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TH E LIFE OF CHARLEMAGNE
(CA.829-836)
histo rian of the reig n
Einh ard (ca. 770-840) was a prom inen t scholar and
ng Einh ard's yout h,
of Cha rlem agne . Littl e has been pres erve d conc erni
near the monastery of
alth oug h it is supp osed that he was born in Germany
loped a repu tatio n as a
Fuld a whe re he was educ ated . While at Fulda, he deve
's cour t in the city of
brill iant scho lar, and he soon ente red Cha rlem agne
istic atio n-de spite the
Aac hen, whic h was reno wne d for its intellectual soph
re many prom ising
fact that the emp eror hims elf coul d not writ e-an d whe
as a teac her in the
you ng scho lars cam e to serve. Einh ard took a position
grew to beco me one
scho ol that train ed the child ren of the nobility. Einh ard
of the emp eror 's mos t trust ed advi~£_rs.
nt, between 829
The Life of Charl.emagnewas written duri ng Einhard's retireme
emp eror as well as to
and 836. It was prod uced a~ a toke n of gratitude to the
out the achievements of their father. Alth ough it
teac h Cha rle a n '
ieva l biog raph y of
is base d on classical mod els, The Life was the 1rst med
copi ed works of the
a laym an. It beca me one of the mos t freq uent ly
Mid dle Ages.

Private Life and Character of Charlemagne
I have shown, then , how Charles prot ecte d and
expa nded his king dom and also what sple ndou r
he gave to it. I shall now go on to spea k of his
men tal endo wme nts, of his stea dine ss of purpose und er whatever circumstances of prospe~ity or adversity, and of all that conc erns his
private and domestic life.

In educ ating his child ren he dete rmin ed to
train them , both sons and daug hter s, in thos e
liber al stud ies to which he him self paid grea t
attention. Further, he mad e his sons, as soon as
thei r age perm itted it, lear n to ride like trve
Franks, and prac tise the use of arms aqd
h~n g. He orde red his daug hter s to lear n
wool work and devote atten tion to the spin dle
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and distaff, for the avoidance of idleness and
lethargy, and to be trained to the adoption of
high principles .
He bore the deaths of his two sons and of
his daughters with less patience than might
have been expected from his usual stoutness of
heart, for his domestic affection, a quality for
which he was as remarkab le as for courage,
forced biw ta sbed tears. Moreover, when the
death of Hadrian, the Roman Pontiff whom he
'
reckoned as the chief of his friends, was
announce d to him, he wept for him as though
he had lost a brother or a very dear son. For he
showed a very fine dispositio n in his friendships: he embraced them readily and maintained them faithfully, and he treated with the
utmost respect all whom he had admitted into
the circle of his friends.
He had such care of the upbringin g of his
sons and daughters that he never dined without
them when he was at home, and never travelled
without them. His sons rode along with him, and
his daughters followed in the rear. Some of his
guards, chosen for this very purpose, watched the
end of the line of march where his daughters travelled. They were very beautiful, and much beloved
by their father, and, therefore, it is strange that he
would give them in marriage to no one, either
among his own people or of a foreign state. But up
to his death he kept them all at home, saying that
he could not forgo their society. And hence the
good fortune that followed him in all other
respects was here broken by the touch of scandal
and failure. He shut his eyes, however, to everything, and acted as though no suspicion of
anything amiss had reached him, or as if the
rumour of it had been discredited.
He had a great love for foreigners , and took
such pains to entertain them that their numbers
were justly reckoned to be a burden not only to
the palace but to the kingdom at large. But,
with his usual loftiness of spirit, he took little
note of such charges, for he found in the reputation of generosit y and in the good fame that

followed such actions a co mpensation eYen for
.
grave inconveniences.
He paid the greatest attention to the liberal
greatest respe ct a11 d
arts, a nd S howed the
bestowed high honours upon those who taught
them. For his lessons in grammar he listened to
the instruction of Deacon Peter of Pisa, an old
man· but for all other subjects Albinus, called
his teacher- a man
Al CUI'.n , also a deacon, was
from Britain, of the Saxon race , and the most
learned man of his time. Charles spen t much
time and labour in learning rhetoric and dialectic and especially astronomy , from Alcuin. He
le;mt, too, the art of reckoning , and with close
application scrutinised most carefully th~ course
of the stars. He tried also to learn to ,vnte, and
for this purpose used to carry with him and
keep under the pillow of his couch tablets
and writing-sheets that he might in his spare
moments accustom himself to the formation of
letters. But he made little advance in this strange
~
task, which was begun too late in life.
H:_Paid the most devout and pious regarcLto
t~ Cbcisti:u:i religio11, in which he had been
brought up from infancy. And, therefore, he
built the great and most beautiful church at Aix,
and decorated it with gold and silver and candelabras and with wicket-gates and doors of solid
brass. And, since he could not procure marble
columns elsewhere for the building of it, he had
them brought from Rome and Ravenna. As long
as his health p~·rmitted it he used diligently to
attend the church both in the morning and
evening, and during the night, and at the time-;?
t he Sacrifice. He took the greatest care to have all
the services of the church performe d with the utmost dignity, and constantly warned the keepers
of the building not to allow anything improper or
dirty either to be brought into or to remain in the
building. He provided so great a quantity of gold r.
and silver vessels, and so large a supply of priestly '
vestments, that at the religious services not even
the doorkeep ers, who form the lowest ecclesiastical order, had to officiate in their ordinary
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dress. He careful ly reform ed the
.
d • .
manner of
rea d 1ng an s1ng1ng; for he was th
.
orough ly
instruct ed 1n both, though he never read bl"
.
f
.
pu IC1y
h1msel , nor sang except 1n a low voice, and
with
the rest of the congreg ation.
He was most devout io ce)ie,cing the a
d
n-ifl
h"
p
or
an
in th ose firee 5 u.ts w 1ch the Greeks call al
F
. h"
.
ms.
or
he gave 1t 1s attent.J.on not only in his own
.
.
.
country
and 1n his own kingdom , but he also used to send
money across the sea to Syria, to Egypt, to Africa to J~rusale m, Alexand ria, and Cartha ge-in compassion for the poverty of any Christia ns whose
miserab le conditi on in those countrie s came to his
ears. It was for this reason chiefly that he cultivated
the friendsh ~p of kings beyond the sea, hoping
thereby to win for the Christia ns living beneath
their sway some succou r and relief.
Beyond all other sacred and venerab le places
he loved the church of the holy Apostle Peter at
Rome, and he poured into its treasury great
wealth in silver and gold and preciou s stones. &
sent innume rable gifts to the Pope; and during
the whole course of his reign he strove with all
his might (and, indeed , no object was nearer to
his heart than this) to restore to the city of Rome
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her ancient authori ty, and not 1nerely to defend
the church of Saint Peter but to deco rate and
enrich it out of his resourc es above all other
churche s. But althoug h h e valued Rome so
much, still, during all the forty-seven years that
he reigned , he only went there four times to pay
his vows and offer up his prayers .
When h e had taken th e imperial title he
noticed many defects in the legal syste1ns of his
people; for the Franks have two legal systems ,
differin g in many points very widely from one
another, and he, therefo re, determ ined to add
what was lacking , to reconci le the differen ces,
and to amend anythin g that was wrong or
wrongly express ed. He comple ted n othin g of all
his designs beyond adding a few cap itularie s,
and those unfinis hed. But he gave ord ers that
the laws and rules of all natio ns compri sed
within his domini ons which were not already
written out should be collecte d and committed
to writing.
He also wrote out the barbaro us and ancient
song( in which the acts of the kings and their
w~ were sung, and commit ted them to memory .
He also began a gramm ar of his native languag e.

