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Beyond the legends of Charlemagne lies a biography worthy of the tales. To the medieval mind, only King Arthur vied with Charlemagne as the finest example of what a Christian king could be. Kind, yet fiercely defensive of his family and Empire. His exploits spawned both histories and romances, like all good legends it stood firmly rooted in history. The biography offered here was published in Will Durant's History of Civilization, a small part of an encyclopedic historical survey.  

King Charlemagne
The greatest of medieval kings was born in 742, at a place unknown. He was of German blood and speech, and seemed to have these characteristics - strength of body, courage of spirit, pride of race, and a crude simplicity. He had little book learning, tried in his old age to learn writing, but never quite succeeded; yet he could speak Latin, and understood Greek. 

In 771 Charlemagne at the age of twenty-nine became sole king. Two years later he received from Pope Hadrian II an urgent appeal for aid against a force invading the papal states. Charlemagne besieged and defeated the enemy, and accepted the role of protector of the Church. Returning to his capital at Aachen, he began a series of fifty-three campaigns- nearly all led in person- designed to round out his empire by conquering and Christianizing his foes, and strengthening the defenses of against the expanding Moors (Muslims) of Spain. 

The Saxons on his eastern frontier were pagans; they had burned down a Christian church, and made occasional incursions into Gaul; Charlemagne fought eighteen campaigns against them (772-804), waged with untiring ferocity on both sides. Charlemagne gave the conquered Saxons a choice between baptism and death. One time, he had 4500 Saxon rebels beheaded in one day.

In 777, Ibn al-Arabi, the Muslim governor of Barcelona, had asked the aid of the Christian king against his enemy in Cordova. Charlemagne led an army south across the Pyrenees mountains into Spain, besieged and captured the Christian city of Pamplona, treated the Christian Basques of northern Spain as enemies, and advanced even to Saragossa. 
News came that conquered Saxons were in wild revolt and were marching in fury upon Cologne; so, he led his army, in long and narrow file, through the passes of the Pyrenees. In one such pass, at Roncesvalles in Navarre, a force of Basques pounced down upon the rear guard of the Franks, and slaughtered nearly every man in it (778); there the noble Hruodland died, who would become three centuries later the hero of France’s most famous poem, the Chanson de Roland. (The Song of Roland)

By 795, Charlemagne had subdued the Saxons, had driven back the advancing Slavs, had defeated and dispersed the Avars. Finally, after all of this was accomplished, in 805, the thirty-fourth year of his reign and the sixty-third of his age, he had resigned himself to peace. 

How could one man competently govern so vast and varied a realm? He was strong enough in body and nerves to bear a thousand responsibilities, perils, and crises, even to his sons’ plotting to kill him. He had in him the blood line of the wise and cautious Pepin III, and of the ruthless Charles Martel (The Hammer) He could lead an army, persuade an assembly, humor the nobility, dominate the clergy. The structure  and power of his rule rested on organized forces, along with the ceremonial splendor of the imperial presence, and the tradition of obedience to established rule. 

At  assemblies of armed property owners, Charlemagne the king submitted his proposals for legislation to nobles and to bishops; they considered them, and returned them to him with suggestions; he formulated chapters of legislation, and presented these to the people for their shouted approval; rarely the assembly voiced disapproval. Hincmar, Archbishop of Reims, has transmitted an intimate picture of Charlemagne at one of these gatherings, “saluting the men of most note, conversing with those whom he seldom saw, showing a tender interest toward the elders, and disporting himself with the young.”  “The King wished to know,” says Hincmar, “whether in any part or corner of the Kingdom the people were restless, and the cause thereof.” 

Sometimes the representatives of the King would summon leading citizens to inquire and give under oath a “true statement”(veredictum) as to the taxable wealth, the state of public order, the existence of crimes or criminals, in the district visited. In the ninth century, in Frank lands, this verdict of a jurata, or sworn group of inquirers, was used to decide many local issues of land ownership or criminal guilt. Out of the jurata, along with Norman and English developments, would come the jury system of modern times.

Charlemagne legislated for agriculture, industry, finance, education, and religion as well as for government and morals. He struggled to protect a free peasantry against spreading serfdom, but the power of the nobles, and the force of circumstance, frustrated him. Even slavery grew for a time.  Economically, the scarcity of gold in France and the decline of trade led to the replacement of  gold with silver. 

Appalled by the illiteracy of his time, and by the lack of education, Charlemagne called in foreign scholars to restore the schools of France. Alcuin (735-804) was a Saxon, born near York on the island of Great Britain, and educated in the cathedral school that Bishop Egbert had founded there; in the eighth century Britain and Ireland were culturally ahead of France. When King Offa of Mercia sent Alcuin on a mission to Charlemagne, Charlemagne begged the scholar to remain; Alcuin consented to stay. 
Soon the palace school was an active center of study, of the revision and copying of manuscripts, and of an educational reform that spread throughout the realm. Among Alcuin pupils, Charlemagne was the most eager of all; he seized upon learning as he had absorbed states; he studied rhetoric, dialectic, astronomy; he made heroic efforts to write, says Eginhard, “and used to keep tablets under his pillow in order that at leisure hours he might accustom his hand to form the letters; but as he began these efforts so late in life, they met with ill success.”  

	



	Chess piece found at Aachen, accurately depicting a Carolingian warrior as they would have been equipped during Charlegmagne's campaigns.  

Notice the scale or mail hauberk, pointed helmet, elongated shield, stirrups and high saddle. 


In 787 Charlemagne issued to all the bishops and abbots of Francia an historic directive. It pressured every cathedral and monastery to establish schools where clergy and citizen might learn to read and write. A further order in 789 urged the directors of these schools to “take care to make no difference between the sons of serfs and of freemen, so that they might come and sit on the same benches to study grammar, music, and arithmetic.” A order from him in 805 provided for medical education, and another order condemned medical superstitions. 
 
Bishops played a leading part in his councils, assemblies, and administration; he looked upon them as his agents under God; yet he did not hesitate to command them. He denounced image worship while the popes were defending it; he required from priests a written description of how baptism was administered in their parish, sent the popes directives, suppressed insubordination in monasteries, and ordered a strict watch on convents to prevent “whoring, drunkenness, and covetousness” amongst the nuns. 

Nevertheless he allowed the clergy their own courts, decreed that a tithe of tenth of all produce of the land should be turned over to the Church, gave the clergy control of marriages and wills, and himself bequeathed two thirds of his estates to the churches of his realm. But he required the bishops now and then to make substantial “gifts” to help meet the expenses of the government. 

Out of this co-operation of Church and state came the transformation of Charlemagne’s realm into a Holy Roman Empire. The popes had long resented the Byzantium empire to the east, an empire that gave the Church no protection and no security. The Church arranged the plan of a papal coronation of Charlemagne as Holy Roman Emperor. 
Here is how it happened:  On December 26, 795, Leo III was chosen Pope. The Roman populace did not like him; it accused him of various misdeeds; and on April 25, 799, it attacked him, and imprisoned him in a monastery. He escaped, and fled for protection to Charlemagne. The King received him kindly, and sent him back to Rome under armed escort. 
On November 24, 800, Charlemagne entered the ancient capital; on December 1 an assembly of Franks and Romans agreed to drop the charges against Leo if he would deny them on solemn oath; he did. 
On December 25, Christmas Day, Pope Leo suddenly produced a jeweled crown, and set it upon King Charlemagne’s head. The congregation thrice cried out: “Hail to Charles the Augustus, crowned by God the great and peace-bringing Emperor of the Romans!” The royal head was anointed with holy oil, the Pope saluted Charlemagne as Emperor and Augustus. The coronation would build a mightier Church, and vastly advance the theory of the divine right of kings. 

There were great difficulties in the way: the Byzantine Emperor already had the title of Roman emperor, and full historic right to that title; the Church had no recognized authority to convey or transfer the title; to give it to a rival of the Byzantium empire might precipitate a gigantic war of Christian East against Christian West, leaving a ruined Europe to a conquering Islam. But, if the bold scheme could be carried through there would again be a Roman emperor in the West, Latin Christianity would stand unified. 
Charlemagne was six feet four inches tall, had blond hair, animated eyes, a powerful nose, a mustache but no beard, a presence “always stately and dignified.” He was temperate in eating and drinking, abominated drunkenness, and kept in good health despite every exposure and hardship. He often hunted, or took vigorous exercise on horseback. He was a good swimmer. He preferred to hear music or the reading of a book while he ate. He accepted many mythical marvels. There was in his thought and speech a directness and honesty seldom permitted to statesmanship. He could be ruthless when policy required, and was especially cruel in his efforts to spread Christianity. Yet he was a man of great kindness, many charities, warm friendships, and varied loves. 

 
He was now head of an empire far greater than the Byzantine. But every extended frontier of empire or knowledge opens up new problems. Charlemagne foresaw that his overreaching empire needed quick defense at many points at once, so he divided it in 806 among his three sons- Pepin, Louis, and Charles. But Pepin died in 810, Charles in 811; only Louis remained, so absorbed in piety as to seem unfit to govern a rough and treacherous world. Nevertheless, in 813, at a solemn ceremony, Louis was elevated from the rank of king to that of emperor, and old Charlemagne uttered “Blessed be Thou, O Lord God, Who hast granted me the grace to see with my own eyes my son seated on my throne!” 

Four months later, wintering at Aachen, he was seized with a high fever, and developed pleurisy. He tried to cure himself by taking only liquids; but after an illness of seven days he died, in the forty-seventh year of his reign and the seventy-second year of his life (814). He was buried under the dome of the cathedral at Aachen, dressed in his imperial robes. 
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