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The Holy Roman Empire (800-1806 CE)

INTRODUCTION:

• The Holy Roman Empire was created by the coronation of the Frankish king Charlemagne as Roman emperor by Pope Leo III on Christmas 
Day in the year 800, thus restoring in their eyes the western Roman Empire that had been leaderless since 476 and preserving and protecting the 
Roman Catholic Church during the Middle Ages, ensuring that it had a unique identity separate from the Eastern Orthodox (i.e. the Eastern 
Roman Church). Charlemagne's Frankish successor emperors faltered under political and military challenges, and his inheritance was 
permanently divided in 887. After 924 the western empire was again without an emperor until the coronation of Otto I, duke of Saxony, on 2 
February 962. This coronation was seen to transfer the Roman imperial office to the heirs of the East Franks, the Germans. In 1512 the name 
"Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation" became the official title of this feudal monarchy, which spanned central Europe between the 
kingdom of France to the west and the kingdoms of Hungary and Poland to the east. In the north it was bounded by the Baltic and North Seas 
and by the Danish kingdom; in the south, it reached to the Alps. The Holy Roman Empire was not a highly centralized state like most countries 
today. Instead, it was divided into dozens—eventually hundreds—of individual entities governed by kings, dukes, counts, bishops, abbots, and 
other rulers, collectively known as princes. There were also some areas ruled directly by the emperor. At no time could the emperor simply issue 
decrees and govern autonomously over the empire. His power was severely restricted by the various local leaders.

• Indeed, in the period from 1450 to 1555 the Holy Roman Empire was a dynamic political unit of crucial importance to the growth of the 
Habsburg empire and the Protestant Reformation. It survived the chaos of the Thirty Years' War (1618–1648) to emerge as a guarantor of peace, 
if not progress, in central Europe.

• The position of emperor remained among the Germans until the Holy Roman Empire was abolished by Francis II in 1806, to keep it from the 
clutches of Napoleon in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars.

• “It happens in humans, too. Some behaviors that seem harsh to us now ensured the survival of early man in whatever swamp he was in at the time. Without them, we wouldn’t be here. 
We still store those instincts in our genes, and they express themselves when certain circumstances prevail. Some parts of us will always be what we were, what we had to be to survive – way 
back yonder.” – From Where the Crawdads Sing by Delia Owens

• “No one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to 
love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite.” — Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom

A Varying Complex of Lands and Leaders; the Holy Roman Empire, as Voltaire sardonically 
remarked, was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire. 



The Holy Roman Empire (800-1806 CE)
A Varying Complex of Lands and Leaders



The Holy Roman Empire (800-1806 CE)
A Varying Complex of Lands and Leaders

Charlemagne 
Emperor

753 - Pope Stephen II anoints 
Pepin III and his two sons (one of 
them Charlemagne)
771 - On the death of his brother, 
Charlemagne inherits the entire 
kingdom of the Franks
800 - In St Peter's in Rome, on 
Christmas Day, pope Leo III 
crowns Charlemagne emperor

Otto I and 
Investiture

972 - The imperial coronation of 
Otto I by Pope John XII in St 
Peter's puts in place the formal role 
of a Holy Roman emperor
1075 - Pope Gregory VII decrees 
that only the church may make 
church appointments, thus initiating 
the investiture controversy between 
pope and emperor

The Great 
Interregnum

1254 - The death of the last 
Hohenstaufen ruler, Conrad IV, 
leaves a vacancy on the German 
throne which is not filled for 
nineteen years
1273 - The period without a 
German king, known as the Great 
Interregnum, ends with the election 
of a Habsburg prince, Rudolf I

Prague: Paris of 
East Europe

1346 - Charles IV, king of Bohemia, 
German king and Holy Roman 
emperor, makes Prague a glittering 
centre of learning and architecture
1356 - Charles IV establishes a 
permanent group of seven electors -
four hereditary German rulers and 
three archbishops

Hapsburg 
Heritage

1438 - The office of Holy Roman 
emperor becomes a hereditary title 
within the Habsburg dynasty

One Habsburg, 
Two Habsburgs

1477 to 1496 - Weddings unite 
Austria, Burgundy and Spain to 
form the Habsburg Empire.
1556 - Charles V abdicates, ceding 
the Netherlands and Spain to his 
son Philip and the title of Holy 
Roman emperor to his brother 
Ferdinand. Now two Habsburg 
empires – Austrian & Spanish.

1 for Protestants,  
0 for HRE

1781 - Joseph II passes an Edict of 
Toleration, for the first time 
allowing Protestant worship in 
Habsburg territories
1806 - Francis II formally brings to 
an end the 1000-year-old Holy 
Roman Empire, to keep it from the 
clutches of Napoleon

753-800 CE

972 -1075 CE

1254-1273 CE

1346-1356 CE

1438 CE 1781-1806 CE

1477-1556 CE
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MORE FUN, MORE FACTS

ABOUT THE MOST SIGNIFICANT

PEOPLE AND EVENTS

IN THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE



Charlemagne
(742-814 CE)
• Charlemagne, also known as Karl and Charles I, Charles the Great, was 
a medieval emperor who ruled much of Western Europe from 768 to 814. 
In 771, Charlemagne became king of the Franks, a Germanic tribe in 
present-day Belgium, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and western 
Germany. He embarked on a mission to unite all Germanic peoples into 
one kingdom, and convert his subjects to Christianity. A skilled military 
strategist, he spent much of his reign engaged in warfare in order to 
accomplish his goals. In 800, Pope Leo III (750-816) crowned Charlemagne 
emperor of the Romans. In this role, he encouraged the Carolingian 
Renaissance, a cultural and intellectual revival in Europe. This 
renaissance, however, built on earlier episcopal and monastic 
developments, and, although Charlemagne did help to ensure the survival 
of scholarly traditions in a relatively bleak and rude age, there was 
nothing like the general advance in education that occurred later with the 
cultural awakening of the 11th and 12th centuries.

• When he died in 814, Charlemagne’s empire encompassed much of 
Western Europe, and he had also ensured the survival of Christianity in 
the West. Today, Charlemagne is referred to by some as the father of 
Europe.



Otto I (the Great)

• After Charlemagne’s death in 814 his empire split apart and the last 
Carolingian so-called emperors were confined to northern and central 
Italy. The title became more of a reality after it passed to the kings of 
the East Franks in what became Germany. Duke Henry the Fowler of 
Saxony was elected king by other German dukes in 919. He made no 
claim to the imperial title but his formidable son, Otto I, who succeeded 
him in 936, was far more ambitious. He had himself crowned king in 
Aachen, which had been Charlemagne’s capital. A ferocious warrior and 
shrewd politician, he crushed all opposition.

• In 961 Pope John XII appealed to Otto for help against Berengar, who 
had seized part of the Papal States. Otto readily came to his rescue and 
in return was crowned Emperor of the Romans by the pope. Otto 
subsequently had Pope John deposed and secured the appointment of 
candidates of his choice to the papal throne twice thereafter. Otto had 
taken control of the papacy in a way that Pope John XII had certainly 
not intended.

• The word Holy was not used for another two centuries, but Otto the 
Great has been recognized by historians as in effect the first of the Holy 
Roman Emperors and the most powerful European ruler of his time.



Francis II and Napoleon 
at the Battle of Austerlitz

• Francis II was the last Holy Roman 
Emperor, ruling from 1792 until 6 August 
1806, when he dissolved the Holy Roman 
Empire after the decisive defeat at the 
hands of the First French Empire led by 
Napoleon at the Battle of Austerlitz. In 1804, 
he had founded the Austrian Empire and 
became Francis I, the first Emperor of 
Austria, ruling from 1804 to 1835, so later 
he was named the first Doppelkaiser (double 
emperor) in history as he was the Emperor 
of both the Holy Roman Empire and Austria. 


	Lesson 8:�The Holy Roman Empire (800-1806 CE)
	The Holy Roman Empire (800-1806 CE)�
	The Holy Roman Empire (800-1806 CE)
	The Holy Roman Empire (800-1806 CE)
	Appendix�Action Links
	Charlemagne�(742-814 CE)
	Otto I (the Great)
	Francis II and Napoleon at the Battle of Austerlitz

