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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING CHARLEMAGNE THROUGH TWO DISTINCT
LENSES

The legacy of Charlemagne, the Frankish king who forged an empire that would shape the destiny of
Europe, is a subject of enduring fascination. Yet, to truly grasp the man behind the legend, one must
navigate  the  intriguing  landscape  of  medieval  biography.  The  phrase  The  Two  Lives  Of
Charlemagne Summary refers to two distinct, yet equally vital, biographical accounts: the formal,
courtly biography penned by Einhard and the more anecdotal, almost folkloric collection of stories
by Notker the Stammerer. These texts, composed within decades of Charlemagne's death in 814,
offer  contrasting  portraits  that  together  create  a  fuller,  more  human  picture  of  the  emperor.  This
article provides a comprehensive exploration of these two seminal works, examining their origins,
their unique perspectives, and their collective contribution to our understanding of one of history's
most significant rulers. For anyone seeking a clear The Two Lives Of Charlemagne Summary, it
is essential to recognize that these are not competing narratives but complementary ones, each
providing a different key to the same monumental figure.

PART ONE: THE OFFICIAL PORTRAIT BY EINHARD

Who Was Einhard and Why Did He Write?
Einhard  was  a  scholar,  a  courtier,  and  a  close  confidant  of  Charlemagne.  He  served  in  the  royal
court, the Palace School, and was intimately familiar with the emperor's character, habits, and
political ambitions. His work, commonly known as Vita Karoli Magni or The Life of Charlemagne, was
written  around  830  AD,  approximately  sixteen  years  after  Charlemagne's  death.  Einhard's
motivation was clear: he wanted to preserve the memory of his beloved patron and create a model
of kingship for future generations. He consciously modeled his biography on the works of the Roman
historian  Suetonius,  particularly  his  Lives  of  the  Caesars.  This  classical  influence  is  immediately
apparent  in  Einhard's  structured,  formal,  and  almost  clinical  approach.

The Structure and Content of Einhard's
Life
Einhard's biography is a masterpiece of medieval historiography. It is divided into several clear
sections, covering Charlemagne's military campaigns, his domestic policies, his personal habits, and
his death. In any detailed The Two Lives Of Charlemagne Summary, Einhard's account is the
bedrock  upon  which  all  other  interpretations  are  built.  He  begins  with  a  brief  history  of  the
Merovingian dynasty, setting the stage for Charlemagne's father, Pepin the Short, who deposed the
last Merovingian king. This provides crucial context for Charlemagne's rise. The bulk of the work,
however, focuses on Charlemagne's relentless military expansion:

The Saxon Wars: Einhard details the long and brutal conflict with the Saxons, emphasizing
Charlemagne's determination to conquer and convert them to Christianity. He does not shy
away from the violence, but he frames it as a necessary crusade.
The Lombard Campaign: The conquest of the Lombard kingdom in Italy is presented as a
swift and decisive victory, showcasing Charlemagne's military prowess.
Campaigns in Spain and Bavaria: Einhard covers the expedition into Spain (which would
inspire the epic The Song of Roland) and the subjugation of Bavaria, further expanding the
Frankish realm.
Wars against the Avars and Slavs: These campaigns on the eastern frontiers are
described, highlighting the vast scale of Charlemagne's empire.

Beyond warfare, Einhard offers a fascinating, almost intimate portrait of Charlemagne's personal life.
He describes the emperor's  physical  appearance:  tall,  powerfully  built,  with bright eyes and a
cheerful  countenance.  He notes Charlemagne's  simple tastes in  food and clothing,  his  love of
learning, his interest in theology and astronomy, and his deep affection for his family, particularly his
children. Einhard also recounts Charlemagne's habit of inviting scholars from across Europe—like
Alcuin  of  York  and Paul  the  Deacon—to his  court,  sparking  the  Carolingian  Renaissance.  This
intellectual revival is a central theme in Einhard's account, presenting Charlemagne not just as a
warrior but as a patron of culture and education.

Einhard's Bias and Perspective
It is crucial to read Einhard critically. He was writing a panegyric, a work designed to praise and
idealize  his  subject.  He  omits  or  downplays  Charlemagne's  flaws,  such  as  his  harsh  treatment  of
rebels, his questionable personal morality (he had multiple wives and concubines), and the internal
political struggles within his family. Einhard's Charlemagne is a near-perfect ruler: wise, just, pious,
and invincible. This idealized portrait serves a political purpose, legitimizing the Carolingian dynasty
and providing a template for good kingship. For any student seeking a balanced The Two Lives Of
Charlemagne  Summary,  Einhard's  work  must  be  understood  as  a  foundation,  but  not  the  final
word.

PART TWO: THE FOLKLORIC ACCOUNT BY NOTKER THE STAMMERER

Who Was Notker and What Was His Goal?
In stark contrast to Einhard's formal biography stands the work of Notker the Stammerer (Notker
Balbulus), a monk from the Abbey of St. Gall in modern-day Switzerland. Notker wrote his collection,
known  as  Deeds  of  Charlemagne  (Gesta  Caroli  Magni),  sometime  around  884  AD,  well  after
Charlemagne's death. He was not a courtier or a politician; he was a monk, a poet, and a musician.
His purpose was not to write a strict historical chronicle but to create an entertaining, edifying, and
often humorous series of anecdotes and legends about Charlemagne. While Einhard's work is official
history, Notker's is the voice of popular memory and monastic folklore.

The Structure and Content of Notker's
Deeds
Notker's account is a loose, episodic collection of stories, structured in two books. It lacks the linear
chronology of Einhard's work. Instead, it is organized thematically, focusing on Charlemagne's piety,
his  justice,  his  wisdom,  and his  interactions  with  the  common people  and the clergy.  In  any
comprehensive The Two Lives Of Charlemagne Summary, Notker's contribution is vital for its
humanizing and often comic elements. Key stories include:

The Story of the Poor Bishop: One famous tale involves a bishop who is forced to preach a1.
sermon in a ludicrously rustic manner, only to be discovered and rewarded by a disguised
Charlemagne for his humility.
The Tale of the Mischievous Courtier: Another story recounts how a clever but roguish2.
courtier outwits Charlemagne, teaching the emperor a lesson about justice and mercy.
The Vision of the Afterlife: Notker includes a dramatic vision experienced by a monk who3.
sees the torments of the wicked and the joys of the righteous, with Charlemagne playing a
central role in the moral order.
Charlemagne and the Pilgrims: Numerous stories depict Charlemagne encountering4.
pilgrims and beggars, testing his humility and generosity. In one famous version, a disguised
Charlemagne warms a poor man's feet by his own fire.
The Spanish Campaign and Roland: Notker provides a folkloric version of the Roncevaux5.
Pass disaster, emphasizing the heroic sacrifice of Roland, which would later be immortalized in
epic poetry.

Notker's  Charlemagne is  not the invincible general  of  Einhard's account.  He is  a fallible,
sometimes gullible, but ultimately wise and just king who can be tricked, angered, and moved
to laughter. He is a king of the people, who walks among them, tests their integrity, and
rewards their virtues. The emperor is also deeply pious, a defender of the Church, and a
champion of orthodox Christianity. His justice is swift and often poetic, as seen in stories
where he punishes corrupt nobles or treacherous bishops.

Notker's Bias and Perspective
Notker's agenda is different from Einhard's. He is not writing a political manifesto but a moral
and entertaining text for a monastic audience. His stories are designed to teach lessons about
virtue, humility, and the proper exercise of power. The historical accuracy of his anecdotes is
highly  suspect;  many are  clearly  legends  that  grew up around the  figure  of  Charlemagne in
the decades after his death. However, this does not diminish their value. Notker's work reveals
how Charlemagne was remembered by ordinary people and by monks, not just by the court
elite.  It  shows  the  emperor's  transformation  from a  historical  figure  into  a  legendary  one,  a
process that would continue for centuries. A complete The Two Lives Of Charlemagne
Summary must therefore acknowledge Notker's work as a crucial record of Charlemagne's
reception and mythologization.

COMPARING THE TWO LIVES: A STUDY IN CONTRASTS

When we place these two lives side-by-side, the contrasts are striking. Einhard's work is
official,  political,  and  Roman  in  style.  Notker's  is  folkloric,  moral,  and  Germanic  in
tone. Einhard writes from the perspective of a court insider who knew the emperor personally.
Notker writes from a monastic cloister, decades later, relying on oral tradition and legend.
Einhard emphasizes structural power, military conquest, and administrative genius.
Notker emphasizes personal virtue, divine favor, and the king's role as a judge and
protector of the weak.
Yet, these two accounts are not irreconcilable. They are two sides of the same coin. Einhard
gives us the public Charlemagne, the emperor who commanded armies, issued laws, and
built an empire. Notker gives us the private Charlemagne, the king who had a sense of
humor, who could be moved by a good story, who cared about the welfare of his subjects.
Together, they create a composite portrait that is far richer than either could alone. Any
serious The Two Lives Of Charlemagne Summary  must conclude that both texts are
essential reading for anyone who wishes to understand the full scope of Charlemagne's impact
on history and imagination.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THESE TWO LIVES FOR HISTORY

The  combined  influence  of  Einhard  and  Notker's  biographies  has  been  immense.  Einhard's
work became the standard historical source for over a millennium, shaping the way historians
wrote about Charlemagne. It was widely copied and read throughout the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance.  Notker's  work,  while  less  historically  reliable,  was  immensely  popular  and
contributed to the legendary Charlemagne who appears in epic poems, chivalric romances,
and folk tales. The Charlemagne of the Song of Roland, the Karlamagnús saga, and numerous
medieval chronicles is a blend of both the Einhardian and the Notkerian traditions.
For modern readers, studying these two texts is not just an exercise in historical curiosity. It is
a lesson in how history is constructed, remembered, and retold. It shows us that there is
never a single, objective account of the past. Every historian brings a perspective, a purpose,
and a set of biases. Einhard and Notker wrote for different audiences with different goals, and
their  works  reflect  those  differences.  By  reading  them  together,  we  learn  to  approach  all
historical sources with a critical eye, asking: Who wrote this? Why? For whom? And what might
they have left out?

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING POWER OF TWO PORTRAITS

In seeking a clear The Two Lives Of Charlemagne Summary,  one discovers that the
answer is not a simple either-or proposition. It is both. The Charlemagne who strides across
the pages of history is a composite figure: the mighty emperor of Einhard, whose iron will and
strategic brilliance forged a European empire, and the living legend of Notker, whose wisdom,
justice, and occasional human folly made him a beloved hero of the people. These two lives do
not  contradict  each other;  they complete  each other.  Together,  they have ensured that
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Charlemagne remains not just a historical figure but a living symbol of kingship, ambition, and
the complex relationship between power and virtue. For anyone who wants to understand the
man who built the foundation of medieval Europe, Einhard and Notker provide the essential,

and  endlessly  fascinating,  keys.  The  The  Two  Lives  Of  Charlemagne  Summary  is,
ultimately, a testament to the enduring power of storytelling and the multifaceted nature of a
truly great ruler.


