
Charles of Anjou: The Fascinating Life of a
Medieval Ruler
Ah, the medieval era, a time filled with knights, castles, and royal dynasties. One
name that often emerges from the annals of history is Charles of Anjou. This
enigmatic figure, born in 1227, played a prominent role in shaping the political
landscape of Southern Italy and Sicily in the 13th century. Join us on a
mesmerizing journey as we delve into the life and accomplishments of Charles of
Anjou, a ruler with an indelible mark on history.

The Early Years: A Noble Beginning

Charles was born into the illustrious Capetian House of Anjou, a ruling dynasty
that held immense power. His father, Louis VIII, was the King of France, while his
mother, Blanche of Castile, brought a lineage that traced back to illustrious
kingdoms in Spain. Such an esteemed pedigree ensured Charles was destined
for greatness.

From a young age, Charles was exposed to politics and governance, witnessing
firsthand the intricacies and challenges of ruling a nation. This early exposure laid
the foundation for his eventual rise to power.
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Conquest of Southern Italy and Sicily

Charles of Anjou's most notable achievement was his conquest of Southern Italy
and Sicily. In 1266, Pope Clement IV bestowed upon him the Kingdom of Sicily,
which ignited a fervor for expansion. Charles, filled with ambition and a thirst for
power, assembled a formidable army and set his sights on the Italian peninsula.

Over the next decade, Charles relentlessly fought against those who opposed his
rule. Despite facing numerous obstacles, including resistance from local nobility
and rival factions, he demonstrated exceptional military prowess and political
cunning. His perseverance eventually led to the establishment of the House of
Anjou's dominance in Southern Italy.

The Battle of Benevento: A Turning Point

One of the most decisive moments in Charles of Anjou's career came in 1266
during the Battle of Benevento. This historic clash pitted Charles against his
formidable opponent, King Manfred of Sicily.

The battle was fierce, with both sides unleashing their well-trained armies onto
the field. Charles, however, proved to be the superior tactician, devising a
strategy that outmaneuvered and overwhelmed his adversaries. The victory not
only solidified Charles' hold on Southern Italy but also marked the end of the
Hohenstaufen dynasty in Sicily.

The Legacy of Charles of Anjou
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Charles of Anjou's impact on Southern Italy and Sicily was profound and
enduring. His rule brought stability and centralized governance, allowing the
region to flourish culturally and economically. Charles' patronage of the arts and
construction of magnificent structures, such as the Castel Nuovo in Naples, still
stand as testaments to his influential rule.

Additionally, Charles' reign witnessed the establishment of a codified legal
system, stemming from Roman law. This legal framework became the basis for
the region's jurisprudence and contributed to the development of civil law in
Europe.

The Enduring Enigma of Charles of Anjou

Despite his remarkable accomplishments, Charles of Anjou remains an intriguing
and mysterious figure. Known for his shrewd political maneuvering and
formidable military prowess, he left an indelible mark on the medieval world.
However, Charles' reign was not without its controversies, as he was accused of
various acts of brutality and ruthlessness.

His death in 1285 marked the end of an era, but his legacy continues to captivate
historians and enthusiasts alike. Charles of Anjou's life serves as a testament to
the complexities of power and the indomitable spirit of medieval rulers.
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Charles I of Anjou (1225-85), brother of St Louis, was one of the most
controversial figures of thirteenth-century Europe. A royal adventurer, who carved
out a huge Mediterranean power block, as ruler of Provence, Jerusalem and the
kingdom of Naples as well as Anjou, he changed for good the political
configuration of the Mediterranean world - even though his ambitions were fatally
undermined by the revolt of the Sicilian Vespers. Jean Dunbabin's study - the first
in English for 40 years - reassesses Charles's extraordinary career, his pivotal
role in the crusades and in military reform, trading, diplomacy, learning and the
arts, and finds a more remarkable figure than the ruthless thug of conventional
historiography.
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