
The Franks 
 
Who: The Franks originated as a confederation of Germanic tribes centered around the Rhine valley and 
eventually ruled most of northwestern Europe. 
 
Where: Starting in the Rhineland and expanding toward parts of modern Belgium and the Netherlands, at its 
height the Carolingian Empire covered an area from France to Germany and south to northern Italy. 
 
When: Mid-200's to mid 800's 
 
Mid 200's-mid-300's: Affiliated Germanic tribes, fight for territory with Romans 
 
481-751: Merovingian Kingdom.  Part of the Frankish tribes become dominant and Clovis rebels against the 
Romans and defeats the Visigoths, expanding Frankish control into France.  Clovis becomes the first recognized 
king of all Franks.  Unity doesn't last long due to internal feuding and the empire waxes and wanes until the last 
Merovingian king is deposed by Pepin the Short. 
 
751-843: Pepin the Short controlled a substantial piece of Frankish territory when, backed by the pope, he 
deposed the last Merovingian king.  Under his rule and that of his son, Charlemagne, the empire expanded to its 
maximum size and also fostered the Carolingian Renaissance.  Charlemagne's descendants were not able to hold 
onto power and the empire was divided up in 843 and never reunited under the same dynasty. 
 
General historic context: Contemporary to the late Roman and early Byzantine empire. The Germanic tribes 
that make up the Franks unite to become the Merovingian empire, which forms the foundation of the 
Carolingian Empire.  The decline of the Carolingian Empire lead to the eventual establishment of the holy Roman 
Empire. 
 
Important people 
 
Childeric 1 (440-481) Early Merovingian king and father of Clovis, he was a close ally of the Roman Empire.  His 
tomb was discovered in the 1600's. 
 
Clovis (466-511) Son of Childeric I he was the first king to unite all the Frankish tribes under one leader.  He was 
the first Frank king to convert to Christianity.  This allowed the Merovingians to take advantage of a growing 
ecclesiastical network to help consolidate their own power. 
 
Gregory of Tours (538-594) Gallic historian and bishop, he chronicled the early Frankish empire. 
 
Charles Martel (686-741) Grandfather of Charlemagne.  While never officially king of the Franks, he consolidated 
power in France, organized a formal Frankish army, and stopped the eastward expansion of the Umayyad 
Caliphate.  
 
Alcuin of York (735-804) English scholar and poet who served in Charlemagne's court. 
 
Charlemagne (747-814) Consolidated Western Europe into a single empire and encouraged the liberal arts at 
court, fostering a new era of arts and learning. 
 
 
 
 



Other information 
 
Royalty and inheritance:  The tribes that made up the Franks had different concepts of inheritance than is 
normally seen in later medieval Kingdoms.  Both legitimate and illegitimate children inherited land and the 
tradition was for a father to divide his territory between his sons when he died.  Thus, keeping together a united 
empire for a long period of time was difficult. 
 
Carolingian Renaissance:  A flowering of arts, literature, education and church reforms that took place in the 8th 
and 9th centuries. 
 
Article sources: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franks 
http://militaryhistory.about.com/od/army/p/martel.htm 
 
Material culture 

 
Bees from the tomb of Childeric I, 480's 
(http://www.archeurope.com/index.php?page=childeric-s-grave) 

 
Claw beaker, 400-600 (http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-
of-art/81.10.189) 

 
Codex Aureus, ca 800 

  
Example of Carolingian Miniscule 
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