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Charlemagne is often claimed as the greatest ruler in Europe before
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re-examines Charlemagne the ruler and his reputation. She analyses
the narrative representations of Charlemagne produced after his
death, and thereafter focuses on the evidence from Charlemagne’s
lifetime concerning the creation of the Carolingian dynasty and
the growth of the kingdom, the court and the royal household,
communications and identities in the Frankish realm in the context
of government, and Charlemagne’s religious and cultural strategies.
She offers a completely fresh and critical examination of the con-
temporary sources and in so doing transforms our understanding of
the development of the Carolingian empire, the formation of
Carolingian political identity, and the astonishing changes effected
throughout Charlemagne’s forty-six-year period of rule. This is a
major contribution to Carolingian history which will be essential
reading for anyone interested in the medieval past.
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Preface

In this book I have investigated both what we can know about
Charlemagne and what we think we know. I have taken a fresh look at
the beginnings of the Carolingian empire, and have tried to free
Charlemagne’s reign from the clutter of arguments, assumptions and
hypotheses that have somehow become facts. In charting the formation of
a European identity during Charlemagne’s reign, I have explored the inter-
action between the practical consequences of the expansion of the Frankish
empire into totally new territory and Frankish perceptions and uses of the
past. The degree to which Charlemagne and the Franks at the end of the
eighth century and the beginning of the ninth communicated with the past
in order to form or to inform their own contemporary concerns, to heighten
their sense of identity and cultural affiliations and to shape their political
purpose form the conceptual framework of this book. I have endeavoured
to avoid ascribing without question a phenomenon loosely described as
‘Carolingian’ to his period of rule rather than to those of his successors.
Instead, I have attempted to capture the dynamism of the reign and to
document the astonishing changes effected throughout the period from
768 to 814. In all this I offer a critical reassessment of the sources first
produced between 747/8 and 814, not because they may or may not be
more truthful than accounts produced after Charlemagne’s death, from
Einhard’s Vita Karoli onwards, but because they have at least the merit of
being contemporary. They therefore reflect something of perceptions and
conditions during his reign. I have been very conscious of parallel work in
progress on the Carolingian period, with books in preparation from
Mayke de Jong on the reign of Louis the Pious, Stuart Airlie on the
Carolingian aristocracy, Jinty Nelson on Charlemagne, and David Ganz
on Einhard. Consequently, I have endeavoured to avoid trespass or
overlap. The book is divided into five sections, addressing narrative
representations of Charlemagne, the creation of the Carolingian dynasty
and the growth of the kingdom, the court and the royal household,

xi
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xii Preface

communications and identities in the Frankish realm in the context of
government, and Charlemagne’s religious and cultural strategies.

I have benefited greatly from past scholarship on Charlemagne, most
particularly the spate of books and collections of papers over the past
decade devoted to different aspects of the man and his times. A simple
list of these historical analyses would occupy a substantial book on its own,
but I have tried both to be up to date and comprehensive in my treatment
of all the topics tackled in this book and to pay due respect both to more
recent scholarship and to the path-breaking work of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. That I have disagreed with much of it, whether
on points of detail or major traditions of interpretation, does not diminish
my admiration and gratitude for all the work of my predecessors. Many,
both among the departed and those I am fortunate enough to have as my
colleagues, have been of enormous assistance in the endeavour to make
sense of rebarbative, dispersed, lacunose, opaque, ambiguous but always
fascinating primary sources. For practical reasons the references in the
notes and the Bibliography have had to be selective, but those cited will
provide the means for any reader to explore further. It is a testimony to the
richness of Charlemagne’s reign that study of it shows no signs of being
exhausted. New texts are continually being added to the spectrum of
material that needs to be taken into account, quite apart from the ques-
tioning of what has for too long been accepted without question.

An enterprise such as this can be completed only with a great
deal of support. I am indebted first of all to the Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, to Peter Herde, the editor of the series Gestalten des
Mittelalters, and to the desk editor in Darmstadt, Harald Baulig, for
inviting me to write this book, and for their encouragement and extreme
patience during its long gestation. I am also very grateful to Cambridge
University Press for suggesting that they might publish the English version,
and especially to Bill Davies, Simon Whitmore and Michael Watson at the
Press for all the interest they have shown in the project. Without the award
of a Visiting Fellowship for ten productive and happy months during the
academic year 2005—6, in the ideal and idyllic working conditions at the
Netherlands Institute of Advanced Study in Wassenaar, the Netherlands,
this book would certainly have taken very much longer. I am very grateful
to the Directorate, staff and Fellows of NIAS 2005—6 for all their support
and to the library and computing staff for procuring so much of what I
needed. Most particularly I wish to thank the other medievalists among the
Fellows there, both the research group on Carolingian political identity,
namely Mayke de Jong, David Ganz, Els Rose and Helmut Reimitz, and
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Anu Mand, Joseph Harris, Arjo Vanderjagt and Jan Ziolkowski for inspir-
ing discussions and help on many points. In addition, Mayke de Jong and
Helmut Reimitz kindly read all my draft chapters and I have benefited
immeasurably from their critical commentary and suggestions. Some of the
preparatory work for this book was completed in 2002 while I was resident
for three months at the British School at Rome as Hugh Balsdon Fellow. It
is a pleasure here, therefore, to record my debt to the Director, staff and
fellow scholars and artists of the School who contributed so much to the
development of this book’s arguments and perspective. In the Netherlands
and Rome, I was fortunate to be able to explore the riches of Leiden
Universiteitsbibliotheek and the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana respec-
tively, and I am especially grateful to André Bouwman in Special
Collections and Paul Hoftijzer in the Scaliger Instituut in Leiden
Universiteitsbibliotheek and to Christine Grafinger in the Vatican library
for all their help and hospitality. Visits to the Bibliotheque Nationale de
France in DParis, the Deutsche Staatsbibliothek in Berlin, the
Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek in Vienna, the Bibliothéque royale in
Brussels, the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich and the Stiftsarchiv
and Stiftsbibliothek in St Gallen were similarly fruitful. At home in
Cambridge the University Library and its staff were, as always, unfailingly
helpful and the resources they made available were quite remarkable. In an
earlier stage of work on the book, the Principal and Fellows of Newnham
College, Cambridge, offered invaluable support. In the final stages of the
book I have enjoyed the congenial company and excellent working con-
ditions provided by the Master and Fellows of Sidney Sussex College.
Many friends, colleagues and students have assisted me in this enterprise,
by generously sending me offprints or books, answering queries, listening
(sometimes unwittingly) to sections of the book when I sought reactions to
particular interpretations, and contributing a range of questions and reflec-
tions on major sources which were immensely stimulating. Among these
I particularly want to mention David Bates, Matthias Becher, Philippe
Bernard, Jesse Billett, Francois Bougard, Genevieve Biihrer-Thierry,
Caroline Burt, Guglielmo Cavallo, Benedict Coffin, John Contreni,
Richard Corradini, Marios Costambeys, Georges Declercq, Philippe
Depreux, Jean-Pierre Devroey, Alain Dierkens, Max Diesenberger, Bruce
Eastwood, Peter Erhart, Arnold Esch, Nicholas Everett, Tom Faulkner,
Michele Ferrari, Sarah Foot, Stefano Gasparri, Hans Werner Goetz, Carl
Hammer, Wolfgang Haubrichs, Yitzhak Hen, Julian Hendrix, Paul
Hilliard, Dominique logna-Prat, Tom Kitchen, Cristina La Rocca, Sally
Lamb, Regine Le Jan, Uwe Lobbedey, Natalia Lozovsky, Federico Marazzi,
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Andrew Merrills, John Morrill, Larry Nees, Tom Noble, Eric Palazzo,
Michael Reeve, Flavia de Rubeis, Jean-Marie Sansterre, Peter Sarris, Anton
Scharer, Rudolf Schieffer, Elina Screen, Josef Semmler, Julia Smith,
Francesco Stella, Wesley Stevens, Joanna Story, Benoit-Michel Tock,
Chris Wickham, Annette Wiesheu, Herwig Wolfram and Ian Wood. I am
especially grateful to those who joined the Carolingian ‘workshops’ in NIAS:
Stuart Airlie, Carmela Vircillo Franklin, Matthew Innes, David Mitchell,
Jinty Nelson, Walter Pohl, Christina Péssel, Janneke Raaijmakers, Irene van
Renswoude, Carine van Rhijn, Mariken Teeuwen and Charles West. But as
always my final thanks are to my husband David. The book could not have
been written without his critical engagement with it, and his constant
encouragement in every respect.
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Apart from the following, all works are cited in full at the first reference to
them and susbsequently in short-title form in each chapter. Full details
may also be found in the Bibliography.
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