Selections from Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne
(Samuel Epes Turner, tr.)
Such are the wars, most skillfully planned and successfully fought, which this most powerful king
waged during the forty-seven years of his reign. He so largely increased the Frank kingdom, which
was already great and strong when he received it at his father’s hands, that more than double its former territory was added to it. The authority of the Franks was formerly confined to that part of Gaul
included between the Rhine and the Loire, the Ocean and the Balearic Sea; to that part of Germany
which is inhabited by the so-called Eastern Franks, and is bounded by Saxony and the Danube, the
Rhine and the Saale—this stream separates the Thuringians from the Sorabians; and to the country
of the Alemanni and Bavarians. By the wars above mentioned he first made tributary Aquitania,
Gascony, and the whole of the region of the Pyrenees as far as the River Ebro, which rises in the land
of the Navarrese, flows through the most fertile districts of Spain, and empties into the Balearic Sea,
beneath the walls of the city of Tortosa. He next reduced and made tributary all Italy from Aosta to
Lower Calabria, where the boundary line runs between the Beneventans and the Greeks, a territory
more than a thousand miles long; then Saxony, which constitutes no small part of Germany, and is
reckoned to be twice as wide as the country inhabited by the Franks, while about equal to it in length;
in addition, both Pannonias, Dacia beyond the Danube, and Istria, Liburnia, and Dalmatia, except
the cities on the coast, which he left to the Greek Emperor for friendship’s sake, and because of the
treaty that he had made with him. In fine, he vanquished and made tributary all the wild and barbarous tribes dwelling in Germany between the Rhine and the Vistula, the Ocean and the Danube,
all of which speak very much the same language, but differ widely from one another in customs and
dress. The chief among them are the Welatabians, the Sorabians, the Abodriti, and the Bohemians,
and he had to make war upon these; but the rest, by far the larger number, submitted to him of their
own accord.
He added to the glory of his reign by gaining the good will of several kings and nations…His relations with Aaron, King of the Persians1, who ruled over almost the whole of the East, India excepted,
were so friendly that this prince preferred his favor to that of all the kings and potentates of the earth,
and considered that to him alone marks of honor and munificence were due. Accordingly, when the
ambassadors sent by Charles to visit the most holy sepulchre and place of resurrection of our Lord
and Savior presented themselves before him with gifts, and made known their master’s wishes, he not
only granted what was asked, but gave possession of that holy and blessed spot. When they returned,
This was the famous Harun al-Raschid (786-809), not “King of the Persians” but the Abbasid Caliph of Baghdad,
with whom Charles did indeed enjoy good diplomatic relations. Harun was most likely interested in a possible alliance
against the Byzantine Empire.—Ed.
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he dispatched his ambassadors with them, and sent magnificent gifts, besides stuffs, perfumes, and
other rich products of the Eastern lands. A few years before this, Charles had asked him for an elephant, and he sent the only one that he had. The Emperors of Constantinople, Nicephorus, Michael,
and Leo, made advances to Charles, and sought friendship and alliance with him by several embassies;
and even when the Greeks suspected him of designing to wrest the empire from them, because of his
assumption of the title Emperor, they made a close alliance with him, that he might have no cause of
offense. In fact, the power of the Franks was always viewed by the Greeks and Romans with a jealous
eye, whence the Greek proverb “Have the Frank for your friend, but not for your neighbor.” . . .
He liked foreigners, and was at great pains to take them under his protection. There were often
so many of them, both in the palace and the kingdom, that they might reasonably have been considered a nuisance; but he, with his broad humanity, was very little disturbed by such annoyances,
because he felt himself compensated for these great inconveniences by the praises of his generosity and
the reward of high renown.
Charles was large and strong, and of lofty stature, though not disproportionately tall (his height
is well known to have been seven times the length of his foot); the upper part of his head was round,
his eyes very large and animated, nose a little long, hair fair, and face laughing and merry. Thus his
appearance was always stately and dignified, whether he was standing or sitting; although his neck
was thick and somewhat short, and his belly rather prominent; but the symmetry of the rest of his
body concealed these defects. His gait was firm, his whole carriage manly, and his voice clear, but not
so strong as his size led one to expect. His health was excellent, except during the four years preceding his death, when he was subject to frequent fevers; at the last he even limped a little with one foot.
Even in those years he consulted rather his own inclinations than the advice of physicians, who were
almost hateful to him, because they wanted him to give up roasts, to which he was accustomed, and
to eat boiled meat instead. In accordance with the national custom, he took frequent exercise on
horseback and in the chase, accomplishments in which scarcely any people in the world can equal the
Franks. He enjoyed the exhalations from natural warm springs, and often practiced swimming, in
which he was such an adept that none could surpass him; and hence it was that he built his palace at
Aix-la-Chapelle, and lived there constantly during his latter years until his death. He used not only
to invite his sons to his bath, but his nobles and friends, and now and then a troop of his retinue or
bodyguard, so that a hundred or more persons sometimes bathed with him.
He used to wear the national, that is to say, the Frank, dress—next his skin a linen shirt and linen
breeches, and above these a tunic fringed with silk; while hose fastened by bands covered his lower
limbs, and shoes his feet, and he protected his shoulders and chest in winter by a close-fitting coat of
otter or marten skins. Over all he flung a blue cloak, and he always had a sword girt about him, usually one with a gold or silver hilt and belt; he sometimes carried a jeweled sword, but only on great
feastdays or at the reception of ambassadors from foreign nations. He despised foreign costumes,
however handsome, and never allowed himself to be robed in them, except twice in Rome, when he
donned the Roman tunic, chlamys, and shoes; the first time at the request of Pope Hadrian, the second to gratify Leo, Hadrian’s successor. On great feastdays he made use of embroidered clothes and
shoes bedecked with precious stones, his cloak was fastened by a golden buckle, and he appeared
crowned with a diadem of gold and gems, but on other days his dress varied little from the common
dress of the people.
Charles was temperate in eating, and particularly so in drinking, for he abominated drunkenness
in anybody, much more in himself and those of his household…Charles had the gift of ready and fluent speech, and could express whatever he had to say with the utmost clearness. He was not satisfied
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with command of his native language merely, but gave attention to the study of foreign ones, and in
particular was such a master of Latin that he could speak it as well as his native tongue; but he could
understand Greek better than he could speak it. He was so eloquent, indeed, that he might have
passed for a teacher of eloquence. He most zealously cultivated the liberal arts, held those who taught
them in great esteem, and conferred great honors upon them. He took lessons in grammar of the deacon Peter of Pisa, at that time an aged man. Another deacon, Albin of Britain, surnamed Alcuin, a
man of Saxon extraction, who was the greatest scholar of the day, was his teacher in other branches
of learning. The King spent much time and labor with him studying rhetoric, dialectics, and especially astronomy; he learned to reckon, and used to investigate the motions of the heavenly bodies
most curiously, with an intelligent scrutiny. He also tried to write, and used to keep tablets and blanks
in bed under his pillow, that at leisure hours he might accustom his hand to form the letters; however, as he did not begin his efforts in due season, but late in life, they met with ill success.
He cherished with the greatest fervor and devotion the principles of the Christian religion, which
had been instilled into him from infancy. Hence it was that he built the beautiful basilica at Aix-laChapelle, which he adorned with gold and silver and lamps, and with rails and doors of solid brass.
He had the columns and marbles for this structure brought from Rome and Ravenna, for he could
not find such as were suitable elsewhere.
He was very forward in succoring the poor, and in that gratuitous generosity which the Greeks
call alms, so much so that he not only made a point of giving in his own country and his own kingdom, but when he discovered that there were Christians living in poverty in Syria, Egypt, and Africa,
at Jerusalem, Alexandria, and Carthage, he had compassion on their wants, and used to send money
over the seas to them. The reason that he zealously strove to make friends with the kings beyond seas
was that he might get help and relief to the Christians living under their rule. He cherished the
Church of St. Peter the Apostle at Rome above all other holy and sacred places, and heaped its treasury with a vast wealth of gold, silver, and precious stones. He sent great and countless gifts to the
popes, and throughout his whole reign the wish that he had nearest at heart was to re-establish the
ancient authority of the city of Rome under his care and by his influence, and to defend and protect
the Church of St. Peter, and to beautify and enrich it out of his own store above all other churches.
Although he held it in such veneration, he only repaired to Rome to pay his vows and make his supplications four times during the whole forty-seven years that he reigned.
When he made his last journey thither, he had also other ends in view. The Romans had inflicted many injuries upon the Pontiff Leo, tearing out his eyes and cutting out his tongue, so that he had
been compelled to call upon the King for help. Charles accordingly went to Rome, to set in order the
affairs of the Church, which were in great confusion, and passed the whole winter there. It was then
that he received the titles of Emperor and Augustus, to which he at first had such an aversion that he
declared that he would not have set foot in the Church the day that they were conferred, although it
was a great feastday, if he could have foreseen the design of the Pope. He bore very patiently with the
jealousy which the Roman emperors showed upon his assuming these titles, for they took this step
very ill; and by dint of frequent embassies and letters, in which he addressed them as brothers, he
made their haughtiness yield to his magnanimity, a quality in which he was unquestionably much
their superior.
It was after he had received the imperial name that, finding the laws of his people very defective
(the Franks have two sets of laws, very different in many particulars), he determined to add what was
wanting, to reconcile the discrepancies, and to correct what was vicious and wrongly cited in them.
However, he went no further in this matter than to supplement the laws by a few capitularies, and
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those imperfect ones; but he caused the unwritten laws of all the tribes that came under his rule to be
compiled and reduced to writing. He also had the old rude songs that celebrate the deeds and wars
of the ancient kings written out for transmission to posterity. He began a grammar of his native language. He gave the months names in his own tongue, in place of the Latin and barbarous names by
which they were formerly known among the Franks.
Toward the close of his life, when he was broken by ill-health and old age, he summoned Louis,
King of Aquitania, his only surviving son by Hildegard, and gathered together all the chief men of
the whole kingdom of the Franks in a solemn assembly. He appointed Louis, with their unanimous
consent, to rule with himself over the whole kingdom, and constituted him heir to the imperial name;
then, placing the diadem upon his son’s head, he bade him be proclaimed Emperor and Augustus.
This step was hailed by all present with great favor, for it really seemed as if God had prompted him
to it for the kingdom’s good; it increased the King’s dignity, and struck no little terror into foreign
nations. After sending his son back to Aquitania, although weak from age he set out to hunt, as usual,
near his palace at Aix-la-Chapelle, and passed the rest of the autumn in the chase, returning thither
about the first of November. While wintering there, he was seized, in the month of January, with a
high fever, and took to his bed. As soon as he was taken sick, he prescribed for himself abstinence
from food, as he always used to do in case of fever, thinking that the disease could be driven off, or
at least mitigated, by fasting. Besides the fever, he suffered from a pain in the side, which the Greeks
call pleurisy; but he still persisted in fasting, and in keeping up his strength only by draughts taken at
very long intervals . He died January twenty-eighth, the seventh day from the time that he took to
his bed, at nine o’clock in the morning, after partaking of the holy communion, in the seventy-second year of his age and the forty-seventh of his reign.

