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Introduction
This book argues that the Carolingian world was made as much by craft as by
conquest: craft in the sense of deliberate, hands-on reform that fashioned tools—legal,
liturgical, educational, administrative—capable of binding a sprawling realm into a
recognizable empire. Under Charlemagne and his successors, governance was not an
abstraction. It was something hammered into shape in capitularies, rehearsed in
synods, sung at the altar, copied in scriptoria, counted on survey lists, and carried
along the roads by royal envoys. “Carolingian Craft” is thus a study of how policy
initiatives interacted with material culture and intellectual revival to produce durable
models of order that would echo across medieval Europe.

The narrative begins in a Frankish landscape already dense with traditions. From
Merovingian precedents to the rise of the Pippinids, the Carolingians inherited
practices of kingship, landholding, and church patronage that they reworked to new
ends. Their alliance with the Roman Church framed a politics of mutual protection,
culminating in the imperial coronation of 800, which reframed the meaning of rule in
the Latin West. Yet the imperial title was only the most visible sign of a more
pervasive transformation: a turn toward regularizing the rhythms of authority and
aligning local life with an imperial horizon.

At the center of this transformation stood administrative innovation. The court’s
itinerant movements, the dispatch of missi dominici, and the production of capitularies
sought to extend royal attention into provinces and parishes. Oath-taking, inspections,
and standardized procedures nudged customary practice toward a written architecture
of rule. Governance became an exercise in communication—of expectations, norms,
and corrections—across distances and social layers, from counts and bishops to village
priests and lay householders.

Education anchored that communication. From the Admonitio Generalis of 789 to the
cultivation of a palace school, the Carolingian program treated learning as statecraft:
training clergy to read and preach, equipping officials to write and reckon, and
fostering a scholarly community capable of advising the court. The adoption of
Caroline minuscule, the reorganization of scriptoria, and the growth of libraries
transformed the book into a reliable, legible technology. Texts travelled; with them
went a grammar of governance.

Reform also reshaped worship and law. Aligning local liturgies with Roman usage,
refining chant, and codifying pastoral care created a common sacred language that
paralleled the empire’s legal language. Synods clarified doctrine and discipline;
capitularies reframed older ethnic laws within an imperial register, giving communities
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a shared sense of order without effacing regional variety. Churches, altars, reliquaries,
and monumental architecture—from the complex at Aachen to provincial
basilicas—made ideology visible and tactile, turning aesthetics into an instrument of
authority.

Economic and social reforms gave these ideals endurance. Coinage standards, fiscal
measures, surveys of estates, and the management of labor and rents wove a
coherent fabric of resources across the realm. Markets, bridges, and roads linked
countryside to court, while frontier policies—warfare, conversion, settlement, and the
creation of marches—translated expansion into incorporation. The result was not
uniformity but coordination: a capacity to make different regions legible to one
another and to the center.

Methodologically, this book reads the empire through its tools. Charters, annals,
letters, capitularies, and conciliar records stand alongside archaeology, art history,
manuscript studies, and numismatics. By setting policies next to buildings, books, and
objects, we can see reform as an iterative practice: plans drafted, implemented,
contested, and refined. The “craft” of the title signals both skill and improvisation—the
careful selection of materials and the willingness to adapt when grain or stone resisted
the mason’s intent.

Finally, the story extends beyond Charlemagne’s reign to consider how reform
endured, shifted, or unraveled under Louis the Pious and through the political
realignments of the ninth century. The Carolingian Renaissance was not a moment but
a repertoire, one that successor kingdoms raided, revised, and redeployed. In tracing
those afterlives, the chapters that follow aim to show how a set of administrative
habits, educational norms, legal forms, and liturgical practices helped make “Europe”
as a horizon of order and culture. Designed for advanced students, this book offers
both a map of the reforms and a toolkit for reading the sources that reveal how they
worked.
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CHAPTER ONE: Inheriting a Frankish World: From
Merovingians to Pippinids
The world the Carolingians inherited was not empty, nor was it waiting passively for a
new dynasty to breathe life into it. It was a landscape already carved by long
traditions of rule, settlement, and belief. The Frankish heartland—Austrasia, Neustria,
Burgundy—had been stitched together by Merovingian kings over two centuries. Their
legacy, however, was one of both continuity and exhaustion. The old bloodline had
thinned; the crown had grown heavy. When Pippin the Short finally took the title of
king in 751, he was not overturning a vacuum but stepping into a stage set by earlier
players, repurposing its props for a new performance.

The Merovingians, for all their later reputation as "do-nothing kings," had established
the basic grammar of Frankish authority. Kingship was personal, embodied in the
figure of the ruler. It moved with him, carried in processions, marked in councils, and
manifested through gifts of land and precious objects. Their law codes—the Salic,
Ripuarian, and Burgundian—gave regional identities a legal shape. The church,
especially in Gaul's towns, was already a partner in administration, with bishops
advising kings and managing local affairs. The stage was set with bishops, nobles, and
regional traditions that any successor would have to navigate.

At the heart of Merovingian politics lay land. Kingship was inseparable from the ability
to reward followers with estates, to confirm existing grants, and to redistribute
property. The royal fisc—the crown's domain—was not a centralized bureaucracy but a
patchwork of estates, forests, and rights. Grants were recorded in charters; transfers
often relied on symbolic acts—sticks, sod, or verbal declarations—witnessed by local
elites. This "land economy" gave politics its texture. To rule was to allocate, to
confirm, and to mediate disputes over boundaries, tolls, and tithes. A king's authority
was measured by the generosity and precision of his giving.

The Merovingian church was already deeply entangled with politics. Bishops were
often drawn from local aristocratic families, and their election could be politically
charged. Kings appointed abbots, built monasteries, and intervened in episcopal
elections. Liturgical life had its local color: Gallican rites varied from place to place,
and while Roman influence was present, it was far from uniform. The church's
administrative habits—record-keeping in episcopal archives, the circulation of saints'
lives, the management of church estates—provided a model of governance that a later
generation would carefully refine and Romanize.

Yet by the mid-eighth century, the Merovingian crown had lost much of its dynamism.
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The dynasty's later kings were often minors, overshadowed by mayors of the palace
who managed day-to-day rule. The office of mayor—originally a royal steward—had
become a locus of power, particularly in Austrasia. These figures commanded armies,
collected revenues, and brokered local alliances. The line between serving the king
and substituting for him grew thin. The result was a tension: a royal title that still
commanded legitimacy, but a practical authority increasingly consolidated elsewhere.

Enter the Pippinids, the family of Pippin of Herstal and his descendants. They were not
interlopers but insiders. As mayors of the palace in Austrasia, they cultivated networks
among magnates, monasteries, and bishops. Their skill lay in balancing regional
interests while expanding their own base. Pippin of Herstal's victory at Tertry in 687
was not merely a battle won; it signaled a shift in the balance of power, establishing
the mayoralty as the engine of Frankish politics. The stage was set for a transition, not
a rupture: from mayor to king, from stewardship to sovereignty.

Pippin the Short, son of Charles Martel, took the decisive step. He secured papal
endorsement—famously via the envoy Pope Zachary sent to ask whether it was better
to have a king with no power or a mayor with the trappings of royalty—and was
anointed by the bishop of Metz. The coronation at Soissons in 751 was a carefully
staged act. It replaced a Merovingian figurehead with a king of proven administrative
lineage, while preserving many Merovingian forms: the acclamation of nobles, the
oath of fidelity, the distribution of gifts. Pippin presented himself as a traditional
Frankish king, but the machinery behind the throne was already different.

The Carolingians inherited and then systematized the "gift economy." Precious
objects—brooches, swords, goblets—circulated as tokens of favor and bonds of loyalty.
Land grants followed the same logic, but with a new emphasis on documentation. The
Carolingians produced more written confirmations of grants than their predecessors,
often specifying boundaries, rights, and obligations. This was not merely a paperwork
habit; it reflected a growing desire to stabilize relationships and expectations. A gift
was still a bond, but it was increasingly a bond recorded, witnessed, and preserved in
archives.

Marriage and kinship, too, were tools of statecraft. Alliances with regional aristocrats
were sealed through strategic marriages, and the Carolingians proved adept at
weaving their kin into the fabric of power. Women in noble families, while not typically
wielding public authority in the Frankish sense, were crucial nodes in these networks.
The Carolingians maintained this system, but they also kept a tighter grip on
succession. Where Merovingian kingship could fracture among multiple sons, the
Carolingians increasingly favored a single successor, educated and tested before
inheriting the mantle.

The legal fabric inherited from the Merovingians remained essential. The Salic and
Ripuarian law codes continued to govern personal status, inheritance, and penalties.
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The Carolingians did not abolish these laws; they supplemented them with
capitularies—royal orders addressing specific issues, often tailored to regions or
audiences. This produced a layered legal culture: customary law for everyday life,
royal directives for governance, and ecclesiastical canons for matters of faith. The
craft lay in coordinating these layers without erasing local identities.

The church was both partner and project. The Carolingians inherited a landscape of
bishoprics, monasteries, and shrines, many with wealthy estates and local patronage
networks. Early Carolingian policy was pragmatic: support bishops who could deliver
regional stability, encourage monasteries that produced literate clergy, and build
alliances with abbots. The result was a close alliance between palace and altar, but
one that still tolerated regional liturgical diversity. The Roman rite was present, but
not yet universal; the Carolingians would later push hard toward uniformity, but their
first steps were about consolidation.

If law and church were the framework, administration was the craft. The Carolingians
inherited the office of count (comes), a royal official charged with local justice, military
levies, and tax collection. They also had the dux (duke), a military commander for
frontier regions. The Merovingians used these offices, but the Carolingians made them
more predictable. Counts were increasingly appointed from loyal families, and the
expectation that they would serve as the king's eyes and hands became more explicit.
The craft was in making the role consistent across diverse regions without ignoring
local particularities.

One of the most tangible inheritances was the landscape of estates and fiscal
resources. The royal fisc was a patchwork, but it was a patchwork with rules. The
Carolingians paid close attention to its management: who hunted where, who
collected tolls, which monasteries had rights to forests. They issued instructions about
wastes and defaults, and they expected counts to enforce them. This attention to
detail was not glamorous, but it was essential. Power in this world was measured in
bushels of grain, head of cattle, and the ability to move supplies along rivers and
roads.

Rivers and roads were the empire's circulatory system. The Rhine, Meuse, and Loire
linked the heartland to the North Sea and the Mediterranean. The Carolingians
inherited a network of bridges and landing places, many maintained by local
communities and monasteries. They invested in repair and security, recognizing that
movement—of troops, messengers, and merchants—was a prerequisite for rule. A
kingdom that could not reliably move goods and people was a kingdom that lived on
promises alone. The craft was in keeping those promises.

The Carolingians also inherited a set of ritual practices that sanctified rule. Anointing,
while not yet fully developed as a theology, had a pedigree in biblical and Gallican
tradition. Pippin's anointing signaled more than royal status; it marked a religious

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

endorsement. The practice would later become central to imperial ideology, but in the
mid-eighth century it was a tool to legitimate a new dynasty against the shadow of the
old. It was a ritual that tied the king to the church and, by extension, to God's
favor—useful when facing restive nobles or external threats.

Militarily, the Merovingians had built a system based on local levies and aristocratic
retinues. The Carolingians did not overturn this; they refined it. The "host" remained
the primary army, summoned by counts and dukes. Yet the Carolingians began to
insist on readiness, on musters at set times, and on discipline. They also relied more
heavily on heavy cavalry, a shift that would have long-term consequences. The craft
was in balance: tapping regional strengths while imposing royal expectations, ensuring
that war did not unravel the kingdom's delicate social fabric.

Religion, too, entered the picture through the cult of saints. Shrines and relics were
focal points of devotion and politics. Kings promoted particular saints, intervened in
disputes over relics, and used pilgrimage routes as arteries of influence. The
Carolingians inherited this landscape and added their own preferences: a tilt toward
Roman saints and the promotion of St. Denis, a key symbol of royal sanctity. The
politics of relics was soft power, but in a world where belief shaped identity and
loyalty, it was power nonetheless.

Education was not yet a state program, but it was present in the palace and in
monasteries. The Merovingian court had scribes and notaries; monasteries trained
boys in reading and chant. The Carolingians inherited these circles and slowly
expanded them. Pippin's court was not a palace school in the later sense, but it had
literate advisors and administrators. The craft lay in recognizing that governance
required words as much as swords: letters, charters, annals, and lists were tools that
could extend royal attention beyond the king's physical presence.

The fiscal side of rule was rudimentary but real. Taxes were not systematic in the
modern sense; they were a mix of dues, tolls, and forced labor. The Carolingians
inherited these obligations and often clarified them. They were especially attentive to
the rights of the poor, issuing instructions to ensure that local officials did not exploit
communities unfairly. This was partly moral, partly practical: a squeezed populace
could not produce the surplus needed for war or building. The craft was in maintaining
a system that extracted enough without breaking.

Frontier regions—Saxony, Bavaria, Aquitaine—presented a different challenge. The
Merovingians had contended with these areas, but control was often indirect. The
Carolingians, beginning with Pepin and intensifying under Charlemagne, would shift to
direct rule and forced conversion. At the moment of inheritance, however, the frontier
was a mosaic of alliances, tribute relationships, and occasional wars. The craft lay in
choosing which threats to confront, which alliances to nurture, and how to translate
military victory into stable governance.
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Diplomacy was another Merovingian legacy. Contacts with Byzantium, Lombardy, and
the papacy were part of the political vocabulary. Gifts, hostages, and treaties were the
currency of relations. The Carolingians inherited this vocabulary and refined its
grammar. They cultivated papal friendship, which would become a cornerstone of their
legitimacy, and they negotiated with the Lombards in the north of Italy. The craft was
in knowing when to use force, when to use negotiation, and when to use ritual—such
as anointing—to shift the balance.

The Carolingians also inherited the problem of succession. Merovingian practice often
divided kingdoms among sons, leading to fragmentation. The Carolingians learned
from this. Pippin the Short designated Charlemagne as the primary heir, and while the
kingdom was initially divided after 768, the tendency toward unity under a single ruler
was strong. This was not merely a matter of ambition; it reflected an administrative
logic. A unified realm could field a larger army, maintain consistent policies, and
stabilize taxation. The craft was in convincing nobles that unity served their interests
too.

At the local level, the Carolingians inherited a patchwork of customs, dialects, and
traditions. The Frankish identity was not uniform. In Burgundy, Roman law traditions
persisted; in Austrasia, Germanic customs dominated. The Carolingians did not seek to
erase these differences. Instead, they built frameworks—royal justice, episcopal
oversight, standardized oaths—that could accommodate diversity while ensuring
loyalty. The craft was in weaving, not flattening: producing a tapestry where patterns
varied but the cloth held together.

Monasteries were particularly important as partners in governance. The Carolingians
inherited powerful abbeys—St. Denis, Corbie, Fulda—whose abbots were political
players and whose estates were economic powerhouses. These institutions were
schools, scriptoria, and fiscal entities. The Carolingians supported them, but they also
sought influence over appointments and reforms. The balance was delicate: too much
interference risked alienating monks; too little could allow monasteries to drift into
autonomy. The craft was in managing this partnership without breaking it.

The Carolingians also inherited the memory of past kings. Merovingian legends, saints'
lives, and oral traditions shaped how people understood the present. A new dynasty
had to position itself within this memory. The Carolingians did not pretend to be
Merovingians; they presented themselves as heirs to a broader Frankish tradition.
They embraced the idea of kingship as protection—of the poor, of the church, of the
realm—while adding new layers of administrative rigor. This act of framing was itself a
craft: honoring the old while making space for the new.

In practical terms, the Carolingians inherited a world where communication was slow
and information was precious. Messengers moved by horse, along roads that could be
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muddy or dangerous. The king's will traveled with officials, with letters sealed in wax,
with oral commands delivered by trusted men. The craft was in designing systems that
reduced slippage: standardized formats for orders, clear expectations for counts and
bishops, the use of written records where possible. Governance was an exercise in
fidelity—making sure the message sent was the message received.

The Carolingian inheritance was thus a toolkit. It included the mayoral office, the count
system, land economy, church alliances, legal codes, ritual practices, and a network of
estates. The challenge was not to invent but to assemble. Each element had to be
tuned, tested, and sometimes replaced. The result was not a single machine but a set
of interlocking gears: judicial, military, economic, and spiritual. When Pippin the Short
became king, he did not discard the old toolkit; he expanded it, clarified it, and began
to use it with a new sense of purpose.

This chapter has traced the world the Carolingians entered: a Frankish realm shaped
by Merovingian practices, regional diversity, and a close entanglement of church and
power. It was a world where land was politics, where rituals legitimated rule, where
counts and bishops were the king's hands and eyes, and where learning, while
modest, was already a tool of administration. The stage was set. From this inheritance,
the Carolingians would craft an empire, not by sweeping away the past, but by
repurposing it with precision, patience, and a steady eye on the practical needs of
governance.
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