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Charlemagne never traveled farther east than Italy, but by the mid-
tenth century a story had begun to circulate about the friendly alliances
that the emperor had forged while visiting Jerusalem and
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Constantinople. This story gained wide currency throughout the Middle
Ages, appearing frequently in chronicles, histories, imperial decrees,
and hagiographies-even in stained-glass windows and vernacular verse
and prose. In Emperor of the World, Anne A. Latowsky traces the
curious history of this myth, revealing how the memory of the Frankish
Emperor was manipulated to shape the institutions of kingship and
empire in the High Middle Ages.The legend incorporates apocalyptic
themes such as the succession of world monarchies at the End of Days
and the prophecy of the Last Roman Emperor. Charlemagne's
apocryphal journey to the East increasingly resembled the
eschatological final journey of the Last Emperor, who was expected to
end his reign in Jerusalem after reuniting the Roman Empire prior to the
Last Judgment. Instead of relinquishing his imperial dignity and
handing the rule of a united Christendom over to God as predicted, this
Charlemagne returns to the West to commence his reign. Latowsky
finds that the writers who incorporated this legend did so to support,
or in certain cases to criticize, the imperial pretentions of the regimes
under which they wrote. New versions of the myth would resurface at
times of transition and during periods marked by strong assertions of
Roman-style imperial authority and conflict with the papacy, most
notably during the reigns of Henry IV and Frederick Barbarossa.
Latowsky removes Charlemagne's encounters with the East from their
long-presumed Crusading context and shows how a story that began
as a rhetorical commonplace of imperial praise evolved over the
centuries as an expression of Christian Roman universalism.


