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ROSAMOND McKITTERICK, Karl der Große, trans. from the English
by Susanne Fischer (Darmstadt: Primus Verlag, 2008), 472 pp. ISBN
978 3 89678 599 2. €39.90

Recent books about Charlemagne are available in a number of lan-
guages. If we disregard some popular publications, the following
authors writing in the last ten years can be taken seriously: in English,
Roger Collins (1998); in German, Matthias Becher (1999), Dieter
Hägermann (2000, 2003), and Max Kerner (2001); in French, Jean
Favier (1999), Céline Bathias-Rascalou (2004), and Philippe Depreux
(2007); and in Italian, Alessandro Barbero (2000; English edn. 2004).
Even though the German publisher presents it on the dustjacket as
‘The big new biography of the Father of Europe’, the book under
review here, written by the well-known Cambridge medievalist
Rosamond McKitterick, does not aim to compete with all these works,
most of which also cover other periods of Carolingian family and
political history. Indeed, towards the end of this book, McKitterick
declares that it is impossible to present the period of Charlemagne’s
rule as a biography. Instead, she prefers to treat thematic areas select-
ed from a systematic framework. Her target readership is not the gen-
eral public, but an audience of well-informed experts who will not be
put off by pages of discussion devoted to manuscript sources. She
pursues her stated aim, which is ‘die Herrschaft Karls des Großen von
dem Wirrwarr an Argumenten, Annahmen und Hypothesen zu
befreien, die im Laufe der Zeit den Status von Fakten erlangt haben’
(p. 11),1 mainly by systematic reference to the manuscript sources, the
subtle interpretation of which has long been her domain.

This approach is clearly illustrated in chapter 1, ‘Karlsbilder’
(‘Representations of Charlemagne’), which deals with the source sit-
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English edition, Charlemagne: The Formation of a European Identity (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 478 pp. ISBN 978 0 521 88672 7 (hard-
back). £45.00. ISBN 978 0 521 71645 1 (paperback). £15.99.
1 English edn.: ‘to free the reign of Charlemagne from the clutter of accumu-
lated arguments and of hypotheses that have somehow become facts’, p. 6.
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uation as such. To begin with, McKitterick discusses Einhard’s influ-
ential Vita Karoli. Despite the objections raised by M. M. Tischler
(2001), she continues to favour the early date of 815–16 for this. As lit-
erary models she mentions, in addition to Suetonius’ De vita cae-
sarum, the Agricola by Tacitus, which was not widely known in the
Middle Ages. McKitterick suggests that Einhard may have had
access to the Fulda exemplar of this. When discussing the various
recensions and versions of the Annales regni francorum, she also refers
to her own earlier work on the subject. For the authorship of the royal
annals at the time of Charlemagne and the beginning of Louis the
Pious’s reign, McKitterick suggests that the queens may have been
responsible for overseeing their production. Raising the possibility of
queenly authorship, she suggests that this might have made it neces-
sary ‘das Latein der Königinnen zu korrigieren und die Erzählung ab
799 mit einer neuen Schwerpunktsetzung fortzuführen’ (p. 57).2
McKitterick herself points out that there is as little evidence for this
rather daring suggestion as for the current theory of various anony-
mous authors.

Chapter 2, ‘Pippiniden, Arnulfinger und Agilolfinger: Die Er rich -
tung einer Dynastie’ (‘Pippinids, Arnolfings and Agilolfings: The
Creation of a Dynasty’), which goes back as far as the seventh centu-
ry, looks most likely to fulfil expectations of a diachronic biography.
However, it soon proves to be an analysis of the historical images
conveyed by narrative sources from the time of Charlemagne about
the rise of the Carolingians and the deeds of the Frankish kings. Here
we find individual history-of-events arguments, such as the supposi-
tion that a marriage between Charlemagne and an (un named)
Lombard king’s daughter in 770–1 was only planned, but never came
about. McKitterick shows little interest in events such as the subjuga-
tion of the Saxons and Charlemagne’s elevation to Emperor, which
she deals with in only three pages each. Here we miss her usual
source-critical acumen a little, for she accepts without question the
annals’ highly contestable claim that 4,500 Saxons were executed at
Verden in 782, and the dating of the so-called Paderborn epic to the
short period 799–800 (which, in this reviewer’s opinion, has been
obsolete since Dieter Schaller’s work of 1976). Similarly, she merely

2 English edn.: ‘to tidy up the queen’s Latin and continue the story from 799,
but with a new set of emphases’ (p. 48).
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hints at the problems associated with the so-called Kölner Notiz of
798, which Johannes Fried brought back to our attention in 2001.

In chapter 3, entitled ‘Der Königshof’ (‘The Royal Court’),
McKitterick develops her views of Charlemagne’s administrative
practice, some of which are familiar from her earlier work. A central
concern is to differentiate between the itinerant ruler with a small
entourage, and the court, which was more strongly tied to one loca-
tion or a few regional centres, and from which the expanding Empire
was administered. This thought, which can be little more than a
hypothesis, leads her to question the generally accepted view of
Charlemagne’s almost constant presence at Aachen from the mid
790s (the difficult problem of the chronological ordering of various
buildings in Aachen also plays a part here). Above all, however, she
presents reflections on Charlemagne’s itinerary which amount to a
rejection of genuine royal charters with exact dates and places as reli-
able evidence of the king’s presence at the relevant place at the spec-
ified time. Instead, she offers the interpretation that these charters ‘in
vielen, wenn nicht den meisten Fällen die Aktivitäten der köni g -
lichen Amtsträger dokumentieren’ (pp. 175–6).3 It is clear that
McKitterick is here questioning an axiom of both diplomatics and the
constitutional history of the early and high Middle Ages, and that
this will give rise to a fundamental discussion which this review can-
not anticipate.

The intensity of written communication in the political life of the
Carolingian Empire is the subject of an earlier book by McKitterick
(1989), and so it is not surprising that she returns to this subject,
retaining her optimistic assessment, in chapter 4, ‘Der König und das
Reich: Kommunikation und Identitäten’ (‘The King and the King -
dom: Communications and Identities’). In this chapter she focuses on
capitularies, the most characteristic text genre for this period. Their
number and the detailed nature of the instructions they contain testi-
fy to a remarkable confidence in the effectiveness of written norms on
the part of Charlemagne and his surroundings. However, the sparse-
ness of the surviving texts raises doubts as to their actual resonance.
McKitterick is concerned to stress the value of the capitularies dating
from Charlemagne’s period as a king (769–97) over those which were

3 English edn.: ‘it is much more likely that we are seeing in many, if not most,
instances the activities of the king’s officials’ (p. 291).
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issued from 802, which have more often been noticed in the research.
(This may also have something to do with her antipathy towards the
Empire.) However, given the uncertain dating of many of the capitu-
laries and the fact that what has survived is largely the result of
chance, McKitterick’s quantitative deliberations are somewhat incon-
clusive.

McKitterick is fully in her element in chapter 5, ‘Correctio, Wissen
und Macht’ (‘Correctio, Knowledge and Power’). Right at the start of
this chapter she explicitly excludes the topic of the so-called
Carolingian Renaissance, which, of course, she is very familiar with,
in order to concentrate on Charlemagne’s dominant relationship
with the bishops and the various areas covered by his ecclesiastical
reform policy, his personal piety, and, finally, the creation and sig-
nificance of his court library. This section draws on the author’s
decades of familiarity with the written documents of the era and pro-
vides a welcome summary of what she has expounded in greater
detail in a number of smaller contributions. One point of criticism is
that she retains the traditional dating for the circular letter De litteris
colendis, c.784 (German edn. p. 273; English edn. p. 316) although else-
where she suggests that, along with Donald Bullough, she dates
Alcuin’s arrival at Charlemagne’s court at 786 at the earliest (German
edn. p. 298; English edn. p. 348). Incorporated into chapter 5 is a ‘Zu -
sam menfassung: Raum, Zeit und die Geographie der Gelehrsamkeit’
(‘Conclusion: Space, Time and the Geography of Learning’) which
sums up the main arguments of the whole book. In the German edi-
tion, this is followed by the footnotes (pp. 330–409), and a luxurious-
ly long bibliography completes both editions of the book.

On the whole, the book offers readers who are not looking for a
conventional biography a well-documented encounter with many,
though not all, of the research problems which are still (or especially)
associated with the figure of Charlemagne. The author does not
always distinguish clearly enough between the mainstream of inter-
national research and her own sometimes highly individual posi-
tions, which present a challenge to further discussion. Bibli ogra -
phically, the book does not take account of everything that
Continental European scholars have recently contributed to the sub-
jects under discussion while, conversely, it presents some Anglo -
phone work that has not even been published yet, which will be
gratefully noted in Germany. This discrepancy once again casts light



on the difficulties of exchanging ideas between countries against the
background of an unbroken flood of publications worldwide. Some
of the small errors of fact which are occasionally encountered while
reading can be blamed on the German translation, as revealed by a
glance at the English edition, published simultaneously but with the
note ‘Originally published in German’.
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