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The Age of Charlemagne

Introduction

The Carolingian dynasty traced its origins back to a political alliance between Pepin of Landen (called ‘the Old’) and Bishop Arnulf of Metz in the first half of the 7th century. By that time effective power was already slipping out of the hands of the Merovingian kings of the Frankish state into those of Mayors. These latter were men who came to dominate the various palaces or power-centres in the loosely-knit Merovingian kingdom. Pepin of Landen was Mayor in Austrasia, the north-eastern heartland of the Frankish state. His daughter married Bishop Arnulf’s son, and thus began the Arnulfing clan, which would later become known as the Carolingians.

A century later these Arnulfings were, in all but name, the rulers of the kingdom. From their power-base in Austrasia they controlled the army—or at least the best parts of it—and it was now rare for the titular Merovingian king even to have his own armed retainers. Charles Martel, victor of the battle of Poitiers over the Muslims in 732 AD, died in 741 AD; in time-honoured fashion, he had arranged for his authority to be divided between his sons, Carloman and Pepin ‘the Short’. Apparently these brothers worked well together, and continued their father’s policies and campaigns in harmony.

Charles Martel’s wars had been largely defensive in purpose and conservative in character. Things were soon to change, however. In 747 AD Carloman decided to become a monk, and Pepin took over the whole kingdom. Thus, for the first time in many years, the Frankish state was unified. An Arnulfing now ruled the most powerful kingdom in western Europe. For three generations the Arnulfing clan had held barely disputed power. All that remained was for Pepin, as current head of the family, to depose the Merovingian king from his purely figurehead position.

This was still a momentous step to take. The Merovingian kings were mystical, almost semi-sacred figures whose family had its roots deep in the Franks’ pagan past. The only way that Pepin could win a greater degree of divine sanction was by an even closer alliance with the Christian church. In 750 AD he won approval from Pope Zacharias to depose the last ineffectual Merovingian, and in the following year he had himself crowned in the great Abbey of St. Denis as king of the Franks. But whereas a Merovingian king was proclaimed by being raised on a shield in an echo of the family’s distant origins as pagan Germanic war-leaders, Pepin was anointed with holy oil—a ceremony previously reserved for the most sacred Christian rituals of baptism and priestly ordination. In this way Pepin laid the foundations of an alliance between the Arnulfing-Carolingians and the Church which was to prove extremely important in future years.


[image: An ancient stone carving depicting a warrior riding a horse, holding a shield and spear, surrounded by intricate knotwork patterns.]


This gravestone of around 700 AD from the Magdeburg region shows the simple weaponry, sword, spear and shield, common to both Germans and Slavs in this frontier region. (Landes-museum für Vorgeschichte, Halle)
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After 751 AD the nature of Pepin’s campaigns also changed. Most were now aggressive, whether against pagans in the north, Muslims in the south or fellow Christians in Italy. While those against the Muslims in Septimania were the most striking aspect of Pepin’s reign, his wars in Italy in support of the Pope would prove more important in the long run. It would also be wrong to see Pepin’s campaigns against the Muslims as holy wars inspired by his new role as the Pope’s champion. They were still primarily political campaigns, being directed against Arab rulers who had merely taken the place of previous Visigothic rulers against whom the Franks had warred for centuries. They were also closely linked to Pepin’s internal campaigns in nearby Aquitaine, where the legitimacy of Arnulfing rule was most persistently challenged.

In 754 AD a new Pope, Stephen III, actually came to France and, again at St. Denis, repeated Pepin’s coronation. This time he also crowned Pepin’s sons as fellow-kings, and declared them all to be Roman Patricians. This gave Pepin and his sons the duty to protect Rome and, in effect, to support the Pope against the Lombard kings who ruled most of Italy. Frankish expansionism was an almost inevitable result, and the unprovoked nature of Charlemagne’s wars would follow an already well-established tradition.

Despite these far wider political and military horizons, and the broader ambitions which developed out of a close alliance with the Papacy, the Arnulfing-Carolingian clan still had to rely on its original power-base. This area, the foundation of both their material and their moral authority, lay between the rivers Rhine and Meuse. Today, though divided between France, Germany, Luxembourg, Belgium and the Netherlands, this region is at the heart of western Europe and contains much of the West’s economic power. It had also been the Frankish homeland since the 4th century AD.

The Carolingian Dynasty


	741
	Death of Charles Martel, Mayor of the Merovingian kingdom.

	741–7
	Carloman and Pepin ‘the Short’ joint Mayors.


	747–51
	Pepin sole Mayor.


	751–68
	Pepin King of the Franks.


	768–71
	Charlemagne (Charles I) and Carloman joint Kings.


	771–800
	Charlemagne sole King.


	800–14
	Charlemagne Emperor.


	814–40
	Louis I, ‘the Pious’, Emperor.


	840
	Carolingian Empire divided between Kings recognising an overall Emperor.


	840–55
	Lothar I Emperor.


	855–75
	Louis II, ‘the Young’, Emperor.


	875–77
	Charles II, ‘the Bald’, Emperor.

	877–81
	Years of confusion.


	881–7
	Charles III, ‘the Fat’, Emperor.


	887
	Deposition of Charles III, and end of the nominal unity of the Carolingian Empire.





	France
	


	887
	Duke Odo of Paris becomes effective ruler.


	893–929
	Charles, ‘the Simple’, nominal King.


	929–36
	Raoul of Burgundy, King.


	936–54
	Louis IV, ‘of Outremer’, King.


	954–86
	Lothair, King.


	986–97
	Louis V, ‘the Coward’, King.


	997
	End of Carolingian rule. Hugh Capet seizes the throne and becomes first Capetian King of France.





	Germany and northern Italy
	

	887–99
	Arnulf, King and later Emperor.


	891–4
	Guy of Spoleto rival Emperor in Italy.


	899–911
	Louis IV, ‘the Child’, Emperor.


	911
	End of Carolingian rule in Germany and Italy.


	919
	Duke Henry of Saxony elected Emperor.


	936–62
	Otto I, ‘the Great’, King of Germany and subsequently King of Italy.


	962
	Otto I crowned Emperor.


	973–83
	Otto II Emperor.


	983–1002
	Otto III King and later Emperor.







The Carolingian Army 750–850 AD

Most historians agree that the Carolingian Age, from the 8th to 10th centuries AD, represented one of the most important turning points in European history. While this may have been less true of cultural history, it was certainly true of political and social history. The emergence of feudalism is only one example. It was probably even more true in the technological and military history of Europe, with the appearance of new farming and, to some extent, metal-working techniques. The adoption of the stirrup and subsequently of early versions of the high-framed war saddle, plus the pressure of rival and essentially non-western European cultures, combined to give birth to what are popularly regarded as medieval European styles of warfare. The most important ‘non-western’ rival cultures were, of course, the Arab-Iranian civilisation of Islam; the Asiatic Turco and Finno-Ugrian steppe cultures of the Avars, Bulgars and Magyars; and the archaic, though European, pagan culture of Viking Scandinavia.

Nevertheless, fundamental questions concerning Carolingian military organisation still remain unanswered. Reliable documentary sources are both few and inadequate, while the reliability of others is, for various reasons, highly suspect. It is clear, however, that within a quarter of a century the small and modestly trained army of Charles Martel had grown into a major war-weapon. Many scholars have tried to work out just how big Charlemagne’s army was and, even more importantly, to decide what proportion was mounted and whether such horse-riding troops actually fought as cavalry. The resulting answers are almost as numerous as the scholars who produced them.


[image: An ancient relief sculpture depicting a warrior on horseback and a standing figure, with intricate details and a circular border.]


The Isola Rizza Dish. This probably 6th-century Lombardie or Byzantine silver plate shows a warrior wearing lamellar armour and a plumed spangenhelm of obvious Central Asian inspiration. (Verona, Musei Civici, photographic archive. Photo Umberto Tomba)




What might be said with some certainty is that early Carolingian military success was built on good leadership, adequate administration, and troops whose morale was almost consistently superb. It is also clear that the Carolingian army managed to adapt itself to face many and differing foes.

The Franks

The army of the early Arnulfmgs was a complex and by no means standardised organisation; nor did it show any major changes from 7th-century Merovingian forces. Evidence also indicates that the late 8th and early 9th centuries saw a further decrease in uniformity resulting from the sheer size of the Carolingian Empire as well as from its increasing internal divisions. This growing military force did, however, usually enjoy a greater political unity plus a marked superiority in both numbers and material over most of its foes. Under Louis ‘the Pious’ early in the 9th century those élite forces directly under imperial control could even be ready to march within 12 hours of being called.

Charlemagne preferred all his free vassals to be warriors, but this was never entirely the case. All sections of society were, however, affected by the needs of war. This was particularly true of free men, who were liable for military service under the royal bannum or summons. General mobilisation, usually in a limited area in response to a specific crisis, was known as lantweri. This applied even to recently conquered peoples within a few years of their subjection. Yet it was on the Franks, the still largely German-speaking descendants of those tribesmen who had conquered Roman Gaul for the Merovingians, that military obligations fell hardest.

Professional warriors formed the personal followings of rulers and leading magnates. Previously referred to in Latin as socii, those loyal to the Mayor formed his exercitus (army) while those loyal to the magnates could combine to form an exercitus generalis. Such personal forces certainly dominated in Austrasia. Here the Palace warriors directly under royal control left their name in an entire region of modern Germany—the Palatinate, or Pfalz. The same was probably true in the western Frankish provinces of Neustria (northern France) and perhaps in conquered but still non-Frankish Burgundy. The situation in the thoroughly Romanised south of France was more complex. Other non-belligerent forms of obligation included carnaticus, or supplying the army with livestock for food; and hostilense, or the provision of carts and oxen.

Under the first Arnulfing kings and emperors the ruler’s personal following formed a small standing army called the scora. Apart from being a hardened task-force of loyal troops, this scara also provided the leadership for other and perhaps less reliable warriors. When operating as distinct units, probably under missi imperial officers, this scara élite seems to have fought as close-packed armoured cavalry.
OEBPS/images/3_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/4_1.jpg
S~y

[ CAROLINGIAN
EMPIRE c.814 AD
-~~~ Carolingion frontier
- Tributary peoples

Fortresses built by

Chorlemagne on

eostern frontier

Carotingian campaigns

with years

moreh®®
desti®
TOLEDO
.
Al Andalus
CORDOVA

.
POITIERS

Aquitaine
BORDE AUX

((Prounu)

/42-—5\11
NARBONNE

\ O
SESEEW \Obotites

Rhoetia

IVRER

Prussians

Pomeranians

mAGDEBUﬂG

Maord
Corinthio

Frigy; - Carniola
-2
JCULE

Byzantine
Empire






OEBPS/images/6_1.jpg
.
{

S e N

o

PPN P

-
-
P
=






OEBPS/images/1_1.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		The Age of Charlemagne



		The Carolingian Army



		The Failure of the Carolingian



		The Revival of Europe



		Arms, Armour and Fortification 950-1000 AD



		The Plates



		eCopyright











Page List





		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7































































































Guide





		Cover



		Title Page





		Contents



		Introduction









OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Men-at-Arms ;93%&%

David Nicolle - lllustrated by Angus McBride









