
Empire of the Franks — 480-843 A.D. 

The kingdom of the Franks was the most powerful and important nation in Western 
Europe during the 6th through 10th centuries. It is the kingdom from with the 
nations of both France and Germany descended and it played an essential role in 
the Christianization of Europe. 
 

Growth of the Frankish Empire — Merovingians and Carolingians 
The Franks were a German tribe, residing along the lower Rhine valley on the border of the 
Roman Empire. They eventually migrated into Roman territory in what is now northern France, 
and became Foederati, or foreign soldiers in the Roman Legions. As the Roman Empire 
collapsed, the Franks took over the government of northern Gaul. The father of Clovis united all 
of the Frankish tribes under his leadership, and Clovis, the first Christian king of the Franks, 
consolidated his power by defeating the last Roman governor in Gaul at the Battle of 
Soissons. 
 
For 200 years after Clovis 
was baptized 
the Merovingian kings who 
descended from him were 
stalwart defenders of the 
Catholic Church. The 
Franks became the most 
powerful kingdom in 
western Europe and they 
were faithful supporters of 
the Roman popes. During 
the sixth and sevenths 
centuries, the Merovingian 
Franks increased their 
territory to the point they 
ruled almost all of Gaul and 
much of Germany as well. 
 
In 732, a Frankish general 
by the name of Charles Martel inflicted a crushing defeat on the Moorish invaders of Spain at 
the Battle of Tours. For over 100 years the Mohammedans had been conquering Christian 
territory, but Martel utterly destroyed the invading Moors, bringing a permanent halt to Islamic 
invasion of Christian territory. For the following centuries the Franks were the dominant power in 
Western Europe, and it was Frankish influence in northern Spain that helped the small Christian 
kingdoms in northern Spain survive years of Moorish aggression. 
 
In 751 the son of Charles Martel, Pepin the Short, with the support of the Pope, was crowned 
king of the Franks in place of the Merovingian heir and became the first Carolingian monarch. 
The Carolingians, especially Pepin, Charlemagne, and Louis the Great were strong supporters 
of the Roman Papacy, and did a great deal to strengthen the Church throughout the Frankish 
realm. One of the most important things the Carolingians did was to make the Pope the feudal 
lord of the area surrounding Rome. In 756, the Donation of Pepin established the Pope as 
ruler of the Papal States in central Italy that had formerly been under the control of the 
Byzantine Empire. 



 
When Pepin's 
son Charlemagne came to 
the throne he continued his 
forefather's policy of 
conquest, and extend 
Frankish influence into pagan 
territories that had long 
resisted Christian influence. 
By the end of his reign, much 
of northern Italy, northern 
Spain, and German central 
Europe were added to the 
Frankish dominions and well 
on their way to Christian 
conversion. Charlemagne 
was very supportive of the 
Church and encouraged the 
building of Churches, 
monasteries, and schools 

throughout his realm. The combined reigns of Charlemagne and his son Louis the Pious, 
lasting from about 774 to 840, saw a great rebirth in Christian civilization known as 
the Carolingian Renaissance, and was the high water mark of the Frankish empire. 

During the reign of Louis the Pious, the Frankish Empire extended all the way from Spain to the 
German regions of Central Europe. Shortly after his death, however, his sons divided the 
empire into three kingdoms: West Franconia, which became the kingdom of France, East 
Franconia, which became the kingdom of Germany, and Middle Franconia, which was 
subdivided into the Duchies of Burgundy, Lombardy, and Lorraine (Corresponding to modern 
day Netherlands, Belgium, Eastern France, Switzerland and Northern Italy). 

Events and Milestones of the Frankish Empire 

The major events in the history of the Frankish empire are listed below. The story of the rise of 
the Kingdom of France and the Holy Roman Empire after the division of the Frankish Empire, is 
given in the Kingdoms of France and Germany information page. 

460 Childeric, father of Clovis, unites Frankish tribes in Gaul, founds Merovingian dynasty. 

486 At Battle of Soission, Clovis defeats last Roman governor in Gaul. 

496 Clovis baptized. Franks convert en mass to Catholic Christianity. 

732 Battle of Tours, Charles Martel drives Moors out of Gaul. 

751 Pepin the Short crowned as first Carolingian King of the Franks. 

756 Donation of Pepin—Pope granted sovereign rule over Papal States of central Italy. 

774 Charlemagne conquest of Lombards, conversion of northern Italy. /td> 

785 Charlemagne conquest of Saxons. Wittikind, chief of Saxons, converts to Christianity. 

800 Charlemagne crowned Emperor of Rome; Rome under protection of Holy Roman Emperor. 

770- Carolingian Renaissance advances culture, promotes interests of Church. Charlemagne and 
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830 son patronize arts and education; build schools, churches, monasteries. 

840 Death of Charlemagne's son, Louis the Pious. Frankish Empire divided. 

843 Treaty of Verdun permanently divides Frankish Empire into east, west, and middle kingdoms. 

Frankish Saints of the Early Middle Ages 

A great many of the saints of France during the middle ages were Monks, but others were 
bishops, princes and Laymen. The following saints are some of the most influential secular 
saints of the Frankish era. 

Perpetuus (Tours) (d. 490) Energetic and long reigning bishop of Tours who preached sermons, 
and undertook the building of regional monasteries and churches. 

Germanus of Auxerre (d. 448) French bishop who helped to put down the Pelagian heresy in Britain. 

Genevieve (d. 512) Mystic nun who prays are thought to have diverted the Huns away from 
Paris. Patron saint of Paris. 

Remigius (Reims) (d. 533) Bishop of Reims who converted Clovis to Catholic Christianity and 
baptized him in 496. 

Clotilde (d. 533) Queen consort of Clovis, king of the Franks, who converted her 
husband to Christianity. 

Gal (Clermont) (d. 553) Bishop in France who defended the rights of the church against the 
governor. 

Cloud (d. 560) Frankish prince who renounced his claim to the throne and became a 
hermit. 

Germain (Paris) (d. 576) Bishop of Paris who converted King Childebert I and built the Abbey of 
Saint-Germain-des-Pres. 

Gregory of Tours (d. 594) Sixth century prelate of Tours, then the capital of Gaul. Historian of the 
Morovingian era. 

Bertin the Great (d. 709) Disciple of the Celtic missionary Columbanus, who founded 
monasteries in the eastern Frankish kingdom to convert heathens. 

Hubert(Liege) (d. 727) Legendary saint who was convinced to turn his life to Christ while 
hunting. He became an eloquent speaker who gave all his goods to the 
poor. 

Remigius of Roeun (d. 771) Son of Charles Martel and half-brother of Pepin the Short, who became 
the Archbishop of Rouen. 

Bertha of Artois (d. 725) French noblewoman who established a convent in Artois after the death 
of her husband. 

Paul the Deacon (d. 799) Historian of the Lombards and monk of Monte Cassino who served as a 
scholar in the Carolingian Renaissance. 

Alcuin of York (d. 804) Scholar, teacher, abbot, and bishop. Recruited by Charlemagne to lead 
the Carolingian Renaissance. Founded Schools and Abbeys in France, 
ended career as Abbot of Tours. 

Benedict of Aniane (d. 821) Monastic reformer of the age of Charlemagne, who contributed greatly 
to the Carolingian Renaissance. 

 


