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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the two case studies of the Carolingian and Mongol Empires with respect to the roles and
functions their possible capitals, Aachen and Karakorum, performed during specific time periods (Carolingian
Aachen from 770 to 840; Mongol Karakorum from 1220 to 1260). As an explicit cross-cultural comparison, this
study provides a rationale for this endeavour and a methodological approach. Six functions of imperial capitals
are identified through a literary survey of empire studies: residence, assembly and administration in the polit-
ical field; the capital as a stage in the ideological field; and thesaurus/storage and mint in the economic field.
These functions feed a novel, systemizing scheme, based on the observation that they are governed by the
dimensions of geographic distribution and degrees of permanence. This approach elucidates similarities and

differences in types of ruling method and is therefore suitable for cross-cultural comparisons.
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Contrary to the generally recognised assumption
that the Carolingians functioned without a perma-
nent, fixed capital, Aachen is still widely portrayed
as the capital city of the Carolingian Empire in the
popular press. This misconception not only occurs
on random websites, but in weekly, well regarded
news magazines, such as the German »Der Spiegel«?.
Aachen, now a town of 260,000 inhabitants, and sit-
uated where western Germany borders the Neth-
erlands and Belgium, traces its origins back to the
Roman time period (fig. 1). Very limited late antique
and early medieval finds gave rise to the moniker of
a »dark age« during that time period, but recent and
ongoing archaeological observations in the city have

1 E.g.,www.integer-net.de/agentur/aachen/ (19.05.2023); Bruhns 2012.

In: M. Gierszewska-Noszczyriska -

yielded new evidence that has cast doubt on this
assumed hiatus in settlement activities and helped
to refine the picture of Aachen (Schaub/Kohlber-
ger-Schaub 2015; Schaub 2018; 2021). Pepin III, the
Short, the first Carolingian king of the Franks (*714,
r. 751-768) (tab. 1), spent the winter of 768/769 at
Aachen, which gives reason to assume that Aachen
was already part of the royal manor during that time.
Under Pepin’s son and successor, Charlemagne (*747,
r. 768-814), Aachen rose to the status of eminent pal-
ace on the royal itinerary, expressed through a flour-
ishing of building activities as well as the time spent
at this palace by Charlemagne, especially during the
latter days of his reign (Miller et al. 2013).

L. Grunwald - O. Grimm (eds), Frankish Seats of Power and the North -
Centres between Diplomacy and Confrontation, Transfer of Knowledge and Economy.
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Fig.1 Carolingian palatial sites
mentioned in the text: 1 Aachen/
DE. - 2 Frankfurt am Main/DE. -
3 Herstal/BE. - 4 Ingelheim/
DE. - 5 Nijmegen/NL. - 6 Pader-
born/DE. - 7 Worms/DE. - (Map
S. Reichert; base map © EuroGeo-
graphics).
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Name Life dates King of Francia Emperor

(or parts thereof)

Pepin the Short c. 714 - 24 September 768 751-768

Carloman | 28 June 751 - 4 December 771 768-771

Charlemagne 2 April 748 - 28 January 814 768-814 800-814

Charles the Younger Cc. 772 - 4 December 811 800-811

Louis |, the Pious
Lothar |

Louis II, the German
Louis Ill, the Younger
Louis Il of Italy
Charles Il, the Bald
Charles lll, the Fat
Arnulf of Carinthia
Louis IV, the Child

778 - 20 June 840

795 - 29 September 855

c. 806 - 28 August 876

c. 835 - 20 January 882

825 - 12 August 875

13 June 823 - 6 October 877
839 - 13 January 888

c. 850 - 8 December 899
893 - 20/24 September 911

Tab.1 Compilation of Carolingian kings and emperors.

This digression from the traditional mode of
highly mobile rule through royal itinerance led to
the idea of Aachen as the capital of the Carolingian
Empire2 Whether Aachen was even deserving of the
label »city«, however, is contentious. While accord-

2 E.g. Boockmann 1993; with a different argument but similar conclusion
Briihl 1963; Ewig 1963.

813/814-840

843-855 (Lotharingia) 840-855
843-876 (East Francia)
876-882 (East Francia)
855-875
843-877 (West Francia) 875-877
881-887
887-899 (East Francia) 896-899

900-911 (East Francia)

ing to J. L. Nelson, »Aachen can be appraised as an
urban site« (Nelson 2001, 224), the attribute of size
(population- and area-wise), the evidence for which
at this point looks meagre for Aachen if it can be as-
sessed at all, is downplayed, even though recent ad-
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vances in global urban studies deem it the possibly
most crucial factor in the assessment of urbanitys3.
Going beyond the evaluation of the city, Aachen’s
status as a capital has been discussed much more
critically®. In this view, Aachen needs to be seen as
merely one node in the polycentric network of roy-
al palaces and other stations in the king’s itinerary.
Some historians even limit the phenomenon of capi-
tal cities to the modern period (Kolzer 2011/2012, 68—
71; Schieffer 1989). And yet, Nelson maintains that
»[tlhereafter [794/795], Aachen’s qualitative and
quantitative growth transformed it into an effective
capital« (Nelson 2001, 219).

This discussion not only requires the disentan-
gling of the different concepts pertinent to the label
of capital city, but the connection with mobile rule
also calls into question the status of the »capitals« of
other empire formations governed through a set of
mobile institutions®. Steppe empires based on mo-
bile pastoralism, among which the Mongol Empire
is probably the best-known example, provide exactly
this perspective. Karakorum is commonly portrayed
as the first capital of the Mongol World Empire, the
largest contiguous land empire in world history,
which spanned the Eurasian continent from the Sea
of Japan to eastern Europe and originated in the
Mongolian steppes, founded by the infamous Ching-
gis Khan (r. 1206-1227) (fig. 2; tab. 2; Bemmann/Rei-
chert 2021; Franke/Twitchett 1994; Morgan 2007).
According to an inscription from the mid-14™ cen-
tury (see below), Chinggis Khan himself designat-
ed an area along the Orkhon river in central Mon-
golia as the place for his ordu (the imperial camp)
and capital. This attribution might well have been
an effort at retrospectively legitimizing the build-
ing of this city, since the first building activities
were only attested under Chinggis Khan’s son and
successor Ogddei Khan (r. 1229-1241) in the 1230s,
which aligns well with the archaeological evidence
retrieved from Karakorum®. Karakorum held capital
status until 1260, when Khubilai Khan (r. 1260-1294)
shifted this function first to Shangdu, better known
among westerners as Xanadu, and then later to Dadu
or Khanbaliq, today’s Beijing.

It may not be coincidental that Karakorum’s
precarious status fuelled a discussion similar to the

3 Most recently M. E. Smith 2023; on the population size of Aachen see
Ennen 1979/1980, 461.

4 Innes 2005, 75; McKitterick 2021, 475; with regard to the eastern
Frankish and Ottonian realm; Ehlers 2007, 17; generally, Briihl 1965; but
see Hartmann 2015, 16. 202.

5 Whether one wants to categorise the Carolingian and Mongol forma-
tions as empires highly depends on the definition of empire one employs,
which in turn is dictated by the research question at hand. It is not in the
remit of this paper to provide a full rationale for this issue; however, for the

Frankish Seats of Power and the North

one surrounding Aachen (Sagaster 1999). In a side
remark, J. M. Smith stated that »[l]ike their Mongol
subjects, the rulers were nomads; they only occupied
their misnomered >capitals< part of the year« (J. M.
Smith 2000, 43). This evaluation clearly favours the
criterion of the ruler’s presence in one locality over
other potential criteria for capital status. Consider-
ing the current state of the debate around Aachen, it
is time to revisit the capital question in the case of
Karakorum as well.

To arrive at a better understanding of the work-
ings of both the Carolingian and Mongol courts and
administration, it is worthwhile to reconsider their
supposed capitals and take a closer look at their ac-
tual functions as well as the stability of these func-
tions. This endeavour thus focuses on the nexus be-
tween the itinerant mode of rule and the functions
of a capital in a cross-culturally comparative per-
spective. This cross-cultural juxtaposition invites a
critical re-examination of concepts in a systematic
approach. Both empires were shaped by charismatic
founding fathers, who continue to exert an unbroken
fascination to this day, and both are of immense im-
portance for the national identity of their countries.
Despite the differences — the two empires are set in
two very dissimilar ecological zones, which imply
varied economic foundations - there are still notice-
able similarities between the two. The mobile mode
of governance is just one of those similarities and
will be more fully explored within this paper. This
cross-cultural approach therefore simultaneously
serves to set the mobile pastoralist empires, which
are repeatedly portrayed as alien and barbaric, in an
equal place in historiography (GieBauf 2009). Rath-
er than reiterating dichotomous notions of nomadic
versus sedentary societies, this combined study of an
Inner Asian and a European regime seeks to uncover
common principles of governance and strategies for
maintaining social power, thereby overcoming this
artificial dichotomy.

For this first foray into this subject, I shall focus
the discussion on the time of the early Mongol World
Empire from the 1230s to 1260, which witnessed
major investments in spatially fixed buildings and
settlements in the Orkhon valley. For the European
aspect, I shall concentrate on Aachen’s heyday under

sake of clarity, | follow C. Sinopoli's simple explanation for empire, which
includes both my case studies; Sinopoli 2001, 442 tab. 13, 1; 444.

6 While some authors emphasise the aspect of a later legitimization (see
Hiittel 2016; Sagaster 2005), N. Di Cosmo makes a plausible argument
that amends the actual dating of the foundation to 1219 and it is there-
fore more likely that Chinggis Khan did actually designate the area himself,
see Di Cosmo 2014/2015, 70; on the archaeological evidence see Reichert
2019; 2020a.
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0 250

1,000 km

Name (Personal name)

Temple name

Life dates

c.1186 - 11 December 1241

c. 19 March 1206 - 20 April 1248

11 January 1209 - 11 August 1259

23 September 1215 - 18 February 1294

15 October 1265 - 10 February 1307
4 August 1281 - 27 January 1311

9 April 1285 - 1 March 1320

22 February 1302 - 4 September 1323

16 February 1304 - 2 September 1332
22 December 1300 - 30 August 1329
1 May 1326 - 14 December 1332

Chinggis Khan (Temujin) Taizu c.1162 - 25 August 1227
Tolui Ruizong c.1191-1232

Ogodei Khan Taizong

Guyuk Khan Dingzong

Mongke Khan Xianzong

Khubilai Khan Shizu

Oljeitti Khan (Temiir) Chengzong

Kilig Khan (Khaishan) Wuzong

Buyantu Khan (Ayurbarwada) Renzong

Gegen Khan (Shidebala) Yingzhong

Yesiun Temur None 1293 - 15 August 1328
Ragibagh Khan None 1320 - 14 November 1328
Jayaatu Khan (Tog-Temdr) Wenzong

Khutughtu Khan (Khoshila) Mingzong

Rinchinbal Khan Ningzong

Toghon Temur Huizong

25 May 1320 - 23 May 1370

Fig.2 Location of Mongol
period sites mentioned in the
text: 1 Karakorum. - 2 Khar Khul
Khaany Balgas. - 3 Kondui. -
(Map S. Reichert; base map public
sector information licensed
under the Open Government
Licence v3.0).

Regnal years
1206-1227
1227-1229 (regent)
1229-1241
1246-1248
1251-1259

1260-1294
(Yuan emperor since 1271)

1294-1307
1307-1311
1311-1320
1320-1323
1323-1328

1328
1328-1329,1329-1332
1329

1332

1333-1368

Tab.2 Compilation of the Mongol great khans (1206-1259) and emperors of the Mongol Yuan dynasty in China (1271-1368).

Charlemagne and his successor Louis the Pious (* 778,
r.813-840). Both case studies can be structurally
classified as early historical societies with emerging
writing traditions. Thus, by necessity and to provide
a comprehensive picture, the study makes use of both
archaeological and written sources, which are not
seen as contradictory but as complementary.

In the remaining paper, I shall first provide a
rationale and a methodological approach for the

420

undertaking of a cross-cultural comparison. Based
on a literary survey on the nature of imperial
capitals, I shall detail a set of attributes or criteria,
which T shall then discuss with regard to the case
studies of both Aachen and Karakorum. Finally, I
shall propose a new model that provides a system-
atic approach to tease out similarities and differenc-
es in the role of capital functions within a ruling
system.

Susanne Reichert - A Cross-Cultural Comparison of Capitals



Theoretical Background

Cross-Cultural Comparisons

The use of comparisons is a basic function of human
thought. Indeed, practising archaeology without us-
ing comparisons seems impossible as »[a]rchaeology
is inherently comparative« (Smith/Peregrine 2012,
4). It is thus unsurprising that comparison is seldom
mentioned explicitly as a method. However, in this
study, the comparison of two entities separated by
time and space calls for a detailed rationale for this
endeavour.

While comparisons are well-established as a
method in cultural studies - in history since at
least M. Bloch’s call for a »Histoire Comparée«
(1928/1963) — cross-cultural comparison is a path
that is rarely taken. And yet, cross-cultural studies
have witnessed a surge during the past 20 years, es-
pecially in historiography and empire studies’, but
they are less frequently practiced in archaeologi-
cal disciplines, especially within European archae-
ology (e.g., Prien 2005; Trigger 2003; Yoffee 2003).
P. Geary succinctly summarised the great potential
of a cross-cultural approach, which lies in its use of
dynamic discussion and investigations that go be-
yond cultural boundaries®. The fundamental ques-
tion of the comparability of the phenomena, i.e.,
the famous question of whether one compares ap-
ples with oranges, can be countered with the chal-
lenge of a conscious dissolution of the boundaries
of commensurability®. H. Lutz and her co-authors
question the dominant view in cultural studies that
only similar and thus congruent phenomena can be
compared (Lutz et al. 2006). Instead, the ostentatious
comparison between incomparable entities would

lead to deeper insights. This study follows their idea
of a »fehllesende Vergleich« [»mis-reading compar-
ison«| (Lutz et al. 2006, 17). Even though sources and
material expressions may widely differ between the
two case studies, intensive systematic comparison
potentially uncovers similarities in mechanisms and
practices that will provide a deeper understanding
and keener description of the two phenomena. The
systematic approach draws heavily on M. E. Smith,
who recently discussed comparison as a method
from an archaeological perspective (2018; 2020).

In this vein, a comparison between the two em-
pires as whole entities is less useful; rather, com-
parisons between individual attributes or processes
are considered profitable (M. E. Smith 2020, 23). To
apply a cross-cultural comparison between the Mon-
gol World Empire and the Carolingian Empire, it is
therefore necessary to focus thematically and then
to identify feasible categories of comparison, the ter-
tia comparationis, pertinent to the established theme
(see also Sinopoli 1994). Following C. Ginzburg and
M. Weber, C. Wickham coined these points of com-
parison »spyholes«, single elements that are similar
but whose different expressions need explanation
(Wickham 2009). Two more challenges need to be ad-
dressed: one is the selection of suitable spyholes (see
next section), and the other is the unevenness of the
source material and its state of publication. The latter
point is an issue that concerns most synthetic studies.
Especially in archaeology, due to taphonomic pro-
cesses and different scholarly traditions, the ideal of
equivalent sources for all points of comparisons can-
not be achieved. It is, however, important to address
any caveats resulting from that issue.

Approaching the Capital - Selecting Spyholes

Within comparative empire studies, imperial cap-
itals are deemed crucial and an important point
of comparison for cross-cultural studies (Sinopoli
1994; M. E. Smith 2001). M. E. Smith characterises
the imperial city as »a large and complex urban
centre [...]. Nearly all known capital cities exhibit
public proclamations of an imperial ideology [...]

7 Comparative studies on ancient Rome and the Chinese Han Empire are
probably the most famous among these works; Mutschler/Mittag 2009;
Scheidel 2009; 2015.

8 Geary 2001, 38. This take on cross-cultural comparison needs to be
separated from transcultural approaches, which describe entangled histo-
ries or histoires croisées and which look at the interactions of synchronous

Frankish Seats of Power and the North

two common themes [are] militarism and the glo-
rification of the king or the polity« (2001, 130). Fol-
lowing on from this and similar descriptions, we
can identify attributes of capital cities that might
function as potential spyholes in this cross-cultur-
al comparison. Following M. E. Smith, these would
be size, urban quality, (social) complexity, and the

and spatially proximate societies, see Drews et al. 2015. For a similarly pos-
itive outlook on cross-cultural comparisons focused on archaeology, see
Parker 2018.

9 Lutzetal 2006, 18: »bewussten Entgrenzung des Vergleichbaren«. For
a similar argument see Mauz/von Sass 2011, 14-15.
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public exhibition of imperial ideology (military or
glorification of ruler).

K. Fehn subsumed functions of European capi-
tals under the three categories of politics, economy
and culture and traced their spatial distribution
through time from 1250 to contemporary times
(1989, 474-475). Although his list is not exhaus-
tive, he provides examples for each category: pol-
itics, which covers ruler’s residence, central seat
of administration, seat of government, parliament,
highest governmental agencies, and politically rel-
evant non-governmental organizations; economy,
which includes special industries, long-distance
trade, trade fairs, mint, port of supra-regional im-
portance, central node in traffic, concentration of
industries, seat of trade associations, banks, and
stock market; culture, which covers an episcopal
see, supra-regional pilgrimage, university, academy,
leading theatre, operas, museums, central library,
eminent centre of publication and communication,
and a concentration of artists and scientific elites.
As Fehn takes a broad view and extends his study
into the modern period, not all attributes are equal-
ly pertinent for premodern times?°. Especially the
last category of »culture« certainly reflects chang-
ing attitudes regarding what are deemed important
qualities of a capital city (except for the attribute of
episcopal see). Nowadays, people expect high-level
cultural activities to be part of the capital city ex-
perience (museums, theatres, opera and such) (Rap-
oport 1993, 56).

Based on a survey of premodern capitals, A. Rap-
oport characterises capitals as large in size, as being
reinforced by fortifications, as having a heteroge-
neous population, as exerting control, as the centre
of roads, communication, education and literacy, as
centres of excellence in all cultural domains (arts,
crafts, fashion and so on), and as centres of justice
and law. Furthermore, capitals function as the cru-
cial centre of communication with the provinces,
understood as the periphery. Another important as-
pect is their role as a stage for rituals and ceremo-
nies, which legitimise the ruler and enforce cohesion
(Rapoport 1993, 33-36).

Based on these examples, there are certain over-
laps with attributes commonly employed to describe

10 Furthermore, his focus lies on the Latin West, which characterises
some of his attributes as profoundly Roman-Catholic and Eurocentric and
which therefore cannot be simply transferred to other cultural complexes.

11 M. E. Smith 2016. The functional approach draws heavily on ideas
from central place theory going back to the geographer W. Christaller
1933. This theory also had a large impact on German archaeology, see
summarizing discussions by Ettel 2013; Nakoinz 2013. But see critical dis-
cussion of the theory and Christaller’s involvement with the Third Reich by
Kegler 2015; for archaeology Fliickiger 2021. While capitals can surely be
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cities within a settlement system (M. E. Smith 2016).
From recent scholarship on comparative urbanism
in a global perspective, two main points crystallise:
Within a system of settlements, cities (and I use ur-
ban/urbanism interchangeably with city) are those
with the largest and densest population and which
at the same time perform economic, administrative
and religious functions beyond their actual bor-
ders®t. Since both cities and capitals thus organise
and control territories, we can question along with
Rapoport the qualitative difference between the
two (Rapoport 1993, 32). To answer this question, I
would argue to clearly differentiate characteristics
that might be corollary from pivotal functions cap-
itals had to perform. Size and social complexity are
good examples of characteristics that are certainly
corollary to the actual function of a site as capital.
The same is true for the observation that capitals
were often the central node in road systems and
communication networks. While the former cer-
tainly helps with the control of the latter, it is by no
means a function of the capital itself. Drawing from
the stated examples, the function of the capital as
a residence, as the seat of the main administration,
as a place of assemblies (as a premodern equivalent
to Fehn’s rather modern parliament), as the stage
of ideological display, as the place of the thesaurus/
storage (a premodern translation of modern central
bank systems), and the mint are deemed crucial
when discussing capitals in premodern societies.
These different attributes need not be concentrat-
ed within one site (Fehn 1989); there are systems
with several capitals®?. Furthermore, we expressly
deal with mobile forms of government. These obser-
vations require a discussion of the spatial distribu-
tion of these functions. Additionally, it is helpful to
think of these attributes as polythetic; »[t]hus, no
single attribute is both sufficient and necessary for
membership in the type«?®3. This means that if, for
example, a mint cannot be proven for the site in
question, this does not necessarily exclude a capital
status for this site.

In the following section, I will discuss these at-
tributes of political (residence, assembly, adminis-
tration), ideological (stage of display), and econom-
ic (thesaurus/storage, mint) functions with respect

viewed as a special case of »central place, the approach itself is geared
towards the reconstruction of hierarchical settlement patterns and terri-
torial penetration.

12 E.g. during certain Chinese dynasties, Pursey 2023, 74-75.

13 Rapoport 1993, 31; see also M. E. Smith 2001; the restriction to one
salient feature to determine capital status remains unconvincing, as is the
case in C. Briihl's study with the criterion of topography in the sense of the
presence of dwellings of clerical as well as secular elites at the residences
of Aachen, Pavia and Regensburg; Briihl 1963.
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Fig.3 Annotated schematic
map of Mongol period Kara-
korum, Mongolia. - (Map

S. Reichert).
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to the two case studies of the Mongol Empire’s Kara-
korum and Carolingian Aachen. I will introduce
each discussion with a few preliminary observations

Case Study: Karakorum

Emic Perspectives

The most important text from the decidedly Mongol
standpoint is the »Secret History of the Mongols«
(SHM) from the mid-13™century®. The text makes,
however, only fleeting mention of Karakorum, which
is in reference to the year 1232/1233, when Ogddei
»pitched his camp at Qara-Qorum« (Atwood/SHM
2023, 150 [§273]). Interestingly, rather than talking
about it being the capital, Karakorum is referred to

14 Atwood/SHM 2023. As the Uighur script for Mongolian was only in-
troduced under Chinggis Khan, genuine Mongolian sources from the early
Empire period are extremely rare.

Frankish Seats of Power and the North

on emic perspectives and perceptions of capitals
in the two traditions to provide a rounded perspec-
tive.

as the site of the khan’s camp. The other, most no-
table text in that regard is the bilingual inscription
from 1346, which was set up in front of the Buddhist
pagoda at Karakorum and which commemorates
the different builders of the temple (fig. 3; Cleaves
1952; Reichert 2021). While the Chinese version re-
fers to Karakorum as »du #B«, which according to
K. Sagaster can signify both capital and residence,
the Mongolian version labels Karakorum clearly as
a residence (Sagaster 2005, 151). This observation
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Fig. 4 Residences of the Mongol period within the Orkhon valley, Mon-
golia: 1 Sao-lin-ch’eng (Sa’urin), - 2 Doityn Balgas. - 3 Karakorum. -
4 Tuzghu Baliq (Zhargalantyn Shiliin Balgas). - (Map S. Reichert; base
map Google Satellite).

suggests that, for the Mongols, the designation of
this place as campsite and residence of the khan
conveyed more meaning than the notion of »capi-
tal«, which goes hand in hand with another char-
acteristic of cities in the Mongolian steppes: on the
Mongolian plateau, cities were not part of everyday
experience, but rose and declined alongside larger
confederations, a phenomenon we might term »im-
planted cities« (Bemmann/Reichert 2021; Bemmann
et al. 2022). The view that the capital was where the
court was stationed is corroborated by two envoys
from the Song (Chinese dynasty, 960-1279), who in
1237 reported that the rulers were accompanied by
their officials and subordinates (Atwood/Struve 2021,
06; Barkmann 2002, 6).

15 Known as Qarshi among the Mongols and as wanangong (Palace of
Eternal Peace) in Chinese sources; Thackston/Rashid al-Din 1998, 328;
Abramowski 1976.

16 Abramowski 1976, 130. The Yuan Shi is the official chronicle of the
Yuan dynasty. As usual in Chinese historiography, the following dynasty
took responsibility of compiling the official history of the preceding dynasty.
In case of the Yuan, this task was carried out under the Ming within a short
period from 1369 to 1370, see Cleaves 1993.
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Contemporary sources from Chinese and Persian
perspectives sporadically label Karakorum as the
capital (Abramowski 1979, 18; Boyle/Juvaini 1958,
236; Thackston/Rashid al-Din 1998, 328. 404. 5II).
The authors of these sources, however, draw from a
very different cultural background with highly ur-
banised societies and a long history of capitals. In
contrast, the two Franciscan monks, John of Plano
Carpini and William of Rubruck, who both travelled
to the Mongolian steppes in 1246 and 1253 respec-
tively and wrote extensive reports of their experi-
ences, simply refer to Karakorum as »city« (villa)
or even use the diminutive villula (Dawson 1980, 5;
Jackson/Rubruck 1990, 123). Arguably, their western
European background did not yet include the notion
of a capital, which is relevant to the Carolingian case
at hand.

The Political Sphere

The political centre of Karakorum had surely been
the Khan’s palace®. According to the Yuan Shi,
building started in 1235%. There is a strong hypoth-
esis that places the palace underneath the Buddhist
monastery of Erdene Zuu, which had been estab-
lished in 1586, and thus to the south of the actual
walled city area of Karakorum (fig. 3) (Bemmann/
Reichert 2021; Barkmann 2010; Pohl et al. 2017).
However, there is no material evidence of the palace
itself'”. Fortunately, travellers to the Khan’s court
left descriptions, which give us an idea of the gran-
deur and elaborate furnishings of the palace (Jack-
son/Rubruck 1990, 209-210; Thackston/Rashid al-
Din 1998, 328; Boyle/Juvaini 1958, 236-237). During
Rubruck’s stay at Karakorum, Mongke Khan had
the captured French goldsmith Guillaume Boucher
build a silver fountain inside his palace that spout-
ed four different alcoholic beverages. The palace is
described as a hall-like construction that resembled
a church with a cross-shaped floor plan?®. Accord-
ing to Rubruck’s description, the khan’s seat was at
the far side of the entrance, placed on an elevated
dais.

However, Karakorum was not the khan’s only
residence. The wider surroundings of Karakorum
in the Orkhon valley are dotted with further resi-

17 Since a vibrant community of monks still actively uses this monastery,
only limited excavation areas along the outer walls were possible, which,
however, yielded walls underneath the monastery walls that dated to the
founding phase of Karakorum; Franken 2013.

18 The palace of Kondui, excavated by Russian archaeologists in the
Transbaikal region of Russia, exhibits striking similarities to that descrip-
tion; Bemmann/Reichert 2021, 129-131; Kiselev 1965, fig. 171; Kradin/
Baksheeva 2018, 311 fig. 9, 11.
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dential complexes, the most famous among these
being Doityn Balgas, Ogddei’s spring palace (fig. 4)
(Bemmann, under review; Thackston/Rashid al-
Din 1998, 328-329). The physical remnants of these
sites are still discernible on the surface as elevat-
ed earth mounds and wall features. They were part
of a building program established by Ogddei Khan
during the 1230s, who thus not only initiated the
building of Karakorum, but also planned and built
a surrounding infrastructure (Thackston/Rashid
al-Din 1998, 328-329). Further residential sites lie
outside the Orkhon valley and were used during the
winter months (Atwood 2015).

The khan’s movements, however, cannot be sim-
ply equated with the seasonal movements dictated
by climate and the herd management strategies of
the pastoralists within the same region (Atwood
2015). Rather, following the Persian official and
historian of the Ilkanid part of the Mongol Empire,
Rashid al-Din Fadlallah (1247-1318), Ogddei Khan
»moved merrily back and forth between summer
pastures and winter quarters, and he constantly
enjoyed all sorts of pleasures«®. Another incen-
tive was hunting: nearby lakes provided water fowl
at Doityn Balgas; the southern winter quarters
were renowned for the kulan, Mongolian wild as-
ses20, Ogodei’s successors, Giiyiik and Mongke, at
least partly followed similar patterns, but also ex-
tended their movements beyond this core region
to the west (Atwood 2015, 310-312). Furthermore,
the imperial camp was not dependent on any built
infrastructure but functioned as a residence wher-
ever a location for pitching camp was deemed suit-
able.

So, what then was Karakorum’s status when the
ruler was not present? Judging by the document-
ed practice of sending embassies from ordu to ordu,
rather than directly to Karakorum, the city did not
function as a primary contact point?*. Connect-
ed through the postal system (Mng. Yam), a net-
work of post stations geared towards the supply of
messengers and massively expanded under Ogodei
Khan, communication in the vast steppes was or-
ganised, efficient and fast, so different groups could
know about the khan’s movements and whereabouts
(Shagdar 2000; Shim 2014).

19 Thackston/Rashid al-Din 1998, 328; see further Atwood 2015; Boyle
1974; Shiraishi 2004; on Persian historians during the Mongol Empire see
Morgan 1982.

20 Atwood 2015, 306; on the role of hunting see generally Allsen 2006,
esp. 186-193.

21 Johnde Plano Carpini never made it to Karakorum, since the Khan held
camp half a day's journey away from the city; Dawson 1980, 5; see also
Rubruck’s odyssean voyage until he finally made it to Mongke Khan's ordu;
Jackson/Rubruck 1990.

Frankish Seats of Power and the North

The quriltai, the Mongol assembly of the Ching-
gisids, the lineage founded by Chinggis, and upper-
most ruling elite functioned as a legal institution
as well as a forum for fundamental decisions, in-
cluding military campaigns and the selection and
raising of the new khan?2. Even after the estab-
lishment of Karakorum, it seems that the majority
of documented quriltais were still held in the On-
on-Kherlen region of eastern Mongolia, »the Urhei-
mat« of Chinggis Khan (Di Cosmo 2014/2015, 77;
Barkmann 2002, 7-8) (tab. 3). A survey of the most
important written sources on the Mongol period,
chapters one to three of the Yuan Shi, the SHM, and
histories by the Persians Rashid al-Din and Ata-Ma-
lik Juvaini (1226-1283), governor of Baghdad from
1259 to 1283, yielded only one positive mention of
Karakorum as the place of an assembly that took
place in 1236 as a celebration of the completion of
Ogodei’s palace?.

Closely related to the movements of the upper-
most ruler is, in both case studies, the question of
the main administration. How stationary was it,
actually? The excavations in the middle of Karako-
rum yielded very few indications for scribal activ-
ities from the first half of the 13" century. Of five
inkstones retrieved from the excavations, only two
belong to this early period?4. Based on written sourc-
es, one third of Karakorum was thought of as being
reserved for administration and scribes (Allsen 1994,
397). Similarly, Rubruck describes the existence of
»large palaces belonging to the court secretaries«
at Karakorum (Jackson/Rubruck 1990, 221). None
of these, however, have been positively identified
through excavations so far.

In order to understand the administrative organ-
ization, it is necessary to provide an outline of the
Mongol court, its composition and size. Chinggis
Khan established the organization of his household
when he was raised as great khan in 1206 (Allsen
1994, 343-345; Atwood/SHM 2023, 112-121). This in-
cluded expanding his personal bodyguard, the keshig,
from 1,150 to 10,000 men. Apart from guard duties
and running the khan’s household, the keshig addi-
tionally performed central administrative functions:
»Thus the »central government« of the early Mongo-
lian state, in essence the imperial guard, was located

22 Hodous 2012/2013; Hope 2012; for a discussion of the iconographic
rendering of coronation scenes, albeit of the Yuan dynasty and the llkhanids,
seating arrangements and accompanying ceremonies see Matsuda 2021.
23 Abramowski 1976, 131; 1979; Atwood 2017/2018; Thackston/
Rashid al-Din 1998; 1999; Boyle/Juvaini 1971; this first probatory survey
should be seen as a starting point for a more thorough compilation of the
timing and geographical distributions of these assemblies; for more infor-
mation on Juvaini see Morgan 1982.

24 Find numbers 3363 and 4511; see Reichert 2020b and 2019.
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Fanakat river [Syr Darya]

Year Occasion Location
1224 Unspecified
1229 [1228**] Enthronement

of Ogddei Khan

Kute'u Isle of the Kherlen

[Telegeti Amsar; Onon-Ker-

Sira Orda/Ongin river (1/2

1233 Military decisions Area of »T'ieh-lieh-tu«
len-region]
1234 Rules concerning military Onon river
discipline and societal rules
1235 Rules and regulations Talan Daban
1236 Celebration Karakorum
for completion of palace
1246 Enthronement
of Glyuk Khan day from Karakorum)
Between Discussion about the

1248 and 1251

succession of Glyuk Khan

Between Issyk kul and lli river

Onon-Kherlen river region

Seven Hills of Kode'e Isle on

Koke-nor [Qinghai lake,

Ormegetii [Rubruck’s Sira
Ordo, Ogddei's Summer

1251 Enthronement
of Méngke Khan

1252 Unspecified

the Kherlen
1253 Military decisions Onon river
1254 Unspecified

China]
1254 Unspecified Onon river
1256 Unspecified

Residence]
1257 Unspecified Kherlen river
1259 Discussion of whether

to spend the summer
or go back to the north

Jialing river [China]

Reference

Boyle/Juvaini 1958, 140; Thackston/
Rashid al-Din 1998, 258

Atwood/SHM 2023, 147 (§§269-270);
Abramowski 1976, 124;
Boyle/Juvaini 1958, 183-188

Abramowski 1976, 128;
Atwood/SHM 2023, 240 note 21

Abramowski 1976, 129

Thackston/Rashid al-Din 1998, 324

Abramowski 1976, 131

Abramowski 1976, 151; Dawson 1980,
62-63; Boyle/Juvaini 1958, 248-255;
Thackston/Rashid al-Din 1998, 392
Abramowski 1979, 17

Abramowski 1979, 17-18; Boyle/
Juvaini 1958, 566-571; Thackston/
Rashid al-Din 1998, 403-404

Atwood/SHM 2023, 161 (Colophon)

Abramowski 1979, 22

Abramowski 1979, 23

Thackston/Rashid al-Din 1998, 413

Abramowski 1979, 25;
Boyle 1974, 146-147

Abramowski 1979, 26

Abramowski 1979, 32

Tab.3 A non-exhaustive list of quriltais, the Mongol imperial assemblies, and their location 1220-1260*.
* The list includes gatherings and assemblies that can be deemed quriltai even though the precise term might not have been mentioned in the text.
** Wrong date provided in the SHM, Ogddei was raised to Qaghan in 1229; see SHM/Atwood 2023, 289 note T.

wherever its sovereign chose to alight« (Allsen 1994,
344). With the title of great khan, Ogddei also inher-
ited the 10,000 keshig and the administrative system
from his father, which he reformed to adjust to the
needs of the growing empire (Allsen 1994, 372-375;
Atwood/SHM 2023, 147 [§8269-270]). The practice of
the central administration accompanying the itiner-
ant great khan continued into Mongke khan’s days,
who again inherited the keshig (Allsen 1994, 397).
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The Ideological Sphere

Emerging during the early Mongol Empire period
was a state ideology that was rooted in the pow-
er bestowed by Eternal Heaven, Mongke Tenggeri.
This universal claim to power was further boost-
ed by ownership of the Orkhon River valley, the
spiritual power centre of past nomadic empires and,
as such, crucial for the legitimization of Chinggisid
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rule (Allsen 1994, 347-348; 1996; but see Di Cosmo
2014/2015). In that vein, Karakorum had to function
as the embodiment of this power claim. And indeed,
in the case of Karakorum, the assumption that the
supposed capital is the most complex, largest and
most splendid city relative to other settlements is
certainly true — at least compared with the settle-
ments on the Mongolian plateau (Sinopoli 2001, 463;
Rapoport 1993; Bemmann/Reichert 2021; Bemmann
under review). The great khans certainly used the
city as a stage of power display, expressed through
monumental buildings, for example, the presumably
90-meter-tall Pavilion of the Rising Yuan, the pagoda
built in the southwest part of Karakorum (Franken
2015), or the grand palace with its wondrous drink-
ing fountain (see above). The building of Buddhist
temples and other religious structures at Karakorum
further underlines the might of the khans, who ap-
propriated a multitude of religious persuasions for
their advancement (Jackson/Rubruck 1990, 221; At-
wood 2004).

Moreover, Karakorum was the only settlement on
the Mongolian plateau fortified with a wall, which
enclosed the main body of the city, although it had
more of a demarcating than a defensive function. At
all other sites, only certain building complexes were
subdivided from the surrounding buildings with
enclosing walls: the so-called compounds. These
compounds can likewise be found at Karakorum and
we regularly find glazed roof tiles and building or-
naments strewn on the surface of these complexes,
which marks them as elite residences or important
religious structures. There is only one other settle-
ment on the Mongolian plateau comparable in size
and layout with Karakorum and that is Khar Khul
Khaany Balgas in the Khanui River valley (Reichert
et al. 2022). This city also shares certain aspects of
monumentality with a prominent palace compound
in the south of the actual city area and a presumed
Buddhist temple complex in the city itself. Two large
kiln sites in the surroundings along the Khanui Riv-
er terrace edge were both likely geared towards the
production of building materials and high-end or-
naments for the city. While another arena of display,
Khar Khul Khaany Balgas, was certainly never on a
par with Karakorum2s.

25 Karakorum stood out among all other settlements in additional re-
spects: Karakorum is the only city surrounded by a network of satellite
settlements that were established to supply the city’'s needs of buildings
materials and food; it is the only settlement with a complex stratigraphy of
more than 4 m in depth; most known inscriptions from the Mongol Empire
period and all stone turtle statues that functioned as bases for inscription
stones are either from Karakorum itself or from its direct surroundings;
Bemmann/Reichert 2021.

Frankish Seats of Power and the North

The Economic Sphere

Written sources consistently tell us of the exist-
ence of storage facilities for the khan’s riches in
the precinct of the palace compound (Jackson/Ru-
bruck 1990, 209). The Yuan Shi claims that Mong-
ke installed new personnel for the supervision of
his treasury at Karakorum (Abramowski 1979, 18).
Ogodei Khan even showed disregard towards his
riches; he gave them away rather than have people
guard his treasury at Karakorum (Thackston/Rashid
al-Din 1998, 337-338). Although this portrayal is
certainly exaggerated in order to emphasise his
great bounty, the implication is that considerable
amounts of the empire’s wealth were stored at Kar-
akorum. However, we do not have clear archaeolog-
ical evidence for these facilities?¢. Especially during
quriltais, on the occasion of a new khan’s ascension
(tab. 3), the texts regularly describe how the khan
opened his treasury to provide gifts for the assem-
bled greats of the empire. This practice also occurs
at less auspicious great assemblies; as the Yuan Shi
details for a quriltai in 1256, Mongke Khan feasted
all members for 60 days and gifted them gold and
precious textiles (Abramowski 1979, 25). It is note-
worthy, however, that none of these examples took
place at Karakorum, but in the Onon-Kherlen river
region in eastern Mongolia. A considerable part of
the treasury must have therefore accompanied the
khan during his travels in order to be brought forth
when these occasions demanded.

Another economic function performed by capi-
tals was the minting of coins or the issuing of oth-
er kinds of money, such as paper money - known
in China since the Tang. Prior to the cohesion of
the pastoral groups of the Mongolian plateau un-
der Chinggis Khan, there was no tradition of local
coinage in the region. The Mongols appropriated not
only the administrative functions in the newly con-
quered regions, but also co-opted the monetary in-
stitutions already in place (Kalra 2018, 98). A survey
of known coinage from the Mongol era reveals a large
number of simultaneous mints following different
local traditions, thus a highly decentralised organ-
ization of minting (Buell/Kolbas 2016, 63; Nyamaa
2005; Heidemann 2005a; 2005b). Nonetheless, there

26 Although recently revised magnetic and topographic mapping of Kar-
akorum show large building structures in the northeast part of the main
city body, until further excavation is carried out we can only speculate on
their possible function as granaries or other storage facilities; Bemmann
etal. 2022.
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is evidence for a mint at Karakorum. A coin found
in a workshop from the early second half of the
13" century in the middle of Karakorum dates to
1237/1238 and bears the earliest documented men-
tion of the name Karakorum, here in Arabic (Hei-
demann et al. 2006). Further coins were found at
Otrar with »QRM«, one of which specifically men-
tions »worked in the palace in the city of Qorum,
which indicates the existence of a mint in the palace
compound (Heidemann et al. 2006, 95; Buell/Kolbas
2016, 60-62). According to P. Buell and J. Kolbas, the
minting of coins by the Mongol authorities served

Case Study: Aachen

Emic Perspectives

Did the people of the late 8™ and the 9t century have
a clear concept of the term »capital« in western
Europe? How did they refer to Aachen? Following
D. Flach, Aachen is first mentioned as caput only in
1166 (Flach 1976, 8). However, written sources of the
time, be they charters or other texts, do not allow
for the reconstruction of a contemporary perception
of a capital in any meaningful sense. Rather, labels
such as caput, sedis regia, civitas or urbs were used to
generally denote places of note: royal residences for
example (Brithl 1963, 45). So, even when Aachen is
referred to as sedes regni, it might just mean »royal
seat« in the meaning of an imperial residence?’.

The Political Sphere

Simply put, the palatial complex can be equated with
the royal residence. Einhard’s Vita Karoli Magni and
his Translatio, as well as the Capitulare de disciplina
palatii Aquisgranensis from 820, provide information
on the palatial buildings, the vicus, and the simple
residential buildings, as well as the residences of the
clerical and secular elites?®. None of the sources, how-
ever, offer a detailed description of the royal hall or

27 Kolzer 2011/2012, 68-71 with reference to Regino of Priim, Chroni-
con, 98 ad annum 869. See further discussion of the use of sedes regni in
Miller et al. 2013, 357-362.

28 Einhard (c. 775-840), a scholar and courtier during the times of Char-
lemagne and Louis the Pious, was as such intimately familiar with Charle-
magne, Aachen and the Carolingian court; for detailed information on Ein-
hard see Patzold 2013. See for discussion of written sources Miiller et al.
2013,157-168; Einhard, Vita and Translatio; Capitulare de disciplina.

29 Flach 1976, 36-54; see also Miiller et al. 2013, 161-162; who for ex-
actly these reasons refrain from applying the terms solarium and porticus
to the identified Carolingian building structures of the hall's front building
and connecting corridor between hall and church respectively. For the lat-
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foremost for tax purposes, since they were often
minted to pay tribute to the Mongols, rather than as
currency. In the case of the Islamic-style coin exca-
vated at Karakorum, this might have been purpose-
fully produced for the taxation of captive craftsmen
or merchants from Central Asia (Buell/Kolbas 2016,
59-60). Later coins minted under Giiytik Khan at
Karakorum, however, emphasised the importance of
the imperial ordu, possibly underlining again that
the political centre was tied to the moving khan and
not necessarily anchored to Karakorum (Buell/Kol-
bas 2016, 62-63).

living quarters (Miiller et al. 2013, 160). Furthermore,
the identification of the structures mentioned in the
written sources with actual architectural remains -
either still standing or evident through archaeolog-
ical excavations — can prove a challenge?®. And yet,
Aachen is one of the prime examples of a palatial
complex with still-standing architecture from the
Carolingian period (fig. 5). On the northern edge of
the so-called Market Hill of Aachen lies the heart of
the palatial buildings, the hall or aula regia with the
Granus tower at its eastern side3°. The hall was orig-
inally fitted with a front building that was linked to
a connecting building construction, which provided
a roofed walkway from the hall in the south to the
northeast corner of the Atrium next to the Church of
Mary3* and through a small connecting hallway to
the church itself (Miiller et al. 2013, 138-139). Based
on past archaeological endeavours combined with
recent advances in dating, these buildings can all be
associated with the building program under Charle-
magne, which continued under his successor. Most
recently, archaeologists were able to detect the rem-
nants of a late antique polygonal fortification into
which the royal hall had probably been integrated
as its southwestern limit (Kyritz/Schaub 2015). Sev-
eral indications suggest that this castellum had been
razed to the ground as late as the 12" century (ibid.).

est and most comprehensive discussion of the palatial complex of Aachen,
its history and further literature see Miiller et al. 2013.

30 For preserved structures see Miiller et al. 2013, esp. 117 fig. 27; 133-
138; on the sequence of construction phases of the palatial complex see
Miller et al. 2013, 139-143; Ristow 2013; on dating of individual building
phases see Miiller et al. 2013, 143-157. The hall had found a re-use as
town hall in the 14" century and witnessed several remodelling phases and
additions since then. However, its Carolingian essence remains until today.
31 | e, today's Aachen Cathedral, for a discussion on why the label »Pal-
atine Chapel« for the Carolingian church is incorrect, see Miiller et al. 2013,
193-209.

Susanne Reichert - A Cross-Cultural Comparison of Capitals



The pre-Charlemagne palatial buildings also com-
prised a church building, the so-called north annex
to the later Church of Mary as well as a building in
the southwest part of Market Hill, whose function
remains unknown (Miiller et al. 2013, 133).

At a time when the majority of the population
lived in wooden buildings, this palatial complex,
built in stone and with materials partly brought
from far away, and based on antique Mediterranean
architectural models, was not only rare but awe-in-
spiring. Einhard rightfully applauded Charlemagne
for this achievement (Turner 2010, 276; Einhard,
Vita, 30-3I c.26). And yet, Aachen was by far not
the only place of residence for Charlemagne, as his
was a moving court, with its mobility dictated by
military campaigns, political demands, religious
festivities and potential economic needs (Hartmann
2015, II6-II7 map I; Gauert 1965; McKitterick 2011,
168; 2021). Starting with a predilection for Herstal
from 770 to 784, there was a noticeable shift of fo-
cus from northern Gaul to the northeast part of the
realm, possibly first triggered by his military activi-
ties in Saxon lands (Barbier 2014, 173). It was only in
his later years, from 806 onwards, that the then em-
peror became more or less stationary at Aachen and
left this residence almost only for hunting trips into
the Ardennes (Ennen 1979/1980, 459; Flach 1976,
19-21. 182; Nelson 2001, 218-219; Miiller 2016, 22—
24). Louis the Pious continued his father’s practice
and remained mostly at Aachen, at least until 822
when political circumstances forced him to return
to mobile rule (Miiller 2016, 24—25; Kdlzer 2011/2012,
71-74). For these 16 years, from 806 to 822, Aachen
had thus been the favoured winter residence, and
place of reception of important embassies. And yet,
discounting one exception, neither Charlemagne nor
Louis the Pious spent complete years at Aachen 32.

Similar to the quriltais initiated by the Mongol
khans, at least yearly assemblies constituted a key
institution in the Carolingian ruling method (Airlie
2003; Reuter 2002; Seyfarth 1910; Eichler 2007). The
assemblies convened the secular and clerical mag-
nates of the realm, offering the king the means »to
be informed about the affairs of the kingdom, but
they were also occasions to hear and decide upon le-
gal disputes, receive ambassadors, to determine new
economic and administrative arrangements, and to
decide how ecclesiastical concerns were to be ad-
dressed« (McKitterick 2021, 475). These assemblies
took place wherever the king decided, often at plac-
es that proved convenient gateways for the military
action of the pertaining year. In the early years of

32 See Miller 2016, 23 fig. 11; Mdiller et al. 2013, 274 fig. 76; 402; e. g.,
visits at Nijmegen see den Braven 2021, 151.
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Fig. 5 Schematic map of palatial buildings under Charlemagne (r. 768-
814) and Louis the Pious (r. 813-840). — (Based on Miiller et al. 2013, 120
fig. 25; Kyritz/Schaub 2015, 156 fig. 3).

Charlemagne’s rule, they convened most often in
Worms or Ingelheim; later, Aachen became the pre-
ferred place for the assembly (fig. 1)33. For the year
811, the Annales regni Francorum even mention that
the summer assembly was held as a consuetudo at
Aachen (Nelson 2001, 219; Annales regni Francorum,
134). Of the 61 assemblies that are known from the
reign of Louis the Pious, about one third took place
in Aachen, which makes this palatium the most
prominent place by far, but nonetheless not the only
one (Eichler 2007, 54-55 tab. 1).

Archbishop Hincmar of Reims (c. 800/810-882) in
his De ordine palatii from 882 provides us with the
first description of the court’s composition and the
tasks of individual court officials. According to him,
he based his account on a text from the 820s, so we
can refer his notes — at least to some extent - to ear-
lier times (Hincmarus, De ordine palatii; Hartmann
2015, 120; Fleckenstein 1976). The Aachen court was
renowned as a European-wide gathering place for
scholars, poets and artists, and while court clerics

33 Hartmann 2015, 121; see compilation of assemblies in Seyfarth 1910,
127-129.
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of the Church of Mary functioned as important ad-
ministrative personnel and the offices and number
of scribes in Aachen were expanded after 800, the
administration was by no means stationary3*: no-
taries accompanied the king wherever he went to
execute administrative demands, and it seems there
was not a central administrative archive at Aachen
(Hartmann 2015, 14I). However, R. McKitterick’s
thesis that notaries worked independently for Char-
lemagne has been contested and cannot be applied
to Louis the Pious (McKitterick 2008; 2011; but see
Hartmann 2015, 115; Kolzer 2011/2012, 93). Another
means of administration were the missi dominici, in-
termediaries between the king and local authorities,
who were used profusely by Charlemagne (Innes
2005, 82-85; Hartmann 2015, 127. 132-133. 143). How-
ever, there was no development of a »free-standing
administrative apparatus«, and the system of missi
dominici was a rather short-lived phenomenon that
ceased working after 843 (Innes 2005, 85; Kolzer
2011/2012, 93-95).

The Ideological Sphere

Following C. Sinopoli, »[t|he capital also serves as
a setting for public proclamations of an imperial
ideology through architecture, iconography, sa-
cred spaces, and other segregated spaces« (Sinopoli
2001, 463). And indeed, Aachen stands as a prime
example for such an endeavour. Aachen has been
widely referred to as Nova Roma or Roma secunda,
which - apart from textual references — rests heavi-
ly on the architectural styles of the Church of Mary
and the imperial accoutrements Charlemagne or-
dered to be brought from Italy, such as Theodoric
the Great’s equestrian monument (Hammer 1944,
56; Moreland 2001; McKitterick 2021). The church,
whose construction period has been narrowed to
793-803, based on recent dendrochronological re-
sults, and the adjacent atrium were thus built un-
der Charlemagne (Schaub/Kohlberger-Schaub 2015;
Schaub 2018, 213). It incorporated an older church
building to its north (the northern annex), which
was mirrored by a southern annex, together with the
new construction (Miiller et al. 2013, 133). The rap-
id completion of this ensemble marks a very high
investment and furthered Charlemagne’s image
as a powerful leader (Schaub/Kohlberger-Schaub
2015, 491). Together with descriptions by Einhard,
who details how Charlemagne ordered columns and

34 Fleckenstein 1976; Ennen 1979/1980, 460; Nelson 2001, 225. To the
knowledge of the author, there are no archaeological remains in Aachen
that would help to further characterise this subject.
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marble plates to be brought from Rome and Ravenna
to Aachen, the still-existing fine accoutrements of
the church, such as the bronze railings and portals,
corroborate the high status of this building (Turner
2010, 276; Einhard, Vita, 30-3T c. 26). Its octagonal
layout is said to have referenced the model of San
Vitale in Ravenna, which in turn goes back to Ro-
man precursors3s. In this sense, Aachen’s architec-
tural program was supposed to convey a message
of imperial unity and served to legitimise the rise
to imperial status, especially referring to Christian
emperors (Moreland 2001, 396-398. 403-406). The
likely incorporation of a late antique polygonal Ro-
man fort at Aachen underlines this finding (Kyritz/
Schaub 2015). Accordingly, Aachen was purposefully
used by Charlemagne as a stage on which to exhibit
power as, for example, when he conferred the impe-
rial status onto his son Louis in his favourite palace
in September 813 (Nelson 2001, 233).

However, Aachen was not the only place of im-
perial aggrandisement through building activities
during this period. Especially the palace at Ingel-
heim, where construction began at the latest under
Charlemagne, displayed a sophisticated architectur-
al program as well as a water management system
(fig. 1) (Grewe 2016). Nijmegen and Paderborn can be
likewise mentioned, as can Frankfurt, whose major
construction started under Louis the Pious (Binding
1996; Flach 1976, 78; Innes 2005, 75; den Braven
2021). Furthermore, Charlemagne was renowned for
his investment in church buildings all over the em-
pire (Turner 2010, 273; Einhard, Vita, 20-21 c. 17). All
these places served the kings to broker relations with
local elites through the yearly assemblies, feasting,
praying, and hunting (Innes 2003, 87).

The Economic Sphere

There is very little tangible knowledge about stor-
age facilities at Aachen. As part of the royal manor
that had to at least partially feed the court, howev-
er, the existence of considerable storage can be ex-
pected. As to the royal thesaurus, the annals of the
Monastery at Moissac in southern France report
for 796 that Charlemagne ordered his treasures to
be collected and brought to Aachen, which might
point to a possible concentration of the royal wealth
at this palace (Miiller et al. 2013, 59-60; Miiller 2016,
23; Chronicon Moissiacense, 252). Also, spoils of war
were regularly sent to Charlemagne and Aachen

35 Schaub/Kohlberger-Schaub 2015, 491-492; Miiller et al. 2013, 209-
252; but see Binding 2009, where the imitation of antique models is seen
more cautiously.
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(Reuter 1985, 78-79). Booty was redistributed among
the magnates of the realm, but also lavishly given to
the poor and the church. Furthermore, assemblies
were said to have been arenas for gift-giving - obvi-
ously thus occurring in a geographically dispersed
way (ibid., 81).

In the first decades of Charlemagne’s rule, mints
proliferated across the realm, about 80 to 100 loca-
tions can be identified, with the mints at Dorestad
and Melle being the most important (Coupland 2003,
213). Charlemagne’s monetary reform from 793/794
targeted this proliferation and imposed standardi-
zation and a rigorous control of the minting, which
went hand in hand with a reduction of mints to
around 40 (Coupland 20035, 212. 221; Grierson/Black-
burn 1986, 196-197; Screen 2019). Yet, all these ad-
ministrative reforms did not necessarily imply a

monetary economy, although this view has been
recently forcefully questioned by S. Coupland?3e.
Charlemagne’s latest reform of coinage, the portrait
coinage, saw only a few issues from 812 to 814. This
phase is characterised by further centralization of
the minting process with indications that only a few
centres produced the dies for all royal mints. One
of these centres is thought to have been at Aachen
(Coupland 2005, 223-226). Aachen did not house a
mint during Charlemagne’s time, an actual mint
there is evidenced only under Louis the Pious (Flach
1976, 231; Grierson/Blackburn 1986, 197. 329 no. 750).
The mint was, however, discontinued around 870,
possibly in connection with the Treaty of Meers-
sen, which regulated the partition of the realm of
Lothar II among his uncles Louis the German and
Charles the Bald (Flach 1976, 231).

The Two Dimensions of Capital Functions

What can we learn from the comparison of these two
cases? As a first step in that direction, I propose a
systemizing two-dimensional approach to capital
functions that draws inspiration from Fehn’s obser-
vations on the dispersion of capital attributes across
different localities (1989). Even in today’s states, cap-
ital attributes are seldom - if ever - concentrated in
one nominal capital. If we take for example modern
day Germany, the »capital« of the banking sector
is in Frankfurt/Main and the uppermost judiciary
is situated in Karlsruhe, and so forth. At the other
end of the spectrum there is Paris, wherein most of
the central institutions of modern government are
indeed located. It therefore makes sense to think of
the attributes presented in this paper along the two
scales of the spatial distribution of the localities (the
geographic criterion) and permanence, which in-
cludes the time factor (temporal criterion).

The different functions and institutions can be
thought of as graduals on a continuum governed
by the two dimensions of geographic distribution,
ranging from concentrated on one extreme of the
scale, to dispersed on the other extreme of the scale,
and permanence with mobility at one end, to stable
at the other (fig. 6).

Considering the residence, in both cases the
rulers relied on a network of permanent, local-
ly fixed residences. In both cases, different rulers
also showed certain varying preferences for regions
within the larger realm. In the case of the Mongols,
the mobile aspect of the residence is even more pro-

36 Moreland 2001, 400-401; but see Coupland 2022.
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nounced than in the Carolingian case, since the ordu,
the mobile camp, is thought of as the usual residence
of the Mongol khan. Whereas it can be argued that,
in the Carolingian context, the mobile camp or tent
camps en route were likely seen rather as a necessary
evil. Assemblies were in both cases again dispersed.
Relatively speaking, Aachen, however, was chosen
much more regularly as the place for assemblies
than Karakorum in the Mongolian case. There, the
ancestral homeland of the Chinggisids in eastern
Mongolia on the Onon and Kherlen rivers emerges
as the favourite region for important quriltais, their
imperial assemblies. In both empires, central ad-
ministrative personnel travelled with the uppermost
rulers, notwithstanding McKitterick’s hypothesis of
a budding trend of independently working notaries
(2008; 2011). It is more in the Mongolian case that we
see the appropriation of a »free-standing adminis-
trative apparatus« in the conquered regions of Cen-
tral Asia and China (Allsen 1994). All of these func-
tions are inextricably tied to the person of the king
or khan, and in the Carolingian case arguably even
more so (Ehlers 2007, 12; K6lzer 2011/2012, 71).

Both, Karakorum and Aachen functioned as
stages of display and communicated ideological
messages through their architectural programs
and the ceremonies performed in these localities.
However, neither place was unique in these efforts,
even though Karakorum can be certainly deemed
the foremost on the Mongolian plateau. It is of
course in the best interest of the rulers to spread
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Fig. 6 The two dimensions of capital attributes: Geography and perma-
nence. - (Graphics S. Reichert).

Fig.7 Capital attributes during the reigns of Charlemagne (r. 768-814)
and Louis the Pious (r.813-840) and the early Mongol Empire period
(12308-1260) plotted against the two dimensions of geography and per-
manence. — (Graphics S. Reichert).

their ideological message as widely as possible and
therefore disperse their architectural aggrandise-
ment3”.

Concerning the last category of economic func-
tions, there are in both cases indications that point
towards a concentration of the imperial wealth in
Karakorum and Aachen. At the same time, certain
practices of gifting and redistribution demanded
that considerable amounts travelled with the court.
Mints were in both cases — as is needed for the wide
geographic distribution of coins as a heavy commod-
ity — organised in a decentralised dispersed manner.
What is interesting, however, are the efforts by Char-
lemagne to standardise and concentrate the minting
activities into considerably fewer localities. Further-
more, it is noteworthy that there is only scant evi-

37 On coins as a means of ideological meaning with a wide distribution
see for the Carolingians Coupland 2005, 227; for the Mongols Buell/Kolbas
2016.

38 Admittedly, the discussion of the contemporary perception of »capi-
tal« in the Mongol and Carolingian worlds needs to be safely grounded with-
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dence for a mint at Aachen itself. In contrast, Kara-
korum surely housed a mint.

Plotting out these functions for the two cases at
hand along the two dimensions, we graphically dis-
play the similarities and dissimilarities among the
cases (fig. 7). While the relative placing of individual
functions along the two scales is surely open to de-
bate, this first attempt nonetheless provides an ap-
proximation of where and how the capital functions
relate to one another in the two cases. For both the
Carolingians and the Mongols we can thus establish
a dispersed mobile system of capital functions, with
the Carolingians under the later years of Charle-
magne’s reign and Louis the Pious’ early reign more
inclined toward a less mobile system and concentra-
tion. The Mongol case leans on the whole into the
more mobile and dispersed continuum, compara-
tively speaking.

Finally, I return to the initial question of whether
Aachen and Karakorum were capitals. Both certainly
performed capital functions during specific periods
of time and are very similar in their actual practic-
es, their spatial distribution and stability over time.
Taking into account the contemporary perceptions
of the two locales®®, Aachen was perceived as pri-
ma inter pares at best, but there was no notion of
a capital. In the case of Karakorum, the labelling of
Karakorum as the capital was seen as a facade that
only emerged in foreigners’ descriptions®®. Fol-
lowing this logic, Karakorum would have been the
capital in name only to appease foreign perceptions,
but practises of governance followed political con-
ventions of the steppe that were invested in and
combined mobility, personal presence, military pur-
suits, and hunting trips, quite similar to the Carolin-
gians. However, the continued political importance
of Karakorum after its official loss of capital status
during the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368), the dynasty
established by Khubilai Khan in China, points to its
important place in the legitimization of the Mongols’
rule. It may be that providing a definite answer is not
the point. By breaking this issue down into its com-
ponents and by looking at the individual functions
in their spatial and temporal configurations, we can
arrive at a deeper understanding of the actual work-
ings of the two empires.

The proposed model is open to incorporate fur-
ther cases from widely different settings to ascer-
tain the critical differences or surprising resem-

in a philological and critical historical analysis, something the author of this
contribution would not assume to have the needed expertise for.

39 Such portrayals would probably have fuelled J. M. Smith's side remark
about »misnomered capitals«; J. M. Smith 2000, 43.
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blances, for which we are asked to find explanations
in a second step. Another advantage of thinking of
these attributes in two (or possibly even more) di-
mensions along gradual scales is that it supersedes
assumptions of dichotomies, which more often than
not tend to cover more than they reveal. Thinking of
similarities along gradual scales in contrast uncov-
ers grey areas, which would otherwise be brushed
over.

The scheme that I propose looks only at a spe-
cific time frame (Carolingian Aachen under Charle-
magne and Louis the Pious from 770 to 840; Mon-
gol Karakorum from 1220 to 1260). This limits the
picture of dynamic processes and provides a rather
static glimpse. A further step in this study would be
to look at diachronic changes through the compar-
ison of different time slices to counteract this lim-

Conclusion

This paper introduced a new framework to system-
atically interrogate capital functions in their geo-
graphical distribution and permanence. The poly-
thetic approach followed in this study, which looks
at a set of six of attributes, is especially geared to-
wards cross-cultural comparisons on a global scale.
In this way, Carolingian Aachen under Charlemagne
and Louis the Pious, as well as early Mongol period
Karakorum, proved suitable first case studies. Both
Aachen and Karakorum emerge as places that per-
formed crucial, indeed capital, functions for their
rulers. However, they were part of a wider system
of localities, some of which covered similar sets of
functions. This wider network was in large part due
to the mobility of the two courts in question. Only
for the very specific time period of 1235 to 1260
in the case of Karakorum and of 806 to 822 in the
case of Aachen, can we identify a culmination and
a more pronounced concentration of the functions
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be discernible in the archaeological record.
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hensive look at the question of the characteristics
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tion systems, the military, and the temporal devel-
opment of the individual localities, especially when
the analysis identifies a strong concentration of
functions within one stable locale*®.
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ic approach along the two dimensions of geographic
dispersal and permanence of the capital functions
helped to accentuate differences between the two
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al similarities, which transcend the dichotomous
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toral societies.
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comparison, is indeed a fruitful endeavour.
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