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Europe Before Charlemagne

When Charlemagne was born, sometime in the 8th century, Western Europe was an unstable mosaic of kingdoms, traditions, and powerful nostalgias. The grandeur of the Roman Empire still lingered in many people’s memory, but its political and administrative structures had disintegrated centuries earlier. The urban landscapes of the past, with their forums, baths, and theaters, had given way to smaller, poorer cities, while the countryside became the true stage of economic and social life. In this shifting and fragmented context, the Franks emerged, along with the rise of the Carolingian dynasty, which would prepare the ground for the appearance of Charlemagne. To understand his life and legacy, it is essential to look back in time and observe what Europe was like before his emergence: what structures had collapsed, what powers had arisen, and what expectations, fears, and aspirations traversed a continent in search of new forms of order.

After the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the 5th century, Europe underwent profound transformations that shaped the course of the following centuries. The deposition of Romulus Augustulus in the year 476 is often considered a symbol, rather than a sharp break, marking the end of one world and the beginning of another. The central institutions that had structured Roman life—the emperor, the Senate, the provincial administration, the professional army, and unifying laws—were either weakened or reconfigured under the pressure of various peoples labeled as ‘barbarians’ by Roman sources. However, these new Germanic kingdoms did not initially seek to destroy the Roman legacy; rather, they built upon it, overlapped with it, and gradually transformed it. Thus, the Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Vandals, Burgundians, and Franks settled in different regions, creating kingdoms that blended Germanic traditions with elements of Roman heritage.

In former Roman Gaul, the Franks—initially a confederation of Germanic tribes settled north of the Rhine—gained power as the Roman apparatus weakened. Other kingdoms also staked their claim: the Visigoths dominated much of Hispania and southern Gaul, while the Burgundians controlled areas near the Alps. Although the fall of the Western Roman Empire had generated a sense of disorder, networks of roads, many cities, certain Latin elites, and, above all, the Christian Church, which increasingly assumed a prominent role, still persisted. In this hybrid landscape, Roman culture mingled with Germanic customs, Latin coexisted with vernacular languages, and Christianity triumphed over paganism even as it internally debated the orthodoxy of its own beliefs.

Alongside these political changes, the economy was also transforming. The old system, based on a combination of large estates, long-distance trade, and relatively active cities, gave way to a more localized, rural, and fragmented organization. Long-distance trade routes did not disappear entirely, but they weakened. The Mediterranean was no longer, as in the days of Augustus or Trajan, a ‘Roman lake’ under unified control. From the 7th century onward, the advance of Islam in North Africa and the Iberian Peninsula shifted the balance of power in the Mediterranean basin, disrupting trade routes and forcing Western Europe to reorient its economic and political connections. The result was a greater retreat into local spheres and increased dependence on the land as a source of wealth and the foundation of social relations.

Meanwhile, in the East, the Roman Empire survived under the name of the Byzantine Empire, with its capital in Constantinople. Despite losing its possessions in Italy and other western regions, Byzantium retained a sophisticated state apparatus, a relatively centralized administration, and an organized army. From the perspective of the Byzantine emperors, the imperial title remained unique and indivisible: only they, as direct heirs of Rome, could be considered true emperors. This continuity of empire in the East created a latent tension with Western kingdoms, which aspired to the authority and prestige associated with the ancient Roman title. Centuries later, the coronation of Charlemagne as emperor would be perceived in Byzantium as a symbolic usurpation of that dignity.

In addition to political and economic changes, Christianity played a decisive role in shaping Europe before Charlemagne. The Church, spread across cities and rural areas, offered not only spiritual comfort but also a network of authority and cohesion. Bishops and abbots were powerful figures, capable of influencing political and social decisions. Monasteries and cathedrals became centers of culture and refuge, preserving ancient manuscripts and transmitting knowledge. In a time of instability and fragmentation, the Church became a central axis that articulated identities, established ethical and social norms, and legitimized kings and secular authorities. It is no coincidence that monarchs sought in religion—and especially in the papacy—a source of legitimacy to strengthen their realms.

Within this broad panorama, the Frankish kingdom gained increasing importance from the late 5th century and throughout the 6th and 7th centuries. Under the Merovingian dynasty, founded by Clovis, the Franks consolidated as a power in Gaul. Clovis, who converted to Catholic Christianity around the year 496, gained invaluable support from the Church, particularly the Gallic ecclesiastical hierarchy, traditionally aligned with Rome. While other Germanic kingdoms, like the Visigoths, adhered to forms of Christianity considered heretical—especially Arianism—the Catholic Franks positioned themselves as natural allies of the papacy and the majority of the Roman Christian population. Thus, religion and politics became increasingly intertwined.

Over time, however, the Merovingian dynasty weakened. As the 6th and 7th centuries progressed, Merovingian kings lost real power, while certain aristocratic families—entrusted with administering the kingdom—gained increasing influence. Among them, the mayors of the palace stood out: officials who, in theory, were to serve the king, but who in practice came to wield royal authority. This transformation was gradual: the king remained the visible figure, cloaked in sacred aura and traditional prestige, but the key decisions and control of armies fell into the hands of the mayors. Later historiography would refer to these last Merovingian monarchs as ‘do-nothing kings’, although this expression is also an ideological product of their successors.

In this context, the Pippinid family emerged—ancestors of Charlemagne. Pepin of Herstal, mayor of the palace in the late 7th century, managed to unify the various Frankish territories under his authority, though he nominally preserved the Merovingian king. His son, Charles Martel, took this concentration of power further: he was the architect of important military and administrative reforms and repelled a Muslim advance from the Iberian Peninsula at the famed Battle of Poitiers (732). Although the actual impact of that battle has sometimes been exaggerated, it served to consolidate Charles Martel’s prestige as defender of Christendom and strongman of the Frankish realm. The Pippinid lineage, soon to be known as Carolingian in honor of Charles Martel, thus rose to the forefront of European politics.

Meanwhile, the papacy was going through a period of vulnerability and the search for allies. From the 7th century onward, Rome and the Italian territories were under multiple pressures: on the one hand, the presence of the Lombards in northern Italy posed a direct threat to the Pope; on the other hand, the Byzantine Empire, although still nominally sovereign in the region, could not always offer effective protection against aggression. Furthermore, theological and political tensions between Rome and Constantinople had intensified. In this delicate balance, the popes began to look northward, toward the Frankish kings, as potential protectors. These relationships—often based on embassies, donations, and symbolic gestures—would eventually weave a decisive alliance for the future of Europe.

Another key element in understanding Europe before Charlemagne is the plurality of identities and the coexistence of different legal and cultural frameworks. In many regions, the ‘Roman’ population—descendants of the former empire—lived alongside Germanic groups, each with their own customs and laws. It was common for a ‘Roman law’ to be applied to those who considered themselves heirs of the old empire, and a ‘Germanic law’ for members of the aristocracy or conquering peoples. This legal pluralism created a complex society, where individuals could be defined by their ethnic background, religion, language, or social status. These were not yet ‘nations’ in the modern sense, but multi-ethnic kingdoms articulated through personal loyalty to the sovereign and networks of dependence.

Written culture, for its part, was largely concentrated in the hands of the clergy. Monasteries and bishoprics were the main places where manuscripts were copied, documents drafted, and books preserved. Latin remained the language of liturgy, law, and major intellectual works, although in daily life most people spoke local dialects that would eventually evolve into the Romance languages. Literacy levels were low, even among elites; the ability to read and write was a privilege associated with ecclesiastical power and, to a lesser extent, certain aristocratic circles. This concentration of written culture within the religious sphere profoundly shaped how the past was narrated: the memory of kings, wars, and treaties reaches us largely through the pens of clerics, whose worldview was imbued with biblical and theological references.

The expansion of Islam and its impact on geopolitical balance cannot be ignored when analyzing pre-Charlemagne Europe. From the early 7th century, the birth of Islam on the Arabian Peninsula and the rapid creation of a vast empire under the caliphs radically transformed the Mediterranean map. Within a few decades, Muslim forces conquered Syria, Egypt, North Africa, and eventually most of the Iberian Peninsula. This had multiple consequences: the Mediterranean was no longer a space dominated by a single Roman or Byzantine power; Western Christendom now faced new interlocutors—sometimes enemies, other times commercial and diplomatic partners. The Western world became more introspective, yet simultaneously was compelled to define its identity in contrast to this new religious and political force.

Within the Christian kingdoms of the West, society was highly hierarchical. At the top stood the king, regarded not only as a military leader and political ruler but also as a semi-sacred figure linked to God through rituals such as anointing. Beneath the monarch, a warrior aristocracy controlled land and men, provided troops, and administered justice within their domains. Bishops, often drawn from noble families, occupied an ambiguous position—halfway between spiritual power and secular authority. Further below, the vast majority of the population were peasants, tied to the land through various forms of dependency: some were free landowners, others tenants, and still others serfs. In every case, access to land largely determined one’s chances of survival and social advancement.

Violence was a structural component of politics. Kingdoms competed for territory, and borders were shifting lines that moved with military victories or defeats. Alliances were often sealed through political marriages, though these were no guarantee of lasting peace. Wars were not only conflicts between sovereigns but also opportunities for the warrior aristocracy to enhance their prestige and possessions. Still, violence was not perceived solely as chaos. In a way, it was considered part of the world’s natural order: a king was expected to be a good warrior, capable of protecting his subjects and asserting authority through force when necessary. The Church, while preaching peace and condemning abuses, also legitimized many of these wars—especially when they could be framed as defense of the faith or Christian order.

The Frankish kingdom, in this context, expanded and consolidated through a combination of military prowess, political alliances, and religious support. During the Merovingian era, the kingdom was frequently divided among the heirs of a deceased king, leading to fragmentation and internal conflicts. However, there was a persistent underlying tendency toward reunification under a stronger monarch or, increasingly, under a mayor of the palace with real power. This tension between division and unification was a constant in Frankish history and provides key context for understanding the later political work of the Carolingians. The idea of a great Frankish realm—stretching from northern modern-day France to parts of modern Germany and beyond—was already a latent reality, although its stability was far from assured.

As these political processes unfolded, the daily lives of common people remained centered on agricultural cycles, religious festivals, and personal dependency relationships. The seasons defined the rhythm of labor: sowing and harvesting, livestock care, storing grain for winter. Famines were a recurring threat, and epidemics could decimate entire communities. Security largely depended on the ability of the local lord—whether a noble or ecclesiastical institution—to provide protection from bandits, enemy raids, or abuses of power. In this world, belonging to a specific community—village, parish, seigniorial estate—was more real and tangible than belonging to an abstract ‘kingdom’. The figure of the king, though present in ceremonies, coinage, or oaths, remained distant from most people’s everyday experience.

Nonetheless, 6th-, 7th-, and early 8th-century Europe was not completely isolated or static. Limited though they were, commercial exchanges existed, and exotic goods, ideas, and especially cultural models circulated. Gold and silver, as well as luxury goods—fine textiles, spices, jewels—traveled along long routes connecting various regions of the continent and the Mediterranean. These goods were usually destined for the elites, who used them to display their wealth and power. The Church, once again, actively participated in these networks: relics, books, and diplomatic gifts moved from monastery to monastery, bishopric to bishopric, reinforcing the sense of belonging to a broader Christendom that transcended any single kingdom’s borders.

In this network, the Roman Church and the papacy acquired considerable symbolic authority. Although their direct political power was limited, popes could significantly influence the legitimization of kings and the religious and moral direction of Western Christendom. The Pope was seen as the heir to Peter’s apostolic tradition, granting Rome a spiritual primacy recognized by many kingdoms—even if, in practice, tensions and resistance existed. Thus, the alliance between the papacy and the Frankish kingdom—which would solidify over the 8th century—was more than a circumstantial pact: it represented the convergence of two powers that needed each other to affirm their positions in the face of other forces, like the Byzantine Empire or the Lombard kingdoms in Italy.

The internal transformation of the Frankish kingdom, from Merovingian to Carolingian rule, provides a clear picture of the dynamics of power in pre-Charlemagne Europe. The replacement of one dynasty by another was not merely a palace coup; it was the result of a long process in which relationships between aristocracy, monarchy, and Church were redefined. Pepin the Short, son of Charles Martel, faced the dilemma of exercising real power without holding the royal title. For years, Merovingian kings remained crowned, but their role was more ceremonial than actual. Eventually, Pepin took the decisive step: with the support of the papacy, he deposed the last Merovingian king, Childeric III, and was anointed King of the Franks. This anointing, performed by a papal representative, marked a milestone, reinforcing the idea that a monarch’s legitimacy derived not only from bloodline but also from religious consecration.

Pepin’s anointing symbolized the emergence of a new political order in which royal authority was closely tied to the Church. At the same time, it consolidated the Carolingian family’s prestige as defenders of the faith and guarantors of order in the Frankish realm. This new dynasty would inherit not only the lands and political structures of their predecessors but also their challenges: integrating diverse territories, containing external threats, and offering a stable framework to a deeply stratified society. Europe before Charlemagne was a space where the memory of Rome coexisted with Germanic political creativity, where Christian faith was entwined with the violence of war, and where Church and aristocracy competed for the role of privileged intermediaries between heaven and earth.

Moreover, the cultural identity of Western Europe was in the midst of formation. There was not yet a consciously unified ‘Europe’, but certain common elements were consolidating: adherence to Latin Christianity, use of Latin as the language of worship and scholarship, reference to Rome as a symbol of civilization and tradition, and a structure of Christian kingdoms governed by warrior monarchies legitimized by the Church. These elements, although not yet part of a unified political project, constituted a shared horizon that allowed the elites of different kingdoms to recognize one another as part of the same world. The symbolic superiority attributed to Christian faith over other creeds further reinforced this sense of community beyond concrete borders.

The tension between fragmentation and unity ran through all of pre-Charlemagne Europe. On the one hand, the political reality was dominated by kingdoms that split upon a king’s death, by aristocratic ambitions that sparked internal wars, and by the absence of an unquestionable central authority. On the other, there persisted the idea—heir to the Roman world—that a great unifying power was both desirable and even natural. Some thinkers and religious leaders viewed the old unity of the Empire with nostalgia, interpreting it as a divinely ordained order capable of guaranteeing peace and justice. This yearning for unity, though diffuse, was often projected onto kings who showed military prowess and political organization. The Franks, with their growing territorial dominance and close relationship with the papacy, began to emerge as plausible candidates to embody this aspiration.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that pre-Charlemagne Europe was not merely a passive prelude, but a dynamic stage where various forms of authority, culture, and social organization were being tested. Wars, alliances, ecclesiastical reforms, legal experiments, and economic transformations were not isolated pieces but part of a larger historical process that redefined what it meant to rule, to believe, and to live in community. The Carolingian dynasty, soon to take center stage, would gather many of these threads: inheriting Merovingian structures, drawing on ecclesiastical networks, leaning on expectations for strong and stable leadership, and positioning itself in a world shaped by the memory of Rome and the challenges of the present. Understanding that prior world, in all its complexities and contradictions, helps us better place Charlemagne in the long trajectory of European history.
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Childhood and Rise to Power

When historians attempt to reconstruct the childhood of Charlemagne, they are immediately confronted with a veil of uncertainties. We do not know with absolute precision either the exact date or the secure place of his birth. The closest sources, such as the famous ‘Vita Karoli Magni’ by Einhard, do not dwell on meticulous chronological details, but rather focus on the moral qualities and the greatness of their protagonist. Despite this, most specialists agree in placing his birth around the years 742, 743, or 747, that is, in the heart of the 8th century, in the core of the Frankish kingdom. This hesitation regarding something as basic as the year of his birth illustrates the nature of the available documentation: texts written with multiple purposes—political, moral, exemplary—rather than with the intention of composing a modern biography. Consequently, when speaking of Charlemagne’s childhood, one must accept a mixture of plausible data, meaningful silences, and careful reconstructions based on what is known about the social and family environment in which he grew up.

In any case, Charlemagne was born at a moment of decisive transition for the Franks. His grandfather, Charles Martel, had been the strongman of the kingdom, a mayor of the palace who ruled in the name of weakened Merovingian kings. His father, Pepin the Short, inherited this de facto power and, with remarkable political audacity, took the step that would change the face of Frankish monarchy: assuming the crown and deposing the last Merovingian king. The child who would later be known as Carolus Magnus thus arrived in a world in which the old royal dynasty had lost vitality, while a new family—the Carolingians—was emerging as the dominant force. Growing up in this environment likely fostered an early awareness that power was not something given once and for all, but rather a fragile construction sustained by alliances, victories, and carefully negotiated religious legitimations.

Charlemagne’s family environment was complex and, at the same time, typical of the Frankish elites. Pepin the Short belonged to a warrior aristocracy that based its prestige on land ownership, military capability, and closeness to the Church. His mother, Bertrada—traditionally known as Bertrada of Laon—also came from a well-positioned noble family in northern Gaul. Marital alliances were driven more by political calculation than by personal preference, and Pepin’s marriage to Bertrada strengthened the position of the Pippinids in a world where kinship networks were essential for consolidating authority. From his earliest years, young Charlemagne was surrounded by relatives, courtiers, clerics, and warriors, all integrated into a universe in which family and power were inseparably intertwined.
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