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. Carolingians

. Ottonians

. Salians

. Staufers and Welfs
. Luxembourgs

. Habsburgs (Part 1)

Habsburgs (Part 2)
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TREE 1: CAROLINGIANS

Pippin
751 (first Carolingian)
King of the Franks

m. Bertrada
(720-83)
|
[
CHARLEMAGNE
(742-814)
768 King
800 Emperor
five wives
five concubines
[ !
LOUIS I the Pious Charles the Younger
(773-840) (772-811)
monk

781 King of Aquitaine

814 Emperor
three wives

[
Pippin I
(797-838)

814 King of Aquitaine

T
LOTHAR 1
(795-855)
814 King
817 Emperor

Pippin II m. Irmingard of Tours
(823-64) (r.8571)
838-52 King of Aquitaine
[ I I 1
LOUIS T Charles (845-63) Lothar IT two
(825-75) 855 King of Provence (835-67) daughters

840 King (of Lotharingia)
855 Emperor
m. Engelberga (+900)

Irmingard
(c. 852-96)
m. Boso of Vienne
(c. 850-87)
879 King of Provence

LOUIS III the Blind
(880-928)
890 King of Provence
901 Emperor
905 blinded

855 King of Lotharingia
Waldrada (concubine)

Louis the German
(806-76)
840 King of E. Francia
m. Emma (808-76)

[ I
Carlmann Louis the Younger
(830-80) (835-82)
876 King of Bavaria 876 King of E. Francia
Liutswind (concubine) (no legitimate son

reached adulthood)
illegitimate
|
ARNULF
Bertha three (850-99)
(c. 863-925) others 887 King of E. Francia
m. Adelbert 896 Emperor
Margrave of Tuscany
(8557913) by concubine by wife Oda
. (illegitimate) |
I_l(‘fgg(g_‘l;;l)% | ) Louis the Child
926 King of Itlay Zwentibold (893—911) )
m. Alda (870-900) 900 King of E. Francia
| 895 King of Lotharingia (no issue)
Lothar m. Oda of Saxony
(925-50) [see Tree 2]

931 King of Italy

m. Adelaide of Burgundy

(931-99)
[see Tree 2]

married

Emma
(c. 948-86)
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Charles Martel
(c. 688-741)
three wives

1
six
others
T 1
Carlmann two
(751-71) others
768 co-King
T 1
Carlmann (called Pippin) fifteen
(772-810) others
781 King of Italy
|
Bernhard
(c. 797-818)
812 King of Italy
T I 1
Gisela CHARLES II the Bald four
(c. 819-76) (823-77) others
m. Eberhard 840 King of W. Francia
Margrave of Friaul 875 Emperor
(820-66) twWo wives
BERENGAR T I 1
(840—9’7_4) Louis the Stammerer Charles the Child seven
I ! 874 Margrave of Friaul v(846f_79) . _(345;77) o others
CHARLES III the Fat four 888 King of Italy 856 King o W Francia 855 King of Aquitaine
- K'(839;§58)F ) daughters 915 Emperor two wives
7 SéﬂgEO - rrancia m. Bertilla of Spoleto
1 Emperor 860
(no legitimate issue) (e | 915)
Gisela
(c. 882-922)
m. Adelbert LOuIS IV
Margrave of Ivrea (920-54) )
(+929) 936 King of W. Francia
m. Gerbera
Berengar IT [see Tree 2]
(¢. 900-966)

950-61 King of Italy

[ T I 1
---------------- Lothar Charles Matilda four
(941-86) (953-91) (943-82) others
954 King of W. Francia 977 Duke of m. Conrad
Lower Lorraine King of Burgundy
Louis V (925-93)
(966-87)
979 King of W. Francia
(no issue; I i |
fast Carolingian) Rudolf 11T Gisela four
i i, 5 1006) others
Conybighted MAtGHAL Smon.
[see Tree 2]



TREE 2: OTTONIANS Otto
(851-912)
880 Duke of Saxony
m. Hadwig Babenburg

Henry I

(876-936)

919 King

two wives

| | |
Thankmar OTTO 1 Gerberga
(908-38) (912-73) (c. 913-84)
936 King m. Louis IV of W. Francia
962 Emperor [see Tree 1]
m. Edith of Wessex

(912-73)
m. Adelaide of Burgundy
[see Tree 1]

(illegitimate) Liudolf Liugard Mathilda
Wilhelm (930-57) (931-53) (c. 954-99)
(928-68) Duke of Saxony m. Conrad the Red Abbess of

954 Archbishop . Ida of Swabia Duke of Lorraine Quedlinburg
of Mainz (+985) (c. 922-55)
Otto Mathilda Otto of Worms
(954-82) (949-1011) (c.949-1004)

Duke of Swabia Abbess of Essen ~ Duke of Carinthia
m. Judith of Bavaria

(+991)
| | | | |
Heinrich Bruno Conrad Wilhelm Sophie Adelheid
(c. 970-¢c.95) (972-99)  (c. 975-1011) (c. 980-1046)  (c. 975-1039) (977-1045)
Count of Worms  (aka Pope Duke of Bishop of Abbess of Abbess of
m. Adelheid Gregory V) Carinthia Strasbourg Gandersheim Quedlinburg
of Metz m. Mathilde and Essen  and Gandersheim

(+1046) of Swabia
(c. 998-c. 1030)

| | |

CONRAD II Gebhard Conrad Bruno Hermann
(990-1039) (c. 1002-60) the Younger (c. 1005-39) (995-1056)
[see Tree 3] 1036 Bishop of (c. 1002-39) 1034 Bishop of Archbishop of Cologne

Regensburg C 0 ﬁxﬁgb{fe d M‘a{le"[gl al



Oda Liugard
(875-952) (+923)
m. Zwentibold 919 Abbess

[see Tree 1] of Gandersheim

Hadwig Heinrich Bruno
(c. 910-65) (c. 919-55) (925-65)
m. Hugh ‘the Great® Capet 948 Duke of Bavaria 953 Archbishop
(898-956) m. Judith of Bavaria of Cologne
I (925-98s5)
Hugh Capet
(940-96)
987 King of France
[Capetian royal
dynasty till 1328]
| | |
OTTO I Heinrich the Gerberga Hadwig
(955-83) Quarrelsome (c. 940—1001) (c. 940-94)
967 co-Emperor (951-95) 949 Abbess of m. Burchard III
973 Emperor m. Gisela of Burgundy Gandersheim Duke of Swabia
m. Theophanu of (c. 950-1006) (c. 906-73)
Byzantium
(950-91)
| | |
Mathilda OTTO III HENRY II Bruno Gisela
(978-1025) (980-1002) (973-1024) (c. 976-1029) (985-1065)
m. Ezzo 983 King 995 Duke of Bavaria 1006 Bishop m. Stephen
Count Palatine 996 Emperor 1002 King of Augsburg King of Hungary
(c. 955-1034) (unmarried) 1014 Emperor (c. 975-1038)
m. Kunegunde of
Luxembourg
(c.978-1033)
(no issue)
| |
Liudolf Richeza seven
(c. T000-31) (c. 1000-63) daughters

Count of Zutphen m. Mieszko 11

King of Polanopyrighted Material

(c.990-1034)



TREE 3: SALIANS CONRAD I
(990-1039)
[see Tree 2]
1024 King
1027 Emperor
m. Gisela of Swabia

(c. 990-1043)

HENRY III
(ror7-56)
1039 King
1046 Emperor
m. 1. Brunhild of Denmark-England (1019-38)
m. 2. Agnes of Poitou (1024-77)

|m.1. |m 2. |m 2. |m 2.
Beatrix Adelheid Gisela Mathilde
(1037-61) (1045-96) (1047-53) (1048-60)
Abbess of Abbess of m. Rudolf von Rheinfelden
Quedlinburg and Quedlinburg and (1020-80)
Gandersheim Gandersheim 1077 anti-King
Agnes of Walblingen Conrad
(1072-1143) (to74-110T1)
m. 1. Friedrich von Staufen (1050-1103) 1089 co-King (deposed 1098)
1079 Duke of Swabia [see Tree 4] m. 2. Mathilda of Sicily
m. 2. Leopold III (1073-1136) (no issue)
1095 Margrave of Austria (c. 1077-1130)
|m. I. |m 2.
CONRAD III Babenberg dynasty

Isee Tree 4] Copyrightadsuisterial



Beatrix
(1030-6)

Mathilde
(r027-34)

engaged to Henry I
King of France

[

HENRY IV
(ros50-1106)
1056 King
1084 Emperor
m. 1. Bertha of Savoy (1051-87)
m. 2. Praxedis of Kiev (c. 1067-1109)

m.

Judith (Sophie) Conrad
(1054—c. 94) (1052-5)
m. 1. Salomo King of Hungary Duke of Bavaria
(1052-87)
2. Vladyslav I Hermann
Duke of Poland

(1043—-1102)

|
HENRY V
(ro86-1125)
1098 co-King
1106 King
1111 Emperor
m. Mathilda
(r102-67)
daughter of Henry I of England
she remarried Godfrey of Anjou

Plantagenet

two
others

Ki“fﬁtﬁ&fﬁgﬁﬁ’/drighted Material



TREE 4: STAUFERS AND WELFS

Welf IV

(c. T030-110T)
1070 Duke of Bavaria
Judith of Flanders
(c. 103;0—94)

[

Welf V
(1073-1120)
Duke of Bavaria
m. Mathilda of Canossa
(1046-1115)

LOTHAR 1II von Supplinburg
(1075-1137)
1125 King
1133 Emperor
m. Richenza von Northeim

]
Heinrich the Black
(ro75-1126)
Duke of Bavaria

(c. 1087-1141) (divorced)
married I I married
Gertrud -=----===-==------ Heinrich the Proud five Judith
(1115-43) (r100-39) others (c. T100-32)
Duke of Bavaria
and Saxony
Heinrich the Lion Conrad
(r133-95) (¢. 1134-95)
Duke of Saxony and Bavaria Count Palatine
m. 1. Clementine von Zihringen (div.) m. Irmgard von
m. 2. Mathilda of England (1156-89) Henneberg
(r146-97)
m. 1. m. 2. |m 2. |m 2
ied
Gertrud Wilhelm Heinrich “'@ﬂrie““Agnes two
(c. 1150-97) (1184-1213) (1137-1227) (1176-1204) others
m. Friedrich m. Helena of Denmark
Duke of Swabia (c. 1180-1233)
(+1167) I
(Son of Conrad III) Dukes of Brunswick Philip
until 1918 (1177-1208)
OTTO IV 1198 Duke of Swabia
(c. 1175-1218) 1198 King .
1198 King m. Irene Maria of Byzantium
1209 Emperor (1172-1208)
i married I . I I
Beatrix Kunegunde two
(1198-12712) (c. 1200—48) others
m. Wenzel T
King of Bohemia
(1205-53)

Copyrighted Material
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Friedrich von Staufen
(roso-1105)
1070 Duke of Swabia
m. Agnes of Waiblingen
(1072-1143)

[see Tree 3]

-------- Friedrich
(1092-1147)
1105 Duke of Swabia

FREDERICK I Barbarossa two
(1122-90) daughters
1154 King

1155 Emperor
m. Beatrix of Burgundy

Conrad ITI ten
(c. 1093-1152) others
1127-35 anti-King
1138 King
m. Gertrud of Salzbach
(c. 1110—46)
|
[ ]
Henry VI Friedrich von Rothenberg
(1137—59) (1145-67)
1147 co-King 1152 (nominal)
Duke of Swabia
m. Gertrud (daughter

(c. 1145-84) of Heinrich the Lion)
I ]
HENRY VI nine
(1165-97) others
1167 King

1191 Emperor
m. Constance d’Hauteville
(1154-98)
(daughter of King Roger I of Sicily)
|

FREDERICK II (Roger)
(1194-1250)
1212/15 King
1220 Emperor
m. 1. Constance of Aragon (1179-1222)
m. 2. Isabella Brienne (1211-28)
heiress to Jerusalem

|m. 2.

Conrad IV
(1228-54)
1250 King

m. Elizabeth von Wittelsbach
(x 7-7-7|—73 )

(illegitimate)
Manfred
(1232-66)

1254 King of Sicily

Copyrighted Material



TREE 5: LUXEMBOURGS

HENRY VII
(c. 1274-1313)
1308 King
1312 Emperor
m. Margarete of Brabant
(1276-1311)

Johann ‘the Blind’
(1296-1346)
1309 Count of Luxembourg
1310 King of Bohemia
m. Elisabeth, heiress of Bohemia

(1292-1330)
|
CHARLES IV Guta (Bonne)
(1316-78) (1315-49)
1346 King m. John II
1355 Emperor future King of France
m. 1. Blanche de Valois (1316—48) (1319-64)

m. 2. Anna von Rheinpfalz (1329-53)
m. 3. Anna von Schweidnitz (1339-62)
m. 4. Elisabeth of Silesia (1347-93)

m. 1. |m.3. m. 3. |m.4.
Katherine Wenzel Elisabeth SIGISMUND
(1342-93) (1361-1419) (1358-73) (1368-1437)

m. Rudolf IV 1376 King m. Albrecht III 1410 King
Duke of Austria (deposed 1400) Duke of Austria 1433 Emperor
(1339-65) two wives (1349-95) m. Barbara of Cilli
[see Tree 6] (no issue) (1393-1451)
Elisabeth
(1409—42)

m. Albert of Austria
(1397-1439)

Copyrighted Material H[?eESTBrgfgs



Heinrich
(1240-88)
(killed at Worringen)
1281 Count of Luxembourg
m. Beatrix of Avenses-Beaumont
(+13271)

Walram Baldwin two
(+137171) (1285-1354) daughters
1307 Archbishop of Trier

Maria Beatrix
(1302—49) (1305-19)
m. Charles IV m. Charles II d’Anjou
King of France King of Hungary
(1294-1322) (1288-1342)
| | |
Anna three Johann Heinrich
(1319-38) others (1322-75)
m. Otto 1349 Margrave of Moravia
Duke of Austria m. 1. Margarethe Maultasch
(1301-49) Countess of Tirol
[see Tree 6] (1316-48)
m. 2. Margarethe of Troppau
(c.1330-63)
Johann five
(1370-96) others
1373 Elector of Brandenburg
1378 Duke of Gorlitz | | |
Jobst Johan Sobieslaw ~ three
(1354-14171) (1355-94) others
1373 Margrave of Moravia 1387 Patriarch
1388 Elector of Brandenburg of Aquileia

14710 anti-King

Copyrighted Material



TREE 6: HABSBURGS (Part 1)

Rudolf I
(r218-91)
1273 King
m. 1. Gertrud (Anna) von Hohenburg
(c. 1225-81)
m. 2. Agnes (Isabella) of Burgundy
(c. 1270-1323)

m. I. |m I.+ 2.
Albert I eight
(1225-1308) others

1282 Duke of Austria
1298 King
m. Elisabeth von Gorz-Tirol
(c. 1262-1313)

I
Frederick ‘the Fair’
(1289-1330)
1314-22 anti-King
m. Elisabeth of Aragon
(c. 1296-1330)

[
Rudolf (I1)
(1282-1307)
1306 King of Bohemia

I
Albrecht (I) ‘the Wise’
(1298-1358)
1330 Duke of Austria
m. Johanna von Pfirt
(c. 1300-51)

I
Leopold (I)
(1290-1326)
Duke of Austria

l
Rudolf (IV) ‘the Founder’
(1339-65)
1358 Duke of Austria
m. Katherine of Luxembourg
[see Tree 5]
(no issue)

I
Albrecht (IIT)
(1340-95)
1365 Duke of Austria
m. 1. Elisabeth of Luxembourg
[see Tree 5]
m. 2. Beatrix of Nuremberg
(Hohenzollern)
(c. 1355-1414)

m. 2.
ALBERTINE
LINE Wilhelm
(1370-1406)
Albert 1T (V) 1386 Duke
(1397-1439) of Austria
1404 Duke of Austria (no issue)

1437 King of Bohemia
1438 King
m. 1. Elisabeth of Luxembourg
[see Tree 5]

[ I
Anna Georg
(1432-62) (+1435)
m. Wilhelm IIT
Landgrave of Thuringia
(1425-82)

I
Elisabeth

(1438-1505)
m. Kazimierz III

Ladislas Posthumous

(1440-57)
1440 King of Hungary

King of and Bohemia
Poland-Lithuania (unmarried)
(1427-92)

Copyrighted Matlerdal
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|m. I.

Rudolf (II)

(c. 1071-90)
1282 Duke of Austria
m. Agnes of Bohemia

(1269-96)
|

Johann ‘Parracida’
(1290-1313)

l
Otto ‘the Jolly’
(1301-39)

Duke of Austria,
Styria and Carinthia
m. Anna of Luxembourg
[see Tree 5]

eight
others

] (murderer of Albert)

I
Leopold (III)
(1351-86)
1365 Duke of Austria
m. Viridis Visconti
(c. 1360-1414)

LEOPOLDINE
LINE

|
eight
others
(most died young)

I I
Leopold (IV) Ernst ‘Tronman’
(1371-14171) (1377-1424)
1395 Duke of Austria 1402 Duke of Austria
m. Katharina of Burgundy m. 1. Margarethe of
(1378-1425) Pomerania
(no issue) (c. 1366-1407)

m. 2. Cimburgis of Masovia

(€. 1394-1429)

|
Frederick (IV) ‘the Empty Pockets’
(1382-1439)
1402 Duke of Austria-Tirol
m. 1. Elisabeth of the Palantine

(Wittelsbach)

(c. 1381-1400)

m. 2. Anna of Brunswick
(c. 1390-1422)

m. 2. m. 2.
FREDERICK III eight Siegmund ‘the Rich’ three
(1415-93) others (1427-96) others
1440 King 1439 Duke of Austria-Tirol

1452 Emperor
m. Eleonore of Portugal
(1436-67)
|
MAXIMILIAN I
[see Tree 7]

(abdicated 1490)
m. Eleonora of Scotland
(1431-80)
|
Wolfgang
(+1480)
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TREE 7: HABSBURGS (Part 2)

MAXIMILIAN I

(1459-1519)

1486 King of the Romans
1508 Emperor
m. Maria, heiress of Burgundy

(145 1—82)
[
Philip I ‘the Fair’
(1478-1306)
1504 King of Castile
m. Juana ‘the Mad’ of Castile-Aragon
(1479(1 555)
[ T
CHARLES V four
(1500-58) others
1516 King of Spain
1519 Emperor
m. Isabella of Portugal
(1503-39)
| iod |MAIN AUSTRIAN LINE
Maria ~==-===- - MAXIMILIAN 11
(1528-1603) (1527-76)
1564 Emperor
i [ T T T T
Philip 11 —=—=90704____ \ o RUDOLE II Maximilian Albert eleven
(1527-98) (r549-80) (r552-1612) (r558-1611) (1559-1621) others
1556 King of Spain 1576 Emperor 1602 Govenor of the Tirol 1598 co-Regent of
(no legitimate issue) (no issue) the Netherlands
(no issue)
SPANISH
HABSBURGS
until 1700
| m. 1. |m 1.
Ferdinand IV Maria Anna
(1633-54) (1635-96)
1653 King of the Romans m. Philip IV of Spain
(1605-65)
Maximilian Il Emmanuel
(1662-1726)
1679 Elector of Bavaria married r
m. 1. Maria Antonia
m. 2. Theresa Kunigunde Sobieska (1669-92)
of Poland
(1676-1730)
married
Karl Albrecht (CHARLES VII)
(1697-1745)
1726 Elector of Bavaria
1742 Emperor
Maimilian III Joseph
(1727-77)

Last Bavarian Wittelsbach
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Margarete
(1480-1530)
1506 Regent of
The Netherlands

|
FERDINAND [
(1503-64)

1525 King of Bohemia and Hungary

1530 King of the Romans
1558 Emperor

m. Anna Jagiellon of Bohemia and Hungary

(1503-47)
| [ TIROLEAN LINE | STYRIAN LINE
Anna Ferdinand Karl 11
(1528-90) (1529-95) (1540-90)
m. Albrecht V m. Anna Catherina of Mantua m. Anna of Bavaria
Duke of Bavaria (1566-1621) (1551-1608)
(1528-79)
FERDINAND II
(1578-1637)
BAVARIAN WITTELSBACHS until 1777 1617 King of Bohemia
1618 King of Hungary
married 1619 Emperor
MATTHIAS === --======-m--mo Anna m. Maria Anna of Bavaria
(1557-1619) (1585-1618) (1574-1616)
1608 King of Hungary
1612 Emperor FERDINAND 11T
(no issue (1608-37)
1637 Emperor
m. 1. Maria Anna of Spain (1608-46)
m. 2. Maria Leopoldine of Tirol (1632-49)
m. 3. Eleonore Gonzaga (1630-86)
1
|m. 1. |m 3.
LEOPOLD I seven Eleonore Maria
(1640-1705) others (1633-97)
1658 Emperor m. Charles IV Leopold
m. Eleonor Magdalena von Pfatz-Neuburg Duke of Lorraine
(1653-1720) (1643-90)
|
T 1
JOSEPH 1 CHARLES VI d
(1678-1711) (1685-1740) Leopold Joseph
(1679-1729)

1690 King of the Romans
1705 Emperor
m. Amalia Wilhelmine of
Brunswick-Liineburg (Hanover)
(1673-1742)

-------- Amalia Maria
(1701-56)

[
JOSEPH It

1706-14 King of Spain
1711 Emperor
m. Elisabeth Charlotte of

Duke of Lorraine
m. Elisabeth Charlotte d’Orleans

Brunswick-Wolfenbiittel (1676-1744)
(1691-1750)
ied
Maria Theresa e FRANCIS I Stephen
(1717-80) (1708-65)

1729-36 Duke of Lorraine
1745 Emperor

T T 1
LEOPOLD II

Marie Antoinette thirteen
(1741-90) (1747-92) (1755-93) others
1765 Emperor 1790 Emperor m. Louis XVI
two wives m. Maria Ludovika of Spain King of France
(no adult issue) (1745-92) (1754-93)

FRANCIS 1T
(1768-1835)
1792 Emperor (abdicated 1806)
1804 Emperor of Austria
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Note on Form

Place names and those of emperors, kings and other well-known
historical figures are given in the form most commonly used in English-
language writing. For east central European locations, this tends to be
the German version. Lesser-known individuals are generally identified
using the modern version of their names. This at least helps distinguish
royalty (e.g. Henry) from aristocracy (e.g. Heinrich) for periods where
only a few names predominated amongst the elite. The term ‘Empire’ is
used throughout for the Holy Roman Empire, distinguishing this from
references to other empires, such as those of the Byzantines and Otto-
mans. Likewise, ‘Estates’ refers to corporate social groups, like the
nobility and clergy, and to the assemblies of such groups, whereas
‘estates’ identifies land and property. The Empire endured throughout
the periods when it was ruled by a king who had not been crowned
emperor. Use of the terms ‘king’ and ‘emperor’ reflects the status of the
Empire’s monarch at any given period. Foreign terms are italicized and
explained at first mention, generally with additional information pro-
vided in the glossary. Terms and their definitions can also be accessed
using the index.
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Introduction

The Holy Roman Empire’s history lies at the heart of the European
experience. Understanding that history explains how much of the con-
tinent developed between the early Middle Ages and the nineteenth
century. It reveals important aspects which have become obscured by
the more familiar story of European history as that of separate nation
states. The Empire lasted for more than a millennium, well over twice
as long as imperial Rome itself, and encompassed much of the contin-
ent. In addition to present-day Germany, it included all or part of ten
other modern countries: Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Den-
mark, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland and
Switzerland. Others were also linked to it, like Hungary, Spain and
Sweden, or involved in its history in often forgotten ways, such as Eng-
land, which provided one German king (Richard of Cornwall, 1257-72).
More fundamentally, the east-west and north—south tensions in Europe
both intersect in the old core lands of the Empire between the Rhine,
Elbe and Oder rivers and the Alps. These tensions were reflected in the
fluidity of the Empire’s borders and the patchwork character of its
internal subdivisions. In short, the Empire’s history is not merely part
of numerous distinct national histories, but lies at the heart of the con-
tinent’s general development.

This, however, is not how the Empire’s history is usually presented.
Preparing for the Continental Congress that would give his country its
constitution in 1787, the future US president James Madison looked to
Europe’s past and present states to build his case for a strong federal
union. Reviewing the Holy Roman Empire, then still one of the largest
European states, he concluded it was ‘a nerveless body; incapable of
regulating its own members; insecure against external dangers; and
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agitated with unceasing fermentation in its own bowels.” Its history
was simply a catalogue ‘of the licentiousness of the strong, and the
oppression of the weak ... of general imbecility, confusion and
misery.”!

Madison was far from alone in this opinion. The seventeenth-century
philosopher Samuel Pufendorf famously described the Empire as a
‘monstrosity’ because he felt it had degenerated from a ‘regular’ mon-
archy into an ‘irregular body’. A century later, Voltaire quipped it
was neither holy, Roman nor an empire.? This negative interpretation
was entrenched by the Empire’s inglorious demise, dissolved by
Emperor Francis IT on 6 August 1806 to prevent Napoleon Bonaparte
from usurping it. Yet this final act itself already tells us that the Empire
retained some value in its last hours, especially as the Austrians had
already gone to considerable lengths to prevent the French from seizing
the imperial regalia. The Empire would be plundered when later gen-
erations wrote the stories of their own nations, in which it appears
positively or negatively according to the author’s circumstance and pur-
pose. This trend has grown more pronounced since the later twentieth
century, with some writers proclaiming the Empire as the first German
nation state or even a model for greater European integration.

The Empire’s demise coincided with the emergence of modern
nationalism as a popular phenomenon, as well as the establishment of
western historical method, institutionalized by professionals like Leo-
pold von Ranke who held publicly funded university posts. Their task
was to record their national story, and to shape it they constructed
linear narratives based around the centralization of political power or
their people’s emancipation from foreign domination. The Empire had
no place in a world where every nation was supposed to have its own
state. Its history was reduced to that of medieval Germany, and in
many ways the Empire’s greatest posthumous influence lay in how criti-
cism of its structures created the discipline of modern history.

Ranke established the basic framework in the 1850s which others,
notably Heinrich von Treitschke, popularized over the course of the
next century. The Frankish king Charles the Great, who was crowned
first Holy Roman emperor on Christmas Day 800, appears in this story
as the German Karl der Grosse, not the Francophone Charlemagne.
The partition of his realm in 843 is interpreted as the birth of France,
Italy and Germany, with the Empire thereafter discussed in terms of
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repeated, thwarted attempts to construct a viable German national
monarchy. Individual monarchs were praised or condemned according
to an anachronistic scale of ‘German interests’. Rather than entrench
the imperial title in Germany itself as the basis of a strong, centralized
monarchy, too many monarchs, it seemed, pursued the pointless dream
of re-creating the Roman empire. To rally support, they allegedly dissi-
pated central power in debilitating concessions to their senior lords,
who emerged as virtually independent princes. After several centuries
of heroic efforts and glorious failures, this project finally succumbed in
a titanic clash around 1250 between German Kultur and the treacher-
ous Italianate civilization represented by the papacy. ‘Germany’ was
now condemned to weakness, divided by the dualism between an impo-
tent emperor and selfish princes. For many, especially Protestant writers,
the Austrian Habsburgs wasted their chance once they obtained an
almost permanent monopoly of the imperial title after 1438, by again
pursuing the dream of a transnational empire rather than a strong Ger-
man state. Only the Prussian Hohenzollerns, emerging on the Empire’s
north-eastern margins, carefully husbanded their resources, preparing
for their ‘German mission’ to reunite the country as a strong, central-
ized nation state. Although shorn of its nationalist excesses, this story
still continues as the ‘basso continuo’ of German historical writing and
perception, not least because it appears to make sense of an otherwise
thoroughly confusing past.?

The Empire took the blame for Germany being a ‘delayed nation’,
receiving only the ‘consolation prize’ of becoming a cultural nation
during the eighteenth century, before Prussian-led unification finally
made it a political one in 1871.* For many observers this had fatal con-
sequences, pushing German development along a deviant ‘special path’
(Sonderweg) away from western civilization and liberal democracy
and towards authoritarianism and the Holocaust.® Only after two
world wars had discredited the earlier celebration of militarized nation
states did a more positive historical reception of the Empire emerge.
The concluding chapter of this book will return to this in the context
of how the Empire’s history is being used to comment on and inform
discussions of Europe’s immediate future.

The term ‘empire’ requires some clarification before proceeding fur-
ther. The Empire lacked a fixed title but was always referred to as
imperial, even during the long periods when it was governed by a king
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rather than an emperor. The Latin term imperium was gradually
displaced by the German Reich from the thirteenth century. As an
adjective, the word reich means ‘rich’, while as a noun it means both
‘empire’ and ‘realm’, appearing in the terms Kaiserreich (empire) and
Konigreich (kingdom).® There is no universally accepted definition of
an empire, though three elements are common to most interpretations.”
The least useful is a stress on size. Canada covers nearly 1o million
square kilometres, over 4 million square kilometres larger than either
the ancient Persian empire or that of Alexander the Great, yet few
would contend that it is an imperial state. Emperors and their subjects
have generally lacked the obsession of social scientists with quantifica-
tion; on the contrary, a more meaningful defining characteristic of
empire would be its absolute refusal to define limits to either its phys-
ical extent or its power pretentions.®

Longevity is a second factor, with empires being judged of ‘world
historical importance’ if they pass the ‘Augustan threshold’ — a term
derived from Emperor Augustus’s transformation of the Roman repub-
lic into a stable imperium.’ This approach has the merit of drawing
attention to identifying why some empires outlived their founders, but
it should be recognized that many which did not nonetheless left
important legacies, such as those of Alexander and Napoleon.

Hegemony is the third element and perhaps the most ideologically
charged. Some influential discussions of empire reduce it to the domi-
nance of a single people over others.!” Depending on perspective, the
history of empire becomes a story of conquest or resistance. Empires
bring oppression and exploitation, while resistance is usually equated
with national self-determination and democracy. This approach cer-
tainly makes sense in some contexts.'' However, it often fails to explain
how empires expand and endure, especially when these processes are at
least partly peaceful. It also tends to conceive of empires as composed
of a fairly stable ‘core’ people or territory, dominating a number of per-
ipheral regions. Here — to use another common metaphor — imperial
rule becomes a ‘rimless wheel’, with the peripheries connected to the
hub but not to each other. This allows the imperial core to govern
through ‘divide and rule’, keeping each peripheral population separate,
and preventing them combining against the numerically inferior core.
Such a system relies heavily on brokerage provided by local elites acting
as the spokes between the hub and each periphery. Rule does not have
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to be overtly oppressive, since the brokers can be coopted and can
transmit some benefits of imperial rule to the peripheral population.
However, imperial rule is tied to numerous local bargains which can
make it difficult to mobilize substantial resources for common pur-
poses, because the core has to negotiate separately with each set of
brokers.!? The core—periphery model is helpful in explaining how rela-
tively small groups of people can govern large areas, but brokerage has
been a part of most states as they have expanded and consolidated and
is, in itself, not necessarily ‘imperial’.

A major reason for the Empire’s relative scholarly neglect is that its
history is so difficult to tell. The Empire lacked the things giving shape
to conventional national history: a stable heartland, a capital city, cen-
tralized political institutions and, perhaps most fundamentally, a single
‘nation’. It was also very large and lasted a long time. A conventional
chronological approach would become unfeasibly long, or risk convey-
ing a false sense of linear development and reduce the Empire’s history
to a high political narrative. I would like to stress instead the multiple
paths, detours and dead ends of the Empire’s development, and to give
the reader a clear sense of what it was, how it worked, why it mattered,
and its legacy for today. An extended chronology is included after the
appendices for general orientation. The rest of the book is divided into
12 chapters, grouped equally in four parts that examine the Empire
through the themes of ideal, belonging, governance and society. The
themes have been grouped for natural progression so the reader
approaches the material like an eagle flying over the Empire. The basic
outline will be visible in Part I, with the other details becoming clearer
as the reader nears ground level by the time he or she reaches Part I'V.

It makes sense to examine how the Empire legitimated its existence
and how it defined itself relative to outsiders. This is the task of Part I,
which opens with a discussion of the Holy Roman Empire’s basis as the
secular arm of western Christianity. Historically, European develop-
ment has been characterized by three levels of organization: the
universal level of transcendental ideals that provide a sense of unity
and common bonds (e.g. Christianity, Roman law); the particular and
local level of everyday action (resource extraction, law enforcement,
etc.); and the intermediary level of the sovereign state.!”> The Empire
was characterized for most of its existence only by the first two of
these. The emergence of the third from the thirteenth century was a
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major contributory factor in its eventual demise. However, the evolu-
tionary progression once imagined by historians, culminating in a
Europe of competing nation states, no longer appears the terminus of
political development, contributing to the recent renewed interest in the
Empire and to comparisons between it and the European Union.

Chapter 1 opens with the circumstances of the Empire’s foundation
through an agreement between Charlemagne and the papacy, which
expressed the belief that Christendom constituted a singular order
under the twin management of emperor and pope. This imparted a
lasting imperial mission, anchored on the premise that the emperor was
the pre-eminent Christian monarch within a common order containing
lesser rulers. Moral leadership and guardianship of the church were the
emperor’s tasks, not hegemonic, direct rule over the continent. As with
other empires, this imperial mission imparted a ‘quasi-religious sense
of purpose’ transcending immediate self-interest.'* The belief that the
Empire was far bigger than its ruler and transcended whoever was cur-
rently emperor took root very early on, and explains why so many
emperors struggled to fulfil that mission rather than settle for what,
with hindsight, seems the more realistic option of a national monarchy.
The rest of the chapter examines the holy, Roman and imperial
elements of this mission, and explains the often difficult relationship
between Empire and papacy into early modernity."

The specifically religious dimension is explored in Chapter 2, which
shows how the Empire embraced the typically ‘imperial’ distinction
between itself as a single civilization in contrast to all outsiders, who were
‘barbarians’.!® Civilization was defined as Christianity and the ancient
imperial Roman legacy as embodied by the Empire after 8oo. However,
the Empire’s dealings with outsiders were not always violent, while its
continued expansion into northern and eastern Europe in the high Mid-
dle Ages was partly through assimilation. Chapter 3 shows how the
concept of a singular civilization prevented the Empire dealing with other
states on equal terms. This became increasingly problematic as Latin
Christian Europe divided into more clearly distinct sovereign states, each
with monarchs claiming to be ‘emperors in their own kingdoms”.

Part II aims to transcend the traditional dismemberment of the
Empire by nationalist and regionalist historians in discussing how its
many different lands and peoples related to it. The Empire lacked a
stable core, unlike those provided by the Thames valley and the ile de
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France for the English and French national states respectively. It never
had a permanent capital or a single patron saint, common language or
culture. Identity was always multiple and multilayered, reflecting its
imperial extent over many peoples and places. The number of layers
grew over time as part of the evolution of a more complex and nuanced
political hierarchy sustaining imperial governance. The general core
came to rest in the German kingdom in the mid-tenth century, though
imperial monarchy remained itinerant into the fourteenth century. A
stable hierarchy emerged by the 1030s, establishing that whoever was
German king also ruled the Empire’s other two primary kingdoms of
Italy and Burgundy and was the only candidate worthy of the imperial
title. Chapter 4 explores the actual shape of these kingdoms and their
component lands, as well as how the Empire related to other European
peoples. The relative significance of ethnicity, social organization and
place to identities is discussed in Chapter 5. Chapter 6 examines how
concepts of the nation, emerging from the thirteenth century, rein-
forced rather than undermined the identification of many inhabitants
with the Empire. Germans already saw themselves as a political nation
well before unification in 1871, identifying the Empire as their natural
home. The Empire never demanded the absolute, exclusive loyalty
expected by later nationalists. This reduced its capacity to mobilize
resources and command active support, but it also allowed heteroge-
neous communities to coexist, each identifying its own distinctiveness
as safeguarded by belonging to a common home.

Part IIT explains how the Empire was governed without creating a
large, centralized infrastructure. Historians long expected and wanted
kings to be ‘state builders’, or at least to have consistent, long-term
plans. States are judged by a singular model, expressed most succinctly
by the sociologist Max Weber as ‘the monopoly of the legitimate use of
physical force within a given territory’.!” National history thus becomes
the story of creating an infrastructure to centralize and exercise exclusive
sovereign authority, and the articulation of arguments to legitimate these
processes. Equally, the arguments delegitimate rival claims both from
insiders, like would-be autonomous nobles or regions, and from outsid-
ers seeking hegemony over the ‘national’ territory. Measured against this
yardstick, it is scarcely surprising that the Empire’s history is reduced to
a repetitive and chaotic cycle lasting at least into the fifteenth century.
Each ruler assumed the throne as king recognized by his peers amongst
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the senior nobles. He then toured the German kingdom seeking hom-
age, thereby providing opportunities for his rivals to deny this and
rebel. Most kings at least asserted their authority, though there were
lengthy periods involving rival kings and even civil war, notably 1077—
1106, 1198-1214 and 1314-25. Many kings faced external raids and
invasions by the Vikings, Slavs or Magyars until the tenth century.
Once secure, these kings generally made a Roman expedition (Rom-
zug) to seek coronation as emperor by the pope. Those that dallied too
long were apt to face renewed rebellion north of the Alps, often precipi-
tating an early return. Others found repeated expeditions necessary to
assert even a modicum of authority in Italy. They either died prema-
turely of malaria whilst on campaign, or, worn out, hastened to some
appropriate spot in Germany for a ‘good death’. Then the whole weari-
some cycle seems to begin again, continuing until the Habsburgs finally
established their own dynastic territorial dominions in the early six-
teenth century that partially overlapped those of the Empire.

This narrative rests on Ranke’s influential conception of the Empire’s
history as the story of failed nation building. Most observers have fol-
lowed his lead in arguing that the ‘decline’ of central authority was
inversely proportionate to the growth of the princes as semi-independent
rulers. This argument has been underpinned by a century and a half of
national and regional histories, charting the separate stories of modern
countries like Belgium or the Czech Republic, as well as those of the
regions of modern Germany and Italy, such as Bavaria or Tuscany.
Each of these stories is so persuasive, because it is constructed around
the development of centralized political authority and associated iden-
tity focused exclusively on its given territory. The overall conclusion is
often that the Empire was some kind of federal system, which it became
either immediately after Charlemagne’s death in 814 or by the Peace of
Westphalia in 1648 at the latest.!® The enormous difference between
these dates is an indicator of the problems with confidently pinning
down these structures. Nonetheless, this is an attractive idea not only
because, as we shall see, some of the Empire’s inhabitants claimed it
was a confederation, but also because this definition at least allows it
to be fitted into the accepted taxonomy of political systems. It was this
aspect that drew Madison’s attention and his conclusion that it was ‘a
feeble and precarious union’, a conclusion intended to encourage his
fellow Americans to agree to a stronger federal government.?
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Federal systems are not unitary, in that they have two or more levels
of government rather than a single, central authority. Additionally,
they combine elements of shared rule through common institutions
with regional self-rule in constituent territorial segments.?° These ele-
ments were certainly present in the Empire after the ‘imperial reform’
of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries gave the imperial con-
stitution its definitive, early modern form. However, the concept of
federalism requires careful handling, because it easily confuses more
than it clarifies. Defining the Empire as federal perpetuates the narrow,
dualist view of its development as solely defined by emperor-princely
tensions, with the latter winning out by establishing fully sovereign
kingdoms and principalities in 1806. Worse, it is very difficult to dis-
associate the term from its modern political usage, particularly in the
German and Austrian federal republics, as well as Switzerland and
other contemporary states, including the USA. In all these cases the
component elements interact as equals, sharing a common status as
parts of a political union. The differences are genuinely dualist: their
dynamics provided by how far key powers are shared through common
central institutions, and how far they are devolved as ‘states rights’ to
the component units. Finally, modern federal states act directly on all
their citizens equally. Each citizen is meant to have an equal participa-
tion in his or her own state, and in the union as a whole. All are bound
directly by the same federal laws, even if some aspects of life are covered
by arrangements specific to each component state. These forms of
equality were completely and fundamentally alien to the Empire, which
always had a dominant, if shifting, political core, and always ruled its
population through a complex hierarchy defined by socio-legal status.

Part I11 charts the evolution of this hierarchy, with each of the three
chapters 7—9 covering one of the fundamental shifts in the basis of
imperial governance. Carolingian rule established a basic political and
legal framework for the Empire, but this did not develop further and
even partially disappeared around 9oo. The absence of formal institu-
tions should not, however, be taken as the lack of effective governance.
This book follows the lead of those who have drawn attention to the
informal aspects of a political culture based on personal presence
rather than written, formalized rules.?! Symbols and rituals were as
much a part of politics as formal institutions; indeed formal institu-
tions cannot function without the former, even though their role is
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often no longer acknowledged openly in the modern era. Any organiza-
tion is partly “fictive’ in that it depends on the conviction amongst those
who engage with it that it really exists. The organization is sustained
because each individual acts in the expectation that others will behave
similarly. Symbols and rituals provide markers for participants, helping
to sustain the belief in the organization’s continued existence. The
organization is threatened if its symbols lose their meaning, or are
challenged, such as during the iconoclasm of the Protestant Reforma-
tion. Likewise, an organization risks being exposed as fictive if it no
longer meets common expectations, for example if the anticipated
repression fails to materialize or is exposed as feeble when a govern-
ment is confronted with open defiance.

Imperial governance entailed fostering a consensus amongst the
Empire’s political elite to ensure at least minimum compliance with
agreed policy, enabling the emperor to dispense with the burden of
both forcing cooperation and of ruling the bulk of the population dir-
ectly.?? Consensus did not necessarily mean harmony or stability, but it
did achieve the ‘crude simplicity” of imperial rule, allowing the emperor
and elites to pursue policies without requiring a radical transformation
of the societies they governed.?* This imposed limits on what emperors
could do. They needed to uphold the legitimacy of imperial rule through
demonstrative acts, such as punishing obvious wrongdoers; yet emper-
ors also had to avoid personal failures that would undermine their aura
of power and could be interpreted as the loss of divine favour.

A key characteristic of imperial governance was that institutional
development was primarily driven by the need to foster and sustain
consensus, rather than by attempts by the centre to reach directly into
the peripheries and localities. The Ottonian line of kings during the
tenth century ruled through a relatively flat hierarchy of senior lay and
spiritual lords. The Salians, their successors after 1024, shifted to more
of a command style without breaching the established pattern. Broader
socio-economic changes meanwhile supported a longer and more com-
plex lordly hierarchy, both reducing the average size of each jurisdiction
while multiplying their numbers. The Staufer family ruling after
1138 responded by formalizing the lordly hierarchy, creating a more dis-
tinct princely elite internally stratified by ranks denoted by different
titles, but united through a common immediacy under the emperor.
Lesser lords and subjects were now more clearly ‘mediate’, meaning that
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their relationship to the emperor and Empire ran through at least one
intervening level of authority. This hierarchy crystallized around 1200,
consolidating the complementary division of responsibilities within the
Empire. The emperor got on with the business of the imperial mission,
assisted by the immediate princely elite who meanwhile assumed more
functions within their own jurisdictions, including peace-keeping, con-
flict resolution and resource mobilization. These jurisdictions became
‘territorialized’ through the need to demarcate areas of responsibility.
The Staufers’ demise around 1250 was a personal, not structural failure,
since the basic pattern of imperial governance continued to evolve along
the same lines into the fourteenth century.

The next shift came during the line of Luxembourg kings (1347-
1437), who changed the emphasis from imperial prerogatives to
hereditary dynastic possessions to provide the material basis sustaining
imperial governance. The new methods were perfected after 1438 by
the Habsburgs, who amassed not only the largest hereditary lands in
the Empire, but acquired a separate dynastic empire outside it, initially
including Spain and the New World. The transition to Habsburg rule
occurred amidst new internal and external challenges, prompting the
period of imperial reform that intensified around 1480-1520. The
reforms channelled established patterns of consensus-seeking through
new, formalized institutions, and entrenched the complementary distri-
bution of responsibilities between imperial structures and princely and
civic territories.

The development of imperial governance through a long lordly hier-
archy appears to detach the Empire from its subjects. Certainly this is
how most general accounts have treated its history: as high politics, far
removed from daily life. This has had the unfortunate consequence of
contributing to the widespread sense of the Empire’s irrelevance, espe-
cially as social and economic historians have largely followed their
political counterparts and traced developments like population size or
economic output using anachronistic national frontiers. Part IV
addresses this, arguing that both the governance and patterns of iden-
tity within the Empire were closely entwined with socio-economic
developments, notably the emergence of a corporate social structure
combining both hierarchical-authoritarian and horizontal-associative
elements. This structure was replicated — with variations — at all levels
of the Empire’s socio-political order.
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A full social history of the Empire is beyond the scope of this book.
Rather, Chapter 1o traces the emergence of the corporate social order,
showing how it embraced both lords and commons, and how it became
anchored in rural and urban communities with varying but generally
wide degrees of self-governance. These associative aspects are explored
further in Chapter 11, which demonstrates the importance of corporate
status in all forms of leagues and communual organizations from the
high Middle Ages onwards, from the smallest guild to groupings that
resulted in major challenges to imperial rule, such as the Lombard
League or the Swiss Confederation. Like jurisdictions, corporate iden-
tities and rights were local, specific and related to status. They reflected
the belief in an idealized socio-political order, which placed a premium
on preserving peace through consensus rather than through any abso-
lute, abstract concept of justice. The consequences of this are explored
in Chapter 12, which shows how conflict resolution remained
open-ended, like the Empire’s political processes generally. Imperial
institutions could judge, punish and coerce, but they mainly brokered
settlements intended as workable compromises rather than as definitive
judgements based on absolute concepts of right and wrong.

The Empire thus fostered a deep-rooted, conservative ideal of free-
dom as local and particular, shared by members of corporate groups
and incorporated communities. These were local and particular liber-
ties, not abstract Liberty shared equally by all inhabitants. Here, this
book offers an alternative explanation for the hotly contested ‘genesis
of German conservatism’, without, however, claiming any continuity
beyond the mid-nineteenth century. Usually, the authoritarianism of
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Germany is attributed to the
supposedly dualist political development prior to the Empire’s demise
in 1806.%* Attempts at genuine egalitarian liberty are ascribed solely to
‘the people’ who are crushed by ‘the princes’, notably during the bloody
Peasants War of 1524—6. Meanwhile, the princes usurped the ideal of
freedom for themselves to legitimate their privileged position as autono-
mous rulers. ‘German liberty’ thus supposedly narrowed to the defence
of princely autonomy against potential imperial ‘tyranny’. Simultane-
ously, as the ‘real’ governments in the Empire, the princes allegedly
introduced the rule of law, protecting their subjects’ right to property,
whilst denying any meaningful political representation. Liberty thus
became associated with the bureaucratic state and transposed to
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national government when this was created in the later nineteenth
century.

This argument has never explained why central Europeans remained
so unreceptive to nineteenth-century liberalism. Either they were too
cowed by a repressive police state to embrace it, or they were duped by
a naive faith in princely benevolence and their own ingrained sense of
subordination.?’ Yet liberals discovered that ordinary people often did
not want their version of liberty, because uniform equality conflicted
with treasured corporate rights which appeared to offer superior safe-
guards against capitalist market exploitation.?® Later problems stem at
least partly from how those corporate rights were stripped away amidst
rapid industrialization and urbanization after the 1840s. These matters
lie beyond the scope of this book.

The attachment to corporate identities and rights helps explain why
the Empire endured despite internal tensions and stark inequalities in
life chances. However, it was neither a bucolic, harmonious old-worldly
utopia, nor a direct blueprint for the European Union.?” The question
of the Empire’s long-term viability by the late eighteenth century is
tackled at the end of Chapter 12. For now we need to note, as an
important factor in changing the Empire across time, the long-term
shift from a culture of personal presence and oral communication to
one based on written communication. This transition was common
throughout Europe and is one of the general markers of the shift to
modernity. However, it had particular consequences in the Empire
since this relied so heavily on consensus-seeking and on delineating
power, rights and responsibilities along a status hierarchy.

Oral communication and written culture co-existed throughout the
Empire’s lifespan, so the transition is one of degrees, not absolutes.
Christianity is a religion of the book, while both ecclesiastical and
secular authorities used written rules and communication (see Chapter
7, pp. 320-25, and Chapter 12, pp. 603-10). Yet messages generally
only acquired full meaning when delivered in person by someone of
appropriate rank. Early medieval theology believed God’s intentions to
be transparent, with individual actions merely demonstrating divine
will. Face-to-face contact was generally necessary for binding decisions
to be reached. However, writing was a good way to fix such decisions
and to avoid potential ambiguities and misunderstandings. Like the
more recent and certainly more rapid media revolution, participants
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found the new forms of written communication unsettling, but appre-
ciated their benefits. Ancillary techniques, like the use of seals and
particular forms of address and styles of writing, were developed in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries to convince recipients of letters that such
techniques represented the authentic voice of the writer by imparting a
permanent authority to the text.?® The use of paper rather than parch-
ment facilitated a significant growth of written culture from the
mid-fourteenth century, while the invention of printing a century later
changed both its volume and its use.

Unfortunately, writing also makes discrepancies more obvious, as
the papacy already discovered during the twelfth century when it began
to be criticized for issuing patently contradictory pronouncements. A
paper trail could also demonstrate how knowledge was conveyed,
making it harder for authorities to claim ignorance of wrongdoing.
Theologians and political theorists responded by elaborating a hier-
archy of communication. The idea that divine intentions were directly
manifest in human action already threatened to make God the servant
of His own creation. From this it was logical to develop the idea of a
mysterious God whose actions were beyond the comprehension of
ordinary mortals. To elevate themselves above their subjects, secular
authorities were credited with an exclusive ability to understand the
‘mysteries of state’ that would otherwise only baffle common folk.
Those in power tailored their choice of words and images to suit
specific target audiences. Communication became as much - if not
more — about signalling the authorities’ superiority over their subjects
as about conveying messages.”’

The elevated language of the mysteries of state used to promote cen-
tralization elsewhere in Europe was ill-suited to an imperial governance
based more on consensus than command and where high politics con-
tinued to rely primarily on face-to-face communication. Although the
princes did adopt a more exalted style of rule during the sixteenth
century, they remained bound within a common framework, which
exposed their actions and pronouncements to audiences they could not
control. The imperial chancellery was usually at the forefront of
employing written culture, but used this to record and fix the status
and privileges of those entitled to participate in the political process.
Broadly similar developments took place within the Empire’s constitu-
ent territories, where communal and corporate rights were enshrined in
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charters and other legal documents. Increasingly, imperial institutions
were called upon to broker disputes arising from the interpretation of
these rights. While the system retained some flexibility, contemporaries
were increasingly aware of the discrepancies as settlements relied on
compromise and fudge, almost inevitably contravening some formal
rules. In the late eighteenth century, the gap between formal status and
material power became glaring at the highest political level with the
growth of Austria and Prussia as European powers in their own right.
While the refusal to abandon hallowed practices gave the Empire some
coherence, this also made it impossible for its inhabitants to conceive of
any alternative structure. Reform narrowed down to mere tinkering
with existing arrangements and ultimately proved unable to cope with
the overwhelming impact of the French Revolutionary Wars, forcing
Francis II’s decision in 1806 to dissolve the Empire.

Copyrighted Material

15



Copyrighted Material



PART 1

Ideal

Copyrighted Material



Copyrighted Material



I

Two Swords

HOLY

The problems of defining the Empire are already apparent in the con-
fusion over its title. For most of its existence it was simply ‘the Empire’.
The words Holy, Roman and Empire were only combined as Sacrum
Romanum Imperium in June 1180, and though used more frequently
from 1254, they never appeared consistently in official documents.!
Nonetheless, all three terms formed core elements of the imperial ideal
present from the Empire’s foundation. This chapter will consider each
in turn, before investigating the Empire’s troubled relationship with the
papacy.

The holy element was integral to the Empire’s primary purpose in
providing a stable political order for all Christians and defending them
against heretics and infidels. To this end, the emperor should act as
chief advocate, or guardian, of the pope, who was the head of a single,
universal Christian church. Since this was considered a divine mission,
entrusted by God, it opened the possibility that the emperor and Empire
were themselves sacred. Like the Roman and imperial elements, the
holy character of the Empire was rooted in the later, Christian phase
of the ancient Roman empire, rather than the pagan past of the first
Caesars or the earlier Roman republic.

Christian Rome

After more than three centuries of persecuting Christians, Rome
adopted Christianity as its sole, official religion in AD 391. This step
partially desacralized the imperial office, since the singular Christian
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God would not tolerate a rival. The emperor no longer considered him-
self divine and had to accept the church’s development as a separate
institution throughout his empire. These changes were eased by the
church’s adoption of a clerical hierarchy modelled on Roman imperial
infrastructure. Christian bishops resided in the chief towns, exercising
spiritual jurisdictions (dioceses) that generally matched the political
boundaries of the empire’s provinces. Moreover, though no longer con-
sidered a god, the emperor retained a sacral role as mediator between
heaven and earth. The Pax Romanum remained an imperial mission,
but changed from providing an earthly paradise to advancing Chris-
tianity as the sole path to salvation.

The later Roman empire faced internal tensions and external pres-
sures. Parts of the empire were already devolved to co-emperors after
284, and this resumed after a brief reunification under Constantine I,
who revived the ancient Greek town of Byzantium as a new capital,
immodestly dubbed Constantinople in the 330s. The split into eastern
and western empires became permanent after 395. Both halves survived
through accommodating invading warriors, especially the western
empire, which absorbed successive waves of Germanic invaders, notably
the Goths and, later, the Vandals. These poachers were turned into
gamekeepers through the attractions of Roman culture and settled life.
They abandoned raiding to serve as the empire’s border guards and
became partly Romanized, including adopting forms of Christianity.

Their embrace of Rome was always conditional on the benefits of
subordination outweighing the lure of independence. This balance
tipped against the western empire during the fourth and fifth centuries.
The western Gothic tribes, known as the Visigoths, established their
own kingdom in former Roman Spain and southern Gaul in 395, and
sacked the imperial capital only fifteen years later. The Franks —another
tribe about which we will hear more shortly — assumed control of
northern Gaul around 420 after 170 years of alternately attacking and
serving the local Roman defenders.? Having seen off the Huns, a fresh
set of armed migrants arriving in the mid-fifth century, the victorious
Goths under Odovacar toppled the last western emperor, fittingly
called Augustulus, or ‘Little Augustus’, in 476.

Only later was this regarded as the ‘fall of the Rome empire’. For
contemporaries, Rome simply contracted to its eastern half based in
Constantinople, which still regarded itself as a direct continuation of
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ancient Rome, despite its much later distinctive label as the Byzantine
empire. Nonetheless, the events of 476 were significant. The city of
Rome was no longer capital of the known world, but a precarious out-
post on the western periphery of an empire whose primary interests
now lay in the Balkans, Holy Land and north Africa, and whose cul-
ture was predominantly Greek rather than Latin by the seventh century.
Byzantium underwent periodic revivals, but was short of manpower,
especially after costly wars against the Islamic Arabs, generally known
as Saracens or Moors, who emerged as a new enemy as they overran
Palestine and north Africa by 640.

Byzantium was obliged to secure Rome by relying on the Ostro-
goths, another tribe displaced by the Huns’ eruption into central
Europe in the fifth century. Following established practice, Byzantium
offered status and legitimacy in return for political subordination and
military service. The Ostrogoth leader, Theodoric, had been raised in
Constantinople and combined Romanized culture with the Gothic
warrior ethos. Having defeated Odovacar, he was recognized as ruler
of Italy by Byzantium in 497. Cooperation broke down during the reign
of Emperor Justinian, who capitalized on his temporary reconquest of
north Africa to try to assert more direct control over Italy. The result-
ing Gothic War (535-62) saw the eventual defeat of the Ostrogoths and
the establishment of a permanent Byzantine presence in Italy. Known
as the Exarchate, this had its political and military base at Ravenna in
the north, with the rest of the peninsula divided into provinces, each
under a military commander called a dux — the origins of both the
word ‘duke’ and the title duce taken by Benito Mussolini.

Success proved temporary as the Lombards, another Gothic tribe
that had served as Byzantine auxiliaries in the recent war, launched
their own invasion of Italy in 568. Unlike Odovacar’s Goths, they failed
to take Rome, or the new Byzantine outpost at Ravenna, but nonethe-
less established their own kingdom based initially in Milan, and then
Pavia from 616.° Italy was now split in three. The invaders’ new king-
dom of Langobardia extended along the Po valley, giving that region its
modern name of Lombardy. Lombard kings exercised only loose con-
trol over southern Italy, which was largely organized as the separate
Lombard duchy of Benevento. The remainder was known as the
Romagna, or ‘Roman’ territory belonging to Byzantium, and surviving
today as the name of the region around Ravenna.
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The Emergence of the Papacy

A fourth political factor emerged with the growing influence of the
papacy, based in Rome. The popes traced their origins as the church’s
‘father’ (papa) through ‘Apostolic Succession’ from St Peter, though
they were only really free to function once ancient Rome tolerated
Christianity. Rome was only one of five primary Christian centres, but
the loss of Jerusalem, Antioch and Alexandria to the Arabs (638—42)
increased its importance alongside Constantinople. Additional prestige
derived from Rome’s own continued importance as an imperial city,
and its emotional and spiritual significance in the development of early
Christianity. Beginning with the execution of St Peter and St Paul in the
year 64, all 30 Roman bishops prior to Constantine’s toleration Edict
of Milan (313) were subsequently recognized as saints and claimed as
martyrs by the church.*

It was important for the later Holy Roman Empire that the Roman
papacy developed differently to the eastern patriarchate in Constan-
tinople. Byzantium retained the centralized imperial structure, with its
culture of hierarchical subordination and written administration deriv-
ing directly from ancient Rome. This imparted two characteristics
largely absent in the early western church. The patriarch remained sub-
ordinate to the emperor, while the desire to fix theology in written
statements made doctrinal differences much more pronounced than
those in the western church, which was both more decentralized and
less concerned with communication in writing. The eastern church dis-
tanced itself from the version of Christianity known as Arianism,
which retained a strong following amongst the Lombards, while a dis-
pute over the human and divine aspects of Christ’s nature had forced
the emergence of a separate Coptic church in Syria and Egypt when
these were still Byzantine provinces.

The absence of durable imperial structures in the west deprived the
Roman popes of the strong political backing afforded the eastern patri-
arch. Papal authority relied on asserting moral rather than direct
administrative leadership of the western church, which remained a
loose agglomeration of dioceses and churches. Since the fifth century,
popes used the argument of Apostolic Succession to claim the right to
pronounce on doctrine without reference to any political authority.
This was extended to the right to judge whether the candidates chosen
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by the various Christian Gothic kings and nobles were suitable to
become bishops or archbishops. Authority was symbolized through the
practice of investiture developed in the seventh century: no archbishop
could take office without receiving a special vestment known as the
pallium from the pope. In turn, popes made archbishops responsible
for checking the credentials of bishops within their archdiocese, thus
extending papal influence indirectly deeper into the localities. Wyn-
frith, an Anglo-Saxon monk later known as St Boniface, who was the
first archbishop of Mainz and a key figure in the Empire’s church his-
tory, was given cloth that had lain across St Peter’s tomb as his pallium
in 752. The message was clear: opposing the pope was equated with
disobeying St Peter.

The early medieval popes would have preferred a strong emperor
who could protect them and allow them to pursue their spiritual mis-
sion. Rome was one of the military duchies established in Italy after the
Gothic War, but Byzantine power was flickering, while Byzantium had
to deal with its own practical problems. As bishops of Rome, popes
were further bound to local society through canon law, the as yet
largely uncodified customs governing the management of the church
and its personnel. Bishops were to be elected by the clergy and inhabit-
ants of their diocese. Local young men tended to be preferred: 13 of the
15 popes in the century before 654 were Romans who often had an
uncomfortable relationship with their city’s clans, or leading families,
who held much of local wealth and power. Gregory I, the most import-
ant of these popes, hailed from a family of Roman senators and pushed
the papacy into the void left by contracting Byzantine power. Within a
century, his successors had assumed ducal authority across the city and
its hinterland, known as St Peter’s Patrimonium (Patrimonium Petri), a
coastal strip either side of the Tiber.* Over time, this territory became
the material basis for papal claims to supremacy over the western
church. Popes steadily appropriated the symbols and political claims of
Byzantine emperors, whilst simultaneously deliberately obscuring or
minimizing their continued ties to Constantinople. For example, by the
late eighth century, popes issued their own coins and dated their pon-
tificates like the reigns of kings.® Meanwhile, their spiritual influence
grew while Byzantine political authority contracted. Gregory I and his
successors sent missionaries to Christianize Britain and Germany,
areas long since outside any Roman imperial orbit.
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However, the popes did not follow seventh-century Islamic leaders
in establishing their own imperial state. Latin Christianity alone proved
insufficient to reunite the kingdoms and principalities emerging from
the former western Roman empire. The papacy still needed a protector,
but Byzantium proved increasingly unhelpful. Constans IT made the
last serious attempt to eject the Lombards from southern Italy in 662
8, and was the last Byzantine emperor to visit Rome, but he spent
his time transferring ancient treasures to Constantinople. Friction
increased after 717 through Byzantine tax demands and interference in
western Christian practices. The Lombards seized the opportunity to
capture Ravenna in 751, essentially extinguishing Byzantine influence.
The pope was left alone facing the Lombards, who now claimed former
Byzantine rights, including secular jurisdiction over Rome and thus the

papacy.

The Franks

The pope looked north-west to the Franks as alternative protectors.
Like many of the peoples of post-Roman western Europe, the Franks
had emerged as a tribal confederacy; in their case in the Weser-Rhine
area of north-western Germany known then as Austrasia and later,
loosely, as Franconia. Unlike their southern neighbours, the Alamanni
of Swabia, the Franks assimilated much from Rome as they spread
westwards into Gaul after 250.” By 500 they controlled all Gaul under
their great warrior, Clovis, who united all the Frankish tribes and was
proclaimed king. Clovis accepted baptism directly into the Roman
church, rather than the usual Germanic choice of Arianism, while his
successors cooperated with papal missionaries, notably St Boniface’s
activities on the eastern and northern fringes of their realm.

These factors probably influenced the pope’s choice, as did the extent
and proximity of the Frankish realm. By 750 it extended beyond Gaul
and north-western Germany to include Swabia, and - crucially — Bur-
gundy, which then encompassed western Switzerland and south-east
France, and so controlled access over the Alps into Lombardy. These
huge territories, known as Francia, were ruled by the Merovingian
family descended from Clovis. Unfairly criticized by later French his-
torians as les rois fainéants (‘the do-nothing kings’), the Merovingians
had achieved much, but they were suffering from inbreeding and the
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Frankish custom of partitioning property amongst sons, which led to
repeated civil wars during the seventh and early eighth centuries. Power
slipped to what became known as the Carolingian family, which held
the office of ‘mayor of the palace’ controlling the royal household.?

Accordingly, the first papal appeal was addressed not to the Meroving-
ian king, but to his mayor Charles, known as Martel (‘the Hammer’)
after his victory over the invading Moors at Poitiers in 732. Cooper-
ation was frustrated by Charles’s death within a year, followed by
renewed Frankish civil war. As the pope’s situation deteriorated after
the fall of Ravenna, he took the bold step of assuming the Romano-
Byzantine strategy of offering status to a ‘barbarian’ leader in return
for submission and support. Acting through Boniface, Pope Zachary
crowned Martel’s son Pippin the Short as Frankish king in 751, thereby
sanctioning Pippin’s coup overthrowing the Merovingians. Pippin sig-
nalled his subordination to the pope at two meetings in 753 and 754 by
prostrating himself, kissing the papal stirrup and helping the pontiff
dismount. Unsurprisingly, Frankish accounts contain no record of this
‘Strator service’, which was to assume considerable significance in later
papal-imperial relations as a highly visible means of demarcating super-
iority.” More practically, Pippin invaded Lombardy (754-6), capturing
Ravenna and relieving the pressure on Rome without removing it
entirely.

The papal-Frankish alliance was renewed in 773 by Charlemagne,
Pippin’s eldest son, who answered renewed calls for assistance as the
Lombards again tried to assert secular jurisdiction over Rome. The
future emperor looked the part at 1.8 metres, towering over his con-
temporaries, even if he was developing a pot belly from over-eating.
Detesting drunkenness and dressing modestly, Charlemagne nonethe-
less clearly enjoyed being the centre of attention.!® Recent attempts to
debunk him as a military leader are unconvincing.!! The Franks were
simply the best organized for war of all the major post-Roman king-
doms, as Charlemagne amply demonstrated in his campaign to rescue
the pope in 773—4 (see Plate 4). Charlemagne besieged Pavia for a year,
and its capture in June 774 ended two hundred years of Lombard royal
rule. In keeping with Frankish custom, Lombardy was not annexed dir-
ectly, but preserved as a distinct kingdom under Charlemagne. Following
the suppression of a rebellion in 776, Charlemagne replaced most of the
Lombard elite with loyal Franks and spent the next three decades
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ruthlessly consolidating his authority throughout Francia and extend-
ing his influence with new conquests in Bavaria and Saxony.

Foundation of the Empire

The Holy Roman Empire owed its foundation to the pope’s decision to
dignify this expansion by conferring an imperial title on Charlemagne.
The reasons for this step remain obscure, but can be reconstructed
with reasonable certainty. It seems likely that the pope initially regarded
Charlemagne as a second Theodoric, the fifth-century Ostrogothic
chieftain who acted as Byzantine governor of Italy: a useful, domesti-
cated barbarian king, rather than a substitute for the Byzantine
emperor. However, the failure of a Byzantine expedition in 788 to eject
the Franks from Benevento, which they had just conquered, seemed to
confirm the new balance of power. In December 795 Leo III notified
Charlemagne of his election as pope, a favour normally reserved for the
Byzantine emperor. Nonetheless, contingency rather than systematic
planning characterized the next five years leading to Charlemagne’s
coronation.'?

Three aspects stand out. First, the Empire was a joint creation of
Charlemagne and Leo 111, ‘one of the shiftiest occupants of the throne
of St Peter’.!> Accused of perjury and adultery, Leo was unable to assert
authority over the Roman clans, who orchestrated a mob which
attacked him in April 799, nearly cutting out his eyes and tongue — acts
of mutilation that were considered to render their victim unfit for office.
Already at his accession, Leo had sent Charlemagne a banner and the
keys to St Peter’s tomb, symbolically placing the papacy under Frankish
protection. Charlemagne was reluctant to assume this responsibility,
which could require him to judge and possibly remove a wayward
pontiff.!*

Writing a generation later, the Frankish chronicler Einhard claimed
Leo sprang the idea of an imperial coronation when Charlemagne
finally visited Rome in November 8oo. We should not be misled by this
typical hagiographic device stressing Charlemagne’s supposed modesty
in not seeking worldly ambition.!"” The details were agreed in advance
and carefully choreographed, with the participants fully aware they
were taking a significant step. Leo rode 12 miles from Rome to meet
Charlemagne, double the usual distance accorded a mere king. The
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ambassador from the patriarch of Jerusalem was on hand to present the
keys to the Holy Sepulchre. Although the actual site was in Arab pos-
session since 636, this act symbolized Charlemagne’s assumption of the
ancient Roman mission of protecting Christianity. Finally, the choice
of Christmas Day 8oo for the coronation was deliberate. This was not
only a central Christian holy day, but that year fell on a Sunday and
was believed to be exactly 7,000 years since the Creation.'®

Just what Charlemagne thought he was getting into is not clear,
because — like virtually all medieval emperors — he left no written
insight into his motives. His concern was unlikely to have been the
purely immediate one of convincing the recalcitrant Saxons to accept
his rule.”” The Franks had long regarded themselves as rightful rulers
over the Saxons and the other Germanic tribes that were not formally
constituted as monarchies. Rather, it is more likely Charlemagne saw
his accession as a way to consolidate his hold over all Italy, since the
former Lombard kingdom only covered the north, whereas the idea of
the Roman empire had great resonance throughout the entire penin-
sula.’® Additionally, in accepting the various religious symbols,
Charlemagne signalled his partnership with the pope as joint leaders of
Christendom."’

Alongside the joint effort and careful choreography, the third factor
is that it is highly likely Charlemagne believed he was being made
Roman emperor. The Byzantine throne was technically vacant, since
Emperor Constantine VI had been deposed and blinded in 796 by his
mother Irene, who assumed power herself. As the first woman to rule
openly in Byzantium, her authority remained hotly contested, with her
immediate opponents claiming the throne as vacant to legitimize their
own counter-coup, which toppled her in 802.2° This had lasting signifi-
cance. To its supporters, the Empire was not an inferior, new creation,
but a direct continuation of the ancient Roman one with the title simply
being ‘translated’ (transferred) by Leo from Byzantium to Charlemagne
and his successors.

Spiritual and Secular Authority

Nonetheless, a whiff of illegitimacy still surrounded the Empire’s birth.
It was questionable whether the disreputable Leo had the authority to
transfer the imperial title to the Frankish strongman, not least since the
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pope had already symbolically submitted to Charlemagne by greeting
him outside Rome. These specific problems betray the deeper difficul-
ties that contemporaries faced over the relationship between spiritual
and secular authority.?! Two biblical passages exemplify this. Jesus’s
response to Pontius Pilate’s question ‘Are you the king of the Jews?’ was
the potentially revolutionary: ‘My kingdom does not belong to this
world . . . My kingly authority comes from elsewhere’ (John 18:33, 36).
This opposition to secular authority made sense during Christianity’s
time of persecution by the Romans, and was underpinned by the doc-
trine of Christ’s second coming, which suggested the secular world was
of little significance. However, the delay in the Messiah’s return made
accommodation with secular authority unavoidable, as exemplified by
St Paul’s response to the Romans: ‘Every person must submit to the
supreme authorities. There is no authority but by act of God, and the
existing authorities are instituted by him; consequently anyone who
rebels against authority is resisting a divine institution’ (Romans
13:1-2).

Christians owed obedience to all authority, but their duty to God
trumped that to secular power. It proved impossible to agree whether
they should suffer tyrants as a test of faith or were entitled to oppose
them as ‘ungodly’ rulers. Attempts to resolve these tensions also drew
on Scripture, notably Christ to the Pharisees: ‘Render unto Caesar the
things that are Caesars; and unto God the things that are God’s’ (Mark
12:17). In short, Christian thought tried to distinguish separate spheres
of regnum, denoting the political realm, and sacerdotium for the spir-
itual world of the church.

Delineation of separate spheres merely raised the new problem of
their mutual relationship. St Augustine was in no doubt of the superior-
ity of sacerdotium over regnum.** Responding to Roman intellectuals’
attribution of the Gothic sack of their city in 410 as the wrath of their
former pagan gods, Augustine argued this merely demonstrated the
transience of temporal existence compared to the enduring Christian
‘city of God’ in heaven. This distinction was later elaborated by Latin
theologians to reject Byzantium’s continuation of a semi-divine imper-
ial office. Pope Gelesius I used the influential metaphor of two swords,
both provided by God (see Plate 1). The church received the sword of spir-
itual authority (auctoritas), symbolizing responsibility for guiding
humanity through divine grace to salvation. The state received the secular
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sword of power (potestas) to maintain order and provide the physical
conditions to enable the church to perform its role. Christendom had
two leaders. Both pope and emperor were considered essential to proper
order. Neither could ignore the other without negating his own pos-
ition.?* Both remained locked in a dance that each struggled to lead, yet
neither was prepared to release his partner and go solo.

Disagreements were expressed in texts that circulated in only a few
handwritten copies and that are much more widely known now than
they were at the time. They were position statements prepared to pro-
vide arguments to wield in oral debate, rather than to be used as mass
propaganda.?* Their impact on daily life was limited. Clergy and laity
generally worked together, while spiritual and secular authority gener-
ally proved mutually reinforcing rather than conflictual. Nonetheless,
the issues remained clear enough. Secular power was inconceivable
without reference to divine authority. Likewise, the clergy could not dis-
pense with the material world, despite waves of enthusiasm for those
seeking ‘freedom’ from earthly constraints as hermits or monks. The
Franks gave Ravenna to the pope through the Donation of Pippin in
754, presenting this as restoring it to the Patrimonium, yet they retained
secular jurisdiction over the entire area, asserting claims not dissimilar
to those of the Lombards they had just displaced.

The difficulties with ultimate authority were obvious at the Empire’s
birth. Pope Leo’s public obsequiousness extended — if we believe the
Frankish accounts — to prostrating himself before the newly crowned
emperor. Yet, moments before, he had placed the crown on Charle-
magne’s head in a ceremony invented for the occasion; Byzantine
emperors did not use crowns before the tenth century. The coronation
thus enabled both parties to claim superiority. It was not in Charle-
magne’s interest to contest papal claims directly, since the process of
translating his imperial title from east to west required a pope with
wide-ranging authority. Thus, the Franks did not seriously question the
inventions of previous popes; notably Symmachus, who claimed in
502 on dubious precedents that no secular power could judge a pontiff.
Nor did they challenge the Donation of Constantine, purportedly dat-
ing from 317, but probably written around 760, which presented the
pope as temporal lord of the western empire as well as head of the
church.?
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From Sacral Kingship to Holy Empire

Other arguments favoured imperial supremacy. The idea of the secular
sword elevated the emperor above other kings as ‘defender of the
church’ (defensor ecclesiae), extending the Franks’ existing Christian-
izing mission to include repelling external threats from the Arabs,
Magyars and Vikings. Defence could also entail combating internal
enemies, including corrupt or heretical clergy, thus suggesting a spirit-
ual as well as a military and political mission. Petrus Damiani, shortly to
become one of the Empire’s most vocal critics, called the Empire a
sanctum imperium in 1055. By that stage, many had gone further to
assert that the emperor was not merely sanctified, but intrinsically
sacred (sacrum).?

Ancient Roman emperors had been regarded as demigods, with Cae-
sar posthumously pronounced divine by the senate. The idea continued
under his successors, but the need to respect Rome’s still powerful
republican traditions prevented this developing into full, theocratic
kingship — something that was further curbed by the conversion to
Christianity early in the fourth century. While ancient practice con-
tinued in Byzantium, the western Empire emerged amidst post-Roman
ideas of piety as a guide to public behaviour.

Charlemagne’s son and successor, Louis I, is known in Germany as
‘the Pious’, but in France as le Débonnaire; both soubriquets capture
aspects of his behaviour. He was sufficiently sinful to require three rites
of penance during his reign, yet devout enough to perform them. His
more grievous sins included cloistering his relations to remove them as
rivals to his succession in 814, mortally blinding his nephew for revolt,
breaking a sworn treaty with his sons, and allowing his marriage to
deteriorate to the point of his wife having an affair with a courtier.
Interpretations differ whether the Carolingian bishops regarded him as
an errant member of their flock or used the rites of penance as show
trials to discredit him politically.?” Either way, Louis certainly emerged
stronger, even though he never silenced his opponents.

The obvious benefit of penitential acts was that they allowed you to
do bad things and get away with them. For example, the tenth-century
Emperor Otto 111 walked barefoot from Rome to Benevento to spend
two weeks as a hermit after violently crushing a rebellion in 996.%
Piety peaked under Henry III, who banished musicians seeking work
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at his wedding in 1043, and who often wore penitential clothes and
even asked for forgiveness after his victory over the Hungarians at
Menfo in 1044, in contrast to the usual prayers before battle.?” None-
theless, as the controversy over Louis I’s behaviour shows, penitence
could easily appear humiliating, as will be seen later with Henry IV’s
experience at Canossa (see pp. 57-8).

Piety remained important, particularly with the start of the First
Crusade in 1095, but otherwise it became less obviously politicized until
the emergence of baroque Catholicism in the seventeenth century when
emperors regularly led religious processions and dedicated elaborate
monuments as thanksgiving for victories or deliveries from danger.
Throughout the Empire’s existence, the routine of the imperial court
remained regulated by the Christian calendar, with the highly visible
presence of the imperial family at important religious services.>

The notion that emperors were sacred rather than merely pious took
hold during the tenth century. Its most visible expression was the prac-
tice of appearing at public events accompanied by 12 bishops, such as
the consecration of new cathedrals — something that contemporaries
clearly understood as imitatio Christi with the Apostles. Otto I’s delib-
erate Renovatio, or renewal of the Empire in the 960s, included emphasis
on his role as Christ’s vicar (vicarius Christi) wielding a divine mandate
to rule.’' Some caution is required in interpreting such acts, not least
because the primary evidence is liturgical texts. Early medieval emper-
ors remained warriors, including Henry II, who was subsequently
canonized in 1146 and who consciously presented the Empire as God’s
House. Nonetheless, the period 96o-1050 clearly saw a more sacral
style of kingship (regale sacerdotium) intended to manifest the divine
imperial mission through public acts. The most prominent of these was
Otto III’s grand tour in the millennial year 1000, which assumed the
character of a pilgrimage via Rome and Gniezno, culminating in
Aachen, where the young emperor personally opened Charlemagne’s
tomb. Finding his predecessor sitting upright ‘as if he were living’, Otto
‘robed him on the spot with white garments, cut his nails, and [replaced
his decayed nose] with gold, took a tooth from Charles’s mouth, walled
up the entrance to the chamber, and withdrew again’.’?> Treating the
imperial corpse like a holy relic was an obvious first step towards can-
onization; this project was interrupted by Otto’s death shortly after,
but completed by Frederick I ‘Barbarossa’ in 1165.
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Like their Roman predecessors, the Empire’s rulers stopped short of
claiming to be priests, but their coronation ritual resembled a bishop’s
ordination by the mid-tenth century, including anointing, assuming
vestments and receiving objects that symbolized spiritual as well as
secular authority.*® In the two centuries following Charlemagne, emper-
ors regularly followed Constantine’s example from 325 and convened
church synods to discuss ecclesiastical management and doctrine. Otto
IT introduced new images on coins, seals and illuminated liturgical texts
showing him elevated on a high throne, receiving his crown directly
from God, while the royal insignia were increasingly treated like holy
relics.>* Otto and his next three successors assumed positions as cath-
edral and abbey canons, thereby combining secular and ecclesiastical
roles, though not in top clerical positions.3’

This trend was interrupted by the seismic clash with the papacy
known as the Investiture Dispute (see pp. 56—60 below), in which
Henry IV suffered the humiliation of being excommunicated by the
pope in 1076. After this blow, it was harder to believe the emperor was
holy, let alone pious, and the stress on the divinity of the imperial mis-
sion sounded increasingly shrill. It proved impossible for kings to live
up to the ideal of Christ in their personal lives and public actions. More
fundamentally, as Henry I'V’s notary Gottschalk pointed out, claims
for the emperor’s sacrality derived from anointing by the pope and so
risked acknowledging papal supremacy.’® Thus, the Empire did not
pursue sacral monarchy to the extent found in England and France,
where kings claimed the miraculous powers of the Royal Touch.?” This
probably explains why the cult of St Charlemagne took firmer roots in
France, where it was celebrated as a public holiday from 1475 to the Revo-
lution of 1789.% Neither Charlemagne, nor Henry II and his wife
Kunigunde — both of whom were canonized (in 1146 and 1200, respect-
ively) — emerged as royal national saints of the Empire, unlike Wenceslas in
Bohemia (from 985), Stephen in Hungary (1083), Knut in Denmark (r1o0),
Edward the Confessor in England (1165), or Louis IX in France (1297).

A renewed bout of papal-imperial tension in the mid-twelfth century
(see pp. 63—7) confirmed the impracticality of sacral kingship to legitim-
ate power in the Empire. The Staufer family, ruling from 1138, changed
the emphasis from the monarch to a transpersonal holy Empire,
first using the title Sacrum Imperium in March 1157.%° Already
sanctified by its divine mission, the Empire did not need the pope’s
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approbation. This powerful idea survived the Staufers’ political demise
in 1250, persisting thereafter even in the long periods when no German
king was crowned emperor.

ROMAN

The Legacy of Rome

The Roman legacy was powerfully attractive, but hard to assimilate
within the new Empire. Knowledge of ancient Rome was imperfect,
though it improved during the ninth century with the intellectual and lit-
erary movement known as the Carolingian Renaissance.*’ The Bible and
classical sources presented Rome as the last and greatest in a succession of
world empires. Both the German Kaiser and Russian #sar derive from
Caesar, while the name Augustus was also synonymous with ‘emperor’.
Charlemagne was depicted on coins in profile dressed as a Roman
emperor crowned with oak leaves.*" However, he quickly dropped the
title Imperator Romanorum conferred by Leo 11, perhaps to avoid pro-
voking Byzantium, which still regarded itself as the Roman empire (see
pp. 138—43). Another reason was that the adjective ‘Roman’ was not
considered necessary since there was no need of such a qualification at a
time when no other power was recognized as ‘imperial’.

There were also domestic pressures against embracing Rome. Char-
lemagne already ruled his own realm, which itself stimulated imitation:
the Polish kr6l, Czech krdl and Russian korol, all meaning ‘king’, derive
from ‘Charles’. The Franks were not prepared to renounce their own
identity and merge themselves with the peoples they had recently con-
quered to become a common body of Roman citizens. While the Franks
were Romanized, the centre of their power lay on or beyond the
Limes — the frontiers of the ancient Roman empire. Memories lingered,
such as the widespread stories that Caesar himself had laid the founda-
tions of various important buildings, but most Roman settlements had
contracted or been abandoned completely. Likewise, Roman institu-
tions influenced Merovingian governance, but had also been heavily
modified or replaced by entirely new methods.*> The situation was dif-
ferent in Italy, where three-quarters of ancient towns were still economic
and population centres in the tenth century, often retaining their
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original street pattern.® Frankish control of Italy only dated from
774 and was disrupted by the partition of the Carolingian empire in
843. Italy and the imperial title were reunited with the former eastern
Frankish lands in 962, but by this point these were ruled by the Otto-
nians from Saxony — a region that had never been part of the Roman
empire.

The Ottonians curried favour north of the Alps by ostentatiously
incorporating Frankish traditions. Otto I dressed as a Frankish noble
and presented himself at Aachen as the direct continuation of Carolin-
gian, rather than Roman, rule. His court chronicler, Widukind of
Corvey, ignored the lavish imperial coronation in Rome (962) in his
history, and instead presented Otto as already ‘Father of the Fatherland,
Master of the World and Emperor’ after his victory over the Magyars at
Lechfeld in 955.* Nonetheless, Roman traditions were important to
Otto I and his successors. It is unlikely that Otto I1I’s adoption of the
motto Renovatio imperii Romanorum in 998 was part of a coherent
plan, but the subsequent historical controversy is useful in pointing to
Rome’s dual significance both as a secular imperial centre and as the
city of the Apostles and mother of the Christian church.*

The title imperator originally meant ‘military commander’. It
acquired political meaning through Caesar and, especially, his adoptive
son and successor, Octavian, who assumed the name Augustus and
ruled as the first full emperor from 27 Bc. The title avoided offending
Roman identity, which rested on the expulsion of the original kings at
the end of the sixth century Bc, and disguised the transition from repub-
lican to monarchical rule. A victorious general’s acclamation as emperor
by his troops suggested choice by merit and ability, rather than heredi-
tary succession, and could be reconciled with the continuation of the
Roman senate, which formally endorsed the soldiers’ action.* This
method could be easily accommodated within Frankish and Christian
traditions. Germanic kingship also rested on the idea that rulers were
acclaimed by their warriors, allowing the Frankish elite to buy into
Charlemagne’s coronation in 8oo. Victory was regarded as a sign of
divine favour, while the fiction that all present voiced their consent
unanimously was interpreted as a direct expression of God’s will.*”

While Roman traditions could be accommodated, the actual city of
Rome was another matter. In 754 the pope had already granted Pippin
the title of Roman patrician, suggesting some kind of stewardship for
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