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    This collection unites two authoritative portrayals of the same ruler, presenting a composite vision of Charlemagne that spans public action, private disposition, religious commitment, and military endeavor. The Life of Charlemagne by Eginhard, flanked by the Prologue of Walafrid and further articulated through parts on exploits and private character, situates imperial leadership within a structured account of deed and demeanor. The Life of Charlemagne by the Monk of St Gall complements this with books concerning piety, care of the Church, and wars. Together, these works trace a single thread: how authority is imagined, justified, and remembered through the lives and values of an exemplary sovereign.

The conversation among the texts is signaled by their architecture. Eginhard’s division between “His Exploits at Home and Abroad” and “Private Life and Character of Charlemagne” builds a balance between public office and personal conduct. The Monk of St Gall’s sequence—first “Concerning the Piety of Charles and His Care of the Church,” then “Concerning the Wars and Military Exploits of Charles”—pairs devotion with force, institution with campaign. Across both, recurring questions emerge about where sovereignty is grounded: in successful action, disciplined character, religious stewardship, or martial prowess. Their juxtaposition stages a dialogue about the ingredients of enduring rule.

Certain motifs repeatedly surface across the works’ titles and internal divisions. “Home and abroad” evokes horizons of responsibility that stretch from domestic order to distant campaigns. “Private life and character” insists that inner disposition bears public consequence. “Piety” and “care of the Church” place devotion and institutional guardianship at the heart of governance, while “wars and military exploits” acknowledge the realities of conflict. These refrains form a shared vocabulary through which both authors approach the same figure. The result is a layered portrait that negotiates the demands of policy, conscience, and force, and the tension between stability and expansion.

The differences between the works are equally instructive. Eginhard titles his narrative “The Life of the Emperor Charles” and subdivides it to weigh action against character, implying a balanced appraisal of office and person. The Monk of St Gall orders his account by piety and warfare, foregrounding the ruler’s religious obligations alongside his campaigns. These contrasting frames generate productive tension: one arranges the story by the axis of public and private, the other by devotion and arms. Taken together, they expand the available lenses for understanding Charlemagne, allowing multiple measures of greatness to stand in conversation.

The Prologue of Walafrid establishes a threshold for Eginhard’s Life of Charlemagne, drawing attention to the very act of writing a life. The existence of a prologue signals reflection on purpose, authority, and method, inviting readers to consider how a narrative of rule is initiated and legitimated. Set before a work that will treat both deeds and character, this prologue functions as a moment of orientation. It frames expectations about what a “life” promises: not a mere record of events, but an interpretation of significance, where the arrangement of themes carries as much weight as the episodes themselves.

Read together today, these works resonate beyond their immediate context because they articulate enduring concerns about leadership and legitimacy. They explore how ideals of conduct inform public trust, how devotion intersects with policy, and how the pressures of war test the coherence of a governing vision. For contemporary audiences, the pairing encourages reflection on the balance between institutional care and strategic action, and on the extent to which personal character still shapes political imagination. Their structures model ways of reasoning about authority that remain active in cultural discussion, artistic representation, and intellectual debate.

The collection also illuminates how narrative craft shapes political memory. By organizing a single life along different axes—public and private, religious and military—the authors demonstrate that biography is a method of thought as much as a literary form. Their complementary emphases invite comparative reading, suggesting that complexity in leadership is best grasped through multiple, intersecting accounts. Artists, scholars, and readers seeking frameworks for depicting power may find here compositional strategies that persist across genres: the calibration of action with motive, institution with campaign, and moral aspiration with the contingencies of history.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
Eginhard’s Life and the Monk of St Gall’s narrative both reflect the consolidation of royal power under a ruler who styled himself as guardian of Christendom and reformer of the Frankish realms. In Eginhard’s 'Exploits at Home and Abroad,' imperial reach is framed through orderly governance, lawmaking, and court supervision, suggesting a hierarchy where palace, counts, and ecclesiastics cooperate under a single will. The anthology’s materials show a polity that legitimates itself through Christian duty, material prosperity, and disciplined command. Even when conflict appears, it underscores an ideal of unity achieved through conquest, oaths, and ritual, securing allegiance across diverse peoples and frontiers.
Both Lives emphasize perpetual campaigning at the empire’s margins, translating martial success into political order. In 'Wars and Military Exploits,' the Monk of St Gall stacks anecdotes to illustrate how discipline and providence underpin victory, while Eginhard catalogs campaigns more sparingly to show their administrative consequences, such as enforced tribute and the settlement of garrisons. External foes—pagans to be converted, rivals to be subdued—serve the narrative of stabilizing a Christian empire. The texts suggest that warfare regularizes rule: marshaling levies, standardizing command, and tying aristocratic honor to service, thus knitting provincial elites into the center.
Eginhard’s 'Private Life and Character of Charlemagne' complements public conquest with domestic governance: attention to royal children, household economy, learning, and ceremonial display. The picture is of a court that mediates between warrior nobility and a reforming clergy, using councils, schools, and benefices to secure loyalty. The Monk of St Gall’s Book I, devoted to piety and ecclesiastical care, amplifies this by portraying gifts, foundations, and judgments protecting church property. Such scenes imply continual negotiation over rights and revenues. Succession anxieties lurk in the background, making order, orthodoxy, and visible largesse essential instruments for stabilizing aristocratic expectations.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Eginhard’s composition displays the scholarly ambitions of a court culture committed to restoring eloquent Latin and orderly historiography. The Life arranges deeds, domestic habits, and public works with concise diction and careful proportion, signaling confidence that rational description reveals moral truth. The emphasis on accurate chronology and civically useful virtues reflects a pedagogical program fostered in palace schools and monastic classrooms. By treating letters, law, and building as mutually reinforcing, the narrative links aesthetic clarity to political reform. Its literary restraint—measured praise, controlled anecdote—adopts classical biographical conventions while integrating scriptural ethics, producing a model of disciplined, comprehensible governance.
Walafrid’s Prologue frames Eginhard within monastic pedagogy and courtly piety. Its rhetoric of humility and dedication situates the Life as both memorial and admonition, claiming usefulness for rulers, clergy, and students. The Prologue signals how texts circulate: approved by ecclesiastical readers, copied for instruction, and judged for moral clarity as much as stylistic grace. It presents biography as edification, emphasizing the discernment required to separate praise from flattery. By prefacing administrative description with spiritual aims, Walafrid aligns literary craft with pastoral care, implying that correct words, like correct ritual, shape the souls of those who govern and obey.
The Monk of St Gall’s portrait favors vivid exempla, conversational reminiscence, and moralized incident. Book I anchors imperial identity in liturgy and protection of sacred spaces, while Book II recomposes campaigns into emblematic scenes of command, prudence, and chastisement. This aesthetic privileges memory’s theater over strict annalistic sequence, seeking to move readers toward devotion and emulation. Narrative hyperbole and humor punctuate lessons about almsgiving, discipline, and fear of God. In contrast to Eginhard’s restraint, the Monk’s capacious anecdote accrues atmosphere, suggesting that the emperor’s charisma operates through gesture, improvisation, and ritual performance as much as through institutions.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Across the centuries, Eginhard’s Life became the concise standard for imperial biography, prized for clarity and sobriety, while the Monk of St Gall’s account supplied texture, edification, and memorable color. Compilers and teachers often paired them, one establishing a skeleton of events and public virtues, the other furnishing exempla suited to sermons and moral instruction. Copies and adaptations multiplied in ecclesiastical centers, confirming a dual legacy: administrative mirror for princes alongside hagiographic theater. The Prologue of Walafrid helped stabilize this reception, commending a reading that yields practical counsel without neglecting devotion, thus shaping how subsequent ages imagined court, church, and war.
Modern reassessment, reflected in the anthology’s Introduction and editorial choices, treats these Lives as crafted arguments rather than neutral records. Eginhard’s economy is examined for its selective omissions and idealizing portrait of discipline, while the Monk of St Gall’s anecdotes are sifted for kernels of practice embedded in edifying embroidery. Walafrid’s Prologue becomes evidence for expected uses: remembrance, correction, and princely instruction. Translation decisions and arrangement—dividing exploits from private life, separating piety from war—highlight how form guides interpretation. Together, these texts now serve as case studies in memory, propaganda, and the interplay between narrative art and governance.
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    INTRODUCTION
A concise framing sets the historical and literary context for Charlemagne's portrayals, outlining why his reign invites both factual record and moral exemplum.
It primes readers to notice the interplay between a court insider's measured biography and a monastic sequence of edifying anecdotes, and how each refracts themes of kingship, faith, and warfare.
Eginhard: The Life of Charlemagne (Walafrid's Prologue; Life of the Emperor Charles; Part I - Exploits; Part II - Private Life)
Prefaced by Walafrid's prologue, this courtly life offers a restrained, classicizing portrait that pairs a survey of campaigns and governance with a clear-eyed account of education, family, and daily habits.
Part I catalogs public deeds while Part II studies character and conduct, establishing a factual baseline and pragmatic ideal of rulership that the Monk of St Gall later amplifies, decorates, and sometimes recasts through anecdote.
The Monk of St Gall: The Life of Charlemagne (Book I - Piety and the Church; Book II - Wars and Exploits)
A monastic storyteller arranges vivid vignettes into moral lessons, presenting Charlemagne as a protector of the church, a quick-witted judge, and a figure moved by providence.
Book I centers devotion and ecclesiastical care, while Book II revels in stratagems and martial daring, echoing themes in the other life yet shifting the tone toward wonder, didacticism, and legend.
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The two “Lives” contrasted.—This volume contains two lives of Charles the Great, or Charlemagne (for both forms of the name will be used indifferently in this introduction); both written within a century after his death; both full of admiration for the hero of whom they treat; both written by ecclesiastics; but resembling one another in hardly any other particular. It is not merely the value which each in its different way possesses, but also the great contrast between them, that makes it seem useful to present them together in a single volume. Professor Bury remarked in his inaugural lecture at Cambridge: “It would be a most fruitful investigation to trace from the earliest ages the history of public opinion in regard to the meaning of falsehood and the obligation of veracity”; and these two lives would form an interesting text for the illustration of such a treatise. The restrained, positive, well-arranged [pg x] narrative of Eginhard seems to belong to a different age from the garrulous, credulous, and hopelessly jumbled story of the Monk of Saint Gall. And yet the two narratives were divided from one another by no long interval of time. It is impossible to fix with any certainty the date of the composition of Eginhard’s life, but there are various indications which make 820 a not impossible date. An incident mentioned by the Monk of Saint Gall makes the task of dating his work within limits an easier one. The work was suggested to him, he tells us, by Charles III. when he stayed for three days at the Monastery of Saint Gall, and it is possible to fix this event, with precision, to the year 883. We may think, therefore, of the Monk’s narrative as being separated from that of Eginhard by more than sixty years, and by about seventy from the death of its hero. But in the ninth century the mist of legend and myth steamed up rapidly from the grave of a well-known figure; there were few documents ready to the hand of a monk writing in the cloister of Saint Gall to assist him in writing an accurate narrative; there was no publicity of publication and no critical public to detect the errors of his work; above all, there was not in his own conscience the slightest possibility of reproach even if, with full consciousness of what he [pg xi] was doing, he changed the facts of history or interpolated the dreams of fancy, provided it were done in such a manner as “to point a moral or adorn a tale.”

And so it is that, whereas through Eginhard’s narrative we look at the life of the great Charles in a clear white light, through a medium which, despite a few inaccuracies, distorts the facts of history wonderfully little, when we take up the narrative of the Monk, on the other hand, we are at once among the clouds of dreamland; and only occasionally does the unsubstantial fabric fade, and allow us to get a glimpse of reality and actual occurrence. But now each of these narratives demands a somewhat more careful scrutiny.

Eginhard’s Life of Charlemagne is a document of the first importance for the study of the epoch-making reign of his hero. Short as it is, we have often to confess that in the chronicles of the same period by other hands we can feel confidence only in such parts as are corroborated or supported by Eginhard. Its chief fault is that it is all too short—a fault which biographers rarely allow their readers to complain of. But when we consider how admirably fitted Eginhard was for the task which he undertook—by his close proximity to Charlemagne, [pg xii] by his intimate acquaintance with him, by his literary studies and sober and well-balanced mind; when we remember that he lived in a brief period of literary activity between two long stretches of darkness—it is tantalising to find him complaining of the multiplicity of books and restraining himself with a quotation from Cicero from writing at greater length.

The Career of Eginhard.—A sketch of Eginhard’s career will show how well qualified he was to deal with his subject. He was born about 770, in the eastern half of the territories belonging to the great Charles, in a village situate on the lower course of the river Main. His father Eginhard and his mother Engilfrita were landowners of some importance, and endowed by will the monastery of Fulda with lands and gold. It was to this monastery that the young Eginhard was sent for education. The monastery of Fulda was founded under the influence of Boniface, the great Englishman, whose zeal had driven him from Crediton, in Devonshire, to co-operate with the early Frankish kings in the conversion and conquest of Germany. The monastic movement was strong and vigorous in the eighth century, and nowhere more so than in the eastern half of the Frankish dominions. Eginhard was trained under the Abbot Baugulfus, and showed himself so apt and promising [pg xiii] a pupil that the Abbot recommended him for a post at the Court of Charles (? 791).

The imperial crown was still nearly ten years distant, but Charles was already the most glorious and powerful of European rulers. In spite of all his constant fighting and travelling his extraordinary energy found place for interest in calmer subjects, and he gathered round him in his Court at Aix the best of what the age had to show in culture, knowledge, and eloquence. In this circle the most striking figure was Alcuin of York; but Eginhard soon made for himself a position of importance. Charles lived familiarly and genially with the scholars and writers of his palace, calling them by pet names and nicknames, and receiving the like in return. The King himself was David; Alcuin, Flaccus; Eginhard is called Bezaleel, after the man of whom we are told in Exodus, chapter xxxi., that he was “filled with the spirit of God, in wisdom, and in understanding, and in knowledge, and in all manner of workmanship, to devise cunning works, to work in gold, and in silver, and in brass, and in cutting of stones, and in carving of timber.” As the allusion implies, Eginhard was no mere book-learned scholar, but had brought from his monastery school much technical and artistic knowledge. He has been called an architect, and [pg xiv] many great buildings have been ascribed to him, but with more than doubtful probability. The minor arts were rather Eginhard’s forte, though it seems impossible to define them. Contemporaries speak of his carefully-wrought works, of the many tasks in which he was useful to Charles, but without exact specification. A contemporary document speaks of him as supervising the palace works at Aix; or rather, one Ansegisus is described as “the executant of the royal works in the royal palace at Aix, under the direction of the Abbot Eginhard, a man possessed of every kind of learning.”

He was of small stature, and this is often made good-humoured fun of by his fellow-scholars. He is called the dwarf, the midget, the mannikin. Theodulf describes him as running about with the activity of an ant, and his body is spoken of as a small house with a great tenant. He married Imma, a Frankish lady of good family. (It is merely a stupid legend that makes of her a daughter of Charlemagne.) He lived with her happily, and was inconsolable after her death. Before his wife’s death and without putting her away from him, he had embraced the monastic life—a proceeding which in no way scandalised the ideas of that century. He was the abbot of many monasteries, which he held, in spite of the [pg xv] canonical prohibition, at the same time. Saint Peter of Ghent and Saint Wandrille, near Rouen, are those with which he is specially associated. He was on several occasions employed by Charles on important embassies, but was for the most part rather his secretary and confidant than his minister.

His great master died in 814, and Eginhard survived him for twenty-nine years, having lived long enough to see the mighty fabric of Charles’s empire show signs of the rapid ruin that was soon to overtake it. He received from Lewis the Pious further ecclesiastical promotion, but still lived at the Court until 830. After that year his devotion to the Church mastered all other interests. He built a church at Mulinheim, and procured for it with great pains the relics of Saint Peter and Saint Marcellinus from Rome; and it was at Mulinheim, renamed [pg xvi] Seligenstadt (the city of the saints), far from the intrigues of courts, that he passed most of the rest of his life. His wife Imma (“once my faithful wife, and later my dear sister and companion”) died in 836, and Eginhard’s deep sorrow at her loss finds pathetic expression in letters still extant. The political confusion and the utter failure of Charlemagne’s plans must have increased Eginhard’s distaste for public affairs. He died at Seligenstadt (probably in 844). His epitaph gave as his two titles to fame his services to Charlemagne and his acquisition of the precious relics.

The Writings of Eginhard that have come down to us are—(1) the Life of Charlemagne; (2) the Annals; (3) Letters; (4) the History of the Translation of the Relics of Saint Peter and Saint Marcellinus; (5) a short poem on the martyrdom of these two saints. These writings are all, with the possible exception of the last mentioned, of high value and interest, but the Life of Charlemagne is by far the most celebrated and important.

The Life of Charlemagne is the most striking result of the Classical Renaissance so diligently fostered at the Court of Charlemagne by the Emperor himself. Its form is directly copied from the Lives of the Cæsars by Suetonius, and especially from the Life of Augustus in that series. Phrases are constantly borrowed, and in some cases whole sentences. This imitation of Suetonius has its good and its bad results. It necessarily removed Eginhard’s work from the category of mediæval chronicles, with their garrulity, their reckless inventions, their humour, their desire to please, to amuse, and to glorify their hero, their order, or their monastery. Eginhard’s Life is not without mistakes, some of which are pointed out [pg xvii] in the notes; but it is an honest, direct record of facts, and for these characteristics we are, doubtless, largely indebted to Suetonius’ influence. On the other hand, it was the example of his classical model that induced him to keep his work within such narrow limits. Compression was forced upon the Roman historian by the scope of his work, which embraced the lives of twelve emperors; and the life and reign of Augustus had already been fully handled by other historians. But Eginhard knew so much, and so little of equal value is written about his hero elsewhere, that his brevity is, for once, a quality hardly pardonable. Along with Asser’s Alfred and Boccaccio’s Dante it gives us an instance of a biographer who did not sufficiently magnify his office and his subject.

No other account of the Life and Reign of Charlemagne can find a place here. For some time English readers had reason to complain that there was no good and popular book dealing with the great Charles, for Gibbon’s chapter is admittedly not among the best parts of his history. But of late this reproach has been taken away. The two concluding volumes of Dr Hodgkin’s great work, entitled “Italy and her Invaders,” deal with Charles and his relations with Italy (vols. vii. and viii. “The Frankish Invasions” [pg xviii] and “The Frankish Empire”). Dr Hodgkin has also written a general sketch of the whole of Charles’s career (“Charles the Great.” Foreign Statesmen Series. Macmillan). More recently, Mr Carless Davis has written a “Life of Charlemagne” for the Heroes of the Nations Series.

It is in works such as these (to mention no others) and not in Eginhard that the real historical significance of Charlemagne’s life-work appears. Eginhard stood too near to his hero, and had too little sense of historical perspective to realise the abiding greatness of what Charles accomplished. It is the lapse of 1100 years that has brought into increasing clearness the importance of those years which lie like a great watershed between the ancient and the mediæval world. Of him, as of most great rulers, it is true that he “builded better than he knew.” His empire soon became a tradition, his intellectual revival was eclipsed by a further plunge into the “Dark Ages,” but all that he did was not swept away. With him ends the ruin of the ancient world, and with him begins the building up of the mediæval and modern world.

He did not find in Eginhard an entirely worthy biographer; but the “mannikin’s” work has received unstinted praise since the time when it was written. [pg xix] It was praised by a contemporary as recalling the elegance of the classical authors; its popularity during the Middle Ages is attested to by the existence of sixty manuscript copies; and a French editor has declared that we have to go on to the thirteenth century, and to Joinville’s Life of St Louis, before we find a rival in importance to Eginhard’s Life of Charlemagne.

The Monk of Saint Gall, it seems, must remain anonymous, for the attempt to identify him with Notker rests on no better foundation than the fact, or supposition, that both stammered. And this seems to be supposition rather than fact. We are, indeed, told on good authority that Notker stammered; but the view that the Monk of Saint Gall suffered from the same defect rests only on a sentence in Chapter XVII., where he contrasts the swift, direct glance of others with his own slow and rambling narrative—“Which I have been trying to unfold, though a stammerer, and toothless” (“quæ ego balbus et edentalus explicare tentavi”). It seems impossible to think that the words here must be taken in their literal sense. As the author is writing, not speaking, any defect of voice or teeth would in no way hinder his narrative: it is clear that the words are a piece of conventional and metaphorical depreciation.

[pg xx] We know, then, nothing of the author beyond what he tells us in his narrative; and he tells us little, except that he was a German, and a monk in the Monastery of Saint Gall when Grimald and Hartmuth were abbots; that he had never himself been in Western Frankland, but had seen the Emperor Charles III. during his three days’ stay in the monastery, and at his bidding had written an account of Charles the Great, and his deeds and ways.
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