
two lives of charlemagne
Two Lives of Charlemagne is a significant historical text that captures the life and legacy of one of
medieval Europe's most important figures, Charlemagne, also known as Charles the Great. As King
of the Franks and Lombards and later crowned Emperor of the Romans, Charlemagne's reign
marked a pivotal moment in European history. The text itself, composed by two authors, highlights
the dichotomy of Charlemagne's life as both a historical ruler and a legendary figure, intertwining
facts with myth. This article explores the context, content, and significance of the "Two Lives of
Charlemagne."

Historical Context of Charlemagne

Charlemagne lived during the Carolingian Renaissance, a period of cultural revival in Western
Europe that took place in the late 8th and early 9th centuries. His reign (768-814 AD) was
characterized by:

- Military Expansion: Charlemagne expanded his kingdom through numerous military campaigns,
conquering the Lombards in Italy and various Germanic tribes.
- Cultural Flourishing: Under his rule, there was a revival of art, culture, and learning, largely
facilitated by the establishment of monastic schools and scriptoria.
- Religious Reform: Charlemagne was a staunch supporter of Christianity and worked closely with
the Church to consolidate power, resulting in the spread of Christianity across his territories.

This blend of military prowess, cultural advancement, and religious dedication set the stage for the
creation of the "Two Lives of Charlemagne."

The Authors of the Lives

The "Two Lives of Charlemagne" was written by two different authors: Einhard and Notker Balbulus.
Each author presents a unique perspective on Charlemagne's life, reflecting their respective
backgrounds and purposes.

Einhard

Einhard, a Frankish scholar and courtier, was a close associate of Charlemagne. His work, "Vita
Karoli Magni," is characterized by:

- Biographical Approach: Einhard provides a detailed account of Charlemagne's life, emphasizing his
personal qualities, achievements, and administrative reforms.
- Historical Accuracy: His narrative is grounded in historical fact, supported by firsthand
experiences and observations.
- Humanizing Portrait: Einhard presents Charlemagne as a man of virtue, wisdom, and humility,
emphasizing his dedication to his people and his responsibilities as a ruler.



Notker Balbulus

Notker Balbulus, a monk from the Abbey of Saint Gall in Switzerland, wrote a more allegorical and
poetic version titled "Vita Karoli Magni." His work features:

- Mythical Elements: Notker incorporates legendary elements, portraying Charlemagne as a heroic
figure whose life parallels those of legendary heroes.
- Religious Themes: His narrative emphasizes divine providence and the role of Christianity in
Charlemagne's life, suggesting that his successes were preordained by God.
- Moral Lessons: Notker's biography serves to inspire and instruct readers, blending history with
didactic purposes.

Content Overview

The "Two Lives of Charlemagne" covers various aspects of Charlemagne's life, from his early years
to his achievements and legacy.

Early Life and Rise to Power

- Birth and Family: Charlemagne was born around April 2, 747, into the Carolingian dynasty, the son
of Pepin the Short. His family background played a crucial role in shaping his future.
- Co-rulership: Following his father's death in 768, Charlemagne initially ruled alongside his brother
Carloman, until Carloman's death in 771, after which Charlemagne united the Frankish kingdom
under his sole rule.

Military Campaigns and Expansion

Charlemagne's military achievements were critical to his legacy:

- Conquest of the Lombards (774): Charlemagne defeated the Lombard King Desiderius, adding Italy
to his territories.
- Saxon Wars (772-804): Charlemagne waged a prolonged campaign against the Saxons, ultimately
converting them to Christianity and integrating them into his empire.
- Spanish Campaigns (778): Charlemagne's campaign in Spain against the Muslim forces, although
initially unsuccessful at the Battle of Roncevaux Pass, is romanticized in later literature, especially in
"The Song of Roland."

Administrative Reforms

Charlemagne implemented several reforms that strengthened his empire:

- Feudal System: He established a system of vassalage, granting land to nobles in exchange for



military service, thus ensuring loyalty and support.
- Legal Reforms: Charlemagne standardized laws across his empire, promoting justice and
governance.
- Cultural Patronage: He supported the Carolingian Renaissance by promoting literacy, arts, and
education, leading to the establishment of schools and libraries.

Religious Influence and the Papacy

Charlemagne's relationship with the Church was fundamental to his reign:

- Support of Christianity: He actively promoted the Christian faith and facilitated the work of
missionaries throughout his empire.
- Coronation as Emperor (800): On Christmas Day, Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne as Emperor
of the Romans, symbolizing the alliance between the Frankish monarchy and the papacy, and
marking the beginning of the Holy Roman Empire.

Legacy and Impact

Charlemagne's legacy is multifaceted, influencing subsequent generations in various ways:

- Cultural Renaissance: The Carolingian Renaissance laid the groundwork for the revival of learning
and culture in medieval Europe, influencing the development of Western civilization.
- Political Unity: His empire served as a model for future European monarchies, emphasizing the
importance of centralized power and governance.
- Historical Narratives: The "Two Lives of Charlemagne" contributed to the mythologization of
Charlemagne, solidifying his status as a legendary figure whose life continues to inspire literature,
art, and scholarship.

Conclusion

The "Two Lives of Charlemagne" serves as a testament to the enduring legacy of Charlemagne,
presenting a complex portrait of a ruler who was both a formidable military leader and a patron of
culture and religion. Through the works of Einhard and Notker Balbulus, we gain insights into the
historical context and mythological dimensions of Charlemagne's life. As Europe continues to
grapple with its identity and heritage, the lessons embedded within the narratives of Charlemagne
remain relevant, reminding us of the power of leadership, faith, and cultural revival. The duality of
his representation as both a historical figure and a legendary hero ensures that Charlemagne's
influence will be felt for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the significance of 'The Two Lives of Charlemagne' in
historical literature?
The work is significant as it provides a biographical account of Charlemagne, highlighting his
achievements and the political landscape of the Carolingian Empire, thus serving as a crucial source
for understanding medieval history.

Who authored 'The Two Lives of Charlemagne' and what was
his background?
The book was authored by Einhard, a Frankish scholar and courtier who was a close associate of
Charlemagne, providing a personal and informed perspective on the emperor's life and reign.

How does Einhard's portrayal of Charlemagne differ from
other historical accounts?
Einhard portrays Charlemagne as a larger-than-life figure, emphasizing his virtues,
accomplishments, and divine favor, which contrasts with more critical accounts that may focus on
his faults or the complexities of his reign.

What are the two distinct perspectives presented in 'The Two
Lives of Charlemagne'?
The two perspectives are a detailed biography that outlines Charlemagne's public achievements and
a more personal account that reflects Einhard's admiration and emotional connection to the
emperor.

How does 'The Two Lives of Charlemagne' reflect the values of
the Carolingian Renaissance?
The text reflects the values of the Carolingian Renaissance by emphasizing education, the arts, and
the revival of classical learning, showcasing Charlemagne's role in promoting culture and
Christianity.

What role does the concept of divine right play in Einhard's
narrative?
Einhard emphasizes the idea of divine right by portraying Charlemagne as chosen by God to lead
and unify the Christian empire, reinforcing the notion of the king's authority being divinely
sanctioned.

In what ways does 'The Two Lives of Charlemagne' serve as a
political tool?
The work serves as a political tool by legitimizing Charlemagne's rule, promoting his image as a
heroic and ideal leader, and influencing the perceptions of his successors and the legitimacy of their



reigns.

What impact did 'The Two Lives of Charlemagne' have on later
medieval scholarship?
The text had a profound impact on later medieval scholarship by becoming a primary source for
historians studying the Carolingian period, influencing both historical writing and the perception of
Charlemagne as a pivotal figure in European history.
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