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Can we attribute the birth of Medieval Europe to Charlemagne?

When one thinks of a great Medieval leader, they might conjure up an image of a valiant King Arthur type figure. Charlemagne appears as something of a contrast to this; according to Charlemagne’s’ biographer Einhard, Charles was described as an illiterate, rather rotund, balding man of middling years1- who despite being a practising Christian, had a number of wives, concubines and enjoyed his beverages. This does not sound like a man that could unite a kingdom, and yet in spite of all this he is recognized as one of the greatest leaders of all time, succeeding where other leaders failed. 

Through this essay, I would like to try to uncover what actually made this enigmatic man tick. Whether he was just a religious zealot intent on converting the heathen people in order to gain control of a Kingdom, or if he just wanted to enrich his pockets through the means of Religion. To find out how original Charles was in his actions. Whatever he was, one can be left in no doubt in that he was extremely successful in uniting Europe.  
I will be aiming to discover whether Charlemagne did or invent anything different or new, or was he just a particularly successful example of the men of his time, and operating within existing systems?

The Influence of Rome

Charlemagne like many other nobles of his time would have been hugely influenced by Ancient Rome and Roman culture. The Romans left an enormous imprint on the Medieval world through architecture, religion and politics; “A new appreciation of Roman Culture is apparent during and after the period of Charlemagne.”2 This is despite the fact that before the 4th Century, Romans were a heathen people. It wasn’t until the year 325, under the rule of Constantinople that Christianity became the staple religion of Rome “The Romans gave a universal cast to Christianity, which was born in a remote part of their Empire but developed into the dominant religion of the world.”3 The Roman people were the most powerful and influential people of the 4th Century, their control of the Empire was so great that people would have feared to oppose them.

Charlemagne was an extremely religious man, one of the reasons why he would have been so successful as Emperor would be due to the fact that he had the Church on his side. The Church in the Medieval period would have had more power than the King over the lay people, so this could actually have made Charles try to discover ways in which he held sway over the Church, in order to make himself more powerful as a leader. As Charlemagne did actually have power over the Church at this age, in that he did offer the Pope protection and donated a large sum of money to the Church over a period of time. It is questionable whether the Kings or Emperors of the Early Medieval period, were Christian for their own benefit and their own interest, or whether it was just due to being a growing and more popular religion than Paganism. It would be wise to have the Pope on your side in these times to help sway the majority and convert them to Christianity. The Romans were hugely influential in their politics also, in fact it could be said that the Empire was won by Charlemagne through the politics that came down through the Romans. Even though Charles was illiterate, he introduced a new scheme in order to make his clergy more literate, possibly he wanted this in order to gain more secretaries of God to help win more land. So in order to do this, he tried to bring in Roman style teaching methods to improve his people, as it was rumoured he wanted ‘mass literacy.’4
Charles would also have been influenced by the Roman architecture, the buildings around the time of Charlemagne were very Roman in style, with the columned arches and bath houses, the bath houses would likely to have been extremely extravagant, and it was even rumoured that Charles liked to bathe with his friends5, this public form of bathing was very much what the Roman people apparently enjoyed doing, whereas today they might be considered quite a dubious sort of people. “There were several hundred monasteries in Britain and Gaul by the early eighth century.”6 This does go to show that there was a tremendous revival of Roman architecture in the time of Charlemagne. 

Charlemagne would have most certainly been in awe of the Romans Military tactics, as he was extremely military minded, the reason he became successful at conquering lands and peoples was due to the strict Roman Militaristic teachings he would have received in the time of his youth, through the strict teaching methods bought down from his great-grandfathers time and his father Pippin.  “Most of the rulers of Europe thought of themselves as successors of the Romans.”7 It is questionable whether Charlemagne would have achieved the same success and military prowess, if it was not for his Roman forebears, while he was an outstanding emperor, he ruled in a very Roman fashion, down to his politics, religion and style. 

His campaigning victories, however, were not wholly placed on military practise as, very importantly, his success was also gained through the Church, the Church whose ideals were put in place by the Romans, long before Charlemagne’s time. Unification of Europe was brought together by Christianity, a pagan leader would have little success, if indeed any, was proved by the Roman Emperor Julian the Apostate during the 4th Century. His reign was certainly the shortest, and that was due to the growing popularity of the Christian faith, the old religion was dying out, it was starting to become extremely dangerous to practice it, so the medieval people would have undoubtedly felt more united, and more safe practising this religion, than if they worshipped multiple gods. With Christianity they would also be given promises of redemption in heaven, an appealing prospect to these people when they were living on a knife’s edge in extremely dangerous times when one could die of disease, famine and war, in fact “Charles’ Empire had more genuine unity in the religious sense than any other.”8 One of the reasons for this would be because unlike other rulers who let the Pope do his bidding, Charles almost took the role of Pope on himself, in spreading the word of God throughout Europe, trying to convert the heathen people, almost acting as God’s messenger, that is what he must have seemed like to the Medieval people, this heroic God like figure who was going to bring order to their country and make it safe again ”The re-establishment of the Empire in the west seems in fact to been an idea of the pope’s, and not in fact a Carolingian one.”9

The Collapse of an Empire

After Charlemagne’s death, the empire which he fought so hard to create was falling apart, which might bring up the question as to how effective was Charlemagne in unification of Europe. The very fact that Charlemagne’s Empire did not have that lasting impact could be a cause for argument to many historians that it was Charlemagne personally who unified Europe. Charles originally planned to divide the land into three between his sons; but his sons died young. Unexpectedly Charles outlived two of his sons, ruining his plans; so his land was taken over by his last remaining son, Louis.10
While Louis does sound like he was a weaker leader than his father, he wasn’t directly to blame for the Empire’s collapse. The cracks actually started to show when two of his sons deposed Louis in 83311, albeit only briefly. To lead a nation, the emperor needs to have a stable order of succession, but there were constant quarrels between the Carolingian family, causing discord and unrest. There was also a new enemy causing unrest , the Magyars. They engaged in brutal onslaughts, and burned and pillaged many churches - it was rumoured that they destroyed over 44.12 The very fact that there was weak leadership at this time meant that central control was not re-established until much damage was done.  At the beginning of the 10th century the last surviving Carolingian King died without heirs, and thus ended the Carolingian Dynasty.

Charlemagne’s Legacy

In the year 800 Charlemagne was crowned Emperor of the Romans at a lavish ceremony in Arles13. Although it is thought that the emperor disliked this title, preferring to be called “King of the Franks or King of the Lombards.”14 The very fact that he disliked this title could be due to the fact that he did not want to appear unoriginal in his methods, perhaps he wanted the Medieval people to believe that he was original in his thoughts and actions, that the Romans’ did not influence his actions, indeed “Historians have bestowed considerable symbolic significance on the imperial coronation”.15 One has even said that it created the “First Europe’.”16  No Emperor before or since has had the impact that Charles had on the European people, he was an outstanding leader, that the Medieval people did not encounter before or since. One could actually describe this as ‘First Europe’17 due to this being the first time the countries actually unified, as in earlier reigns the leaders failed in uniting the Germanic people, there was always discord between the tribes, especially with the Saxon people who refused to be converted to what they would have seen as a fake religion - “Latin, Christian and Germanic elements had merged to create a new cultural unity that may without qualification be called “European.”18 

Before Charlemagne’s time, the leaders were not so victorious in their conquering of lands, often the tribes retaliated with fatal consequences, but when Charles came along things changed, he had the brains and military prowess to make a unified country. There was also a complete sense of unification under his rule in the true sense of the word, a sort of Christian Commonwealth19 “All Europeans, even after the collapse of the Carolingian Empire, felt they belonged.”20 Charlemagne put the needs of his people first, he brought together a world torn apart by religion and greed that no emperor before or after managed to do, “The reign of Charlemagne established patterns of governance, political relations, and culture that would determine Europe for centuries.”21 The influence of Charlemagne for future leaders was phenomenal, as the way he ruled over Europe with very little in the way of failure was unusual as well as admirable. This was down to his governing and political skills, so future leaders would have been reluctant to change those patterns.   

There was a people that Charlemagne showed little respect for and that was the Saxons, who would not adhere to the new God and Charlemagne did use shock tactics to get his message across, as the massacre of the Saxons for example. He slaughtered over 4,500 Saxons on a single day in 782.22 This does not appear to be a very Christian act to a man so pious as Charles, but it could be that he would have wanted to spread the message that here was a man that meant to do God’s bidding come what may, any people who worshipped the old religion would be punished. This was a common act in the Medieval period, and it would have just been a means to an end, a warning to the heathens, turn to Christianity or face the consequences. This was nothing new in the Medieval era, the rulers often used violence to get their own way if all else failed, and Charles failed to win the Saxon people through the means of religion so it was much more convenient to him just to dispose of as many of them as he could, Richard I did similar tactics with the Muslims during the crusades. However, Charles did win over the Saxons eventually and converted them into Christianity, albeit through force. Even though he did this by ruthless means, he did what all past leaders failed to do. 

Culturally, it was believed that ‘The Song of Roland’ was hugely influenced by the acts of Charlemagne, and that much of the book was actually taken directly from what happened to the emperor Charles when he was ambushed on the way back from Aquitaine. 23It could be said that the collapse of the Empire was due to the weak leadership after Charlemagne’s death, an invasion of new enemies such as the Magyars, and not related to any fault of the political ruling structure. It wouldn’t be until the 10th Century that Imperial Power would be restored and Europe unified once again.

Conclusion

In conclusion I find it clear that while the Carolingian Dynasty fell, Charlemagne had an ultimate and lasting impact on the unification of Europe; as though his success did not last beyond his reign, he paved the way for other future rulers. The word Great is often overused, but in Charles’s case it fits him adequately. Not only was he an outstanding military leader but he actually appeared to care about the people and listened to their needs. Charlemagne did contribute to the birth of Medieval Europe without question, but he was not wholly responsible for a united Europe. The Romans paved the way for Charlemagne, it is unlikely that Charles would have been the leader he was without their influence. He was of an organised mind, some might say a Roman mind, always thinking strategically despite being literate, he had a high intelligence, and was politically very aware demonstrating that he knew what to do to win the hearts of the people - without appealing to the people of Europe, there could be no unification. Other leaders before him were concerned mostly with material wealth, Charles was unusual and was not consumed by greed, he could be said to put the needs of the people above his own. 
Some Historians could say that Charles was only successful in war due to the gradual improvements to the techniques of metallurgy; which would have improved sword’s and armour, also to the improvements of geographical study at that time. However, that does not explain why other leaders after him were not so militarily successful. One thing that has been agreed is that he will always remain one of the greatest leaders of all time and without his battle prowess and politics, it would have been a very different story for Europe.
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