Can we attribute the birth of medieval Europe to Charlemagne?
This essay aims to discuss the argument surrounding whether or not the birth of medieval Europe is down to King Charles the Great of the Franks, or if in fact it was his predecessors. It aims to provide a convincing argument using methods such as analysing primary and secondary source material. The material will consist of Charlemagne’s own biography by the Frankish Scholar Einhard, annals and historian’s opinion and interpretation. 
The idea that Charlemagne was solely responsible for creating medieval Europe, by uniting countries surrounding the Kingdom of the Franks. Many historians argue that yes, he can be held responsible for the unification of Lombardy, Saxony and Aquitaine, which equate to modern day western Europe. Thus, creating the first prototype of medieval Europe. However, there are those who oppose and suggest that Charles the Great, as he was otherwise known, just finished the campaigns, that his father and grandfather, Pepin the Short and Charles Martel, had begun during their reign as King and thus isn’t responsible for the birth of medieval Europe. 
In 768 when Charlemagne came into power, he had two main aims. These aims were to expand the Kingdom of the Franks and to convert everyone to Christianity. [footnoteRef:1] Einhard’s biography of Charlemagne’s life was written in order to portray his greatness, his determined personality, emphasise his warrior traits and his achievements. However, did Einhard write this to please the king? Having been such close access to the Kings life, would it have been biased?  [1:  LLC Revolvy, ""Admonitio Generalis" On Revolvy.Com", Revolvy.Com, 2017 <https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Admonitio%20generalis> [accessed 17 November 2017].] 

Charlemagne’s first succession as king would be against Aquitaine. This, a war which his father had already started but failed to finish, provides a platform for historians to argue against the attribution of medieval Europe to Charlemagne. However, although this was his father’s war, Charlemagne attempted, with the promised help of his brother, to succeed. Although this, in some lights, does demonstrate that Charlemagne is not responsible, it also supports the idea that without him it couldn’t have happened, as his brother, Carloman withheld his assistance. Thus, Charlemagne, alone was responsible for this expansion, which led to the creation of medieval Europe. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Einhard, "Internet History Sourcebooks", Sourcebooks.Fordham.Edu, 2017 <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/einhard.asp#Private Life (continued)> [accessed 17 November 2017]] 

The Frankish Empire in the 8th century was under the control of Charles Martel, Charlemagne’s grandfather. The King already began to carry out tasks in order to extend the Frankish Empire to neighbouring countries. Using primary source material such as annals from Bernhard Walter Scholz’s “Carolingian Chronicles”[footnoteRef:3] demonstrates how successful Charles Martel and King Pepin were throughout their reign of the Frankish Kingdom. This supports the idea that they began a successful effort to expand the Frankish Empire. However, when Charlemagne comes into power in 768, it is clear to see that the accounts from each year become longer and more detailed. This could portray that Charlemagne was more of an active king, more successful not only in battles but in government and administration too. From looking at these chronicles alone it would be obvious to argue that yes, Charlemagne was essentially responsible for the birth of the first medieval Europe. [3:  Bernhard Walther Scholz, Barbara Rogers and Nithardus, Carolingian Chronicles (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), pp. 37-127.] 

When looking back on the reign of Charlemagne, he is often praised and commemorated for his successful campaign to unite countries surrounding the Frankia. It is described as “The only empire which has ever united France and Germany.”[footnoteRef:4] Many historians emphasise this, and create Charlemagne to be a great king. However, the quote places Charlemagne on a pedestal, implying his greatness by uniting the two countries, emphasising his skills and pre-eminence. However, having inherited a country already on these lines of unification, it can be debated that he simply took credit for implementing his ancestor’s ideas and did not create the idea of a unified medieval Europe. [4:  "HISTORY OF THE FRANKS", Historyworld.Net, 2017 <http://www.historyworld.net/wrldhis/PlainTextHistories.asp?historyid=ab74> [accessed 15 November 2017]] 

However, in an online video by historian Rosamond McKittrick, she mentions how many of these battles to expand were Charlemagne’s own ideas, or by the Pope. For example, he was asked by the Pope to control the Kingdom of Lombardy. Other sieges to the Saxons were very much deliberate in order to expand Frankish Christianity.[footnoteRef:5] This demonstrates that the victory over Aquitaine was only carried out due to his father’s previous failures and the other sieges were Charlemagne’s own personal goals. [5:  Rosamond McKitterick, Rosamond Mckitterick On Charlemagne, 2015 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5LXJ38gLX0> [accessed 17 November 2017].] 

The annals at the time of Charlemagne describe him as “glorious” and “the most gracious”[footnoteRef:6] king when describing his bravery. This kind of religious description demonstrates their idea of the “Divine Right of Kings”. This “right” claims that God had trusted them with the power and authority of the people on earth. This was used as propaganda in the Middle Ages, to assert control over the population as they did not have the resources to forcibly implement power[footnoteRef:7]. This, along with the title of Emperor of the Romans, created a nation of Christendom, which was one of his aims.  However, are annals reliable enough to interpret? From C. Delisle Burn’s book “The First Europe”[footnoteRef:8], it becomes clear that in fact annals cannot be truly reliable. She mentions how annals can be altered over time to emphasise the power and greatness of kings and even include historians revised notes and opinions. Furthermore, they can be influenced by “war-propaganda” at the time. This essentially means that victories can be exaggerated to emphasise Charlemagne’s greatness. Thus, implying that although Charlemagne did create medieval Europe, the details of the battles are not reliable. [6:  Bernhard Walther Scholz, Barbara Rogers and Nithardus, Carolingian Chronicles (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), pp. 37-127.]  [7:  J. P Sommerville, "The Divine Right Of Kings", Faculty.History.Wisc.Edu, 2017 <https://faculty.history.wisc.edu/sommerville/367/367-04.htm> [accessed 17 November 2017].]  [8:  C. Delisle Burns, The First Europe (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1947).] 

As previously mentioned, Charlemagne believed in spreading Christianity. However, from this secondary source it is clear to see that Charles Martel had already begun the process of Christendom. When looking at this secondary source which explains how the Arabs and the Muslim faith made advances into Bordeaux, here they are confronted by Charles. “A few years later they withdraw to Spain and never again threaten Gaul. It is a significant turning point.”[footnoteRef:9] This source demonstrates how Charles Martel used his army to expel the threat of the Muslim faith in Gaul, maintaining Christianity. However, the source mentions that it took years, suggesting that it was a struggle with perhaps not the strongest army. Although, they didn’t return which suggests that Charles Martel’s strong military power and determination aided in keeping Christianity the main religion in today’s Western Europe and thus was a platform for Charlemagne to use. [9:  "HISTORY OF THE FRANKS", Historyworld.Net, 2017 <http://www.historyworld.net/wrldhis/PlainTextHistories.asp?historyid=ab74> [accessed 15 November 2017]] 

 The “turning point” refers to the victory and from this point on, the ever-expanding Frankish Realms which make up medieval Europe. Not only this, but the popular public opinion of Charles Martel, was convenient for Charlemagne to continue his predecessors task of unifying surrounding countries. When looking at the source above from the point of view that Charlemagne unified countries creating Europe, it can be argued against. It is clear that the idea to unify countries and spread Christianity was already in full swing once he became King of the Franks, thus, was he just finishing his father’s and grandfather’s campaigns. However, although they had begun these campaigns which Charlemagne simply concluded, supporting the idea that he wasn’t solely responsible for the birth of medieval Europe. However, if his brother, Carloman, had still been alive to share control over territories, it could have become more difficult to achieve what Charlemagne did.
Another example of Charlemagne creating the first medieval Europe would the policies introduced called “Admonitio Generalis”. These laws were set out to achieve not only military unification but also socially, feeling like one country for the people in countries such as Lombardy who weren’t originally from the Kingdom of the Franks. These laws proved to be successful, and demonstrated that Charlemagne not only was a great warrior, successful in battles, but cared about society feeling as part of one united country. One of the laws was to introduce a language, available for all to learn. By learning Latin, a language which was already spoken by many, would break down communication barriers between the peasants and the clergymen. It would be easier to learn as many already use it in ritual and liturgy. This needed to be done to achieve Charlemagne’s goal of unifying the countries and using Christianity as the one religion. To further support this, Historian Rosamond McKitterick[footnoteRef:10] describes how great Charlemagne was at administration and government affairs. McKitterick also demonstrates how fundamental these attributes are in becoming a successful king and ruler. Thus, demonstrating that Charlemagne was a great leader in many areas and was popular with the public.  [10:  Rosamond McKitterick, Rosamond Mckitterick On Charlemagne, 2015 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5LXJ38gLX0> [accessed 17 November 2017].] 

Charlemagne successfully created a unit of countries which he had successfully invaded and seized control over. However, medieval Europe did not last. When Charlemagne died in 814, his son Louis the Pious reigned. The Carolingian empire suffered greatly during this generation, as Louis proved to be nothing like the strong, great warrior his father was[footnoteRef:11]. This supports the idea that Charlemagne was responsible for the birth of medieval Europe as he was able to carry on from his father and grandfather before him. Unfortunately, Louis demonstrated none of the attributes such as strength and decision making, of his father. Charlemagne could have decided against continuing his predecessor’s campaigns but decided to carry on their voyage which appealed to the public. Furthermore, Louis the Pious left the Kingdom in charge of his three remaining sons. This again reinforces the idea that Louis didn’t know who to leave it to, and thus splitting up the Empire which Charlemagne had worked so hard to achieve. [footnoteRef:12]  [11:  "After Charlemagne", Oldandsold.Com, 2017 <http://www.oldandsold.com/articles35/medieval-8.shtml> [accessed 17 November 2017].]  [12:  "After Charlemagne", Oldandsold.Com, 2017 <http://www.oldandsold.com/articles35/medieval-8.shtml> [accessed 17 November 2017].] 

I believe that both interpretations, supporting or arguing the idea that Charlemagne did create medieval Europe, have convincing arguments. I agree with the idea that Charles Martel and Pepin the Short had huge influence on Charlemagne’s role as king and did create many of the platforms for Charlemagne to achieve expansion and the spread of Christianity. However, I do not believe that this is something that he should be criticised for. I feel that he was fulfilling his grandfathers and father’s role before him, trying to achieve the same victories and I believe he went further than to just do this. He also pushed for a universal language, breaking barriers which had been in place for decades. Prior to this, many different languages had been used throughout the Frankish State. The universal language made it easier for peasants to be able to communicate with the clergymen. Furthermore, the introduction of education and schools demonstrates his ability to recognise how important it is to be informed and that he wanted people of his kingdom to be educated. 
Although some place great emphasis on his greatness and others feel that this was just due to the exaggeration of Einhard’s biography, I do believe that during the Middle Ages, Charlemagne was a popular, well liked and successful king. 
I believe that Charlemagne did create medieval Europe, however I don’t think that he alone was responsible for this. Militarily, his grandfather and father provided a foundation for him to achieve this goal. They contributed to the creation when focusing on the territories, battles and expansion. Furthermore, I believe if his brother, Carloman, had been left in charge then he would not have succeeded in unifying many countries, he lacked the motivation and determination which made it possible for Charlemagne to expand.
However, when looking at the social aspect, I believe that Charlemagne provided reforms which helped made it easier for the countries he was taking control of, and for peasants. I believe religion played a huge role in unifying medieval Europe and without this universal language and religion it would have been more difficult to successfully maintain the Frankish Empire. 
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