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Introduction
The Donation of Constantine and Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne illustrate two different ways medieval
writers constructed political authority. The Donation presents itself as a fourth-century imperial grant
in which Constantine supposedly transferred extensive privileges to Pope Sylvester and the Roman
church, but it was actually composed centuries later and is now recognized as one of the most famous
medieval forgeries. Einhard, by contrast, was a member of Charlemagne’s court who wrote a
biography of a ruler he personally admired. Neither source should be read as a neutral transcript of
events. Their historical value comes from asking why the texts were created, what forms of legitimacy
they promoted, which audiences they addressed, and what they omit. The Donation uses invented
antiquity to make papal power appear ancient and legally inherited, while Einhard uses classical
biography to portray Charlemagne as disciplined, successful, and worthy of imperial memory. Reading
the texts together shows that medieval authority depended not only on armies and institutions but
also on persuasive narratives about Rome, Christianity, law, and character.

The Donation of Constantine as a Claim to Papal
Authority
The Donation grants the pope advantages that are both ecclesiastical and political. It places the
Roman pontiff above other major patriarchal centers and attributes imperial dignity, ceremonial
privilege, and territorial authority to the papacy. The text therefore does more than honor the bishop
of Rome; it creates an imagined legal foundation for a church that can claim supremacy alongside or
above secular rulers. Modern source criticism makes clear why chronology matters. The document
contains language and institutional assumptions that do not belong to Constantine’s fourth-century
context. Lorenzo Valla famously exposed the forgery in the fifteenth century through linguistic and
historical analysis, but the text had already influenced arguments about papal jurisdiction. Its falsity
does not make it historically irrelevant. On the contrary, the forgery reveals what later authors
believed required justification. By placing papal authority in the mouth of Constantine, the writer
attempted to convert contested medieval claims into an apparently ancient imperial settlement. The
document is therefore evidence about later political needs rather than about Constantine’s actual
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policies. (Internet History Sourcebooks Project)

Einhard’s Admiration and the Problem of Courtly
Bias
Einhard’s biography is more reliable as a near-contemporary source, but his personal relationship with
Charlemagne shapes the narrative. He acknowledges the ruler’s physical imperfections and failed
campaigns, yet such concessions often strengthen the larger portrait of a vigorous, disciplined,
Christian emperor. His treatment of the Saxon wars is especially revealing because Charlemagne’s
objectives are presented sympathetically while the experiences of conquered communities receive far
less attention. Forced submission, deportation, religious coercion, and repeated resistance appear
mainly through the perspective of the Frankish court. Bias does not make Einhard useless; it tells the
historian how the court wanted the ruler to be remembered. His omissions are also evidence.
Ordinary soldiers, Saxons, conquered Italians, women, and civilians rarely receive independent voices.
A responsible analysis therefore compares Einhard with annals, legal texts, letters, archaeological
evidence, and sources from affected regions. His work is valuable precisely because it combines
firsthand court knowledge with a literary agenda, allowing historians to study both Charlemagne’s
reign and the construction of Carolingian political memory.

The Coronation of 800 and Competing
Interpretations of Empire
Pope Leo III’s coronation of Charlemagne as emperor on Christmas Day 800 joined papal legitimacy
with Frankish military power at a moment when both institutions had strategic reasons for
cooperation. Leo had faced violent opposition in Rome and depended on Charlemagne for protection,
while Charlemagne ruled territories large enough to support an imperial political identity. The
ceremony also created a western imperial claim in a Christian world where the Byzantine Empire
remained a major power. Einhard later wrote that Charlemagne would not have entered the church
had he known what Leo intended, but that statement requires caution. Large public coronations
demand preparation, and Charlemagne had already been in Rome dealing with the papal crisis. He
may have welcomed imperial recognition while objecting to the implication that the pope possessed
authority to create an emperor. That distinction explains why the event remained politically
significant long after 800. The coronation was not simply a personal honor; it raised enduring
questions about whether imperial legitimacy came from conquest, Christian rulership, Roman
tradition, papal approval, or some combination of all four. (Nelson, 2019)
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Military Power, Roncevaux, and the Limits of
Carolingian Rule
Charlemagne’s achievements should be studied alongside the limits of imperial expansion. The 778
ambush at Roncevaux in the Pyrenees, where Basque forces destroyed the Frankish rear guard,
became famous in later legend even though it was not the largest numerical defeat of the reign. The
episode shows how difficult terrain, local resistance, and imperfect intelligence could frustrate a
powerful army. A more cautious policy might have relied on stronger reconnaissance, diplomacy, and
rear-guard protection rather than assuming that imperial movement through a region would remain
uncontested. The Saxon wars raise a deeper political and moral issue. Repeated campaigns combined
conquest, harsh penalties, deportation, and compulsory Christianization, policies that may have
intensified resistance by making political submission inseparable from religious coercion. An advisor
seeking durable rule could have recommended gradual legal integration, negotiated local authority,
and missionary work without forced baptism. Such advice is not merely a modern moral judgment;
reducing rebellion, logistical strain, and repeated campaigning would also have served Carolingian
administrative stability.

Conclusion
The Donation of Constantine and Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne should be read as arguments about
legitimacy rather than as transparent records. The Donation invents an ancient imperial grant to give
papal supremacy and temporal privilege the appearance of legal continuity from Constantine.
Einhard, writing from inside the Carolingian world, constructs a favorable memory of Charlemagne
through selective candor, classical literary form, and courtly admiration. The coronation of 800
reveals how papal and imperial interests could cooperate while still competing over the source of
authority, and the campaigns against Saxons and at Roncevaux demonstrate that military success
never eliminated the problems of local resistance and political integration. These sources therefore
teach more than individual historical facts. They show why historians must examine authorship,
genre, chronology, audience, and silence before treating a text as evidence. Medieval rulers and
institutions justified power through stories about Rome, Christianity, law, and heroic character;
modern source criticism makes those stories historically useful by distinguishing what they claim from
the political circumstances that made those claims necessary.
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