Chapter Nine: New Identities in the Wake of Collapse, 600-1000
The collapse of the Roman government in the West was the beginning of a time period we call the “Middle Ages”, after an early modern assumption that everything happening between the disappearance of Rome and the Renaissance was merely a bridge linking two periods of cultural achievement.   Roman thought and structures were replaced by new philosophies from two religious systems in full emergence by 700, as well as new political identities that looked away from classical Mediterranean core.  However, the period was more than just a transitional era.  The end of antiquity was also the beginning of Europe.  However, exactly what do we mean by “Europe”?  Was there ever such an entity, or are we merely talking about several developing societies in a geographical region?
Compare these recent opinions from two of the top scholars in the field

______________________________________________________________________________
Europe was not born in the early Middle Ages.  No common identity in 1000 linked Spain to Russia, Ireland to the Byzantine Empire… except the very weak sense of community that linked Christian polities together.  There was no common European culture, and certainly not any Europe wide economy.  There was no sign whatsoever that Europe would, in a still rather distant future, develop economically and militarily, so as to be able to dominate the world…

…a moralizing historiography dependent on the storyline of failure saw the centuries between 400/500 and 1000 as inferior.  Whatever people’s explanations for the fall of the Roman empire in the fifth century… it seemed obvious that it was a Bad Thing, and that European and Mediterranean societies took centuries to recover from it; maybe by the time of Charlemagne (768-814), maybe not until the economic expansion and religious reformism of the eleventh century.  The eastern empire’s survival as Byzantium was hardly stressed at all.  The nationalist origin-myths were almost all the period had going for it; they survived longer than the image of the early Middle Ages as a failure, in fact.

Most of this is now, fortunately changed; the early Middle Ages is not the Cinderella period any more…

…All the same, identities did change.  Fewer and fewer people in the West called themselves Romani; the others found new ethnic markers: Goths, Lombards, Bavarians, Alemans, Franks, different varieties of Angles and Saxons, Britons… And although of course the huge majority  of the ancestors of  all these peoples were men and women who would have called themselves Roman in 400, the Roman world had indeed gone, and Roman-ness with it. (Chris Wickham, The Inheritance of Rome  Penguin Books: 2009, pp. 4, 6, 200)
The Question: Why does Wickham feel it is not possible to speak of a “Europe” at this time?
______________________________________________________________________________
Wickham, a medieval European scholar, sees too many disparate stories of identity, even if he, like many current scholars, dismisses the idea of a failed west following the disappearance of the Roman presence.  Heather, a late antique historian whose views we have encountered in Chapter Eight, holds a different opinion:
______________________________________________________________________________
…Essentially, patterns of human organization were moving towards much greater homogeneity right across the European landmass.  It was these new state and cultural structures which broke forever the ancient world order of Mediterranean domination.  Barbarian Europe was barbarian no longer.  The ancient world order had given way to cultural and political patterns that were more directly ancestral to those of modern Europe.


The overall significance of this massive shift of power shows up in just how many of the histories of modern European countries trace themselves back, if at a pinch, to a new political continuity which came into existence at some point in the mid- and later first millennium…. In a very profound sense, the political and cultural transformations of the first millennium really did witness the birth pains of modern Europe.  For Europe is fundamentally not so much a geographic as a cultural, economic and political phenomenon.  In geographical terms, it is just the western portion of the great Eurasian landmass.  What gives Europe its real historical identity is the generation of societies that were all interacting with one another in political, economic and cultural terms on a large enough scale to have certain significant similarities in common, and the first emergence of real similarity was one direct consequence of the transformation of barbarian Europe in the first millennium …


…By the tenth century, networks of economic, political and cultural contact were stretching right across the territory between the Atlantic and the Volga, and from the Baltic to the Mediterranean.  This turned what had previously been a highly fragmented landscape, marked by massive disparities of development and widespread non-connection at the birth of Christ, into a zone united by significant levels of interaction.  Europe is a unit not of physical but of human geography, and by the year 1000 interaction between human populations all the way from the Atlantic to the Volga was for the first time sufficiently intense to give the term some real meaning… (Peter Heather, Empires and Barbarians: The Fall of Rome and the Birth of Europe  Oxford University Press: 2010 pp. xv, 611-2)
The Question:  How does Heather define a European identity?  How does he differ from Wickham?
______________________________________________________________________________
The period from 600-1000 was one of the most transformative times in western civilization, and it is impossible to deal in detail with every political entity that formed as Roman influence receded.  The development of a strong post-Roman vigor in northern Europe, for example, will be examined in another chapter.  Instead this chapter will look at the various regional influences that played a major role in the shaping of a new construct of “Europe”. Section One will examine the continuity of a Mediterranean society, and its implications for the development of northern and eastern Europe.  Section Two will ask how the Islamic revolution changed these relationships.  The next section will ask if there is any connection between the rise of Islam and the new relationships being forged in the Mediterranean world.  Finally, we will look at the most charismatic family of the early Middle Ages, the Carolingians, and their role in the definition of Europe.

Section One: Two Romes

In 589 sources reported great floods down the Tiber and Arnige Rivers, inundating the Italian cities of Verona and Rome.  While by no means indicative in themselves of the sort of climate change long assumed for the early Middle Ages, the method by which they were reported does reflect the way the priorities of Rome itself had changed.  By 600 Rome was to all appearances nothing more than another collapsed post-Empire city, with imperial architecture already being repurposed to more immediate needs, desecrated temples recycled into churches and the Forum for the most part abandoned. However, the city claimed to remain the first city – Urbs - of the Christian world by virtue of its connection to Peter.
____________________________________________________________________________
The “Italianization” of Italy in the seventh century had made the region ripe for a separatist movement, but it was the Greeks who forced the issue.  Separation from Byzantium, however, was no so easy as it might seem, because lurking in the background were the Lombards, ever ready to pounce on a defenseless Italy…


…it was the papacy that defined the terms of the solution to the Italian crisis.  The inhabitants of Rome, of the Ravennate, and of the Pentapolis, were the pope’s “flocks”.  Together they lived in a Republic and St. Peter was its patron and eponymous hero.  The appearance of the term respublica and its association with St. Peter establishes beyond a reasonable doubt that a new political entity was coming into being… “These western lands” or “this province of Italy” or “the republic” were inhabited by a “peculiar people” who were the pope’s “flocks” or else his “lost flocks” when the Lombards seized them.  The Lombards took lands “from the right of the Church” and restored them “to the prince of the apostles, St. Peter.”  What could be clearer than this?  (Thomas F. X. Noble, The Republic of St. Peter.  Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1984, p. 58)
The Question:  How was Rome redefined in the early MiddleAges?
____________________________________________________________________________

Noble defends the idea that Rome, through the leadership of the papacy, had become its own entity once again by the eighth century, but had “Italianized” in a conscious strategy to rid itself of Byzantine influence.  This, however, had nothing to do with any sort of Byzantine decline.  
_____________________________________________________________________________
We see in late antiquity a mass of experimentation, new ways being tried and new adjustments made. The process of myth-making and development of new identities inevitably implied the shaping of the past according to current preoccupations. Like the medieval west, Byzantium was also engaged in this process. Byzantine society has often been seen as static and unchanging, “theocratic” and without the possibility of dissent. But all recent research demonstrates that this was far from the case in practice: we have been taken in by the Byzantines themselves, who liked to emphasize their own traditionalism. Both east and west continued to engage in the reshaping of the past. The contemporary sense of the approaching end of the world lent itself to infinite procrastination and renegotiation as the projected day came closer. The early medieval west was characterized by diversity, not uniformity. The final collapse of iconoclasm gave rise in the east to a burst of artistic and cultural activity, from manuscript decoration to literary works. In both east and west, state and church, the two poles of authority, were in constant tension with each other. Conversion continued to be a main preoccupation in both east and west. Faced by a huge loss of territory, including Jerusalem and the Holy Land, Byzantium turned its attention to the peoples of the north, peoples like the Slavs and the Bulgars who were still pagan. The outcome of the struggle between church and state was as yet uncertain; and within the diminished empire of the 8th century the relation of the present to the past was still a topic of tension and struggle. During late antiquity the past had been remade, but it had been remade in many different ways, and the effort continued.  (Averil Cameron “Remaking the Past” in G. Bowersock, ed., Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World  Harvard, 1999, p. 16)
The Question: How were the priorities of Constantinople redefined in the Early Middle Ages?  Why would Cameron suggest that the past was being “remade”?
______________________________________________________________________________
As far as Constantinople was concerned, at least into the seventh century, Rome was by no means “fallen”.  Power had merely shifted eastwards.  For the Byzantine Greeks, civilization was to be found emanating from the imperial court and Byzantine Orthodoxy, and emulated in the numerous prosperous cities of the eastern Mediterranean.  Western Europe was filled with barbarian states of little immediate interest, and the Church of Rome was somewhat deluded with self-importance and increasingly irrelevant.  If one was to define a new Europe, one need look no further than the civilization glittering at the heart of Byzantium.

Justinian’s dream to reunite the Empire certainly had grandeur, but it had carried a huge price tag.  Italians did not react well to his plans and brutal tactics were used to keep them in line.  Meanwhile two new fronts had opened up.  Chosroes I of Persia rather dramatically drove into Syria and occupied the great city of Antioch.  By 614 the Persians controlled all of west Asia and Egypt, and had brutally destroyed the Christian presence in Jerusalem.  To the north, Bulgars and Slavs had eastward into the Balkans.  With the exception of a few territories in Italy, a near-bankrupt Byzantium withdrew from Africa and western Europe and fought a desperate holding action with demoralized and poorly paid troops.

The fiscal reversal came with Heraclius (610-41), who militarized the empire by replacing the civil administration in each region (called a “theme”) with a military commander, who now recruited soldiers and rewarded them with land within the theme rather than direct imperial salaries.  He also reached an agreement with the Byzantine Church to use Church monies as an extension of the state, a move that would have long-term consequences for the relationship of church and state in the Byzantium.  Finally, he managed through tough warfare to regain the holdings lost to the Persians and bring down Chosroes II, his somewhat high-handed Persian counterpart, in 622.  Chosroes was noted for his brash style when addressing his opponents:
___________________________________________________________________________
I, Chrosroes the son of the great Hormisdas, the Most Noble of all the Gods, the King and Sovereign-Master over all the Earth, to Heraclius, my vile and brainless slave.

Refusing to submit yourself to my rule, you persist in calling yourself lord and sovereign.  You pilfer and spend my treasure, you deceive my servants.  You annoy me ceaselessly with your little gangs of brigands.  Have I not brought you Greeks to your knees?  You claim to trust in your God – but then why has your God not saved Caesarea, Jerusalem, and Alexandria from my wrath?... Could I not also destroy Constantinople itself, if I wished it?  (Quoted in Clifford Backman, The Worlds of Medieval Europe Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 99
The Question: How does this language compare to the language used by Mesopotamian rulers millennia before?  Why did Chosroes feel little need for diplomacy?
__________________________________________________________________________
Heraclius and his successors turned the attentions of the empire away from the west and towards its Asian and northern connections.  Meanwhile, the split between Constantinople and the Roman Catholic church in Rome had continued to deepen.  Rome’s continued assertion that Rome had primacy among all churches because it was by tradition founded by the apostle Peter was countered with a decision in Constantinople to grant the bishop (patriarch) of Constantinople a status equal to that of the highest “apostolic” church.  The eastern churches also dealt with continued disagreements over the nature of Christ and the Trinity.  Especially prominent were Nestorianism, the belief that Jesus’ nature was wholly human until his resurrection, and Monophysitism, which argued that Jesus’ nature was always and wholly divine.   Although the west had fewer theological controversies, it depended on the individual ability of the pope for its unity at any given time.
In the seventh century Byzantine Constantinople had a population of 1 million.  The largest towns in the West boasted no more than 20,000.  The system was maintained by a complex bureaucratic imperial administration and army, and was so complicated that we still call such systems “Byzantine”.  The Emperor, proclaimed by Senate or army, was holy and unapproachable.  He was absolute in power and controlled the election of patriarchs.  Through the patriarchs and councils he in effect ruled the church and directed the course of Byzantine religion, now called orthodoxy. 
 Roman civilization still survived around the Mediterranean as late as the seventh century.  It looked forward to a resurgence of power after the defeat of Chosroes II.  However,  the consequent militarization of Byzantine society and the deepening rift between the European and Asian Byzantine worlds survived as long-term repercussions that impacted Byzantine thought and helped to shape western European ideas by the tenth century.  Moreover, the Byzantine recovery of Asia and Africa proved temporary, as a religious revolution swept that territory.
Section Two: The Beginnings of Islam

 By tradition, Heraclius and Chosroes II were both invited to share in a revolution that would change relationships in the Mediterranean permanently.  While Chosroes’ reply left something to be said for his diplomatic skills, by tradition Heraclius considered the invitation but reconsidered when his people showed hostility.  That Islam would help shape European relationships with the East is not under dispute, but how did such it effect so much change within a few generations of Mohammed’s lifetime?  Why was the change perceived as adversarial?  How did the formation and expansion of Islam impact the formation of European societies?
There are various explanations for the success of Islam:

_____________________________________________________________________________

…Such is the traditional theory of the conquests: fired by religious fervour, the Bedouin neophytes of Islam rushed from their desert birthplace to convert other nations with the sword.  Let us say straightaway that modern historiography has so completely dismissed this idea that it could even be tempting to try a partial reevaluation of it.  Yet the concept of the dissemination of Islam by the sword must really be abandoned (that is, for the earliest era of the Arab diaspora), since a critical study of sources has shown that the victorious Arabs never presented the people they conquered with the choice between death and the acceptance of their faith…The alternative between Islam and death was only given to pagan idolaters, with whom the Arabs had dealings very rarely in that period of their activities outside Arabia.  They sought rather to establish political hegemony, and to organize the payment of corresponding tribute money.  The members of defeated nations who joined the faith of their conquerors in ever-increasing numbers were probably prompted by the sense of moral and material inferiority of a subject tribute-paying people…It seems we should not completely dismiss the old theory of the religious motive behind the early conquests but make the following modification to it: while realizing that the majority of Arab combatants had other more material and selfish motives, we should not forget that at least an elite among the first generation of Muslims as inspired by genuine religious ardour…the seed of universalism in Islam, though hardly touched on by the Prophet himself, must have been so firmly rooted in the mind of his second successor [Umar] that he could not remain indifferent to the propagation of the faith in the wake of the conquerors….


…We know little about the leaders of the opposing armies…but one can hardly suppose that they were either fools or cowards, and so the problem of explaining Arab military superiority remains unsolved.  Recently Canard, one of the most competent students of the subject…had to conclude that the Arab conquests must still baffle the historian, thus apparently lending support to the two principal interpretations we have outlined – the one maintaining that the Arab success was the result of uncontrollable religious fervour, the other that the motive force was the irresistible goad of famine.  Surely in practice the soldiers must have felt a confused mixture of both incentives at once.  They must have confused the idea that they were the bearers of a new history, the champions of a young untamed race, with the equally inspiring belief that they were propagators of a new rule of life, a new faith they were to spread and reveal to the world….


The establishment of the Arab Empire was the work of a few short decades, an achievement made only possible by the courage and initiative of the Arabs, their lust for booty, their conviction that they were obeying a divine command, and their adaptability and capacity for compromise, together with the military and political skill of some of their leaders… (Francesco Gabrieli, Muhammad and the Conquests of Islam tr. Virginia Luling and Rosamund Linell.  World University Library.  New York: McGraw Hill, 1968. pp. 105-7, 113-15, 224  (256 pp))

The Question:  What is the traditional explanation for early Islamic success in expansion?  What are the problems with that interpretation?
__________________________________________________________________________
Gabrieli presents us with the classic observation that a genuine religious zeal had more to do with the rapid expansion of Islam than a superior army.  However, others have asked whether there was a military explanation:
______________________________________________________________________________

With the rise of Islam…the long struggle between the tribe and the state would be resolved, for once, definitively, in favor of the state.  It marked the one period of history when a state successfully brought all of Arabia – nomadic and sedentary peoples alike – firmly under its control, an episode unique in the history of Arabia until recent times.  The fact that the state destined to subject tribal Arabia so completely was not one of the established states on the periphery of the peninsula but was, rather, a new state that would emerge from a sacred enclave within central Arabia itself was a development that no contemporary observer could have foreseen…


The many factors traditionally adduced to explain the military success of the Islamic conquest movement are generally quite plausible and can be accepted without much hesitation.  The relative merits of the military organization of many contestants are difficult to assess since practically nothing is known about the tactical or strategic practices of any of them.  It seems clear that the Muslims had no technological advantages over their opponents on the battlefield and were in fact inferior to their enemies in the use of cavalry.  There can be little doubt, however, that the conquests were made easier by the exhaustion of the Byzantine and Sasanian Empires due to prolonged warfare,…the disaffection of many of the subjects of the two empires for religious or other reasons, the convenience of inner lines of communication that the Muslims enjoyed, and the like.  But to these factors must be added one more that was perhaps the single most important one contributing to the success of the conquests: the remarkable degree to which a new Islamic state with an expansionist policy could harness for its purposes the rugged warriors of Arabia.  The rise of the state made it possible to weld into an incredibly effective fighting force those tribesmen whose energies had hitherto been consumed by petty quarrels among themselves and whose political horizons had hitherto usually been limited to their own tribe and its affairs.  The success of the conquests was, then, first and foremost the product of an organizational breakthrough of proportions unparalleled in the history of Arabian society until modern times.  However important other factors may have been, it is difficult to believe that the conquests could have succeeded without the rise of a state with the capacity to integrate Arabia’s fragmented society and draw on it to attain well-defined political and military objectives.  It is not even too rash, perhaps, to suggest that the Islamic conquest might have met with great success even had the Byzantine and Sasanian Empires not been reeling from their recent quarrels.  The Muslims succeeded, then, primarily because they were able to organize an effective conquest movement, and in this context the impact of the new religion of Islam, which provided the theological underpinnings for this remarkable breakthrough in social organization, can be more fully appreciated….. (Fred McGraw Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981, p. 49, 269. (489 pp))

The Question:  What does Donner see as the key to Islamic success at this time?
______________________________________________________________________________
While Donner does not discount the element of timing and religious zeal, he suggests that the success may have originated in the energy of Arab warriors now united in an outward cause against currently weakened neighbors instead of each other.  Pre-Islamic Arabia was tribal and divided.  While the interior groups of late antique Arabia were nomadic and very conservative, there were merchant cities like Mecca that were well connected to the Mediterranean world, and home to several ethnicities and religions, including Judaism and Christianity.  In Mecca, where Mohammed was born in 570, the chief object of worship was a large black meteorite housed in a sanctuary called the Ka’aba, but the Arabs were in general polytheistic.
Around 610 Mohammed underwent a series of revelations inspired by a single God (Allah in Arabic).  Allah had been witnessed by Abraham, Moses and Jesus, but only Mohammed would receive the full recitation of Allah’s will, which would be written down as Qu’ran (or Koran).  
_____________________________________________________________________________
72. Certainly they disbelieve who say: Surely Allah, He is the Messiah, son of Marium; and the Messiah said: O Children of Israel! Serve Allah, my Lord and your Lord. Surely whoever associates (others) with Allah, then Allah has forbidden to him the garden, and his abode is the fire; and there shall be no helpers for the unjust.

73. Certainly they disbelieve who say: Surely Allah is the third (person) of the three; and there is no god but the one God, and if they desist not from what they say, a painful chastisement shall befall those among them who disbelieve.

75. The Messiah, son of Marium is but an apostle; apostles before him have indeed passed away; and his mother was a truthful woman; they both used to eat food. See how We make the communications clear to them, then behold, how they are turned away.

77. Say: O followers of the Book! Be not unduly immoderate in your religion, and do not follow the low desires of people who went astray before and led many astray and went astray from the right path.

78. Those who disbelieved from among the children of Israel were cursed by the tongue of Dawood and Isa, son of Marium; this was because they disobeyed and used to exceed the limit. (Koran 5th Surah)
The Question:  How did Islam view the beliefs of Jews and Christians?

_____________________________________________________________________________
Jews and Christians were People of the Book.  They had received part of the prophecy, but Allah’s revelations to Mohammed were the full truth, not to be changed in any way.  In part this may have been influenced by the number of Nestorians who had settled in the Arabian coastal cities.  As Nestorians believed that Jesus (Isa) was human until after ascension, it is possible that this was taken as mainstream Christian belief.  Man was to submit to the message of these revelations, chiefly that there was no God but Allah and that Mohammed was his Prophet (a statement of belief called the Shahada).  The word for submission to Allah’s will was “Islam”.

The way of faith was simple in practice.  Beyond a strict moral code (Shari’a), one observed five core practices or pillars: the Shahada, prayer five times daily, giving alms to the poor, observing the fast during the holy month of Ramadan and, if possible, making a pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca once in one’s lifetime, thus earning the title hajji.  There is, however, a revelation sometimes called the sixth pillar, which raised controversy inside and beyond the early Islamic world:
____________________________________________________________________________
In the name of God, the Mercy-giving, the Merciful! 
…Whenever you encounter the ones who disbelieve [during war], seize them by their necks until once you have subdued them, then tie them up as prisoners, either in order to release them later on or also to ask for ransom, until war lays down her burdens. Thus shall you do-; yet if God so wished, He might defend Himself from them-in order that some of you may be tested by means of one another. The ones who have been killed in God's way will never find their actions have been in vain; He will guide them and improve their attitude and admit them to the Garden He has acquainted them with. 

You who believe, if you support God, He will support you and steady your footsteps, while the ones who disbelieve will feel wretched and their actions will miss the mark... That is because God is the Protector of those who believe, while disbelievers have no protector. 

God will admit the ones who believe and perform honorable deeds into gardens through which rivers flow, while those who disbelieve will enjoy themselves and eat just as livestock eat, and the Fire will be a lodging for them. How many towns have We wiped out which were much stronger than your own town which has expelled you? They had no supporter. Is someone who holds on to evidence from his Lord like someone else whose evil action seems attractive, while they follow their own whims? 

[Here] is what the parable of the Garden which the heedful have been promised will be like: it will have rivers of never stagnant water and rivers of milk whose flavor never changes, and rivers of wine so delicious for those who drink it, and rivers of clarified honey. They will have every [sort of] fruit in it, as well as forgiveness from their Lord. Are they like someone who will remain for ever in the Fire and they will be given scalding water to drink so it rips into their bowels? …(Koran 47, Eng. Interpretation T. B. Irving)

The Question: Why are the obligations of Koran 47 so controversial?  How would this impact Islam’s relations with the Mediterranean world?
_____________________________________________________________________________
The passage above puts an emphasis on action against the unbeliever, a concept termed jihad.  The Jihad – striving for Allah – has been explained in various ways, and continues to be one of the greater challenges in interpretation, as it is difficult to define the situation under which Jihad should be exercised.  Originally the concept may have been linked to simple tribal raiding.  However, it seems to have escalated in meaning after Mohammed, forced out of Mecca by the local elites on September 24, 622 – henceforth point zero on the Moslem calendar – fled to Yathrib, a rival to Mecca all too eager to support Mohammed.  Yathrib became known as Medina, City of the Prophet (Madinat al-Nabi). 
Muhammed’s movement grew quickly after that, in part because Islam’s  attractive notion of ummah, a greater community that centralized authority, transcended tribal rivalries and put the struggle against unbelievers ahead of local feuds.  The local tribes rallied to Mohammed, initiating the start of the most rapidly accepted religious system in history.   By 630 he controlled the Arabian peninsula.  Jihad became part of a political-religious struggle to ensure Islamic dominance over large parts of the former Roman Mediterranean.  While conversion was not coerced, the drive was still there to deal with opponents of the will of Allah.
For the Classical world, such a message was a direct threat to Roman society and ideas.  Theophanes, a Byzantine chronicler, relates the Christian view:

____________________________________________________________________________
AM 6122 (CE 632)  In this year died Muhammed, the leader and false prophet of the Saracens, after appointing his kinsman Abourbacharos [Abu Bakr] to his chieftainship.  At the same time his repute was spread abroad and everyone was frightened. At the beginning of his advent the misguided Jews thought he was the Messiah who is awaited by them, so that some of their leaders joined him and accepted his religion while forsaking that of Moses, who saw God… But when they saw him eating camel meat, they realized that he was not the man that they had thought him to be, and were at a loss what to do; being afraid to abjure his religion, those wretched men taught him illicit things directed against us, Christians, and remained with him…


He taught his subjects that he who kills an enemy or is killed by an enemy goes to Paradise; and he said that this paradise was one of carnal eating and drinking and intercourse with women, and had a river of wine, honey, and milk, and that the women were not like the ones down here, but different ones, and that the intercourse was long lasting and the pleasure continuous; and other things of profligacy and stupidity; also that men should feel sympathy for one another and help those who are wronged.  (Theophanes, Chronicle AM, 6122)

The Question: Why did the Byzantine Roman world see Islam and jihad as threats?
______________________________________________________________________________
From the Byzantine Roman point of view, Islam was dangerous to established power and to Christianity.  Jihad inspired Muslims to war against the Persians and the Romans.  Certainly Mohammed’s order to massacre thousands of Christians and Jews in Arabia did not allay fears.  
The question of who would succeed Mohammed threatened to break the successful ‘ummah community apart.  While most endorsed the election of ‘Abu Bakr, Muhammed’s father-in-law and a member of the venerable Qur’aysh tribe, to the leadership as caliph, a vocal minority (Shi’ite) preferred Mohammed’s son-in-law, ‘Ali, arguing that only the blood line of Ali had authority..  Those backing ‘Abu Bakr and a tradition of election became known as the Sunni, who continued the campaigns of conquest through the seventh and eighth centuries.  By 642 Egypt, half of North Africa and Syria had been conquered, weakening the Byzantine world.  By 644 the Sunni leadership had captured Jerusalem, supposedly the place to which Mohammed was spiritually taken to see the seven heavens, and Egypt, the great grain supplier to the Byzantine world.  Persia also fell to Islam.  By 711 the Arabs had taken control of southern Spain, Asia Minor, the French coast and the Greek Italian peninsulas were all that was left of the classical Mediterranean.
[image: image1.jpg]) Empirein750

[==* |Arabinvasions
*  Battles

/
C 4

YarmukRiver
<R

AURASIAN
MOUNTAINS

Arab Conquests 636-751
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The Question: How would the Islamic conquest change political relationships in Europe?  What areas would be most affected?  Why
Jerusalem, Spain and Egypt supplied more than just grain.  As the Arabs conquered the great eastern and Spanish cities that had once graced the Roman Empire, they were exposed to the sophisticated libraries of those cities.  The prize was the great library of Alexandria.  Huge by any standard in its heyday, its collection was probably much reduced in size by the time the Arabs arrived.  Still, a portion of massive remains fairly large.  Arab scholars were fascinated by the works on western science and philosophy, and preserved large quantities of any writings that did not contradict Islam.  At a time when most of this knowledge had been lost in any form north of the Mediterranean, Arabs preserved and commented upon the discoveries of antiquity.  Damascus, capital of the ‘Umayyads who ruled the huge Islamic state for a century after 661, became one of the great cultural centers of the Middle Ages.

The ‘Abbasid dynasty which overthrew the ‘Umayyads in 750 gave even more attention to an intellectual base that combined western scientific traditions with Persian and Arabic art and literature.  While not noted for gentleness in maintaining power – the first ‘Abbasid ruler was nicknamed “the Butcher” – the new dynasty encouraged and patronized the arts and learning, resulting in magnificent palaces at Damascus, Cordoba and Baghdad that color the western perception of Islamic life in many a Hollywood film.

Despite the ‘Abbasid claim to inclusivism, non-Arabs and Shi’ites that had enjoyed tolerance under the ‘Umayyads found themselves marginalized in an increasingly strict theocracy.  In Spain and North Africa, states fell away from Baghdad to form separate caliphates, establishing their resource base by creative raiding and occasional bloody attacks in Mediterranean Europe.  When possible, Europeans returned the favor, but in general Islam controlled the ninth century Mediterranean.

Within eighty years of Mohammed’s death, Islam was the official religion of Mediterranean Africa, Spain, Arabia, and west Asia excluding Anatolia.  It had taken Christianity 280 years to gain official acceptance.  Two things saved Europe for the time being.  The Byzantines repelled an attack on Constantinople in 717/18, destroying Moslem chances of taking eastern Europe and securing Anatolia.  A few years later, in 732, a Moslem army that had penetrated into Frankish territory was defeated by the Frankish commander Charles Martel (“the Hammer”).
Islam introduced new ideas into Mediterranean Europe, altering that region permanently.  It severed European ties to Africa and Asia, former Roman and Byzantine territories and defined even further a distinction between south and north.  Scholars have probed the consequences of Islamic forays into Spain and the blows it gave Byzantine Greece.  In changing the dynamic of Mediterranean Europe did Islam contribute to the dynamic that would shape western Europe?
Section Three: The Post-Roman West
Much has been written about the subsequent history of the collapsed west.  In retrospect we tend to concentrate much of our attention there, defining events in “medieval Europe” by the histories of the France, the Germanies and England, and relegating the remainder of Europe to a peripheral existence.  Despite the increased archaeological evidence of a thriving northern European economy and more attention paid to eastern European histories, several factors help perpetuate this attention, not the least of these being a long-standing bias towards written French, German and English histories.  
 Ironically, no one in 600 would have identified the world beyond Byzantium and Italy as a cradle of European society.  In general the barbarian kingdoms that succeeded the Roman Empire had preserved some elements of Romanity.  The elites had adopted Roman customs where it suited, and welcomed Romans into court as priests and scholars.  However, within a few generations Romanity disappeared, in part because of the very different social and cultural expectations many of the barbarians brought with them, especially in government and law.

Stability varied from place to place.  The Visigothic kingdom of Spain seemed to be the strongest, with a conservative Catholic kingdom and Roman-style system still visible in 711.  In Britain, the Angles, Saxons, Jutes and pre-Roman groups like the Picts and the Scots carved the island into several small kingdoms, the most powerful lying to the north.  The island would slowly move towards consolidation of the smaller kingdoms, but any sort of unity would not come until the ninth century.
However, most of the debate returns to the history of the Franks, who had expanded from the northwest into the Roman province of Gaul, and their role in the creation of a“Europe” that involved the entire continent.  The fifth century Frankish king Childeric was one of several barbarian leaders to have been granted a generalship in the Roman army to protect the region.  He was succeeded by his shrewd son Clovis, who later claimed to have had a vision that inspired a conversion into Roman Catholicism.  He seems to have realized very early that the powerful Catholic bishops of Gaul could be allies in his drive to consolidate the Franks under his rule.  His dynasty, called the Merovingians after one of his ancestors, would have thus feet in the Roman and Germanic worlds.  After Clovis’ death, his sons carved Gaul into four quarrelsome kingdoms known for intrigue and assassinations.  Merovingian rules were short and uncertain, as the descendants of Clovis warred against each other.   The Merovingian kings became figureheads controlled by the Frankish-Roman nobles who took charge of royal affairs.  In their perennial distrust and resort to treachery, the Merovingians declined in power after ca.638.
One powerful aristocratic family rose to control the office of major domo (master of the house or chief of staff) of the kingdom of Austrasia.  As major domo, Charles Martel led the army that defeated Islamic forces at the battle of Tours in 732.  However, while he controlled most of the Frankish world by his death in 741, he could not take the royal title because he was not of Merovingian blood. 

The shift in power from the Merovingians to the family of Charles, the “Carolingians”, forms the core of one of the more intriguing arguments about this period.  In the early 1930’s Henri Pirenne proposed a new way of looking at the end of antiquity:

______________________________________________________________________________
…[the Germanic invasions] did not put an end to the economic unity of antiquity…Despite the transformations which it had undergone, the new world had not lost the Mediterranean character of the old… At the beginning of the seventh century, anyone who sought to look into the future would have been unable to discern any reason for not believing in the continuance of the old tradition.


Yet what was then natural and reasonable to predict was not to be realized.  The world-order which had survived the Germanic invasions was not to survive the invasion of Islam.


It is thrown across the path of history with the elemental force of a cosmic cataclysm… The resistless advance was not to slow down until the start of the eighth century, when the walls of Constantinople on the one side 9713) and the soldiers of Charles Martel on the other (732) broke that great enveloping offensive against the two flanks of Christianity.


But if its force of expansion was exhausted, it had none the less changed the face of the world.  Its sudden thrust had destroyed ancient Europe.  It had put an end to the Mediterranean commonwealth in which it had gathered its strength.


The familiar and almost ‘family’ sea which once united all the parts of this commonwealth was to become a barrier between them.  On all its shores, for centuries, social life…had been the same…The invasion of the barbarians from the North had modified nothing essential in that situation.


But now, all of a sudden, the very lands where civilization had been born were torn away; the cult of the Prophet was substituted for the Christian Faith, Moslem law for Roman law, the Arab tongue for the Greek and the Latin tongue.


The Mediterranean had been a Roman lake; it now became, for the most part, a Moslem lake.  From this time on it separated, instead of uniting, the East and west of Europe.  The tie which was still binding the Byzantine Empire to the Germanic kingdoms of the West was broken…


Out of it arose a new and unparalleled situation…Western Europe had always received the cultural stamp of the East.  It had lived, as it were, by virtue of the Mediterranean; now for the first time it was forced to live by its own resources.  The center of gravity, heretofore on the shore of the Mediterranean, was shifted to the north.  As a result the Frankish Empire…was to become the arbiter of Europe’s destinies.


…The Frankish Empire was fated to lay the foundations of the Europe of the Middle Ages.  But the mission which it fulfilled has as an essential prior condition the overthrow of the traditional world-order.  The Carolingians would never have been called upon to play the part they did if historical evolution had not been turned aside from its course… Without Islam, the Frankish Empire would probably never have existed and Charlemagne, without Mahomet [Mohammed], would be inconceivable.  (Henri Pirenne, Medieval Cities, 1952, tr. Frank Halsey, 1969, pp. 15-18)

The Question: What does Pirenne mean when he says that Charlemagne without Mohammed would be inconceivable?
____________________________________________________________________________
Pirenne kicked the can down the road as it were concerning the date for the end of the ancient world.  For Pirenne, the Mediterranean world showed remarkable continuity of Roman style life well into the mid-seventh century.  In his opinion, the true break came when those lands that had been Roman became Islamic, thus disrupting sea trade, dealing a blow to the cultures like the Merovingians that depended on those networks, and allowing the Carolingians, whose farmlands were east and north of the Merovingians, to take advantage of the disruptions.  Had Islam not killed the underpinnings of ancient society and economics, a Carolingian-controlled kingdom could never have gained strength to dominate European affairs.


The theory has been challenged on several grounds ever since, and archaeological evidence not available to Pirenne has suggested that Mediterranean trade had been badly disrupted well before the Islamic conquests.  Still, Pirenne challenged a fossilized view that the fall of the western empire doomed Europe to a dark age.  Bolin, while disagreeing with Pirenne, used the hypothesis to ask questions about Islam and northern Europe:

_____________________________________________________________________________

Let us return at this point to Pirenne’s epigram on Mohammed and Charlemagne.  The facts…certainly speak for the existence of a bond uniting the two, but not in the sense intended by Pirenne.  His view was that the Arab conquests led to a break-up of the world culture as it was known until then and to an end of trade across the Mediterranean.


Instead we may summarize the position as follows: through the wars of conquest begun by Mohammed the unity of world was shattered and civilization was divided into separate spheres; but it was also enlarged, for, fart to the east, new countries, the lands of Khurâsân and Transoxiana, both rich in silver, were brought into the Mohammedan orbit.  Silver production increased to very large proportions.  So began a new era, the age of oriental silver.  From this newly-won territory there issued a mighty flood of silver over the whole world fructifying trade and economic life…The flood did not stop at the boundaries of the Caliphate but penetrated into western Europe, where also it led to changes in economic life…Commercial life flourished within the Frankish empire as well as internationally.


In other words, the Carolingian renaissance had not merely its intellectual but also its material pre-requisites in the caliphate.  In this sense one may reiterate Pirenne’s paradox, without Mohamed, no Charlemagne, but in disagreement, not in accord, with his views…


…the Frankish empire was a country of transit between the fur- and slave-producing territory in northern, central and eastern Europe and the Mohammedan world…Ancient trading routes linked the east with the Frankish empire as well as the Frankish empire with the North and the Baltic lands.  When the supply of silver greatly increased in the Caliphate, slaves and furs were imported in increasing quantities…


…The livelier trade on the North Sea and the commercial prosperity of the Mohammedan world were not isolated phenomena.  They were intimately connected and both symptomatic of the world-wide economic boom during the age of oriental silver. 

 (Sture Bolin, “Mohammed, Charlemagne and Ruric” Scandinavian Economic History Review 1, 1952, pp. 24-5, 27)

The Question: How does Bolin rephrase the “Pirenne Thesis”?
____________________________________________________________________________
For Bolin, Pirenne had raised an important question about whether Islam and Europe were in fact economically linked, but he suggested that it was rather the increased trade to the north for Baltic commodities that gave the Carolingians an advantage, in the form of huge silver reserves.  When Bolin wrote in the 1930’s, economic history was still a somewhat new concept, and he made several mistakes, but he directed attention to role of the northern trade routes, and even suggested that the Viking trade networks were directly connected to the Islamic world.  Today, excavations in the Baltic, especially at the trade center of Dorestad, help reinforce Bolin’s hypothesis, and suggest that the local kings controlled a great deal of wealth to invest on creating a local aristocracy.  There is also an archaeological perspective:

_____________________________________________________________________________
By removing the critical role of Islam in the Mediterranean in the formation of early medieval Europe we have demolished one of the planks with which Pirenne constructed his historical model.  As a result one might be tempted to dismiss Pirenne’s thesis as a piece of interesting historiography.  But we have little sympathy with the consensus view espoused by some historians, which deliberately under-emphasizes the changes that came about in the period 400-850.  The modern perspective is to place faith in gradual change rather than to identify the significant steps and processes involved in the emergence of medieval Europe… Archaeology provides a scale for these developments and makes us respect Pirenne’s bold treatise.

We might therefore conclude that both Mohammed and Charlemagne were products of the collapse of Rome.  That Islam was interested in the Roman world was improbable, but Charlemagne and his court were transfixed by the world of antiquity.  We might, therefore, regard the creation and subsequent collapse of Charlemagne’s empire as a vital force in the making of the Middle Ages…In the shadow of Charlemagne the towns and villages of medieval Europe were founded and a new economic strategy was launched.  (Richard Hodges and Thomas Whitehouse, Mohammed, Charlemagne and the Origins of Europe 1983, pp. 175-6).

The Question: What is the value of the Pirenne Thesis in understanding the origins of Europe and the Middle Ages?
______________________________________________________________________________
Hodges and Whitehouse take Pirenne even further.  While tearing down his idea of Carolingian fortune being linked to a Moslem disruption of the Mediterranean, they suggest that he forced historians and archaeologists to look beyond classical explanations of a breakdown of Romanity after the Germanic invasions, to ask how and when the ancient world became the medieval world, and what role Islam played in the process.  Barbero has the (current) final word:

______________________________________________________________________________
We are …indebted to Pirenne for the other interpretation that perceives the continent united by the Franks as a profoundly different reality from that of the Roman Empire.  Its main proponents, archaeologists and economic historians, adopt perhaps the most persuasive images in Mohammed and Charlemagne, of a Carolingian Europe isolated by the Mediterranean and deprived of its relationship with Africa and the East that had been so crucial to antiquity.  Even if we accept that the Roman world did not contain those advanced features of capitalism that were once attributed to it and that its economy was in reality dominated or even crushed by state intervention, it is still very clear that the Rhine-based Europe of Charlemagne had very little in common with the Mediterranean-based Europe of Diocletian and Constantine…


…Whatever the inherent weaknesses of Pirenne’s theory, there can be no doubt that the ancient Roman Empire was a Mediterranean reality extending its dominion over the European, African, and Asian shores of mare nostrum, whereas Charles’s empire was a continental reality, whose center of gravity was the Rhine Valley.  It was already taking on the national and regional profiles that were to shape Europe in the second millennium….

(Alessandro Barbero: Charlemagne: Father of a Continent  tr. Allen Cameron Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004, p.111)
The Question:  What does the Pirenne Thesis suggest about the Carolingian contribution to the concept of “Europe”?

______________________________________________________________________________
With the Pirenne thesis we return to the original question of this chapter, how and where did a European identity form?

Section Four: Charlemagne and a New Europe
So then how did Western Europe rise to the center stage in the formation of Europe?  On occasion, despite all the explanations, history can hinge on a single individual of such charisma and presence that the era cannot help but be defined by that presence.  Such is the case with Charles the Great, Charles Martel’s grandson.

 By the later eighth century the powers of Europe seemed concentrated in the Mediterranean.  Constantinople had re-established its dominance, while the courts of Islamic Spain had gained a reputation for intellectual sophistication.  The dominant forces in Italy were the Byzantines, who controlled south Italy and Ravenna, and the Lombards.  Both groups believed that they controlled the city of Rome, by now just another Italian town with a lot of moldering ruins and a Pope determined to uphold Rome’s primacy.  However, his power had been much diminished in recent years in the wake of unanswered aggression from Lombards and Constantinople.  At one point the Iconoclast Byzantine emperor Leo I tried to take down the images of saints found in the churches of Rome.  Iconoclasts believed that images and icons allowed people to worship images under the pretense of Christianity, and sought to destroy them wherever possible.  The Roman church, which believed images played an important role in teaching, was powerless to interfere, and only a change in regime saved the images.  The message was driven home that the Church needed an earthly protector.


When his king died in 737 Charles Martel had not bothered to find a Merovingian to put on the throne, and ruled as king in all but name.  Anxious to strike an alliance with the Lombards he turned down a Papal request for help.  Pepin “the Short”, Charles’ son, was uncomfortable with the legalities of the halfway status, although he did locate a Merovingian to sit on the throne.  He also sensed an opportunity with an increasingly desperate Papacy.  In 751 he sent a delegation to Pope Zachary, asking if it was proper for one man to rule, but for another to be called king.


Zachary was no fool.  Not only did he return the desired answer that the man who ruled should be king, he sent his emissary to anoint Pepin, an ancient custom that sealed kings to a religious contract with God.  In doing so the Church voided the ancient divine blood carried by the Merovingians and tied the Frankish throne to Church endorsement.  Pepin in return became the Pope’s champion, winning land from the Lombards and securing central Italy as the papal estates or Papal States.  This land would become the foundation for the Republic of Saint Peter, ensured by the new Franco-Papal alliance.  Pepin’s son Charles, later called Charles the Great or Charlemagne, would be the most distinguished member of that line, and would change the direction of European affairs.

The figure of Charlemagne has been well studied.  The French see his reign as the beginning of a new Europe.  Others see Charlemagne as an anomaly in a world still ruled by barbarian institutions.  Fichtenau, in the classic discussion, was dismissive of Charlemagne’s lasting impact on Europe:

______________________________________________________________________________
Charles’s power and his aims pointed towards a new conception, or rather towards the revival of an ancient conception which still had a shadowy existence: the universal empire of the West.  But history never repeats itself; and when the Frankish king finally became emperor, the dominion of the Franks proved to be very different from the Roman empire.  It was a continental state without the Mediterranean.  It was a vast, thinly-populated area, not a flourishing, highly-civilized land filled w/commercial cities.  It was a clumsy body-politic, which held together for a few generations only, and, in the end, dissolved almost without pressure from external forces…


…there is little difference between the picture we form of Charles’s surroundings and the one we have of his ancestors and of other princes of the period.  The only difference was that the imperial household…was greater, more splendid and therefore also more exposed to danger.  As long as its power and splendour were increasing, the cracks in the structure remained concealed.  It was the achievement of Charles’s own powerful personality to have brought about this rise which, without him, might have taken generations to reach its zenith.  His efforts were crowned w/success because his whole personality was in tune w/the progressive forces active among his people.  Of this had not been the case, no amount of power concentrated in the hands of the king would have sufficed to stamp his countenance upon the age…


…Just as Byzantium, whenever possible, remained proudly aloof from the Franks, so the western empire of Charles withdrew under his successors into itself and tried to forget what was going on outside its borders.  In practice, therefore, this ‘empire’ shrank into the ‘Occident’.. At the price of this separation, Europe found itself and was able to rise, a spiritual unit, from the ruins of the Carolingian empire…


…The epoch of Charles’s rule was characterized in many spheres by the co-existence of diverging tendencies without apparent signs of conflict.  Charles’s own happy nature and powerful personality knew how to combine incompatible traits.  Everything was attuned to the working of his personality.  But when it as removed, people went their own ways.  The heritage which Charles the Great left to his successors was a bitter one.

  (Heinrich Fichtenau, The Carolingian Empire, tr. Peter Munz New York, Harper and Rowe, 1957, pp. 23, 46, 77, 78)
The Question:  In Fichtenau’s view, what are the limitations of crediting Charlemagne with creating a new political entity?
______________________________________________________________________________
Fichtenau saw Charlemagne as an anomaly in a society that was still too disorganized to anything more than briefly mimic Rome.  It was Charlemagne’s personality that held the concept of Europe together.  Einhard, an early biographer, is far more flattering:

______________________________________________________________________________
15.  Such are the wars, most skillfully planned and successfully fought, which this most powerful king waged during the forty-seven years of his reign. He so largely increased the Frank kingdom, which was already great and strong when he received it at his father's hands, that more than double its former territory was added to it. The authority of the Franks was formerly confined to that part of Gaul included between the Rhine and the Loire, the Ocean and the Balearic Sea; to that part of Germany which is inhabited by the so-called Eastern Franks, and is bounded by Saxony and the Danube, the Rhine and the Saale.... By the wars above mentioned he first made tributary Aquitania, Gascony, and the whole of the region of the Pyrenees as far as the River Ebro... He next reduced and made tributary all Italy from Aosta to Lower Calabria… a territory more than a thousand miles" long; then Saxony…, both Pannonias, Dacia beyond the Danube, and Istria, Liburnia, and Dalmatia, except the cities on the coast, which he left to the Greek Emperor for friendship's sake, and because of the treaty that he had made with him. In fine, he vanquished and made tributary all the wild and barbarous tribes dwelling in Germany between the Rhine and the Vistula, the Ocean and the Danube…

16.   He added to the glory of his reign by gaining the good will of several kings and nations; so close, indeed, was the alliance that he contracted with Alfonso [II 791-842] King of Galicia and Asturias, that the latter, when sending letters or ambassadors to Charles, invariably styled himself his man. His munificence won the kings of the Scots also to pay such deference to his wishes that they never gave him any other title than lord or themselves than subjects and slaves:... His relations with Aaron [i.e. the ‘Abbasid caliph Harun Al-Rashid, 786-809], King of the Persians, who ruled over almost the whole of the East, India excepted, were so friendly that this prince preferred his favor to that of all the kings and potentates of the earth, and considered that to him alone marks of honor and munificence were due…A few years before this, Charles had asked him for an elephant, and he sent the only one that he had. The Emperors of Constantinople…made advances to Charles, and sought friendship and alliance with him by several embassies; and even when the Greeks suspected him of designing to wrest the empire from them, because of his assumption of the title Emperor, they made a close alliance with him, that he might have no cause of offense. In fact, the power of the Franks was always viewed by the Greeks and Romans with a jealous eye, whence the Greek proverb "Have the Frank for your friend, but not for your neighbor." (Einhard, Life of Charlemagne, tr Samuel Epes Turner)
The Question: In Einhard’s perspective, what made Charlemagne “great”?  Is this simply flattery?
______________________________________________________________________________
Charlemagne, who came to the throne in 768, is credited with some remarkable achievements, in conquest, administration and cultural reform.  By 791 he had added the regions of Aquitaine (southwest France), north Italy, northern Germany and even parts of Austria to his kingdom, creating the greatest single realm the west had seen in almost 400 years.  However, Charlemagne was not simply a warrior out to forcibly annex regions and convert the populations.  To govern effectively, he established a central capital at Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle) for legal archives and tax records.  Previously, the capital was an abstract and fluid concept, defined as the place where the king resided at that moment.  By designating a central place, Charlemagne allowed bureaucracy a stable environment from which to regulate his empire.  
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[Illustration 9.2  Map of the Carolingian Empire. Commons@wikimedia.org]

However, a reliable staff and legal structure were needed for this to work.  Charlemagne worked to codify and organize the laws, adding royal decrees called capitularies to fill in the gaps.  He tried to appoint capable administrators and direct lines of communication, although the inertia of the old system sometimes overwhelmed the effort.  Nonetheless, Charlemagne’s efforts underlay the creation of stable administrative centers.

In 799 Pope Leo was ousted from Rome during a dispute with the Lombard king.  He appealed to Charlemagne, who defeated the Lombards and restored Leo to Rome.  On Christmas Day, 800, immediately after the mass, Leo crowned Charlemagne Roman Emperor but with a twist.  Unlike the emperors of old Rome, Charlemagne’s Empire was Holy Roman Empire.  The title would be carried by any Frankish king strong enough to claim it through the following centuries.
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[Illustration 9.3.  Mosaic from the Church of St. John Lateran, Rome, 9th Century, Peter, Pope Leo III and Charlemagne]

The Question: The caption reads “St. Peter gives life to Pope Leo and victory to King Charlemagne”.  What assumptions are made by the Church about its relationship to the state?
The coronation of Charlemagne as emperor stands as one of the most decisive moments in European history.  What did it mean to the concept of Europe?  Einhard tells us succinctly the circumstances:
_____________________________________________________________________________
27 ... He cherished the Church of St. Peter the Apostle at Rome above all other holy and sacred places, and heaped its treasury with a vast wealth of gold, silver, and precious stones. He sent great and countless gifts to the popes; and throughout his whole reign the wish that he had nearest at heart was to re-establish the ancient authority of the city of Rome under his care and by his influence, and to defend and protect the Church of St. Peter, and to beautify and enrich it out of his own store above all other churches. Although he held it in such veneration, he only repaired to Rome to pay his vows and make his supplications four times during the whole forty-seven years that he reigned. 

28. The Romans [the Byzantines] had inflicted many injuries upon the Pontiff Leo, tearing out his eyes and cutting out his tongue, so that he had been comp lied to call upon the King for help. Charles accordingly went to Rome, to set in order the affairs of the Church, which were in great confusion, and passed the whole winter there. It was then that he received the titles of Emperor and Augustus, to which he at first had such an aversion that he declared that he would not have set foot in the Church the day that they were conferred, although it was a great feast-day, if he could have foreseen the design of the Pope. He bore very patiently with the jealousy which the Roman emperors showed upon his assuming these titles, for they took this step very ill; and by dint of frequent embassies and letters, in which he addressed them as brothers, he made their haughtiness yield to his magnanimity, a quality in which he was unquestionably much their superior. (Einhard, Life of Charlemagne, S. E. Turner, trans. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1880), pp. 64-66. 
Compare this to the account of Notker the Stammerer a few decades later:
26.   Now since envy always rages among the envious so it is customary and regular with the Romans [the Byzantines] to oppose or rather to fight against all strong Popes, who are from time to time raised to the apostolic see. Whence it came to pass that certain of the Romans, themselves blinded with envy, charged the above-mentioned Pope Leo of holy memory with a deadly crime and tried to blind him. But they were frightened and held back by some divine impulse, and after trying in vain to gouge out his eyes, they slashed them across the middle with knives. The Pope had news of this carried secretly by his servants to Michael, Emperor of Constantinople; but he refused all assistance saying: "The Pope has an independent kingdom and one higher than mine; so he must act his own revenge upon his enemies." Thereupon the holy Leo invited the unconquered Charles to come to Rome; following in this the ordinance of God, that, as Charles was already in very deed ruler and emperor over many nations, so also by the authority of the apostolic see he might have now the name of Emperor, Caesar and Augustus. Now Charles, being always ready to march and in warlike array, though he knew nothing at all of the cause of the summons, came at once with his attendants and his vassals; himself the head of the world he came to the city that had once been the head of the world… Then the undaunted Father Leo took the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ and held it over his head, and then in the presence of Charles and his knights, in presence also of his persecutors, he swore in the following words: -- "So on the day of the great judgment may I partake in the promises, as I am innocent of the charge that is falsely laid against me." …

As Charles stayed in Rome for a few days, the bishop of the apostolic see called together all who would come from the neighbouring districts and then, in their presence and in the presence of all the knights of the unconquered Charles, he declared him to be Emperor and Defender of the Roman Church.  Now Charles had no guess of what was coming; and, though he could not refuse what seemed to have been divinely preordained for him, nevertheless he received his new title with no show of thankfulness. For first he thought that the Greeks would be fired by greater envy than ever and would plan some harm against the kingdom of the Franks; or at least would take greater precautions against a possible sudden attack of Charles to subdue their kingdom, and add it to his own empire. … (A.J. Grant, ed. and trans. Early Lives of Charlemagne by Einhard and the Monk of St. Gall, (London: Chatto & Windus, London, 1926)
The Question: Why would Charlemagne have been upset about the coronation?  Do the two accounts differ?

______________________________________________________________________________
To be crowned by the Pope was to acknowledge the Pope’s right to make such choices.  On the other hand, whether Charlemagne was aware of Leo’s plans or the title itself, there were advantages on both sides.  The Pope needed a legitimate imperial protector against the Lombards and Constantinople.  Charlemagne also wanted legitimacy in Byzantine eyes.  Using his new imperial title, he attacked neighboring Greek territories until the Byzantine emperor, Michael I, reluctantly recognized him as an emperor after a decade had gone by.  However, how did the Church view its role in choosing the King of the Franks?  In Charlemagne’s view, the Pope was a model of behavior, but had no authority to rule Christendom.  Charlemagne may have sensed that the state was expected to be grateful – and beholden - to the Church, establishing a dangerous relationship.

Becher suggests it was an important moment for the Franks:

______________________________________________________________________________
The events of Christmas Day 800 were spectacular and were to have far-reaching consequences…Contemporaries were certainly aware of the importance of this act.  Charlemagne challenged the Byzantine Empire, which considered itself to be continuing the old Imperium Romanum without interruption.  Up to this point, the east Roman emperor residing in Constantinople had also been recognized in western Europe as the holder of the highest secular office…Without the imperial title, Charlemagne remained in the second rank, despite all his actual power…


…the imperial dignity served as a symbolic bond for his enormous empire, which he expanded through numerous wars into the largest empire in western Europe since the days of the Imperium Romanum…Whatever its circumstances, however, the imperial coronation of Christmas Day in the year 800 symbolizes the high point not only of his reign, but also of the entire course of Frankish history.

(Matthias Becher  Charlemagne  tr. David Bachrach  New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003, pp. 7-8, 17)
The Question:  How did Charlemagne’s coronation challenge the status quo of Europe and Byzantium?
______________________________________________________________________________
Barbero goes even further, suggesting the coronation was crucial in recognizing the concept of a post-Roman Europe:

______________________________________________________________________________
Now that the peoples of our continent have found a way out from the dead end into which they had been driven by nationalist ideologies and seem to be moving toward an integrated and supranational Europe, the image conjured up by the Paderborn poet appears surprisingly topical.  After all, it was Charlemagne who first created a single political structure in Europe that stretched from Hamburg to Benevento, and from Vienna to Barcelona…It was profoundly different from the Roman Empire, which had been centered on the Mediterranean, and whose richest and most civilized regions had been in the Middle East…

Of course, every generation of historians constructs its own image of the past…A quarter of a century ago an important conference in Spoleto…posed the question in its title: “The Birth of Europe and Carolingian Europe: A Link Yet to Be Demonstrated.”  Opinions differed a great deal…but on the whole the case for Charlemagne as the father of Europe emerged somewhat the worse for wear…


Today the pendulum has swung back in the other direction. Until a few years ago the military victories achieved on all horizons and the program of cultural renewal promoted by Charlemagne seemed like the glittering surface of a profoundly backward society and a stagnant economy.  Today a wide variety of indicators lead us to perceive the Carolingian age as the basis for the demographic and economic recovery that became clear around 1000 AD and from which modern Europe was born with all its overwhelming vitality.  The current state of academic research, irrespective of the superficial enthusiasm for everything European in the year 2000, allows us to revive the term used twelve centuries ago by the anonymous poet and speak of Charlemagne as the father of Europe….


…But could the Europe we know today have been prefigured by a political construct whose attitudes were so determinedly preoccupied with the past and whose model was an empire that had flourished half a millennium beforehand?  Since the nineteenth century historians have not ceased to pose this question, one that has taken on different significance according to the prevailing cultural climate.  During the period of nationalism…the problem appeared to be one of identifying the Latin or Germanic roots of the resurrected empire, and therefore by extension, of the modern European civilization.  No one could fail to understand the political implications of such historiographic debate…


Charlemagne’s imperial coronation consecrated the birth of a new political space, which at the distance of over a thousand years still appears familiar.  This is a Europe in which France and Germany are the principal partners, northern Italy is more integrated than southern Italy, Catalonia more than the rest of Spain, and from which Great Britain is in some way removed.  This Nordic and continental Europe, which is Latino-Germanic in its culture, diffident toward the Mediterranean regions, and almost entirely ignores the Greeks and Slavs of the East, is a legacy of Charlemagne…

(Alessandro Barbero: Charlemagne: Father of a Continent  tr. Allen Cameron  Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004, pp. 3-4, 102, 114)
The question:  Why does Barbero see the coronation as relevant to contemporary discussions concerning the identity of Europe?

______________________________________________________________________________
Whether Europe is simply a land mass or has some sort of historic unity is a question that has led to both wars and alliances.  The coronation of Charlemagne as emperor of a European empire rather than a Mediterranean empire may be the catalyst for later medieval and modern conceptions of the idea of “Europe”.  Certainly Charlemagne’s realm was better organized than those of the Merovingians.  Later French historians gave little attention to the Merovingian episode, seeing that dynasty as weak compared to the court of Charlemagne.  The Carolingian line that had wrestled control of the Franks from the Merovingians had a solid foundation in agricultural estates and Italian trade.  
Charlemagne ruled with an assurance that supports the idea that he envisioned a new empire. The wars he waged and his actions towards his subjects were mission-oriented and genuinely tinged with his strong faith in a divine mandate to spread Christianity.  As emperor he expected to hold the reins over both a realm staffed with officials directly loyal to him, as well as over the direction of the Frankish Church.  His summonses were not to be ignored by noble or churchman.  Charlemagne interceded regularly on religious controversy ranging from the nature of the Trinity to the use of icons (pictures of sacred figures).  At one point he even pursued marriage arrangements with the current Empress of Byzantium, Irene.  Her subjects nipped that one in the bud by forcing Irene to abdicate and join a convent, which led to a brief alliance between an angry Charlemagne and the powerful Harun ‘al-Rashid against Byzantine interests.


Charlemagne was also responsible for initiating a period of court patronage called the Carolingian Renaissance. Not so much a period of original thought as a time of ancient text retrieval and preservation, the Renaissance is nonetheless important to us for the sheer amount of material that would have otherwise been lost to us today.  The period was also noted for energetic attempts to standardize and reform church procedures, liturgy and clerical literacy.  The latter was entrusted to the English monk Alcuin, whose efforts helped create and disseminate a new script, Caroline miniscule, much easier to read and write than the older Latin script, and the ancestor of modern longhand. It may not actually merit the title “Renaissance”, but it was one of the most centralized moves towards intellectual activity that the West had seen since the fifth century.

By 843 Louis’ sons Charles the Bald, Louis the German and Lothar (who somehow missed out on a nickname) had divided their grandfather’s empire after contesting ownership.  Their agreement, the Treaty of Verdun, would be one of the most important documents in European history.  
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The Question:  Why would the Treaty of Verdun be so important in the definition of Europe?
By the Treaty, Charles took the old Gallic territories, the Kingdom of the West Franks.  Louis received the German borderlands, the Kingdom of the east Franks.  By all rights Lothar received the best portion, a swathe of land extending from the family estates around Aachen down to north Italy.  However, politics did not mesh with geography.  Lothar’s realm proved too difficult to hold together, and the Middle Kingdom split into smaller kingdoms within two generations.  This region, eventually split among the modern states of France, Italy and Germany is still distinguished by contested territories to this day, the most famous being the last section of Lotharingia surviving as Lorraine.
Conclusion
The political disintegration of the Carolingian Empire had repercussions well beyond the Frankish throne.  As we shall see in the following chapter, the movement of peoples had not ended with late antiquity.  The presence of new Slavic and Magyar groups in eastern Europe helped destabilize Byzantine and Carolingian forays into eastern Europe. To the north Scandinavians known as the Rus pressed past the Baltic Sea, establishing trading posts that would further connect the Baltic world with the Islamic and allow the development of cities like Novgorod and Kiev.  Other Scandinavians became known as Vikings, for reasons to be explored in a later chapter, and made their fortunes along the coast of Western Europe, Britain and Ireland.  Although eventually Viking groups settled in Britain, Ireland and coastal France, their original raiding expeditions were devastating for western European communities.
Nonetheless, with Charlemagne we are squarely in a medieval Europe, despite the Roman imperial title.  Rome was now a memory, and its institutions barely recognizable in the court of Charlemagne.  The Church had also gained from the Carolingian experience, while the Franco-Papal alliance altered the relationship between church and state, but was the dynamic Roman or European?  There is also continued dispute over whether there was continuity of social and military relationships helping to shape medieval European societies.  That will be explored in the next chapter.
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