful menace is transformed into a praiseworthy matter”.31 Thus, demons or 
malevolent angels had no place in this normative discourse.

Moreover, earlier church councils, namely, the Council of Soissons (744) and the 
Council of Rome (745) condemned the use of prayers and supplications addressing 
obscure angels. These councils considered unorthodox practices of a certain vaga-
bond priest named Aldebert.32 Among other things, this priest erected small crosses 
and oratories in fields and at springs and performed public prayers there. As a result, 
many local peasants abandoned their bishops and flocked to these places instead of 
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attending churches, saying that services of “St Aldebert” served them well.33 It is 
also very likely that the peasants remunerated Aldebert, and such payments would 
encroach on the income of local churches. The Council of Soissons presided over 
by Archbishop Boniface ordered these crosses to be burnt and referred the entire 
case to papal Rome.34 The materials of the Council of Rome provide a more detailed 
report on Aldebert’s activities as well as on dubious texts taken from him.35

One of Aldebert’s prayers, which must have been delivered near the crosses or 
in the field oratories, was recited at that council. It included not only an appeal to 
the Lord, the father of holy angels, but also besought eight angels, namely, Uriel, 
Raguel, Tubuel, Michael, Adinus, Tubuas, Sabaoc and Simiel.36 The list of eight 
angels caused a strong negative reaction on the part of bishops gathered at the 
council, and they demanded this sermon to be burned as a blasphemous text. The 
council emphasized that authoritative Christian texts, i.e. the Holy Scripture, had 
mentioned only three angels, Michael, Gabriel and Raphael. Hence, most names in 
Aldebert’s deviant prayer invoked not angels, but demons. It is noteworthy that the 
invocation of seven angels on the Visigothic protective slab mentioned above was 
not very different from Aldebert’s prayer banished by the Council of Rome in 745. 
Carolingian capitularies later repeated the conciliar prohibition on the use of the 
names of obscure angels. For instance, the Admonitio generalis (789) stated that 
people should not invent nor pronounce the names of unknown angels, but only 
invoke Michael, Gabriel and Raphael.37

Another text taken from Aldebert and presented at the Council of Rome was 
a version of the Heavenly Letter also known as Epistola Salvatoris, allegedly 
written by Jesus Christ and brought down to the earth by the archangel Michael. 
In the early Middle Ages, this apocryphal letter was worn as a textual amulet 
credited with protective power in various situations. In contrast, Pope Zacharias 
and the council’s attendants discarded such a heavenly letter as a wicked fab-
rication, which only childish and insane people could trust.38 This dictum was 
soon confirmed north of the Alps in the Admonitio generalis, which mentioned 
the most wicked and false letter allegedly fallen from the sky, and admonished 
people neither to believe in it, nor to read it, and commanded, instead, to have 
such letters burnt.39 In the early Middle Ages, another version of the Heavenly 
Letter, different from that carried by Aldebert, was associated with an apoc-
ryphal letter sent by Jesus Christ to King Abgar of Edessa. It was commonly 
used as an all-​purpose protective textual amulet but could also be tuned for 
specific needs. Hence, it is especially noteworthy that the earliest Latin version 
of the letter in Anglo-​Saxon England added to a Latin prayerbook in the late 
eighth century specifically mentioned the letter’s protection against hail and 
thunders.40 Such a letter could thus also function as a textual amulet against 
these natural phenomena and be used in the manner prohibited by the Duplex 
legationis edictum mentioned above. This suggests that unorthodox heavenly 
letters such as the one ridiculed by the Council of Rome could be utilized as a 
personal means of weather control in the Latin West in the decades following 
the council and, despite its negative dictum, could appear in otherwise orthodox 
liturgical handbooks.
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Aldebert’s popularity among local peasants must have infuriated Boniface, but 
the former probably offered a pragmatic response to real anxieties in the coun-
tryside, a response that chimed well with much older religious practices aimed 
at protecting the fields against hailstorms and other tempests. In this pragmatic 
approach to apotropaic prayers, some holy men in eighth-​century Francia were not 
different from their counterparts in the early byzantine world.

According to the Life of Theodore of Sykeon, Galatian peasants from a village 
near his monastery begged this late sixth-​century ascetic to protect them against 
regular hailstorms devastating their vineyards. In response, he conducted a 
supplicative procession around their vineyards and cornfields, accompanied by 
pronouncing a protective prayer, and by placing four wooden crosses at the four 
corners of the land that needed protection. His intercession succeeded, thus contrib-
uting to his fame as a wonder-​maker, and the thankful villagers provided the mon-
astery with a certain amount of wine and grapes each year thereafter.41 Theodore’s 
use of wooden crosses thus provides a possible parallel to Aldebert’s placement 
of small crosses in fields while praying nearby. The sign of the cross as well as 
material crosses were invested with apotropaic power in the early Middle Ages.42 
The latter must have fulfilled the same function in the mid-​eighth-​century Gaulic 
countryside. Their perceived protective power against tempests may explain the 
popularity of performative rituals focused on these crosses among local peasants.

Weather Incantations and Manuscripts’ Margins

Marginal spaces in early medieval manuscripts provide additional, and somewhat 
overlooked, evidence of the extent to which Christian practitioners on a local level 
were affected by various forms of authoritative discourse regarding weather con-
trol –​ discourse reacting, first and foremost, to storm-​makers, but also warning 
against those who claimed the power to repel storms by means of charms and 
incantations. The first example derives from the Cathedral of Reims, where a tenth-​
century practical guide for calming a storm was written on a folio that was added 
as a flyleaf to one of the manuscripts in the cathedral library (Reims, Bibliothèque 
municipale, MS 132, fol. D).43 An anonymous cleric wrote an abbreviated list of 
liturgical actions to be conducted to quell a storm. The list includes a prayer to be 
performed along with the sign of the cross, an antiphon that normally was sung 
during Easter Sunday,44 a reading from the beginning of the Gospel of John (John 
1:1–​5), the Lord’s Prayer to be recited three times and accompanied with the sign 
of the cross, and the Song of Creation (Daniel 3:57–​90).45 All liturgical elements 
are addressed directly to the Lord and emphasize as well as glorify his power over 
the physical world and its natural phenomena such as rainstorms. For example, 
the biblical Song of Creation includes a line asking the Lord to bless among other 
things lightning and clouds.46 These liturgical guidelines thus mirror an orthodox 
liturgical approach to weather control as represented in sacramentaries and the 
writings of Carolingian bishops like Agobard of Lyons. From this perspective, it 
is hardly surprising that this minuscule text appeared in a manuscript linked to a 
cathedral chapter.
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Another orthodox example with a probable link to a cathedral context is a 
prayer against lightning added around the turn of the tenth century to a Carolingian 
compendium of the Pseudo-​Isidorian Decretals and episcopal statutes, produced 
in France in the late ninth century and reaching the Abbey of Saint-​Germain of 
Auxerre around the year 1000 (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 
3877, fol. 83r).47 This minuscule text copied word for word the oration with the 
identical title from the Gelasian and Gregorian sacramentaries mentioned above.

Minuscule texts for weather control generated outside Carolingian cathedrals 
are somewhat different. The first such case is a tenth-​century Christian prayer or 
incantation against a hailstorm and tempest added to the final, originally blank, page 
of a ninth-​century manuscript with the Epistles of St Paul, homilies and prayers, 
produced either in a Lotharingian monastic house such as Luxeuil or in the Abbey 
of Echternach, to the library of which the manuscript belonged in the fifteenth cen-
tury (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 10440, fol. 116v).48

Against Hailstorm and Tempest
+​ The Cross of Christ, +​ the Cross of Christ, +​ the Cross of Christ.
+​ Behold the Cross of the Lord!
Begone, demons, from these parts!
The Lion of the tribe of Judah,
The root of David has conquered! Alleluia!
His arrow, alleluia, alleluia, alleluia. Kyrie eleison, Kyrie eleison, Kyrie eleison. 
I adjure you, I adjure you, I adjure you, Satan’s demons, through the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit. And I adjure you through the Trinity and Holy 
Mary, the mother of Our Lord, Jesus Christ. +​ I adjure you through all the angels 
and archangels. I adjure you through four evangelists: Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
and John. I adjure you through all the saints of God, so that you have no power 
in this place, in these fields, or in these villages to let go of stones, nor to rise 
up a storm, nor to bring down a very powerful harmful rain. But go and depart 
to a deserted place or the sea so that you have no power to do evil here. We 
believe in one God, the Almighty Father. Our Father, defend this people or this 
country. Amen. The sign of the Holy Cross in the name of Our Lord, Jesus 
Christ. Amen. Kyrie eleison, Kyrie eleison, Kyrie eleison. In the name of the 
Lord, the right hand of God be above us. May the Almighty Lord defend us from 
all evil. Amen.49

This tenth-​century minitext starts with a protective prayer later attributed to St 
Anthony, which was also used as a responsory chant for the Feast of the Invention 
of the Cross.50 This emphasis on the Holy Cross at the beginning of this text cor-
responds to the apotropaic use of the sign of the cross in other Christian protective 
charms. The placement of four cross signs at the beginning of this text correlates 
with the use of four wooden crosses in the apotropaic ceremony conducted by 
Theodore of Sykeon. Unlike the texts produced in cathedral contexts, this incan-
tation addresses directly demons and adjures them not to cause a storm, harmful 
rain and landslide, through the power of God, his three persons, and celestial and 
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earthly Christian hierarchs. Although this text heavily relies on Christian tropes, its 
direct address to demons and the threefold structure of its formulas liken it to early 
medieval incantations. Such identification is further strengthened by the fact that 
other blank spaces and margins on the two final folios of this manuscript were filled 
with medical incantations, namely, incantations for people affected by rheumatism 
and bitten by a snake (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 10440, fols. 
115v–​116r).

Another minuscule text that originated outside a cathedral context in the tenth 
century was added to the first blank page of an early-​ninth-​century manuscript 
(Karlsruhe, Badische Landesbibliothek, Cod. Aug. perg. 196, fol. 1r), which 
reached the Abbey of Reichenau at a later point.51 The manuscript contains the 
monk Defensor’s Book of Sparks (Liber Scintillarum), a thematic compilation of 
quotations from the Bible and various patristic authors. Such a compilation would 
have appealed both to a monastic reader and a parish priest. Below our minitext, 
another hand added a birth lunary, a text likewise useful for someone working 
close to lay people. The minuscule text relevant for this study has a somewhat 
corrupt and misleading title, namely, The Prayer for the Ascension of the Lord. Yet 
this title may also indicate that it was intended to be performed around the time of 
Ascension, which can occur on any Thursday from April 30th to June 3rd. Recent 
research indeed shows that before May crops are not vulnerable to hailstorms, 
which may explain why such a prayer would have been performed at the begin-
ning of the period when hailstorms were especially devastating for the peasants’ 
economy.52

The text of the above prayer features many errors and phonetic aberrations, 
which indicates a rather low level of Latin literacy on the part of its transcriber, 
whose mother tongue was probably a Germanic dialect. The palaeographic features 
of the text suggest that it might have been transcribed in Alemannia. This text 
preserves a template for an apotropaic performance in front of a cross aiming to 
protect the fields of a certain person in a certain village.53 The names of a person 
and of a village could be easily added on a spot. The text adjures angels as the 
beings responsible for a hailstorm to take it to a desert and mountains and asks 
the Lord to temper these airy agents. As typical of weather incantations, the text 
includes a direct order to the essences causing such storms and a threefold use of 
powerful words in its final part, including a Christian alleluia. As often happened 
to medieval Latin incantations, the other two words are garbled forms of other 
Christian words of power deriving from Greek, chiriale for Kyrie eleison and aius 
for hagios.

This prayer/​incantation, which was seemingly expected to be performed in front 
of a standing cross, reminds us of an apotropaic lead cross found in Aïn-​Fourna in 
modern Tunisia. Each of its sides displays a nearly identical textual charm aiming at 
protecting vineyards and fruit and olive orchards in this locality against hailstorms.54 
This Latin inscription has been dated to the period of the fifth to seventh centuries, 
and it invokes both Jupiter (dom<i>ne Iobis obtime cab<i>tuline maxim<e>) and 
the Christian God and its three persons –​ thus blending pre-​Christian and Christian 
idioms within its narrative. The syncretic nature of this North African apotropaic 
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text is also clear from the fact that, on the one hand, in accordance with the late 
antique Mediterranean occult tradition, it refers to itself as defisio (i.e. defixio, usu-
ally translated as “a curse tablet”), and that, on the other hand, similarly to The 
Prayer for the Ascension of the Lord, it concludes with a threefold use of Christian 
words of power –​ in this case, agios, emen (for amen) and alleluia.55

Another tenth-​ or eleventh-​century example is provided by an incantation against 
flooding caused by a rainstorm, which was added in the margins of a North Italian 
manuscript with the Lives of the Fathers (Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Canon. 
Patr. Lat. 41, fols. 103v–​104r).56 This badly preserved and heavily abbreviated 
Christian incantation first mentions St Michael, who was commonly associated 
in the early Middle Ages with control over rising waters. Then it adjures Satan by 
invoking God the Father and the Holy Trinity so that the devil does not have power 
to cause a flood. The incantation then invokes angels and other standard Christian 
luminaries and entities as well as unusual ones such as Noah and the four rivers of 
Paradise, which can be associated with a flooding river, as well as the sun and the 
moon and the holy city of Jerusalem, whose connection to a flood is less clear. The 
main part of the manuscript contains the lives of monastic fathers and their sayings 
regarding monastic virtues and norms of behaviour appropriate for the monks. This 
incantation can therefore also be associated with a monastic context.57

A similar monastic context can be postulated for apotropaic minuscule texts 
added to another North Italian manuscript, associated with the Abbey of Bobbio 
and containing among other things Jerome’s commentary on the Book of Daniel and 
the Prognosticon by Julian of Toledo. Three weather amulets and/or incantations 
were copied at the end of this manuscript, probably in the first half of the tenth 
century (Turin, Biblioteca Nazionale Universitaria, MS G.V.3, fols. 101v–​103r).58 
The third of them belongs to the same textual tradition as an apotopaic text added 
to another North Italian manuscript with exegetical homilies in the first half of 
the ninth century (Cracow, Archiwum Kapituly Metropolitalnej, MS 140 (olim 
43), fols. 1v–​2r).59 The tenth-​century Turin version is entitled Epistola Salvatoris 
(The Letter of the Saviour), a title commonly given to heavenly letters. The textual 
affinity between these two incantations or heavenly letters suggests that the three 
minuscule texts added to the Turin manuscript derive from an earlier apotropaic 
textual tradition. At the same time, some of their textual features indicate consider-
able changes made by scribes in the Carolingian period.

The three texts in the Turin codex adjure malicious angels not to harm fields 
with bad weather. Thus, the first text (on fol. 101v), with the title Oratio sancti 
Raphahelis (The Prayer of St Raphael) is reminiscent of heavenly letters that were 
allegedly brought down to the earth by an angel, and it is intended as an apotro-
paic text against hail, rainstorm and flood. It addresses the malicious angels of 
Satan (coniuro vos angeli Sathane maligni), invokes the ten names of God (per illa 
decem nomina Dei) and uses biblical stories of Christ’s miracles as historialae pro-
viding historical precedents for the miraculous power of the Lord.

The second minuscule text added to the Turin manuscript on folio 102r–​v lacks 
a title, but it refers to itself as epistula (“letter”) capable of protecting against rain-
storm and flood. Similarly to the first text, it adjures the angels of Satan (angeli 
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Satane) and invokes the Lord, various divine properties and various holy persons, 
including St Gregory, St Clement, St Bartholomew, St Peter and St George. The 
recourse to these saints is reminiscent of the invoking of a specific saint in the pro-
tective Visigothic charm from Asturia that I have mentioned above. At the same 
time, the choice of the Apostle Peter and the holy popes (St Clement and St Gregory) 
points to an Italian context, while the mention of the Apostle Bartholomew indi-
cate eighth-​ or ninth-​century textual modifications, since his feast day is attested in 
Latin liturgical books from the mid-​eighth century onwards, and since his alleged 
body was translated from the island of Lipari to Benevento in 838, thus giving rise 
to a cult of St Bartholomew in this city in the second half of the ninth century.60 The 
second text also brings out the power of angels, the list of which includes not only 
Michael, Gabriel and Raphael, but also Uriel, the use of which name was directly 
condemned by the Council of Rome in 745.61

As mentioned above, the final, third text is entitled Epistola Salvatoris, which 
suggests that, like traditional heavenly letters, this short epistle against storms and 
hail was supposed to be worn or to be placed on a pole as a textual amulet protecting 
fields against tempests. This text and the one in the Cracow manuscript are pecu-
liar in naming the evil forces they conjure as  the Tartaric angels: “I adjure you, 
Tartaric angels” (coniuro vos, angeli tartarici) in the Turin manuscript, and “I adjure 
you, Tartaric angels and angels of Satan” (adiuro vos, angelis tartarucis et angelis 
Sathane) in the Cracow manuscript.62 The Letter of the Saviour in the Turin codex 
also invokes angels from the Tartara of magicians (interdico vobis angelis a Tartara 
[m]‌agorum ut retineatis ymbres vestros).63 It is important to emphasize that none 
of the minuscule texts in this manuscript adjures demons, which would have made 
such texts more problematic from a Christian point of view. These dark agents of the 
earlier tradition are replaced by malicious angels of Satan or Tartara. This substitu-
tion situated these texts within a grey zone of acceptable Christian practices, within 
which invoking angels in intercessory prayers had become a tolerated practice in the 
course of the early Middle Ages.64

The invocation of Tartaric angels connects such apotropaic texts from 
Carolingian Italy with a sixth-​century lead tablet found near Trogir on the 
Dalmatian coast which was traditionally interpreted as a protective amulet against 
a hailstorm, although this interpretation has been questioned recently in favour 
of reading it as an exorcistic amulet for general protection or a specific disease.65 
What is important here for our discussion is that this amulet addresses a Tartaric 
spirit (immundissime spirete tartaruce) and recites three historiolae in which this 
demon has been defeated in the biblical past: first, when it was shackled by the 
Archangel Gabriel; second, when it was banished to forested and mountainous 
areas; and finally, when it was not allowed to cross the Jordan River. This ref-
erence to the Tartaric spirit or angels ultimately derives from the classical world 
where Tartarus or Tartara was a place in the underworld in which gods or humans 
were kept imprisoned. Latin poets like Vergil, Ovid and Lucan used this name as a 
shorthand for hell, and this usage obviously affected later Christian poets. By Late 
Antiquity, Tartarus was also seen as the place where fallen angels were confined. 
According to The Testament of Solomon (ch. 26), this space was controlled by 
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the prince of demons, called Beelzeboul, while a much earlier apocryphal text 
translated from Hebrew into Greek, namely, The Book of Enoch (20:2), stated that 
it was ruled by the Angel Uriel,66 a name mentioned alongside orthodox angels 
in the second apotropaic text from the Turin manuscript. In short, a reference to 
Tartaric angels in our texts probably derived from earlier apocryphal and magical 
traditions identifying malignant demons as the fallen angels of Tartarus. As the 
third minuscule text from the above codex suggests, by the Carolingian period 
the place of their confinement was associated with the magicians who allegedly 
invoked these airy beings for malicious purposes.

The appearance of this set of marginal apotropaic minuscule texts in a manu-
script associated with Bobbio is hardly accidental. The abbey was established by 
the Irish monastic founder Columbanus in 614, who slightly earlier also founded 
the Abbey of Luxeuil in Burgundy. His seventh-​century life written by Jonas of 
Bobbio provides a vivid description of him protecting a monastic harvest against 
a rainstorm somewhere close to the Burgundian abbey. According to this text, 
Columbanus placed four monks, three Irish and one Breton, at the four corners of 
the cornfield. These monks or Columbanus himself probably uttered a protective 
prayer or incantation of some kind since the story’s concluding line emphasizes 
that faith and prayer (fides et oratio) repelled the storm.67 A rainstorm broke out 
outside the monastic cornfield, and landowners and tenants of adjacent fields 
probably blamed the Irish monks for their misfortune. Columbanus’ public ritual 
against a rainstorm was somewhat similar to the late sixth-​century ritual performed 
by Theodore of Sykeon mentioned above in this chapter. Both placed crosses or 
their substitutes at the four corners of a cornfield and performed protective prayers, 
which as our manuscript examples suggest may have been not so dissimilar from 
incantations.

The hagiographic stories listed above emphasized the miraculous powers of 
holy men like St Columbanus and St Theodore of Sykeon. But they also reflect late 
antique and early medieval realities where holy ascetics and monks claimed the 
ability to control weather. Such claims provide a probable context for another inci-
dent that took place in the Merovingian countryside, one recorded in the seventh-​
century Life of St Riquier. According to this text, peasants in northern Gaul accused 
two Irish monks of destroying their harvest by some kind of magic (malefacere), 
weather magic being implied.68 It is also possible that the entire case was due to the 
monks’ unsuccessful attempt to use weather incantations to ward off a storm and 
crops being destroyed in the process. Such activities and related stories probably 
contributed to a widespread medieval belief in the power of priests and monks to 
control weather.69

The affiliation of this set of apotropaic texts with Bobbio also corresponds to a 
much higher chance for hailstorms in the areas around Bobbio. Modern statistical 
research on hailstorms in Europe shows that their occurrence concentrates in the 
areas around the Alps, including Switzerland and southern Germany, as well as in 
the northern Apennines, southeast France, northeast Spain and Dalmatia.70 The fact 
that marginal ambiguous texts discussed in this chapter were written in some of 
these areas indicate that their production by monks and clerics was partly due to a 
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popular demand in these regions for weather control, especially over hailstorms. 
Practical needs prevailed over theoretical arguments of the kind formulated by 
Agobard of Lyons.

Conclusion

As textual evidence from the margins of Latin manuscripts suggests, early medi-
eval Western monks and priests appropriated the pre-​Christian tradition of weather 
magic, and they adapted it for Christian use by providing references to the Lord 
and his attributes and miracles, as well as to his angels and various holy figures. In 
doing so, literate monks and priests shared with illiterate peasants an older belief 
that storms, flooding and hail were caused by malicious demons or deviant angels, 
and that efficient weather control must be conducted by confronting such evil 
powers directly, rather than simply praying to the Lord as proposed by Carolingian 
bishops and normative liturgical texts. This popular attitude to weather control 
clearly prevailed in the tenth and following centuries when such incantations, 
which their producers often redefined as prayers (orationes), were not only copied 
in manuscripts’ margins, but also became acceptable enough to be included in the 
main sections of liturgical codices –​ with the tenth-​century codex from Munich, 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 17027, listed by Adolf Franz as the earliest litur-
gical compilation of this sort.71

By contrast, the text of Bishop Agobard concerning hailstorms and thunder 
advocating a strict normative approach to weather control did not gain traction out-
side Lyons in the following centuries and, consequently, has survived just in one 
copy preserved by chance in the cathedral library of that city. The older religious 
technologies of weather incantations in the guise of Christian prayers and blessings 
fared much better, and such texts were continuously copied in Europe in the course 
of the high and late Middle Ages.72
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medios tantum messores solis ardor torrebat aestusque vehemens, quousque messem 
condered, afflavit. Sic fides et oratio meruit, ut, pulsa pluvia, aestum inter imbres 
haberet.

	68	 Vita Richarii, 2, in Krusch and Levison (1920: 445).
	69	 On such beliefs, see Blo﻿̈cker (1981: 121–​2), Meens (2012: 163–​5) and Borri 

(2014: 59–​61).
	70	 Punge et al. (2014). For France, see also Berthet, Dessens and Sanchez (2011).
	71	 Franz (1909, vol. 2: 74–​7).
	72	 Franz (1909, vol. 2: 49–​104).
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