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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The Early Middle Ages or Early Medieval Period, sometimes 

referred to as the Dark Ages, is typically regarded by historians 

as lasting from the late 5th or early 6th century to the 10th 

century AD. They marked the start of the Middle Ages of 

European history. The alternative term Late Antiquity 

emphasizes elements of continuity with the Roman Empire, 

while Early Middle Ages is used to emphasize developments 

characteristic of the earlier medieval period. As such the 

concept overlaps with Late Antiquity, following the decline of 

the Western Roman Empire, and precedes the High Middle Ages 

(c. 11th to 13th centuries).  

The period saw a continuation of trends evident since late 

classical antiquity, including population decline, especially in 

urban centres, a decline of trade, a small rise in global 

warming and increased migration. In the 19th century the 

Early Middle Ages were often labelled the Dark Ages, a 

characterization based on the relative scarcity of literary and 

cultural output from this time. However, the Eastern Roman 

Empire, or Byzantine Empire, continued to survive, though in 

the 7th century the Rashidun Caliphate and the Umayyad 

Caliphate conquered swathes of formerly Roman territory.  

Many of the listed trends reversed later in the period. In 800 

the title of Emperor was revived in Western Europe with 

Charlemagne, whose Carolingian Empire greatly affected later 

European social structure and history. Europe experienced a 

return to systematic agriculture in the form of the feudal 
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system, which adopted such innovations as three-field planting 

and the heavy plough. Barbarian migration stabilized in much 

of Europe, although the Viking expansion greatly affected 

Northern Europe.  

History 

Collapse of Rome 

• Starting in the 2nd century, various indicators of 

Roman civilization began to decline, including 

urbanization, seaborne commerce, and population. 

Archaeologists have identified only 40 percent as 

many Mediterranean shipwrecks from the 3rd 

century as from the first. Estimates of the 

population of the Roman Empire during the period 

from 150 to 400 suggest a fall from 65 million to 50 

million, a decline of more than 20 percent. Some 

scholars have connected this de-population to the 

Dark Ages Cold Period (300–700), when a decrease in 

global temperatures impaired agricultural yields. 

Early in the 3rd century Germanic peoples migrated south from 

Scandinavia and reached the Black Sea, creating formidable 

confederations which opposed the local Sarmatians. In Dacia 

(present-day Romania) and on the steppes north of the Black 

Sea the Goths, a Germanic people, established at least two 

kingdoms: Therving and Greuthung.  

The arrival of the Huns in 372–375 ended the history of these 

kingdoms. The Huns, a confederation of central Asian tribes, 

founded an empire. They had mastered the difficult art of 
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shooting composite recurvebows from horseback. The Goths 

sought refuge in Roman territory (376), agreeing to enter the 

Empire as unarmed settlers. However many bribed the Danube 

border-guards into allowing them to bring their weapons.  

The discipline and organization of a Roman legion made it a 

superb fighting unit. The Romans preferred infantry to cavalry 

because infantry could be trained to retain the formation in 

combat, while cavalry tended to scatter when faced with 

opposition. While a barbarian army could be raised and 

inspired by the promise of plunder, the legions required a 

central government and taxation to pay for salaries, constant 

training, equipment, and food. The decline in agricultural and 

economic activity reduced the empire's taxable income and 

thus its ability to maintain a professional army to defend itself 

from external threats.  

In the Gothic War (376–382), the Goths revolted and 

confronted the main Roman army in the Battle of Adrianople 

(378). By this time, the distinction in the Roman army between 

Roman regulars and barbarian auxiliaries had broken down, 

and the Roman army comprised mainly barbarians and soldiers 

recruited for a single campaign. The general decline in 

discipline also led to the use of smaller shields and lighter 

weaponry. Not wanting to share the glory, Eastern Emperor 

Valens ordered an attack on the Therving infantry under 

Fritigern without waiting for Western Emperor Gratian, who 

was on the way with reinforcements. While the Romans were 

fully engaged, the Greuthung cavalry arrived. Only one-third of 

the Roman army managed to escape. This represented the most 

shattering defeat that the Romans had suffered since the 

Battle of Cannae (216 BC), according to the Roman military 
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writer Ammianus Marcellinus. The core army of the Eastern 

Roman Empire was destroyed, Valens was killed, and the Goths 

were freed to lay waste to the Balkans, including the armories 

along the Danube. As Edward Gibbon comments, "The Romans, 

who so coolly and so concisely mention the acts of justice 

which were exercised by the legions, reserve their compassion 

and their eloquence for their own sufferings, when the 

provinces were invaded and desolated by the arms of the 

successful Barbarians."  

The empire lacked the resources, and perhaps the will, to 

reconstruct the professional mobile army destroyed at 

Adrianople, so it had to rely on barbarian armies to fight for it. 

The Eastern Roman Empire succeeded in buying off the Goths 

with tribute. The Western Roman Empire proved less fortunate. 

Stilicho, the western empire's half-Vandal military commander, 

stripped the Rhine frontier of troops to fend off invasions of 

Italy by the Visigoths in 402–03 and by other Goths in 406–07.  

Fleeing before the advance of the Huns, the Vandals, Suebi, 

and Alans launched an attack across the frozen Rhine near 

Mainz; on 31 December 406, the frontier gave way and these 

tribes surged into Roman Gaul. There soon followed the 

Burgundians and bands of the Alamanni. In the fit of anti-

barbarian hysteria which followed, the Western Roman 

Emperor Honorius had Stilicho summarily beheaded (408). 

Stilicho submitted his neck, "with a firmness not unworthy of 

the last of the Roman generals", wrote Gibbon. Honorius was 

left with only worthless courtiers to advise him. In 410, the 

Visigoths led by Alaric Icaptured the city of Rome and for three 

days fire and slaughter ensued as bodies filled the streets, 

palaces were stripped of their valuables, and the invaders 
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interrogated and tortured those citizens thought to have 

hidden wealth. As newly converted Christians, the Goths 

respected church property, but those who found sanctuary in 

the Vatican and in other churches were the fortunate few.  

Migration Period 

The Goths and Vandals were only the first of many bands of 

peoples that flooded Western Europe in the absence of 

administrative governance. Some lived only for war and pillage 

and disdained Roman ways. Other peoples had been in 

prolonged contact with the Roman civilization, and were, to a 

certain degree, romanized. "A poor Roman plays the Goth, a 

rich Goth the Roman" said King Theoderic of the Ostrogoths. 

The subjects of the Roman empire were a mix of Roman 

Christian, Arian Christian, Nestorian Christian, and pagan. 

The Germanic peoples knew little of cities, money, or writing, 

and were mostly pagan, though they were becoming 

increasingly Arian. Arianism was a branch of Christianity that 

was first proposed early in the 4th century by the Alexandrian 

presbyter Arius. Arius proclaimed that Christ is not truly 

divine but a created being. His basic premise was the 

uniqueness of God, who is alone self-existent and immutable; 

the Son, who as son is not self-existent, cannot be God.  

During the migrations, or Völkerwanderung (wandering of the 

peoples), the earlier settled populations were sometimes left 

intact though usually partially or entirely displaced. Roman 

culture north of the Po River was almost entirely displaced by 

the migrations. Whereas the peoples of France, Italy, Spain 

and Portugal continued to speak the dialects of Latin that 

today constitute the Romance languages, the language of the 
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smaller Roman-era population of what is now England 

disappeared with barely a trace in the territories settled by the 

Anglo-Saxons, although the Brittanic kingdoms of the west 

remained Brythonic speakers. The new peoples greatly altered 

established society, including law, culture, religion, and 

patterns of property ownership.  

The pax Romana had provided safe conditions for trade and 

manufacture, and a unified cultural and educational milieu of 

far-ranging connections. As this was lost, it was replaced by 

the rule of local potentates, sometimes members of the 

established Romanized ruling elite, sometimes new lords of 

alien culture. In Aquitania, Gallia Narbonensis, southern Italy 

and Sicily, Baetica or southern Spain, and the Iberian 

Mediterranean coast, Roman culture lasted until the 6th or 7th 

centuries.  

The gradual breakdown and transformation of economic and 

social linkages and infrastructure resulted in increasingly 

localized outlooks. This breakdown was often fast and dramatic 

as it became unsafe to travel or carry goods over any distance; 

there was a consequent collapse in trade and manufacture for 

export. Major industries that depended on trade, such as large-

scale pottery manufacture, vanished almost overnight in places 

like Britain. Tintagel in Cornwall, as well as several other 

centres, managed to obtain supplies of Mediterranean luxury 

goods well into the 6th century, but then lost their trading 

links. Administrative, educational and military infrastructure 

quickly vanished, and the loss of the established cursus 

honorum led to the collapse of the schools and to a rise of 

illiteracy even among the leadership. The careers of 

Cassiodorus (died c. 585) at the beginning of this period and of 
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Alcuin of York (died 804) at its close were founded alike on 

their valued literacy. For the formerly Roman area, there was 

another 20 per cent decline in population between 400 and 

600, or a one-third decline for 150–600. In the 8th century, the 

volume of trade reached its lowest level. The very small number 

of shipwrecks found that dated from the 8th century supports 

this (which represents less than 2 per cent of the number of 

shipwrecks dated from the 1st century). There were also 

reforestation and a retreat of agriculture centred around 500.  

The Romans had practiced two-field agriculture, with a crop 

grown in one field and the other left fallow and ploughed under 

to eliminate weeds. Systematic agriculture largely disappeared 

and yields declined. It is estimated that the Plague of Justinian 

which began in 541 and recurred periodically for 150 years 

thereafter killed as many as 100 million people across the 

world. Some historians such as Josiah C. Russell (1958) have 

suggested a total European population loss of 50 to 60 per cent 

between 541 and 700. After the year 750, major epidemic 

diseases did not appear again in Europe until the Black Death 

of the 14th century. The disease Smallpox, which was 

eradicated in the late 20th century, did not definitively enter 

Western Europe until about 581 when Bishop Gregory of Tours 

provided an eyewitness account that describes the 

characteristic findings of smallpox. Waves of epidemics wiped 

out large rural populations. Most of the details about the 

epidemics are lost, probably due to the scarcity of surviving 

written records.  

For almost a thousand years, Rome was the most politically 

important, richest and largest city in Europe. Around 100 AD, 

it had a population of about 450,000, and declined to a mere 
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20,000 during the Early Middle Ages, reducing the sprawling 

city to groups of inhabited buildings interspersed among large 

areas of ruins and vegetation.  

Byzantine Empire 

The death of Theodosius I in 395 was followed by the division 

of the empire between his two sons. The Western Roman 

Empire disintegrated into a mosaic of warring Germanic 

kingdoms in the 5th century, effectively making the Eastern 

Roman Empire in Constantinople the Greek-speaking successor 

to the classical Roman Empire. To distinguish it from its 

predominantly Latin-speaking predecessor, historians began 

referring to the empire as "Byzantine", after the original name 

of Constantinople, Byzantium. Despite this, the inhabitants of 

the Byzantine Empire continued to regard themselves as 

Romans, or Romaioi, until the fall of Constantinople to the 

Ottoman Empire in 1453.  

The Eastern Roman or "Byzantine" Empire aimed to retain 

control of the trade routes between Europe and the Orient, 

which made the Empire the richest polity in Medieval Europe. 

Making use of their sophisticated warfare and superior 

diplomacy, the Byzantines managed to fend off assaults by the 

migrating barbarians. Their dreams of subduing the Western 

potentates briefly materialized during the reign of Justinian I 

in 527–565. Not only did Justinian restore some western 

territories to the Roman Empire, including Rome and the 

Italian peninsula itself, but he also codified Roman law (with 

his codification remaining in force in many areas of Europe 

until the 19th century) and commissioned the building of the 

largest and most architecturally advanced edifice of the Early 
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Middle Ages, the Hagia Sophia. However, his reign also saw the 

outbreak of a bubonic plaguepandemic, now known 

retroactively as the Plague of Justinian. The Emperor himself 

was afflicted, and within the span of less than a year, an 

estimated 200,000 Constantinopolites—two out of every five 

city residents—had died of the disease.  

• Justinian's successors Maurice and Heraclius 

confronted invasions by the Avar and Slavic tribes. 

After the devastations by the Slavs and the Avars, 

large areas of the Balkans became depopulated. In 

626 Constantinople, by far the largest city of early 

medieval Europe, withstood a combined siege by 

Avars and Persians. Within several decades, 

Heraclius completed a holy war against the Persians, 

taking their capital and having a Sassanid monarch 

assassinated. Yet Heraclius lived to see his 

spectacular success undone by the Muslim 

conquests of Syria, three Palaestina provinces, 

Egypt, and North Africa which was considerably 

facilitated by religious disunity and the proliferation 

of heretical movements (notably Monophysitism and 

Nestorianism) in the areas converted to Islam.  

Although Heraclius's successors managed to salvage 

Constantinople from two Arab sieges (in 674–77 and 717), the 

empire of the 8th and early 9th century was rocked by the 

great Iconoclastic Controversy, punctuated by dynastic 

struggles between various factions at court. The Bulgar and 

Slavic tribes profited from these disorders and invaded Illyria, 

Thrace and even Greece. After the decisive victory at Ongala in 

680 the armies of the Bulgars and Slavs advanced to the south 
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of the Balkan mountains, defeating again the Byzantines who 

were then forced to sign a humiliating peace treaty which 

acknowledged the establishment of the First Bulgarian Empire 

on the borders of the Empire.  

To counter these threats a new system of administration was 

introduced. The regional civil and military administration were 

combined in the hands of a general, or strategos. A theme, 

which formerly denoted a subdivision of the Byzantine army, 

came to refer to a region governed by a strategos. The reform 

led to the emergence of great landed families which controlled 

the regional military and often pressed their claims to the 

throne (see Bardas Phocas and Bardas Sklerus for 

characteristic examples).  

By the early 8th century, notwithstanding the shrinking 

territory of the empire, Constantinople remained the largest 

and the wealthiest city west of China, comparable only to 

Sassanid Ctesiphon, and later AbassidBaghdad. The population 

of the imperial capital fluctuated between 300,000 and 

400,000 as the emperors undertook measures to restrain its 

growth.  

The only other large Christian cities were Rome (50,000) and 

Salonika (30,000). Even before the 8th century was out, the 

Farmer's Law signalled the resurrection of agricultural 

technologies in the Roman Empire. As the 2006 Encyclopædia 

Britannica noted, "the technological base of Byzantine society 

was more advanced than that of contemporary western Europe: 

iron tools could be found in the villages; water mills dotted the 

landscape; and field-sown beans provided a diet rich in 

protein".  
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The ascension of the Macedonian dynasty in 867 marked the 

end of the period of political and religious turmoil and 

introduced a new golden age of the empire. While the talented 

generals such as Nicephorus Phocas expanded the frontiers, 

the Macedonian emperors (such as Leo the Wise and 

Constantine VII) presided over the cultural flowering in 

Constantinople, known as the Macedonian Renaissance. 

The enlightened Macedonian rulers scorned the rulers of 

Western Europe as illiterate barbarians and maintained a 

nominal claim to rule over the West.  

Although this fiction had been exploded with the coronation of 

Charlemagne in Rome (800), the Byzantine rulers did not treat 

their Western counterparts as equals. Generally, they had little 

interest in political and economic developments in the 

barbarian (from their point of view) West.  

Against this economic background the culture and the imperial 

traditions of the Eastern Roman Empire attracted its northern 

neighbours—Slavs, Bulgars, and Khazars—to Constantinople, 

in search of either pillage or enlightenment.  

The movement of the Germanic tribes to the south triggered 

the great migration of the Slavs, who occupied the vacated 

territories. In the 7th century, they moved westward to the 

Elbe, southward to the Danube and eastward to the Dnieper. 

By the 9th century, the Slavs had expanded into sparsely 

inhabited territories to the south and east from these natural 

frontiers, peacefully assimilating the indigenous Illyrian and 

Finno-Ugric populations.  
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Rise of Islam 

• 632–750 

From the 7th century Byzantine history was greatly affected by 

the rise of Islam and the Caliphates. Muslim Arabs first 

invaded historically Roman territory under Abū Bakr, first 

Caliph of the Rashidun Caliphate, who entered Roman Syria 

and Roman Mesopotamia. The Byzantines and neighbouring 

Persian Sasanids had been severely weakened by a long 

succession of Byzantine–Sasanian wars, especially the 

climactic Byzantine–Sasanian War of 602–628. Under Umar, 

the second Caliph, the Muslims decisively conquered Syria and 

Mesopotamia, as well as Roman Palestine, Roman Egypt, parts 

of Asia Minor and Roman North Africa, while they entirely 

toppled the Sasanids. In the mid 7th century AD, following the 

Muslim conquest of Persia, Islam penetrated into the Caucasus 

region, of which parts would later permanently become part of 

Russia. This expansion of Islam continued under Umar's 

successors and then the Umayyad Caliphate, which conquered 

the rest of Mediterranean North Africa and most of the Iberian 

Peninsula. Over the next centuries Muslim forces were able to 

take further European territory, including Cyprus, Malta, 

Septimania, Crete, and Sicily and parts of southern Italy.  

The Muslim conquest of Hispania began when the Moors 

(mostly Berbers and some Arabs) invaded the 

ChristianVisigothic kingdom of Iberia in the year 711, under 

their Berber leader Tariq ibn Ziyad. They landed at Gibraltar 

on 30 April and worked their way northward. Tariq's forces 

were joined the next year by those of his superior, Musa ibn 

Nusair. During the eight-year campaign most of the Iberian 
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Peninsula was brought under Muslim rule—except for small 

areas in the north-northwest (Asturias) and largely Basque 

regions in the Pyrenees. This territory, under the Arab name 

Al-Andalus, became part of the expanding Umayyadempire.  

The unsuccessful second siege of Constantinople (717) 

weakened the Umayyad dynasty and reduced their prestige. 

After their success in overrunning Iberia, the conquerors 

moved northeast across the Pyrenees. They were defeated by 

the Frankish leader Charles Martel at the Battle of Poitiers in 

732. The Umayyads were overthrown in 750 by the Abbāsids 

and most of the Umayyad clan were massacred.  

A surviving Umayyad prince, Abd-ar-rahman I, escaped to 

Spain and founded a new Umayyad dynasty in the Emirate of 

Cordoba in 756. Charles Martel's son Pippin the Short retook 

Narbonne, and his grandson Charlemagne established the 

Marca Hispanica across the Pyrenees in part of what today is 

Catalonia, reconquering Girona in 785 and Barcelona in 801. 

The Umayyads in Hispania proclaimed themselves caliphs in 

929.  

Birth of the Latin West 

700–850 

Due to a complex set of reasons, conditions in Western Europe 

began to improve after 700. In that year, the two major powers 

in western Europe were the Franks in Gaul and the Lombards 

in Italy. The Lombards had been thoroughly Romanized, and 

their kingdom was stable and well developed. The Franks, in 

contrast, were barely any different from their barbarian 
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Germanic ancestors. Their kingdom was weak and divided. 

Impossible to guess at the time, but by the end of the century, 

the Lombardic kingdom would be extinct, while the Frankish 

kingdom would have nearly reassembled the Western Roman 

Empire.  

Though much of Roman civilization north of the Po River had 

been wiped out in the years after the end of the Western 

Roman Empire, between the 5th and 8th centuries, new 

political and social infrastructure began to develop. Much of 

this was initially Germanic and pagan. Arian Christian 

missionaries had been spreading Arian Christianity throughout 

northern Europe, though by 700 the religion of northern 

Europeans was largely a mix of Germanic paganism, 

Christianized paganism, and Arian Christianity. Catholic 

Christianity had barely started to spread in northern Europe 

by this time. Through the practice of simony, local princes 

typically auctioned off ecclesiastical offices, causing priests 

and bishops to function as though they were yet another noble 

under the patronage of the prince. In contrast, a network of 

monasteries had sprung up as monks sought separation from 

the world. These monasteries remained independent from local 

princes, and as such constituted the "church" for most 

northern Europeans during this time. Being independent from 

local princes, they increasingly stood out as centres of 

learning, of scholarship, and as religious centres where 

individuals could receive spiritual or monetary assistance.  

The interaction between the culture of the newcomers, their 

warband loyalties, the remnants of classical culture, and 

Christian influences, produced a new model for society, based 

in part on feudal obligations. The centralized administrative 
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systems of the Romans did not withstand the changes, and the 

institutional support for chattel slavery largely disappeared. 

The Anglo-Saxons in England had also started to convert from 

Anglo-Saxon polytheism after the arrival of Christian 

missionaries in 597.  

Italy 

The Lombards, who first entered Italy in 568 under Alboin, 

carved out a state in the north, with its capital at Pavia. At 

first, they were unable to conquer the Exarchate of Ravenna, 

the Ducatus Romanus, and Calabria and Apulia. The next two 

hundred years were occupied in trying to conquer these 

territories from the Byzantine Empire.  

The Lombard state was relatively Romanized, at least when 

compared to the Germanic kingdoms in northern Europe. It 

was highly decentralized at first, with the territorial dukes 

having practical sovereignty in their duchies, especially in the 

southern duchies of Spoleto and Benevento. For a decade 

following the death of Cleph in 575, the Lombards did not even 

elect a king; this period is called the Rule of the Dukes. The 

first written legal code was composed in poor Latin in 643: the 

Edictum Rothari. It was primarily the codification of the oral 

legal tradition of the people.  

The Lombard state was well-organized and stabilized by the 

end of the long reign of Liutprand (717–744), but its collapse 

was sudden. Unsupported by the dukes, King Desiderius was 

defeated and forced to surrender his kingdom to Charlemagne 

in 774. The Lombard kingdom ended and a period of Frankish 

rule was initiated. The Frankish king Pepin the Short had, by 
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the Donation of Pepin, given the pope the "Papal States" and 

the territory north of that swath of papally-governed land was 

ruled primarily by Lombard and Frankish vassals of the Holy 

Roman Emperor until the rise of the city-states in the 11th and 

12th centuries.  

In the south, a period of chaos began. The duchy of Benevento 

maintained its sovereignty in the face of the pretensions of 

both the Western and Eastern Empires. In the 9th century, the 

Muslims conquered Sicily.  

The cities on the Tyrrhenian Sea departed from Byzantine 

allegiance. Various states owing various nominal allegiances 

fought constantly over territory until events came to a head in 

the early 11th century with the coming of the Normans, who 

conquered the whole of the south by the end of the century.  

Britain 

• Roman Britain was in a state of political and 

economic collapse at the time of the Roman 

departure c. 400. A series of settlements 

(traditionally referred to as an invasion) by Germanic 

peoples began in the early fifth century, and by the 

sixth century the island would consist of many small 

kingdoms engaged in ongoing warfare with each 

other. The Germanic kingdoms are now collectively 

referred to as Anglo-Saxons. Christianity began to 

take hold among the Anglo-Saxons in the sixth 

century, with 597 given as the traditional date for its 

large-scale adoption.  
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Western Britain (Wales), eastern and northern Scotland 

(Pictland) and the Scottish highlands and isles continued their 

separate evolution. The Irish descended and Irish-influenced 

people of western Scotland were Christian from the fifth 

century onward, the Picts adopted Christianity in the sixth 

century under the influence of Columba, and the Welsh had 

been Christian since the Roman era.  

Northumbria was the pre-eminent power c. 600–700, absorbing 

several weaker Anglo-Saxon and Brythonic kingdoms, while 

Mercia held a similar status c. 700–800. Wessex would absorb 

all of the kingdoms in the south, both Anglo-Saxon and Briton. 

In Wales consolidation of power would not begin until the 

ninth century under the descendants of Merfyn Frych of 

Gwynedd, establishing a hierarchy that would last until the 

Norman invasion of Wales in 1081.  

The first Viking raids on Britain began before 800, increasing 

in scope and destructiveness over time. In 865 a large, well-

organized Danish Viking army (called the Great Heathen Army) 

attempted a conquest, breaking or diminishing Anglo-Saxon 

power everywhere but in Wessex. Under the leadership of 

Alfred the Great and his descendants, Wessex would at first 

survive, then coexist with, and eventually conquer the Danes. 

It would then establish the Kingdom of England and rule until 

the establishment of an Anglo-Danish kingdom under Cnut, 

and then again until the Norman Invasion of 1066.  

Viking raids and invasion were no less dramatic for the north. 

Their defeat of the Picts in 839 led to a lasting Norse heritage 

in northernmost Scotland, and it led to the combination of the 

Picts and Gaels under the House of Alpin, which became the 
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Kingdom of Alba, the predecessor of the Kingdom of Scotland. 

The Vikings combined with the Gaels of the Hebrides to become 

the Gall-Gaidel and establish the Kingdom of the Isles.  

Frankish Empire 

• The Merovingians established themselves in the 

power vacuum of the former Roman provinces in 

Gaul, and Clovis I converted to Christianity following 

his victory over the Alemanni at the Battle of Tolbiac 

(496), laying the foundation of the Frankish Empire, 

the dominant state of early medieval Western 

Christendom. The Frankish kingdom grew through a 

complex development of conquest, patronage, and 

alliance building. Due to salic custom, inheritance 

rights were absolute, and all land was divided 

equally among the sons of a dead land holder. This 

meant that, when the king granted a prince land in 

reward for service, that prince and all of his 

descendants had an irrevocable right to that land 

that no future king could undo. Likewise, those 

princes (and their sons) could sublet their land to 

their own vassals, who could in turn sublet the land 

to lower sub-vassals. This all had the effect of 

weakening the power of the king as his kingdom 

grew, since the result was that the land became 

controlled not just by more princes and vassals, but 

by multiple layers of vassals. This also allowed his 

nobles to attempt to build their own power base, 

though given the strict salic tradition of hereditary 

kingship, few would ever consider overthrowing the 

king. 
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This increasingly absurd arrangement was highlighted by 

Charles Martel, who as Mayor of the Palace was effectively the 

strongest prince in the kingdom. His accomplishments were 

highlighted, not just by his famous defeat of invading Muslims 

at the Battle of Tours, which is typically considered the battle 

that saved Europe from Muslim conquest, but by the fact that 

he greatly expanded Frankish influence. It was under his 

patronage that Saint Boniface expanded Frankish influence 

into Germany by rebuilding the German church, with the result 

that, within a century, the German church was the strongest 

church in western Europe. Yet despite this, Charles Martel 

refused to overthrow the Frankish king. His son, Pepin the 

Short, inherited his power, and used it to further expand 

Frankish influence. Unlike his father, however, Pepin decided 

to seize the Frankish kingship. Given how strongly Frankish 

culture held to its principle of inheritance, few would support 

him if he attempted to overthrow the king. Instead, he sought 

the assistance of Pope Zachary, who was himself newly 

vulnerable due to fallout with the Byzantine Emperor over the 

Iconoclastic Controversy. Pepin agreed to support the pope and 

to give him land (the Donation of Pepin, which created the 

Papal States) in exchange for being consecrated as the new 

Frankish king. Given that Pepin's claim to the kingship was 

now based on an authority higher than Frankish custom, no 

resistance was offered to Pepin. With this, the Merovingian line 

of kings ended, and the Carolingian line began.  

Pepin's son Charlemagne continued in the footsteps of his 

father and grandfather. He further expanded and consolidated 

the Frankish kingdom (now commonly called the Carolingian 

Empire). His reign also saw a cultural rebirth, commonly called 

the Carolingian Renaissance. Though the exact reasons are 
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unclear, Charlemagne was crowned "Roman Emperor" by Pope 

Leo III on Christmas Day, 800. Upon Charlemagne's death, his 

empire had united much of modern-day France, western 

Germany and northern Italy. The years after his death 

illustrated how Germanic his empire remained. Rather than an 

orderly succession, his empire was divided in accordance with 

Frankish inheritance custom, which resulted in instability that 

plagued his empire until the last king of a united empire, 

Charles the Fat, died in 887, which resulted in a permanent 

split of the empire into West Francia and East Francia. West 

Francia would be ruled by Carolingians until 987 and East 

Francia until 911, after which time the partition of the empire 

into France and Germany was complete.  

Feudalism 

Around 800 there was a return to systematic agriculture in the 

form of the open field, or strip, system. A manor would have 

several fields, each subdivided into 1-acre (4,000 m) strips of 

land. An acre measured one "furlong" of 220 yards by one 

"chain" of 22 yards (that is, about 200 m by 20 m). A furlong 

(from "furrow long") was considered to be the distance an ox 

could plough before taking a rest; the strip shape of the acre 

field also reflected the difficulty in turning early heavy 

ploughs. In the idealized form of the system, each family got 

thirty such strips of land. The three-field system of crop 

rotation was first developed in the 9th century: wheat or rye 

was planted in one field, the second field had a nitrogen-fixing 

crop, and the third was fallow.  

Compared to the earlier two-field system, a three-field system 

allowed for significantly more land to be put under cultivation. 
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Even more important, the system allowed for two harvests a 

year, reducing the risk that a single crop failure will lead to 

famine. Three-field agriculture created a surplus of oats that 

could be used to feed horses.  

This surplus allowed for the replacement of the ox by the horse 

after the introduction of the padded horse collar in the 12th 

century. Because the system required a major rearrangement 

of real estate and of the social order, it took until the 11th 

century before it came into general use. 

The heavy wheeled plough was introduced in the late 10th 

century. It required greater animal power and promoted the 

use of teams of oxen. Illuminated manuscripts depict two-

wheeled ploughs with both a mouldboard, or curved metal 

ploughshare, and a coulter, a vertical blade in front of the 

ploughshare. The Romans had used light, wheel-less ploughs 

with flat iron shares that often proved unequal to the heavy 

soils of northern Europe.  

The return to systemic agriculture coincided with the 

introduction of a new social system called feudalism. This 

system featured a hierarchy of reciprocal obligations. Each 

man was bound to serve his superior in return for the latter's 

protection. This made for confusion of territorial sovereignty 

since allegiances were subject to change over time and were 

sometimes mutually contradictory. Feudalism allowed the state 

to provide a degree of public safety despite the continued 

absence of bureaucracy and written records. Even land 

ownership disputes were decided based solely on oral 

testimony. Territoriality was reduced to a network of personal 

allegiances.  
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Viking Age 

The Viking Age spans the period roughly between the late 8th 

and mid-11th centuries in Scandinavia and Britain, following 

the Germanic Iron Age (and the Vendel Age in Sweden). During 

this period, the Vikings, Scandinavian warriors and traders 

raided and explored most parts of Europe, south-western Asia, 

northern Africa, and north-eastern North America.  

With the means to travel (longships and open water), desire for 

goods led Scandinavian traders to explore and develop 

extensive trading partnerships in new territories. Some of the 

most important trading ports during the period include both 

existing and ancient cities such as Aarhus, Ribe, Hedeby, 

Vineta, Truso, Kaupang, Birka, Bordeaux, York, Dublin, and 

Aldeigjuborg.  

Viking raiding expeditions were separate from, though 

coexisted with, regular trading expeditions. Apart from 

exploring Europe via its oceans and rivers, with the aid of their 

advanced navigational skills, they extended their trading 

routes across vast parts of the continent. They also engaged in 

warfare, looting and enslaving numerous Christian 

communities of Medieval Europe for centuries, contributing to 

the development of feudal systems in Europe.  

Eastern Europe 

• 600–1000 

• The Early Middle Ages marked the beginning of the 

cultural distinctions between Western and Eastern 

Europe north of the Mediterranean. Influence from 
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the Byzantine Empire impacted the Christianization 

and hence almost every aspect of the cultural and 

political development of the East from the 

preeminence of Caesaropapism and Eastern 

Christianity to the spread of the Cyrillic alphabet. 

The turmoil of the so-called Barbarian invasions in 

the beginning of the period gradually gave way to 

more stabilized societies and states as the origins of 

contemporary Eastern Europe began to take shape 

during the High Middle Ages.  

Turkic and Iranian invaders from Central Asia pressured the 

agricultural populations both in the Byzantine Balkans and in 

Central Europe creating a number of successor states in the 

Pontic steppes. After the dissolution of the Hunnic Empire, the 

Western Turkic and Avar Khaganates dominated territories 

from Pannonia to the Caspian Sea before replaced by the short 

lived Old Great Bulgaria and the more successful Khazar 

Khaganate north of the Black Sea and the Magyars in Central 

Europe.  

The Khazars were a nomadic Turkic people who managed to 

develop a multiethnic commercial state which owed its success 

to the control of much of the waterway trade between Europe 

and Central Asia. The Khazars also exacted tribute from the 

Alani, Magyars, various Slavic tribes, the Crimean Goths, and 

the Greeks of Crimea. Through a network of Jewish itinerant 

merchants, or Radhanites, they were in contact with the trade 

emporia of India and Spain.  

Once they found themselves confronted by Arab expansionism, 

the Khazars pragmatically allied themselves with 
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Constantinople and clashed with the Caliphate. Despite initial 

setbacks, they managed to recover Derbent and eventually 

penetrated as far south as Caucasian Iberia, Caucasian 

Albania and Armenia. In doing so, they effectively blocked the 

northward expansion of Islam into Eastern Europe even before 

khan Tervel achieved the same at the Second Arab Siege of 

Constantinople and several decades before the Battle of Tours 

in Western Europe. Islam eventually penetrated into Eastern 

Europe in the 920s when Volga Bulgaria exploited the decline 

of Khazar power in the region to adopt Islam from the Baghdad 

missionaries. The state religion of Khazaria, Judaism, 

disappeared as a political force with the fall of Khazaria, while 

Islam of Volga Bulgaria has survived in the region up to the 

present.  

In the beginning of the period the Slavic tribes started to 

expand aggressively into Byzantine possessions on the 

Balkans.  

The first attested Slavic polities were Serbia and Great 

Moravia, the latter of which emerged under the aegis of the 

Frankish Empire in the early 9th century. Great Moravia was 

ultimately overrun by the Magyars, who invaded the Pannonian 

Basin around 896.  

The Slavic state became a stage for confrontation between the 

Christian missionaries from Constantinople and Rome. 

Although West Slavs, Croats and Slovenes eventually 

acknowledged Roman ecclesiastical authority, the clergy of 

Constantinople succeeded in converting to Eastern Christianity 

two of the largest states of early medieval Europe, Bulgaria 

around 864, and Kievan Rus' circa 990.  
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Bulgaria 

In 632 the Bulgars established the khanate of Old Great 

Bulgaria under the leadership of Kubrat. The Khazars managed 

to oust the Bulgars from Southern Ukraine into lands along 

middle Volga (Volga Bulgaria) and along lower Danube (Danube 

Bulgaria).  

In 681 the Bulgars founded a powerful and ethnically diverse 

state that played a defining role in the history of early 

medieval Southeastern Europe. Bulgaria withstood the 

pressure from Pontic steppe tribes like the Pechenegs, 

Khazars, and Cumans, and in 806 destroyed the Avar Khanate. 

The Danube Bulgars were quickly slavicized and, despite 

constant campaigning against Constantinople, accepted 

Christianity from the Byzantine Empire. Through the efforts of 

missionaries Saint Cyril and Saint Methodius, mainly their 

disciples like Clement of Ohrid and Saint Naum, the spread, 

initially of the Glagolitic, and later of the Cyrillic alphabet, 

developed in the capital Preslav. The local vernacular dialect, 

now known as Old Bulgarian or Old Church Slavonic, was 

established as the language of books and liturgy among 

Orthodox Christian Slavs.  

After the adoption of Christianity in 864, Bulgaria became a 

cultural and spiritual hub of the Eastern Orthodox Slavic 

world. The Cyrillic script was developed around 885–886, and 

was afterwards also introduced with books to Serbia and 

Kievan Rus'. Literature, art, and architecture were thriving 

with the establishment of the Preslav and Ohrid Literary 

Schools along with the distinct Preslav Ceramics School. In 

927 the Bulgarian Orthodox Church was the first European 
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national Church to gain independence with its own Patriarch 

while conducting services in the vernacularOld Church 

Slavonic.  

Under Simeon I (893–927), the state was the largest and one of 

the most powerful political entities of Europe, and it 

consistently threatened the existence of the Byzantine empire. 

From the middle of the 10th century Bulgaria was in decline as 

it entered a social and spiritual turmoil. It was in part due to 

Simeon's devastating wars, but was also exacerbated by a 

series of successful Byzantine military campaigns. Bulgaria 

was conquered after a long resistance in 1018.  

Kievan Rus' 

Led by a Varangian dynasty, the Kievan Rus' controlled the 

routes connecting Northern Europe to Byzantium and to the 

Orient (for example: the Volga trade route). The Kievan state 

began with the rule (882–912) of Prince Oleg, who extended his 

control from Novgorod southwards along the Dnieper river 

valley in order to protect trade from Khazar incursions from 

the east and moved his capital to the more strategic Kiev. 

Sviatoslav I (died 972) achieved the first major expansion of 

Kievan Rus' territorial control, fighting a war of conquest 

against the Khazar Empire and inflicting a serious blow on 

Bulgaria. A Rus' attack (967 or 968), instigated by the 

Byzantines, led to the collapse of the Bulgarian state and the 

occupation of the east of the country by the Rus'. An ensuing 

direct military confrontation between the Rus' and Byzantium 

(970-971) ended with a Byzantine victory (971). The Rus' 

withdrew and the Byzantine Empire incorporated eastern 

Bulgaria. Both before and after their conversion to Christianity 
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(conventionally dated 988 under Vladimir I of Kiev—known as 

Vladimir the Great), the Rus' also embarked on predatory 

military campaigns against the Byzantine Empire, some of 

which resulted in trade treaties. The importance of Russo-

Byzantine relations to Constantinople was highlighted by the 

fact that Vladimir I of Kiev, son of Svyatoslav I, became the 

only foreigner to marry (989) a Byzantine princess of the 

Macedonian dynasty (which ruled the Eastern Roman Empire 

from 867 to 1056), a singular honour sought in vain by many 

other rulers.  

Transmission of learning 

With the end of the Western Roman Empire and with urban 

centres in decline, literacy and learning decreased in the West. 

This continued a pattern that had been underway since the 3rd 

century. Much learning under the Roman Empire was in Greek, 

and with the re-emergence of the wall between east and west, 

little eastern learning continued in the west. Much of the 

Greek literary corpus remained in Greek, and few in the west 

could speak or read Greek. Due to the demographic 

displacement that accompanied the end of the western Roman 

Empire, by this point most western Europeans were 

descendants of non-literate barbarians rather than literate 

Romans. In this sense, education was not lost so much as it 

had yet to be acquired.  

Education did ultimately continue, and was centred in the 

monasteries and cathedrals. A "Renaissance" of classical 

education would appear in Carolingian Empire in the 8th 

century. In the Eastern Roman Empire (Byzantium), learning 

(in the sense of formal education involving literature) was 
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maintained at a higher level than in the West. The classical 

education system, which would persist for hundreds of years, 

emphasized grammar, Latin, Greek, and rhetoric. Pupils read 

and reread classic works and wrote essays imitating their 

style. By the 4th century, this education system was 

Christianized. In De Doctrina Christiana (started 396, 

completed 426), Augustine explained how classical education 

fits into the Christian worldview: Christianity is a religion of 

the book, so Christians must be literate. Tertullian was more 

skeptical of the value of classical learning, asking "What 

indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem?"  

De-urbanization reduced the scope of education, and by the 

6th century teaching and learning moved to monastic and 

cathedral schools, with the study of biblical texts at the centre 

of education. Education of the laity continued with little 

interruption in Italy, Spain, and the southern part of Gaul, 

where Roman influences were more long-lasting. In the 7th 

century, however, learning expanded in Ireland and the Celtic 

lands, where Latin was a foreign language and Latin texts were 

eagerly studied and taught.  

Science 

In the ancient world, Greek was the primary language of 

science. Advanced scientific research and teaching was mainly 

carried on in the Hellenistic side of the Roman empire, and in 

Greek. Late Roman attempts to translate Greek writings into 

Latin had limited success. As the knowledge of Greek declined, 

the Latin West found itself cut off from some of its Greek 

philosophical and scientific roots. For a time, Latin-speakers 

who wanted to learn about science had access to only a couple 
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of books by Boethius (c. 470–524) that summarized Greek 

handbooks by Nicomachus of Gerasa. Saint Isidore of Seville 

produced a Latin encyclopedia in 630. Private libraries would 

have existed, and monasteries would also keep various kinds of 

texts.  

The study of nature was pursued more for practical reasons 

than as an abstract inquiry: the need to care for the sick led to 

the study of medicine and of ancient texts on drugs; the need 

for monks to determine the proper time to pray led them to 

study the motion of the stars; and the need to compute the 

date of Easter led them to study and teach mathematics and 

the motions of the Sun and Moon.  

Carolingian Renaissance 

In the late 8th century, there was renewed interest in Classical 

Antiquity as part of the Carolingian Renaissance. Charlemagne 

carried out a reform in education. The English monk Alcuin of 

York elaborated a project of scholarly development aimed at 

resuscitating classical knowledge by establishing programs of 

study based upon the seven liberal arts: the trivium, or literary 

education (grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic), and the 

quadrivium, or scientific education (arithmetic, geometry, 

astronomy, and music). From 787 on, decrees began to 

circulate recommending the restoration of old schools and the 

founding of new ones across the empire.  

Institutionally, these new schools were either under the 

responsibility of a monastery (monastic schools), a cathedral, 

or a noble court. The teaching of dialectic (a discipline that 

corresponds to today's logic) was responsible for the increase 
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in the interest in speculative inquiry; from this interest would 

follow the rise of the Scholastic tradition of Christian 

philosophy. In the 12th and 13th centuries, many of those 

schools founded under the auspices of Charlemagne, especially 

cathedral schools, would become universities.  

Byzantium's golden age 

Byzantium's great intellectual achievement was the Corpus 

Juris Civilis ("Body of Civil Law"), a massive compilation of 

Roman law made under Justinian (r. 528–65). The work 

includes a section called the Digesta which abstracts the 

principles of Roman law in such a way that they can be applied 

to any situation. The level of literacy was considerably higher 

in the Byzantine Empire than in the Latin West. Elementary 

education was much more widely available, sometimes even in 

the countryside. Secondary schools still taught the Iliad and 

other classics.  

As for higher education, the Neoplatonic Academy in Athens 

was closed in 526. There was also a school in Alexandria which 

remained open until the Arab conquest (640). The University of 

Constantinople, founded by Emperor Theodosius II (425), 

seems to have dissolved around this time. It was refounded by 

Emperor Michael III in 849.  

Higher education in this period focused on rhetoric, although 

Aristotle's logic was covered in simple outline. Under the 

Macedonian dynasty (867–1056), Byzantium enjoyed a golden 

age and a revival of classical learning. There was little original 

research, but many lexicons, anthologies, encyclopedias, and 

commentaries.  
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Islamic learning 

In the course of the 11th century, Islam's scientific knowledge 

began to reach Western Europe, via Islamic Spain. The works 

of Euclid and Archimedes, lost in the West, were translated 

from Arabic to Latin in Spain. The modern Hindu-Arabic 

numeral system, including a notation for zero, were developed 

by Hindu mathematicians in the 5th and 6th centuries. Muslim 

mathematicians learned of it in the 7th century and added a 

notation for decimal fractions in the 9th and 10th centuries. 

Around 1000, Gerbert of Aurillac (later Pope Sylvester II) made 

an abacus with counters engraved with Arabic numerals. A 

treatise by Al-Khwārizm ī on how to perform calculations with 

these numerals was translated into Latin in Spain in the 12th 

century.  

Monasteries 

Monasteries were targeted in the eighth and ninth centuries by 

Vikings who invaded the coasts of northern Europe. They were 

targeted not only because they stored books but also precious 

objects that were looted by invaders. In the earliest 

monasteries, there were no special rooms set aside as a 

library, but from the sixth century onwards libraries became 

an essential aspect of monastic life in Western Europe. The 

Benedictines placed books in the care of a librarian who 

supervised their use. In some monastic reading rooms, 

valuable books would be chained to shelves, but there were 

also lending sections as well. Copying was also another 

important aspect of monastic libraries, this was undertaken by 

resident or visiting monks and took place in the scriptorium. In 

the Byzantine world, religious houses rarely maintained their 
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own copying centres. Instead they acquired donations from 

wealthy donors. In the tenth century, the largest collection in 

the Byzantine world was found in the monasteries of Mount 

Athos (modern-day Greece), which accumulated over 10,000 

books. Scholars travelled from one monastery to another in 

search of the texts they wished to study. Travelling monks 

were often given funds to buy books, and certain monasteries 

which held a reputation for intellectual activities welcomed 

travelling monks who came to copy manuscripts for their own 

libraries. One of these was the monastery of Bobbio in Italy, 

which was founded by the Irish abbot St. Columbanus in 614, 

and by the ninth century boasted a catalogue of 666 

manuscripts, including religious works, classical texts, 

histories and mathematical treatises.  

Christianity West and East 

From the early Christians, early medieval Christians inherited 

a church united by major creeds, a stable Biblical canon, and 

a well-developed philosophical tradition. The history of 

medieval Christianity traces Christianity during the Middle 

Ages—the period after the fall of the Roman Empire until the 

Protestant Reformation. The institutional structure of 

Christianity in the west during this period is different from 

what it would become later in the Middle Ages. As opposed to 

the later church, the church of the early Middle Ages consisted 

primarily of the monasteries. The practice of simony has 

caused the ecclesiastical offices to become the property of local 

princes, and as such the monasteries constituted the only 

church institution independent of the local princes. In 

addition, the papacy was relatively weak, and its power was 
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mostly confined to central Italy. Individualized religious 

practice was uncommon, as it typically required membership in 

a religious order, such as the Order of Saint Benedict. 

Religious orders would not proliferate until the high Middle 

Ages. For the typical Christian at this time, religious 

participation was largely confined to occasionally receiving 

mass from wandering monks. Few would be lucky enough to 

receive this as often as once a month. By the end of this 

period, individual practice of religion was becoming more 

common, as monasteries started to transform into something 

approximating modern churches, where some monks might 

even give occasional sermons.  

During the early Middle Ages, the divide between Eastern and 

Western Christianity widened, paving the way for the East-

West Schism in the 11th century. In the West, the power of the 

Bishop of Rome expanded. In 607, Boniface III became the first 

Bishop of Rome to use the title Pope.  

Pope Gregory I used his office as a temporal power, expanded 

Rome's missionary efforts to the British Isles, and laid the 

foundations for the expansion of monastic orders. Roman 

church traditions and practices gradually replaced local 

variants, including Celtic Christianity in Great Britain and 

Ireland. Various barbarian tribes went from raiding and 

pillaging the island to invading and settling. They were entirely 

pagan, having never been part of the Empire, though they 

experienced Christian influence from the surrounding peoples, 

such as those who were converted by the mission of St. 

Augustine of Canterbury, sent by Pope Gregory I. In the East, 

the conquests of Islam reduced the power of the Greek-

speaking patriarchates.  



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

34 

Christianization of the West 

The Catholic Church, the only centralized institution to survive 

the fall of the Western Roman Empire intact, was the sole 

unifying cultural influence in the West, preserving Latin 

learning, maintaining the art of writing, and preserving a 

centralized administration through its network of bishops 

ordained in succession.  

The Early Middle Ages are characterized by the urban control 

of bishops and the territorial control exercised by dukes and 

counts. The rise of urban communes marked the beginning of 

the High Middle Ages.  

The Christianization of Germanic tribes began in the 4th 

century with the Goths and continued throughout the Early 

Middle Ages, led in the 6th to 7th centuries by the Hiberno-

Scottish mission and replaced in the 8th to 9th centuries by 

the Anglo-Saxon mission, with Anglo-Saxons like Alcuin 

playing an important role in the Carolingian renaissance.  

Saint Boniface, the Apostle of the Germans, propagated 

Christianity in the Frankish Empire during the 8th century.  

He helped shape Western Christianity, and many of the 

dioceses he proposed remain until today. After his martyrdom, 

he was quickly hailed as a saint.  

By 1000, even Iceland had become Christian, leaving only more 

remote parts of Europe (Scandinavia, the Baltic, and Finno-

Ugric lands) to be Christianized during the High Middle Ages.  
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Holy Roman Empire 

10th century 

Listless and often ill, Carolingian Emperor Charles the Fat 

provoked an uprising, led by his nephew Arnulf of Carinthia, 

which resulted in the division of the empire in 887 into the 

kingdoms of France, Germany, and (northern) Italy. Taking 

advantage of the weakness of the German government, the 

Magyars had established themselves in the Alföld, or 

Hungarian grasslands, and began raiding across Germany, 

Italy, and even France. The German nobles elected Henry the 

Fowler, duke of Saxony, as their king at a Reichstag, or 

national assembly, in Fritzlar in 919. Henry's power was only 

marginally greater than that of the other leaders of the stem 

duchies, which were the feudal expression of the former 

German tribes.  

Henry's son King Otto I (r. 936–973) was able to defeat a revolt 

of the dukes supported by French King Louis IV (939). In 951, 

Otto marched into Italy and married the widowed Queen 

Adelaide, named himself king of the Lombards, and received 

homage from Berengar of Ivrea, king of Italy (r. 950–52). Otto 

named his relatives the new leaders of the stem duchies, but 

this approach did not completely solve the problem of 

disloyalty. His son Liudolf, duke of Swabia, revolted and 

welcomed the Magyars into Germany (953). At Lechfeld, near 

Augsburg in Bavaria, Otto caught up with the Magyars while 

they were enjoying a razzia and achieved a signal victory in 

955. The Magyars ceased living on plunder, and their leaders 

created a Christian kingdom called Hungary (1000).  
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Founding of the Holy Roman Empire 

The defeat of the Magyars greatly enhanced Otto's prestige. He 

marched into Italy again and was crowned emperor (imperator 

augustus) by Pope John XII in Rome (962), an event that 

historians count as the founding of the Holy Roman Empire, 

although the term was not used until much later. The Ottonian 

state is also considered the first Reich, or German Empire. 

Otto used the imperial title without attaching it to any 

territory. He and later emperors thought of themselves as part 

of a continuous line of emperors that begins with 

Charlemagne. (Several of these "emperors" were simply local 

Italian magnates who bullied the pope into crowning them.) 

Otto deposed John XII for conspiring against him with 

Berengar, and he named Pope Leo VIII to replace him (963). 

Berengar was captured and taken to Germany. John was able 

to reverse the deposition after Otto left, but he died in the 

arms of his mistress soon afterwards.  

Besides founding the German Empire, Otto's achievements 

include the creation of the "Ottonian church system," in which 

the clergy (the only literate section of the population) assumed 

the duties of an imperial civil service. He raised the papacy out 

of the muck of Rome's local gangster politics, assured that the 

position was competently filled, and gave it a dignity that 

allowed it to assume leadership of an international church.  

Europe in 1000 

Speculation that the world would end in the year 1000 was 

confined to a few uneasy French monks. Ordinary clerks used 
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regnal years, i.e. the 4th year of the reign of Robert II (the 

Pious) of France. The use of the modern "anno domini" system 

of dating was confined to the Venerable Bede and other 

chroniclers of universal history.  

Western Europe remained less developed compared to the 

Islamic world, with its vast network of caravan trade, or China, 

at this time the world's most populous empire under the Song 

Dynasty. Constantinople had a population of about 300,000, 

but Rome had a mere 35,000 and Paris 20,000. By contrast, 

Córdoba, in Islamic Spain, at this time the world's largest city 

contained 450,000 inhabitants. The Vikings had a trade 

network in northern Europe, including a route connecting the 

Baltic to Constantinople through Russia, as did the 

Radhanites.  

With nearly the entire nation freshly ravaged by the Vikings, 

England was in a desperate state. The long-suffering English 

later responded with a massacre of Danish settlers in 1002, 

leading to a round of reprisals and finally to Danish rule 

(1013), though England regained independence shortly after. 

But Christianization made rapid progress and proved itself the 

long-term solution to the problem of barbarian raiding. The 

territories of Scandinavia were soon to be fully Christianized 

Kingdoms: Denmark in the 10th century, Norway in the 11th, 

and Sweden, the country with the least raiding activity, in the 

12th. Kievan Rus, recently converted to Orthodox Christianity, 

flourished as the largest state in Europe. Iceland, Greenland, 

and Hungary were all declared Christian about 1000.  

In Europe, a formalized institution of marriage was 

established. The proscribed degree of consanguinity varied, but 
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the custom made marriages annullable by application to the 

Pope. North of Italy, where masonry construction was never 

extinguished, stone construction was replacing timber in 

important structures. Deforestation of the densely wooded 

continent was under way. The 10th century marked a return of 

urban life, with the Italian cities doubling in population. 

London, abandoned for many centuries, was again England's 

main economic centre by 1000. By 1000, Bruges and Ghent 

held regular trade fairs behind castle walls, a tentative return 

of economic life to western Europe.  

In the culture of Europe, several features surfaced soon after 

1000 that mark the end of the Early Middle Ages: the rise of 

the medieval communes, the reawakening of city life, and the 

appearance of the burgher class, the founding of the first 

universities, the rediscovery of Roman law, and the beginnings 

of vernacular literature.  

In 1000, the papacy was firmly under the control of German 

Emperor Otto III, or "emperor of the world" as he styled 

himself. But later church reforms enhanced its independence 

and prestige: the Cluniac movement, the building of the first 

great Transalpine stone cathedrals and the collation of the 

mass of accumulated decretals into a formulated canon law.  

Middle East 

Rise of Islam 

The rise of Islam begins around the time Muhammad and his 

followers took flight, the Hijra, to the city of Medina. 

Muhammad spent his last ten years in a series of battles to 
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conquer the Arabian region. From 622 to 632, Muhammad as 

the leader of a Muslim community in Medina was engaged in a 

state of war with the Meccans. In the proceeding decades, the 

area of Basra was conquered by the Muslims. During the reign 

of Umar, the Muslim army found it a suitable place to 

construct a base. Later the area was settled and a mosque was 

erected. Madyan was conquered and settled by Muslims, but 

the environment was considered harsh and the settlers moved 

to Kufa. Umar defeated the rebellion of several Arab tribes in a 

successful campaign, unifying the entire Arabian peninsula 

and giving it stability. Under Uthman's leadership, the empire, 

through the Muslim conquest of Persia, expanded into Fars in 

650, some areas of Khorasan in 651, and the conquest of 

Armenia was begun in the 640s. In this time, the Islamic 

empire extended over the whole Sassanid Persian Empire and 

to more than two-thirds of the Eastern Roman Empire. The 

First Fitna, or the First Islamic Civil War, lasted for the 

entirety of Ali ibn Abi Talib's reign. After the recorded peace 

treaty with Hassan ibn Ali and the suppression of early 

Kharijites' disturbances, Muawiyah I acceded to the position of 

Caliph.  

Islamic expansion 

The Muslim conquests of the Eastern Roman Empire and Arab 

wars occurred between 634 and 750. Starting in 633, Muslims 

conquered Iraq. The Muslim conquest of Syria would begin in 

634 and would be complete by 638. The Muslim conquest of 

Egypt started in 639. Before the Muslim invasion of Egypt 

began, the Eastern Roman Empire had already lost the Levant 

and its Arab ally, the Ghassanid Kingdom, to the Muslims. The 

Muslims would bring Alexandria under control and the fall of 
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Egypt would be complete by 642. Between 647 and 709, 

Muslims swept across North Africa and established their 

authority over that region.  

The Transoxiana region was conquered by Qutayba ibn Muslim 

between 706 and 715 and loosely held by the Umayyads from 

715 to 738. This conquest was consolidated by Nasr ibn Sayyar 

between 738 and 740. It was under the Umayyads from 740 to 

748 and under the Abbasids after 748. Sindh, attacked in 664, 

would be subjugated by 712. Sindh became the easternmost 

province of the Umayyad.  

The Umayyad conquest of Hispania (Visigothic Spain) would 

begin in 711 and end by 718. The Moors, under Al-Samh ibn 

Malik, swept up the Iberian peninsula and by 719 overran 

Septimania; the area would fall under their full control in 720. 

With the Islamic conquest of Persia, the Muslim subjugation of 

the Caucasus would take place between 711 and 750. The end 

of the sudden Islamic Caliphate expansion ended around this 

time. The final Islamic dominion eroded the areas of the Iron 

Age Roman Empire in the Middle East and controlled strategic 

areas of the Mediterranean.  

At the end of the 8th century, the former Western Roman 

Empire was decentralized and overwhelmingly rural. The 

Islamic conquest and rule of Sicily and Malta was a process 

which started in the 9th century. Islamic rule over Sicily was 

effective from 902, and the complete rule of the island lasted 

from 965 until 1061.  

The Islamic presence on the Italian Peninsula was ephemeral 

and limited mostly to semi-permanent soldier camps.  
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Caliphs and empire 

The Abbasid Caliphate, ruled by the Abbasid dynasty of 

caliphs, was the third of the Islamic caliphates. Under the 

Abbasids, the Islamic Golden Age philosophers, scientists, and 

engineers of the Islamic world contributed enormously to 

technology, both by preserving earlier traditions and by adding 

their own inventions and innovations. Scientific and 

intellectual achievements blossomed in the period.  

The Abbasids built their capital in Baghdad after replacing the 

Umayyad caliphs from all but the Iberian peninsula. The 

influence held by Muslim merchants over African-Arabian and 

Arabian-Asian trade routes was tremendous. As a result, 

Islamic civilization grew and expanded on the basis of its 

merchant economy, in contrast to their Christian, Indian, and 

Chinese peers who built societies from an agricultural 

landholding nobility.  

The Abbasids flourished for two centuries but slowly went into 

decline with the rise to power of the Turkish army they had 

created, the Mamluks. Within 150 years of gaining control of 

Persia, the caliphs were forced to cede power to local dynastic 

emirs who only nominally acknowledged their authority. After 

the Abbasids lost their military dominance, the Samanids (or 

Samanid Empire) rose up in Central Asia. The Sunni Islam 

empire was a Tajik state and had a Zoroastrian theocratic 

nobility. It was the next native Persian dynasty after the 

collapse of the Sassanid Persian empire, caused by the Arab 

conquest.  

  



Chapter 2 

Saint Patrick 

Saint Patrick (Latin: Patricius; Irish: 

Pádraig[�p�aː d����ə�]; Welsh: Padrig) was a fifth-century 

Romano-British Christian missionary and bishop in Ireland. 

Known as the "Apostle of Ireland", he is the primary patron 

saint of Ireland, the other patron saints being Brigit of Kildare 

and Columba. Patrick was never formally canonised, having 

lived prior to the current laws of the Catholic Church in these 

matters. Nevertheless, he is venerated as a Saint in the 

Catholic Church and in the Eastern Orthodox Church, where 

he is regarded as equal-to-the-apostles and Enlightener of 

Ireland. He is also regarded as a Saint within the framework of 

their respective doctrine by the Anglican Communion and the 

Lutheran Churches.  

The dates of Patrick's life cannot be fixed with certainty, but 

there is general agreement that he was active as a missionary 

in Ireland during the fifth century. A recent biography on 

Patrick shows a late fourth-century date for the saint is not 

impossible. Early medieval tradition credits him with being the 

first bishop of Armagh and Primate of Ireland, and regards him 

as the founder of Christianity in Ireland, converting a society 

practising a form of Celtic polytheism. He has been generally 

so regarded ever since, despite evidence of some earlier 

Christian presence in Ireland.  

According to the autobiographical Confessio of Patrick, when 

he was about sixteen, he was captured by Irish pirates from 

his home in Britain and taken as a slave to Ireland, looking 
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after animals; he lived there for six years before escaping and 

returning to his family. After becoming a cleric, he returned to 

northern and western Ireland. In later life, he served as a 

bishop, but little is known about the places where he worked. 

By the seventh century, he had already come to be revered as 

the patron saint of Ireland.  

Saint Patrick's Day is observed on 17 March, the supposed 

date of his death. It is celebrated inside and outside Ireland as 

a religious and cultural holiday. In the dioceses of Ireland, it is 

both a solemnity and a holy day of obligation; it is also a 

celebration of Ireland itself.  

Sources 

Two Latin works survive which are generally accepted as 

having been written by St. Patrick. These are the Declaration 

(Latin: Confessio) and the Letter to the soldiers of Coroticus 

(Latin: Epistola), from which come the only generally accepted 

details of his life. The Declaration is the more biographical of 

the two. In it, Patrick gives a short account of his life and his 

mission. Most available details of his life are from subsequent 

hagiographies and annals, which have considerable value but 

lack the empiricism scholars depend on today.  

Name 

The only name that Patrick uses for himself in his own writings 

is Pātricius[pa ː �tr�.ki.�s], which gives Old Irish 

Pátraic[�p�a ː d����ə�] and Modern Irish Pádraig 

([�p�aː d����ə�]); English Patrick; Scottish Gaelic Pàdraig; 

Welsh Padrig; Cornish Petroc.  
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Hagiography records other names he is said to have borne. 

Tírechán's seventh-century Collectanea gives: "Magonus, that 

is, famous; Succetus, that is, god of war; Patricius, that is, 

father of the citizens; Cothirthiacus, because he served four 

houses of druids." "Magonus" appears in the ninth century 

Historia Brittonum as Maun, descending from British *Magunos, 

meaning "servant-lad". "Succetus", which also appears in 

Muirchú moccu Machtheni's seventh century Life as Sochet, is 

identified by Mac Neill as "a word of British origin meaning 

swineherd". Cothirthiacus also appears as Cothraige in the 8th 

century biographical poem known as Fiacc's Hymn and a 

variety of other spellings elsewhere, and is taken to represent a 

Primitive Irish *Qatrikias, although this is disputed. Harvey 

argues that Cothraige "has the form of a classic Old Irish tribal 

(and therefore place-) name", noting that Ail Coithrigi is a name 

for the Rock of Cashel, and the place-names Cothrugu and 

Catrige are attested in Counties Antrim and Carlow.  

Dating 

The dates of Patrick's life are uncertain; there are conflicting 

traditions regarding the year of his death. His own writings 

provide no evidence for any dating more precise than the 5th 

century generally. 

His Biblical quotations are a mixture of the Old Latin version 

and the Vulgate, completed in the early 5th century, 

suggesting he was writing "at the point of transition from Old 

Latin to Vulgate", although it is possible the Vulgate readings 

may have been added later, replacing earlier readings. The 

Letter to Coroticus implies that the Franks were still pagans at 

the time of writing: their conversion to Christianity is dated to 
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the period 496–508. The Irish annals for the fifth century date 

Patrick's arrival in Ireland at 432, but they were compiled in 

the mid 6th century at the earliest. The date 432 was probably 

chosen to minimise the contribution of Palladius, who was 

known to have been sent to Ireland in 431, and maximise that 

of Patrick. A variety of dates are given for his death. In 457 

"the elder Patrick" (Irish: Patraic Sen) is said to have died: this 

may refer to the death of Palladius, who according to the Book 

of Armagh was also called Patrick. In 461/2 the annals say 

that "Here some record the repose of Patrick"; in 492/3 they 

record the death of "Patrick, the arch-apostle (or archbishop 

and apostle) of the Scoti", on 17 March, at the age of 120.  

While some modern historians accept the earlier date of c. 460 

for Patrick's death, scholars of early Irish history tend to 

prefer a later date, c. 493. Supporting the later date, the 

annals record that in 553 "the relics of Patrick were placed 

sixty years after his death in a shrine by Colum Cille" 

(emphasis added). The death of Patrick's disciple Mochta is 

dated in the annals to 535 or 537, and the early hagiographies 

"all bring Patrick into contact with persons whose obits occur 

at the end of the fifth century or the beginning of the sixth". 

However, E. A. Thompson argues that none of the dates given 

for Patrick's death in the Annals are reliable. A recent 

biography argues that a late fifth-century date for the saint is 

not impossible.  

"Two Patricks" theory 

Irish academic T. F. O'Rahilly proposed the "Two Patricks" 

theory, which suggests that many of the traditions later 

attached to Saint Patrick actually concerned the 
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aforementioned Palladius, who Prosper of Aquitaine's Chronicle 

says was sent by Pope Celestine I as the first bishop to Irish 

Christians in 431. Palladius was not the only early cleric in 

Ireland at this time. The Irish-born Saint Ciarán of Saigir lived 

in the later fourth century (352–402) and was the first bishop 

of Ossory. Ciaran, along with saints Auxilius, Secundinus and 

Iserninus, is also associated with early churches in Munster 

and Leinster. By this reading, Palladius was active in Ireland 

until the 460s.  

Prosper associates Palladius' appointment with the visits of 

Germanus of Auxerre to Britain to suppress Pelagianism and it 

has been suggested that Palladius and his colleagues were sent 

to Ireland to ensure that exiled Pelagians did not establish 

themselves among the Irish Christians. The appointment of 

Palladius and his fellow-bishops was not obviously a mission 

to convert the Irish, but more probably intended to minister to 

existing Christian communities in Ireland. The sites of 

churches associated with Palladius and his colleagues are 

close to royal centres of the period: Secundus is remembered 

by Dunshaughlin, County Meath, close to the Hill of Tara 

which is associated with the High King of Ireland; Killashee, 

County Kildare, close to Naas with links with the kings of 

Leinster, is probably named for Auxilius. This activity was 

limited to the southern half of Ireland, and there is no 

evidence for them in Ulster or Connacht.  

Although the evidence for contacts with Gaul is clear, the 

borrowings from Latin into Old Irish show that links with 

Roman Britain were many. Iserninus, who appears to be of the 

generation of Palladius, is thought to have been a Briton, and 

is associated with the lands of the Uí Ceinnselaig in Leinster. 
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The Palladian mission should not be contrasted with later 

"British" missions, but forms a part of them; nor can the work 

of Palladius be uncritically equated with that of Saint Patrick, 

as was once traditional.  

Life 

Patrick was born in Roman Britain. His birthplace is not 

known with any certainty; some traditions place it in 

England—one identifying it as Glannoventa (modern 

Ravenglass in Cumbria). De Paor glosses it as "[probably near] 

Carlisle" and Thomas argues at length for the areas of 

Birdoswald, twenty miles (32 km) east of Carlisle on Hadrian's 

Wall. There is a Roman town known as Bannaventa in 

Northamptonshire, but this is likely too far from the sea. 

Claims have also been advanced for locations in both present-

day Scotland and Wales.  

His father, Calpurnius, was a decurion and deacon, his 

grandfather Potitus was a priest from Bonaven Tabernia, 

Patrick, however, was not an active believer.  

According to the Confession of Saint Patrick, at the age of 

sixteen he was captured by a group of Irish pirates. They took 

him to Ireland where he was enslaved and held captive for six 

years. Patrick writes in the Confession that the time he spent 

in captivity was critical to his spiritual development. He 

explains that the Lord had mercy on his youth and ignorance, 

and afforded him the opportunity to be forgiven his sins and 

convert to Christianity. While in captivity, he worked as a 

shepherd and strengthened his relationship with God through 

prayer, eventually leading him to convert to Christianity.  
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After six years of captivity he heard a voice telling him that he 

would soon go home, and then that his ship was ready. Fleeing 

his master, he travelled to a port, two hundred miles away, 

where he found a ship and with difficulty persuaded the 

captain to take him. After three days' sailing, they landed, 

presumably in Britain, and apparently all left the ship, walking 

for 28 days in a "wilderness" and becoming faint from hunger. 

After Patrick prayed for sustenance, they encountered a herd 

of wild boar; since this was shortly after Patrick had urged 

them to put their faith in God, his prestige in the group was 

greatly increased. After various adventures, he returned home 

to his family, now in his early twenties. After returning home 

to Britain, Patrick continued to study Christianity.  

Patrick recounts that he had a vision a few years after 

returning home: 

I saw a man coming, as it were from Ireland. His name was 

Victoricus, and he carried many letters, and he gave me one of 

them. I read the heading: "The Voice of the Irish". As I began 

the letter, I imagined in that moment that I heard the voice of 

those very people who were near the wood of Foclut, which is 

beside the western sea—and they cried out, as with one voice: 

"We appeal to you, holy servant boy, to come and walk among 

us." 

A.B.E. Hood suggests that the Victoricus of St. Patrick's vision 

may be identified with Saint Victricius, bishop of Rouen in the 

late fourth century, who had visited Britain in an official 

capacity in 396. However, Ludwig Bieler disagrees.  

Patrick studied in Europe principally at Auxerre, but is 

thought to have visited the Marmoutier Abbey, Tours and to 
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have received the tonsure at Lérins Abbey. Saint Germanus of 

Auxerre, a bishop of the Western Church, ordained him to the 

priesthood.  

Acting on his vision, Patrick returned to Ireland as a Christian 

missionary. According to J. B. Bury, his landing place was 

Wicklow, Co. Wicklow, at the mouth of the river Inver-dea, 

which is now called the Vartry. Bury suggests that Wicklow 

was also the port through which Patrick made his escape after 

his six years' captivity, though he offers only circumstantial 

evidence to support this. Tradition has it that Patrick was not 

welcomed by the locals and was forced to leave and seek a 

more welcoming landing place further north. He rested for 

some days at the islands off the Skerries coast, one of which 

still retains the name of Inis-Patrick. The first sanctuary 

dedicated by Patrick was at Saul. Shortly thereafter Benin (or 

Benignus), son of the chieftain Secsnen, joined Patrick's group.  

Much of the Declaration concerns charges made against Patrick 

by his fellow Christians at a trial. What these charges were, he 

does not say explicitly, but he writes that he returned the gifts 

which wealthy women gave him, did not accept payment for 

baptisms, nor for ordaining priests, and indeed paid for many 

gifts to kings and judges, and paid for the sons of chiefs to 

accompany him. It is concluded, therefore, that he was 

accused of some sort of financial impropriety, and perhaps of 

having obtained his bishopric in Ireland with personal gain in 

mind.  

The condemnation might have contributed to his decision to 

return to Ireland. According to Patrick's most recent 

biographer, Roy Flechner, the Confessio was written in part as 
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a defence against his detractors, who did not believe that he 

was taken to Ireland as a slave, despite Patrick's vigorous 

insistence that he was. Patrick eventually returned to Ireland, 

probably settling in the west of the island, where, in later life, 

he became a bishop and ordained subordinate clerics.  

From this same evidence, something can be seen of Patrick's 

mission. He writes that he "baptised thousands of people". He 

ordained priests to lead the new Christian communities. He 

converted wealthy women, some of whom became nuns in the 

face of family opposition. He also dealt with the sons of kings, 

converting them too. The Confessio is generally vague about 

the details of his work in Ireland, though giving some specific 

instances. This is partly because, as he says at points, he was 

writing for a local audience of Christians who knew him and 

his work. There are several mentions of travelling around the 

island, and of sometimes difficult interactions with the ruling 

elite. He does claim of the Irish:  

Never before did they know of God except to serve idols and 

unclean things. But now, they have become the people of the 

Lord, and are called children of God. The sons and daughters 

of the leaders of the Irish are seen to be monks and virgins of 

Christ! 

Patrick's position as a foreigner in Ireland was not an easy 

one. His refusal to accept gifts from kings placed him outside 

the normal ties of kinship, fosterage and affinity. Legally he 

was without protection, and he says that he was on one 

occasion beaten, robbed of all he had, and put in chains, 

perhaps awaiting execution. Patrick says that he was also 

"many years later" a captive for 60 days, without giving details.  



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

51 

Murchiú's life of Saint Patrick contains a supposed prophecy 

by the druids which gives an impression of how Patrick and 

other Christian missionaries were seen by those hostile to 

them:  

Across the sea will come Adze-head, crazed in the head, 

his cloak with hole for the head, his stick bent in the head. 

He will chant impieties from a table in the front of his house; 

all his people will answer: "so be it, so be it."  

The second piece of evidence that comes from Patrick's life is 

the Letter to Coroticus or Letter to the Soldiers of Coroticus, 

written after a first remonstrance was received with ridicule 

and insult. In this, Patrick writes an open letter announcing 

that he has excommunicated Coroticus because he had taken 

some of Patrick's converts into slavery while raiding in Ireland. 

The letter describes the followers of Coroticus as "fellow 

citizens of the devils" and "associates of the Scots [of Dalriada 

and later Argyll] and Apostate Picts". Based largely on an 

eighth-century gloss, Coroticus is taken to be King Ceretic of 

Alt Clut. Thompson however proposed that based on the 

evidence it is more likely that Coroticus was a British Roman 

living in Ireland. It has been suggested that it was the sending 

of this letter which provoked the trial which Patrick mentions 

in the Confession.  

Seventh-century writings 

An early document which is silent concerning Patrick is the 

letter of Columbanus to Pope Boniface IV of about 613. 

Columbanus writes that Ireland's Christianity "was first 

handed to us by you, the successors of the holy apostles", 
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apparently referring to Palladius only, and ignoring Patrick. 

Writing on the Easter controversy in 632 or 633, Cummian—it 

is uncertain whether this is Cumméne Fota, associated with 

Clonfert, or Cumméne Find—does refer to Patrick, calling him 

"our papa"; that is, pope or primate.  

Two works by late seventh-century hagiographers of Patrick 

have survived. These are the writings of Tírechán and the Vita 

sancti Patricii of Muirchú moccu Machtheni. Both writers relied 

upon an earlier work, now lost, the Book of Ultán. This Ultán, 

probably the same person as Ultan of Ardbraccan, was 

Tírechán's foster-father. His obituary is given in the Annals of 

Ulster under the year 657. These works thus date from a 

century and a half after Patrick's death.  

Tírechán writes, "I found four names for Patrick written in the 

book of Ultán, bishop of the tribe of Conchobar: holy Magonus 

(that is, "famous"); Succetus (that is, the god of war); Patricius 

(that is, father of the citizens); Cothirtiacus (because he served 

four houses of druids)."  

Muirchu records much the same information, adding that "[h]is 

mother was named Concessa". The name Cothirtiacus, however, 

is simply the Latinised form of Old Irish Cothraige, which is 

the Q-Celtic form of Latin Patricius.  

The Patrick portrayed by Tírechán and Muirchu is a martial 

figure, who contests with druids, overthrows pagan idols, and 

curses kings and kingdoms. On occasion, their accounts 

contradict Patrick's own writings: Tírechán states that Patrick 

accepted gifts from female converts although Patrick himself 

flatly denies this. However, the emphasis Tírechán and 

Muirchu placed on female converts, and in particular royal and 
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noble women who became nuns, is thought to be a genuine 

insight into Patrick's work of conversion. Patrick also worked 

with the unfree and the poor, encouraging them to vows of 

monastic chastity. Tírechán's account suggests that many 

early Patrician churches were combined with nunneries 

founded by Patrick's noble female converts.  

The martial Patrick found in Tírechán and Muirchu, and in 

later accounts, echoes similar figures found during the 

conversion of the Roman Empire to Christianity. It may be 

doubted whether such accounts are an accurate representation 

of Patrick's time, although such violent events may well have 

occurred as Christians gained in strength and numbers.  

Much of the detail supplied by Tírechán and Muirchu, in 

particular the churches established by Patrick, and the 

monasteries founded by his converts, may relate to the 

situation in the seventh century, when the churches which 

claimed ties to Patrick, and in particular Armagh, were 

expanding their influence throughout Ireland in competition 

with the church of Kildare. In the same period, Wilfred, 

Archbishop of York, claimed to speak, as metropolitan 

archbishop, "for all the northern part of Britain and of Ireland" 

at a council held in Rome in the time of Pope Agatho, thus 

claiming jurisdiction over the Irish church.  

Other presumed early materials include the Irish annals, which 

contain records from the Chronicle of Ireland. These sources 

have conflated Palladius and Patrick. Another early document 

is the so-called First Synod of Saint Patrick. This is a seventh-

century document, once, but no longer, taken as to contain a 

fifth-century original text. It apparently collects the results of 
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several early synods, and represents an era when pagans were 

still a major force in Ireland. The introduction attributes it to 

Patrick, Auxilius, and Iserninus, a claim which "cannot be 

taken at face value."  

Legends 

Patrick uses shamrock in an illustrative parable 

Legend credits Patrick with teaching the Irish about the 

doctrine of the Holy Trinity by showing people the shamrock, a 

three-leafed plant, using it to illustrate the Christian teaching 

of three persons in one God.  

This story first appears in writing in 1726, though it may be 

older. The shamrock has since become a central symbol for 

Saint Patrick's Day.  

In pagan Ireland, three was a significant number and the Irish 

had many triple deities, a fact that may have aided Patrick in 

his evangelisation efforts when he "held up a shamrock and 

discoursed on the Christian Trinity".  

Patricia Monaghan says there is no evidence that the shamrock 

was sacred to the pagan Irish. However, Jack Santino 

speculates that it may have represented the regenerative 

powers of nature, and was recast in a Christian context. Icons 

of St Patrick often depict the saint "with a cross in one hand 

and a sprig of shamrocks in the other". Roger Homan writes, 

"We can perhaps see St Patrick drawing upon the visual 

concept of the triskele when he uses the shamrock to explain 

the Trinity".  
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Patrick banishes all snakes from Ireland 

• The absence of snakes in Ireland has been noted

from as early as the third century by Gaius Julius

Solinus, but later legend has attributed the

banishment of all snakes from the island to Patrick.

As Roy Flechner shows in his biography, the earliest

text to mention an Irish saint banishing snakes from

Ireland is in fact the Life of Saint Columba (chapter

3.23), written in the late seventh or early eighth

century. The earliest written record of a legend about

Patrick ridding Ireland of venomous creatures date

to the thirteenth century by Gerald of Wales, who

expressed scepticism about the veracity of the story.

The more familiar version of the legend is given by

Jocelyn of Furness, who says that the snakes had all

been banished by Patrick chasing them into the sea

after they attacked him during a 40-day fast he was

undertaking on top of a hill. The hagiographic theme

of banishing snakes may draw on the Biblical

account of the staff of the prophet Moses. In Exodus

7:8–7:13, Moses and Aaron use their staffs in their

struggle with Pharaoh's sorcerers, the staffs of each

side turning into snakes. Aaron's snake-staff

prevails by consuming the other snakes.

However, all evidence suggests that post-glacial Ireland never 

had snakes. "At no time has there ever been any suggestion of 

snakes in Ireland, so [there was] nothing for St. Patrick to 

banish", says naturalist Nigel Monaghan, keeper of natural 

history at the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin, who has 
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searched extensively through Irish fossil collections and 

records.  

Patrick's walking stick grows into a living tree 

Some Irish legends involve the Oilliphéist, the Caoránach, and 

the Copóg Phádraig. During his evangelising journey back to 

Ireland from his parents' home, he is understood to have 

carried with him an ash wood walking stick or staff. He thrust 

this stick into the ground wherever he was evangelising and at 

the place now known as Aspatria (ash of Patrick), the message 

of the dogma took so long to get through to the people there 

that the stick had taken root by the time he was ready to move 

on.  

Patrick speaks with ancient Irish ancestors 

The twelfth-century work Acallam na Senórach tells of Patrick 

being met by two ancient warriors, Caílte mac Rónáin and 

Oisín, during his evangelical travels. The two were once 

members of Fionn mac Cumhaill's warrior band the Fianna, 

and somehow survived to Patrick's time. In the work St. 

Patrick seeks to convert the warriors to Christianity, while 

they defend their pagan past. The heroic pagan lifestyle of the 

warriors, of fighting and feasting and living close to nature, is 

contrasted with the more peaceful, but unheroic and non-

sensual life offered by Christianity.  

Folk piety 

The version of the details of his life generally accepted by 

modern scholars, as elaborated by later sources, popular 
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writers and folk piety, typically includes extra details such 

that Patrick, originally named Maewyn Succat, was born in 387 

AD in (among other candidate locations, see above) Banna 

venta Berniae to the parents Calpernius and Conchessa. At the 

age of 16 in 403 AD Patrick was captured and enslaved by the 

Irish and was sent to Ireland to serve as a slave herding and 

tending sheep in Dalriada.  

During his time in captivity Patrick became fluent in the Irish 

language and culture. After six years, Patrick escaped captivity 

after hearing a voice urging him to travel to a distant port 

where a ship would be waiting to take him back to Britain. On 

his way back to Britain, Patrick was captured again and spent 

60 days in captivity in Tours, France. During his short 

captivity within France, Patrick learned about French 

monasticism. At the end of his second captivity Patrick had a 

vision of Victoricus giving him the quest of bringing 

Christianity to Ireland. Following his second captivity Patrick 

returned to Ireland and, using the knowledge of Irish language 

and culture that he had gained during his first captivity, 

brought Christianity and monasticism to Ireland in the form of 

more than 300 churches and over 100,000 Irish baptised. In 

more modern Irish folklore Saint Patrick is a recurring figure 

in Folk Christianity and folktales.  

According to the Annals of the Four Masters, an early-modern 

compilation of earlier annals, his corpse soon became an object 

of conflict in the Battle for the Body of Saint Patrick (Cath 

Coirp Naomh Padraic):  

The Uí Néill and the Airgíalla attempted to bring it to Armagh; 

the Ulaid tried to keep it for themselves. 
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When the Uí Néill and the Airgíalla came to a certain water, the 

river swelled against them so that they were not able to cross 

it. When the flood had subsided the Ui Neill and the Ulaid 

united on terms of peace, to bring the body of Patrick with 

them. It appeared to each of them that each had the body 

conveying it to their respective territories.  

The body of Patrick was afterwards interred at Dun Da 

Lethglas with great honour and veneration; and during the 

twelve nights that the religious seniors were watching the body 

with psalms and hymns, it was not night in Magh Inis or the 

neighbouring lands, as they thought, but as if it were the full 

undarkened light of day. 

Abduction reinterpreted 

According to Patrick's own account, it was Irish raiders who 

brought him to Ireland where he was enslaved and held captive 

for six years. However, a recent alternative interpretation of 

Patrick's departure to Ireland suggests that, as the son of a 

decurion, he would have been obliged by Roman law to serve 

on the town council (curia), but chose instead to abscond from 

the onerous obligations of this office by fleeing abroad, as 

many others in his position had done in what has become 

known as the 'flight of the curiales'. Roy Flechner also asserts 

the improbability of an escape from servitude and journey of 

the kind that Patrick purports to have undertaken. He also 

draws attention to the biblical allusions in Patrick's own 

account (e.g. the theme of freedom after six years of servitude 

in Exod. 21:2 or Jer. 34:14), which imply that perhaps parts of 

the account may not have been intended to be understood 

literally.  
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Saint Patrick's crosses 

There are two main types of crosses associated with Patrick, 

the cross pattée and the Saltire. The cross pattée is the more 

traditional association, while the association with the saltire 

dates from 1783 and the Order of St. Patrick.  

The cross pattée has long been associated with Patrick, for 

reasons that are uncertain. One possible reason is that 

bishops' mitres in Ecclesiastical heraldry often appear 

surmounted by a cross pattée. An example of this can be seen 

on the old crest of the Brothers of St. Patrick. As Patrick was 

the founding bishop of the Irish church, the symbol may have 

become associated with him. Patrick is traditionally portrayed 

in the vestments of a bishop, and his mitre and garments are 

often decorated with a cross pattée.  

The cross pattée retains its link to Patrick to the present day. 

For example, it appears on the coat of arms of both the Roman 

Catholic Archdiocese of Armagh and the Church of Ireland 

Archdiocese of Armagh. This is on account of Patrick being 

regarded as the first bishop of the Diocese of Armagh. It is also 

used by Down District Council which has its headquarters in 

Downpatrick, the reputed burial place of Patrick.  

Saint Patrick's Saltire is a red saltire on a white field. It is 

used in the insignia of the Order of Saint Patrick, established 

in 1783, and after the Acts of Union 1800 it was combined with 

the Saint George's Cross of England and the Saint Andrew's 

Cross of Scotland to form the Union Flag of the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. A saltire was 
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intermittently used as a symbol of Ireland from the 

seventeenth century, but without reference to Patrick.  

It was formerly a common custom to wear a cross made of 

paper or ribbon on St Patrick's Day. Surviving examples of 

such badges come in many colours and they were worn upright 

rather than as saltires.  

Thomas Dinely, an English traveller in Ireland in 1681, 

remarked that "the Irish of all stations and condicõns were 

crosses in their hatts, some of pins, some of green ribbon." 

Jonathan Swift, writing to "Stella" of Saint Patrick's Day 1713, 

said "the Mall was so full of crosses that I thought all the 

world was Irish". In the 1740s, the badges pinned were 

multicoloured interlaced fabric. In the 1820s, they were only 

worn by children, with simple multicoloured daisy patterns. In 

the 1890s, they were almost extinct, and a simple green Greek 

cross inscribed in a circle of paper (similar to the Ballina crest 

pictured). The Irish Times in 1935 reported they were still sold 

in poorer parts of Dublin, but fewer than those of previous 

years "some in velvet or embroidered silk or poplin, with the 

gold paper cross entwined with shamrocks and ribbons".  

Saint Patrick's Bell 

The National Museum of Ireland in Dublin possesses a bell 

(Clog Phádraig) first mentioned, according to the Annals of 

Ulster, in the Book of Cuanu in the year 552. The bell was part 

of a collection of "relics of Patrick" removed from his tomb 

sixty years after his death by Colum Cille to be used as relics. 

The bell is described as "The Bell of the Testament", one of 

three relics of "precious minna" (extremely valuable items), of 
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which the other two are described as Patrick's goblet and "The 

Angels Gospel". Colum Cille is described to have been under 

the direction of an "Angel" for whom he sent the goblet to 

Down, the bell to Armagh, and kept possession of the Angel's 

Gospel for himself. The name Angels Gospel is given to the 

book because it was supposed that Colum Cille received it from 

the angel's hand. A stir was caused in 1044 when two kings, in 

some dispute over the bell, went on spates of prisoner taking 

and cattle theft. The annals make one more apparent reference 

to the bell when chronicling a death, of 1356: "Solomon Ua 

Mellain, The Keeper of The Bell of the Testament, protector, 

rested in Christ."  

The bell was encased in a "bell shrine", a distinctive Irish type 

of reliquary made for it, as an inscription records, by King 

Domnall Ua Lochlainn sometime between 1091 and 1105. The 

shrine is an important example of the final, Viking-influenced, 

style of Irish Celtic art, with intricate Urnes style decoration in 

gold and silver. The Gaelic inscription on the shrine also 

records the name of the maker "U INMAINEN" (which translates 

to "Noonan"), "who with his sons enriched/decorated it"; 

metalwork was often inscribed for remembrance.  

The bell itself is simple in design, hammered into shape with a 

small handle fixed to the top with rivets. Originally forged from 

iron, it has since been coated in bronze. The shrine is 

inscribed with three names, including King Domnall Ua 

Lochlainn's. The rear of the shrine, not intended to be seen, is 

decorated with crosses while the handle is decorated with, 

among other work, Celtic designs of birds. The bell is 

accredited with working a miracle in 1044, and having been 

coated in bronze to shield it from human eyes, for which it 
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would be too holy. It measures 12.5 × 10 cm at the base, 

12.8 × 4 cm at the shoulder, 16.5 cm from base to shoulder, 

3.3 cm from shoulder to top of handle and weighs 1.7 kg.  

Saint Patrick's Breastplate 

Saint Patrick's Breastplate is a lorica, or hymn, which is 

attributed to Patrick during his Irish ministry in the 5th 

century.  

Saint Patrick and Irish identity 

Patrick features in many stories in the Irish oral tradition and 

there are many customs connected with his feast day. The 

folklorist Jenny Butler discusses how these traditions have 

been given new layers of meaning over time while also 

becoming tied to Irish identity both in Ireland and abroad. The 

symbolic resonance of the Saint Patrick figure is complex and 

multifaceted, stretching from that of Christianity's arrival in 

Ireland to an identity that encompasses everything Irish. In 

some portrayals, the saint is symbolically synonymous with the 

Christian religion itself. There is also evidence of a 

combination of indigenous religious traditions with that of 

Christianity, which places St Patrick in the wider framework of 

cultural hybridity. Popular religious expression has this 

characteristic feature of merging elements of culture. Later in 

time, the saint becomes associated specifically with Catholic 

Ireland and synonymously with Irish national identity. 

Subsequently, Saint Patrick is a patriotic symbol along with 

the colour green and the shamrock. Saint Patrick's Day 

celebrations include many traditions that are known to be 



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

63 

relatively recent historically, but have endured through time 

because of their association either with religious or national 

identity. They have persisted in such a way that they have 

become stalwart traditions, viewed as the strongest "Irish 

traditions".  

Sainthood and modern 

remembrance 

17 March, popularly known as Saint Patrick's Day, is believed 

to be his death date and is the date celebrated as his Feast 

Day. The day became a feast day in the Catholic Church due to 

the influence of the Waterford-born Franciscan scholar Luke 

Wadding, as a member of the commission for the reform of the 

Breviary in the early part of the 17th century.  

For most of Christianity's first thousand years, canonisations 

were done on the diocesan or regional level. Relatively soon 

after the death of people considered very holy, the local Church 

affirmed that they could be liturgically celebrated as saints. As 

a result, Patrick has never been formally canonised by a pope 

(common before the Great Schism of 1054, and in the Orthodox 

Church which never innovated a formal canonisation process 

and has always lacked a Supreme Pontiff); nevertheless, 

various Christian churches declare that he is a saint in Heaven 

(he is in the List of Saints). He is still widely venerated in 

Ireland and elsewhere today.  

Patrick is honoured with a feast day on the liturgical calendar 

of the Episcopal Church (USA) and with a commemoration on 

the calendar of Evangelical Lutheran Worship, both on 17 
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March. Patrick is also venerated in the Orthodox Church as a 

pre-Schism Western saint, especially among Orthodox 

Christians living in Ireland and the Anglosphere; as is usual 

with saints, there are Orthodox icons dedicated to him.  

Patrick is said to be buried at Down Cathedral in Downpatrick, 

County Down, alongside Saint Brigid and Saint Columba, 

although this has never been proven. Saint Patrick Visitor 

Centre is a modern exhibition complex located in Downpatrick 

and is a permanent interpretative exhibition centre featuring 

interactive displays on the life and story of Patrick. It provides 

the only permanent exhibition centre in the world devoted to 

Patrick.  

Patrick is remembered in the Church of England with a Lesser 

Festival on 17 March.  

Places associated with Saint Patrick 

• Slemish, County Antrim and Killala Bay, County 

Mayo 

• When captured by raiders, there are two theories as 

to where Patrick was enslaved. One theory is that he 

herded sheep in the countryside around Slemish. 

Another theory is that Patrick herded sheep near 

Killala Bay, at a place called Fochill. 

• Glastonbury Abbey, Somerset, UK 

• It is claimed that he was buried within the Abbey 

grounds next to the high altar, which has led to 

many believing this is why Glastonbury was popular 

among Irish pilgrims. It is also believed that he was 

'the founder and the first Abbot of Glastonbury 
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Abbey.' This was recorded by William of Malmesbury 

in his document "De antiquitate Glastoniensis 

ecclesiae (Concerning the Antiquity of Glastonbury)" 

that was compiled between 1129 and 1135, where it 

was noted that "After converting the Irish and 

establishing them solidly in the Catholic faith he 

returned to his native land, and was led by guidance 

from on high to Glastonbury. There he came upon 

certain holy men living the life of hermits. Finding 

themselves all of one mind with Patrick they decided 

to form a community, and elected him as their 

superior. Later, two of their members resided on the 

Tor to serve its Chapel." Within the grounds of the 

Abbey lies St. Patrick's Chapel, Glastonbury which is 

a site of pilgrimage to this day. The well known Irish 

Scholar James Carney also elaborated on this claim 

and wrote "it is possible that Patrick, tired and ill at 

the end of his arduous mission felt released from his 

vow not to leave Ireland, and returned to the 

monastery from which he had come, which might 

have been Glastonbury". It is also another possible 

burial site of the saint, where it is documented he 

has been "interred in the Old Wattle Church". 

• Saul, County Down (from Irish: Sabhall Phádraig, 

meaning 'Patrick's barn') 

• It is claimed that Patrick founded his first church in 

a barn at Saul, which was donated to him by a local 

chieftain called Dichu. It is also claimed that Patrick 

died at Saul or was brought there between his death 

and burial. Nearby, on the crest of Slieve Patrick, is 

a huge statue of Patrick with bronze panels showing 

scenes from his life. 
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• Hill of Slane, County Meath 

• Muirchu moccu Machtheni, in his highly 

mythologised seventh-century Life of Patrick, says 

that Patrick lit a Paschal fire on this hilltop in 433 

in defiance of High King Laoire. The story says that 

the fire could not be doused by anyone but Patrick, 

and it was here that he explained the Holy Trinity 

using the shamrock. 

• Croagh Patrick, County Mayo (from Irish: Cruach 

Phádraig, meaning 'Patrick's stack') 

• It is claimed that Patrick climbed this mountain and 

fasted on its summit for the forty days of Lent. 

Croagh Patrick draws thousands of pilgrims who 

make the trek to the top on the last Sunday in July. 

• Lough Derg, County Donegal (from Irish: Loch Dearg, 

meaning 'red lake') 

• It is claimed that Patrick killed a large serpent on 

this lake and that its blood turned the water red 

(hence the name). Each August, pilgrims spend three 

days fasting and praying there on Station Island. 

• Armagh, County Armagh 

• It is claimed that Patrick founded a church here and 

proclaimed it to be the most holy church in Ireland. 

Armagh is today the primary seat of both the 

Catholic Church in Ireland and the Church of 

Ireland, and both cathedrals in the town are named 

after Patrick. 

• Downpatrick, County Down (from Irish: Dún Pádraig, 

meaning 'Patrick's stronghold') 

• It is claimed that Patrick was brought here after his 

death and buried in the grounds of Down Cathedral. 
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Other places named after Saint Patrick include:  

• Patrickswell Lane, a well in Drogheda Town where St. 

Patrick opened a monastery and baptised the 

townspeople. 

• Ardpatrick, County Limerick (from Irish: Ard 

Pádraig, meaning 'high place of Patrick') 

• Patrick Water (Old Patrick Water), Elderslie, 

Renfrewshire. from Scots' Gaelic "AlltPadraig" 

meaning Patrick's Burn 

• Patrickswell or Toberpatrick, County Limerick (from 

Irish: Tobar Phádraig, meaning 'Patrick's well') 

• St Patrick's Chapel, Heysham 

• St Patrick's Island, County Dublin 

• Old Kilpatrick, near Dumbarton, Scotland from "Cill 

Phàdraig," Patrick's Church, a claimant to his 

birthplace 

• St Patrick's Isle, off the Isle of Man 

• St. Patricks, Newfoundland and Labrador, a 

community in the Baie Verte district of 

Newfoundland 

• Llanbadrig (church), Ynys Badrig (island), Porth 

Padrig (cove), Llyn Padrig (lake), and Rhosbadrig 

(heath) on the island of Anglesey in Wales 

• Templepatrick, County Antrim (from Irish: Teampall 

Phádraig, meaning 'Patrick's church') 

• St Patrick's Hill, Liverpool, on old maps of the town 

near to the former location of "St Patrick's Cross" 

• Parroquia San Patricio y Espiritu Santo. Loiza, 

Puerto Rico. The site was initially mentioned in 1645 

as a chapel. The actual building was completed by 

1729, is one of the oldest churches in the Americas 
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and today represents the faith of many Irish 

immigrants that settled in Loiza by the end of the 

18th century. Today it is a museum. 

In literature 

• Robert Southey wrote a ballad called "Saint Patrick's 

Purgatory", based on popular legends surrounding 

the saint's name. 

• Patrick is mentioned in a 17th-century ballad about 

"Saint George and the Dragon" 

• Stephen R. Lawhead wrote the fictional Patrick: Son 

of Ireland loosely based on the saint's life, including 

imagined accounts of training as a druid and service 

in the Roman army before his conversion. 

• The 1999 historical novel Let Me Die in Ireland by 

Anabaptist author and attorney David Bercot is 

based on the documented facts of Patrick's life 

rather than the legend, and suggests implications of 

his example for Christians today. 

  



Chapter 3 

Skellig Michael 

Skellig Michael is a twin-pinnacled crag 11.6 kilometres 

(7.2 mi) west of the Iveragh Peninsula in County Kerry, Ireland. 

The island is named after the archangel Michael, while 

"Skellig" is derived from the Irish language word sceilig, 

meaning a splinter of stone. Its twin island, Little Skellig 

(Sceilig Bheag), is smaller and inaccessible (landing is not 

permitted). The two islands rose c. 374–360 million years ago 

during a period of mountain formation, along with the 

MacGillycuddy's Reeks mountain range. Later, they were 

separated from the mainland by rising water levels.  

Skellig Michael consists of approximately 22 hectares (54 

acres) of rock, with its highest point, known as the Spit, 218 m 

(714 ft) above sea level. The island is defined by its twin peaks 

and intervening valley (known as Christ's Saddle), which make 

its landscape steep and inhospitable. It is best known for its 

Gaelic monastery, founded between the 6th and 8th centuries, 

and its variety of inhabiting species, which include gannets, 

puffins, a colony of razorbills and a population of 

approximately fifty grey seals. 

The island is of special interest to archaeologists, as the 

monastic settlement is in unusually good condition. The rock 

contains the remains of a tower house, a megalithic stone row 

and a cross-inscribed slab known as the Wailing Woman. The 

monastery is situated at an elevation of 170 to 180 m (550 to 

600 ft), Christ's Saddle at 129 m (422 ft), and the flagstaff area 

at 37 m (120 ft) above sea level.  



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

70 

The monastery can be approached by narrow and steep flights 

of stone steps which ascend from three landing points. The 

hermitage on the south peak contains a dangerous approach 

and is largely closed to the public. Because of the often 

difficult crossing from the mainland and the exposed nature of 

the landing spots, the island is accessible only during summer 

months. Skellig Michael was designated a UNESCO World 

Heritage Site in 1996.  

Etymology 

• The word "Skellig" derives from the old Irish word 

sceillec, which translates as "small or steep area of 

rock". The word is unusual in Irish placenames, and 

appears only in few other instances, including 

Bunskellig, County Cork and the Temple-na-Skellig 

church in Glendalough, County Wicklow. It may be of 

Old Norse origin, from the word skellingar ("the 

resounding ones"). An early but rarely used 

alternative Irish name for the island is Glascarraig 

("the green rock"). 

The first known reference to the Skelligs appears in the Irish 

annals; a retelling of a shipwreck occurring c. 1400 BC, said to 

have been caused by the Tuatha Dé Danann, a supernatural 

race in Irish mythology. According to legend, Irr, son of Míl 

Espáine (who is sometimes credited with the colonisation of 

Ireland), was travelling from the Iberian Peninsula, but 

drowned and was buried on the island. Daire Domhain ("King 

of the World") is said to have stayed there c. 200 AD before 

attacking Fionn mac Cumhaill's army in nearby Ventry. A text 

from the 8th or 9th-century records that Duagh, King of West 
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Munster, fled to "Scellecc" after a feud with the Kings of Cashel 

sometime in the 5th century, although the historicity of the 

event has not been established. Other early mentions include 

in the narrative prose of the Lebor Gabála Érenn and Cath 

Finntrágha, as well the medieval Martyrology of Tallaght.  

Geography and features 

Skellig Michael is a steep pyramidal rugged rock (or "crag") of 

c. 18 ha (45 acres) on the Atlantic coast off the Iveragh 

peninsula of County Kerry. It is 11.7 km (7+1 ⁄4 mi) west north 

west of Bolus Head, at the southern end of Saint Finian's Bay. 

Its twin island, Little Skellig, is a mile closer to land, and far 

more inhospitable, because of its sheer cliff faces. The small 

Lemon Rock island is 3.6 km (2+1 ⁄4 mi) further inland. The 

nearby Puffin Island is another seabird colony. The Skelligs, 

along with some of the Blasket Islands, constitute the most 

westerly part of both Ireland and Europe excluding Iceland.  

The island is defined by its two peaks: the north-east summit 

where the monastery is built (185 metres above sea level), and 

the south-west point containing the hermitage (218 metres 

above sea level). These elevations reside on either side of a 

depression colloquially known as Christ's Saddle.  

Geology 

The islands are composed of Old Red Sandstone and 

compressed slate, formed between 360 and 374 million years 

ago, as part of the rising of the MacGillycuddy's Reeks and 

Caha Mountains mountains ranges. This occurred during the 

Devonian period when Ireland was part of a larger continental 
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landmass and located south of the equator. The region's 

topography of peaks and valleys are characterised by steep 

ridges formed during the Hercynian period of folding and 

mountain formation some 300 million years ago. When the 

Atlantic ocean level rose, it created deep marine inlets such as 

Bantry Bay and left the Skelligs detached from the mainland. 

The rock is highly compressed and contains numerous fracture 

lines and jointing. As a result of erosion along a major north–

south-trending fault line containing bedrock much more brittle 

than that on surrounding areas, a large part of the rock broke 

away, resulting in Christ's Saddle, the depression between the 

peaks. The island's rock is deeply eroded through exposure to 

wind and water.  

The Wailing Woman rock lies in the centre of the island, on the 

ascent before the Christ's Saddle ridge, 120 m (400 ft) above 

sea level, on 1.2 ha (3 acres) of grassland. It is the only flat 

and fertile part of the island, and thus contains traces of 

medieval crop farming.  

The path from the Saddle to the summit is known as the Way 

of the Christ, a nomenclature that reflects the danger 

presented to climbers. Notable features on this stretch include 

the Needle's Eye peak, a stone chimney 150 metres (490 ft) 

above sea level, and a series of 14 stone crosses with names 

such as the "Rock of the Women's piercing caoine", further 

references to the harsh climb. Further up is the Stone of Pain 

area, including the station known as the Spit, a long and 

narrow fragment of rock approached by 60-centimetre-wide 

(2 ft) steps. The ruin of the medieval church is lower and 

approached before the older monastery.  
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Bays 

The island's three main bays are Blind Man's Cove to the east, 

Cross Cove to the south and Blue Cove to the north. Each can 

be used as access points from the sea. All three have steps 

carved into the rock from their landing point to above sea level. 

The main landing cove is on the recesses of the eastern side; 

known as Blind Man's Cove, it is exposed to sea swells and 

high waves, making approach difficult outside the summer 

months. The bay's pier is positioned under a sheer cliff face, 

populated by high numbers of birds. It was built in 1826 from 

an area known as the Flagstaff and leads to a small stairway 

leading to the now disused lighthouse. The steps split into two 

staircases, the earliest and largely abandoned path leading 

directly to the monastery.  

Blue Cove is the most difficult landing point and is only 

approachable on an average of 20 days per year. Noting the 

inaccessibility of the island, writer Des Lavelle observes that 

"the fact that the monks of old undertook the giant task of 

constructing a stairway to this bleak cove is a good argument 

that the weather conditions then were far better than now."  

Ecology 

• Skellig Michael is lined by exposed sea cliffs and 

three bays. Its inland is mostly of thin soil on steep 

ground, with patches of vegetation which are, 

however, exposed to sea spray. Nonetheless, it has 

an ecology far more diverse than on the mainland; as 

an island, it provides sanctuary to wide varieties of 
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flora and fauna, many of which are unusual to 

Ireland. It contains a large range of seabirds, now 

protected by the island's status as a nature reserve 

owned by the state. The Skellig Islands were 

classified as a Special Protection Area in 1986 when 

they were recognised for containing an unusually 

large variety and population of birds. 

The island hosts eyries for peregrine falcons. Other birds of 

interest include fulmars, Manx shearwaters (Puffinus puffinus), 

storm petrels, gannets, kittiwakes, guillemots and Atlantic 

puffins. A herd of goats lived on the island until recently, and 

it supports a population of rabbits and house mice, both 

relatively recent introductions, probably introduced in the 19th 

century by lighthouse attendants. Grey seals haul out on the 

island's ledges.  

History 

Monastic 

Skellig Michael was largely uninhabited until the founding of 

the Augustinian monastery. Many of the islands of the west 

coast of Ireland contain early Christian monasteries, which 

were favoured because of their isolation and the abundance of 

rock for construction. A strong concentration of monasteries 

can be found off the coast of County Kerry, with nine in total 

found on islands off the Iveragh and Dingle peninsulas.  

The Annals of Inisfallen record a Viking attack in 823. The 

Annals record that “Skellig was plundered by the heathen and 

Eitgal [the abbot] was carried off and he died of hunger on 
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their hands.”  The site had been dedicated to Saint Michael by 

at least 1044 (when the death of "Aedh of Scelic-Mhichí" is 

recorded). However, this dedication may have occurred as early 

as 950, around which time a new church was added to the 

monastery (typically done to celebrate a consecration) and 

called Saint Michael's Church. The island may have been 

dedicated to St. Michael, the legendary slayer of serpents, 

based on a connection to St. Patrick. A thirteenth century 

German source claims that Skellig was the final location of the 

battle between St. Patrick and the venomous snakes that 

plagued Ireland. The island was a regular destination for 

pilgrims by the early 16th century.  

Stairs and paths 

Each of the three landing areas lead to long flights of steps 

(known as the east, south and north steps) built by the first 

generations of monks to inhabit the island. They may have at 

one time formed part of a larger network; traces of other, 

possibly earlier steps have been uncovered elsewhere on the 

island. Archaeological evidence shows that basal sections of 

each series of steps were rock-cut, giving way to more stable 

dry stone masonry once they reached an altitude where the sea 

waves would no longer weather them. Later the base steps were 

replaced with dry-stone paths.  

The north steps lead from Blue Cove and consist of two long 

and steep continuous flights known as the upper and lower 

steps. The upper pathway was built from dry stone but in 

places are in very poor condition; given the steep face on which 

they are built, they are prone to erosion and the impact of 

falling stone from the cliffs directly above. The lower rock-cut 
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portion has been heavily weathered by the sea, and some of the 

ground around them has collapsed; the portions where steps 

are lost have been replaced with ramps. A parapet at their 

lowest base was added in the 1820s, and they were widened 

during the construction of the lighthouse.  

The south steps are most commonly used today and merge with 

the north steps at Christ's Saddle, to lead to the monastery. 

They cross several archaeological features, including a prayer 

station and walling. They are in good condition and were 

probably repaired by the lighthouse builders. Their weakest 

point, directly above Christ's Saddle, suffers wear and tear 

from continual use by modern visitors and require continual 

maintenance. The landing steps may have been built by the 

lighthouse builders; 14 steps apart from the main landing are 

virtually inaccessible, stopping short at both ends and leading 

neither to the sea nor to the highest levels.  

The base of the east steps above Blind Man's Cove was heavily 

blasted with dynamite in 1820 during the construction of the 

pier and Lighthouse Road and are now inaccessible from the 

landing point. The steps above this level, on a very steep climb 

along a sheer face, have been subject to conservation, most 

recently in 2002/2003 when large amounts of overgrowth were 

removed, and they are today in good condition.  

Monastery 

The monastery is built into a terraced shelf 180 m (600 ft) 

above sea level. It contains two oratories, a cemetery, crosses, 

cross-slabs, six clochán-type domed beehive cells (of which one 

has fallen) and a medieval church. The cells and oratories are 
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all of dry-built corbel construction, and the church, which was 

constructed at a later date, is of mortared stone.  

The year of the monastery's foundation is unknown. Like many 

early Christian remnants in Kerry, it is sometimes attributed 

to Saint Finnia, though this is doubted by historians. The first 

definite reference to monastic activity on the island is a record 

of the death of "Suibhini of Skelig" dating from the 8th 

century; however, Fionán is claimed to have founded the 

monastery in the 6th century.  

The Annals of the Four Masters detail events at the Skelligs 

between the 9th and 11th centuries. These entries suggest that 

Eitgall of Skellig, the monastery's abbot, was taken by the 

Vikings in 823 and died of starvation thereafter. The Vikings 

again attacked in 838, sacking churches in Kenmare town, 

Skellig and Innisfallen Island. The Augustinian abbey in 

Ballinskelligs was founded in 950, the same year that 

Blathmhac of Sceilig died. Finally, the annals mention the 

death of Aedh of Sceilig Michael in 1040.  

The largest hut, known as cell A, has a floor area of 14.5 × 3.8 

metres, and is 5 metres high. Like the other huts, its internal 

walls are straight before narrowing to accommodate its dome 

roof. Protruding stones in the interior, acting as pegs, are 

placed at about 2.5 metres to support the roof, and in some 

instances may have supported upstairs living quarters. 

Protruding stones on the exterior most likely acted as anchors 

for thatch roofing. Some cells contain recesses that may have 

been formed to contain cupboards. The main oratory is boat-

shaped, and measures 3.6 × 4.3 metres. It has an altar a small 

window on its eastern wall. The small oratory is situated on its 
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own terrace, at a relative distance from the main complex. It 

measures 2.4 × 1.8 × 2.4 metres and contains a low door (0.9 × 

0.5 metres) and a comparatively large, one-metre-high window 

on its north-eastern wall.  

St. Michael's Church dates to the 10th or early 11th century. It 

was originally constructed from mostly lime mortar with 

imported sandstone from Valentia Island. It is today mostly 

collapsed, with only its eastern window still standing. The 

centre of the church contains a modern gravestone, dated 

1871, erected for members of the family of one of the 

lighthouse keepers.  

The Monk's Graveyard is partially collapsed and smaller than 

when it was in active use. It contains stone crosses with 

mostly plain inscripted decorative patterns on its west side, 

two of which are highly detailed and believed to be early 

features of the site; in total over a hundred individual stone 

crosses have been found on the island. There are several large 

orthostats on its north and west sides. There are two dry stone 

leachta on the site. The larger is positioned between Saint 

Michael's Church and the main Oratory, and is thought to pre-

date both, and once had a large upright cross at its western 

end, which is now broken off. The other is located against the 

monastery retaining wall at the south of the oratory. Human 

remains have been found underneath both.  

It has been estimated that no more than twelve monks and an 

abbot lived at the monastery at any one time. The monastery 

was continuously occupied until the late 12th or early 13th 

century and remained a site for pilgrimage through to the 

modern era. The diet of the island monks was somewhat 
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different from that of those on the mainland. With less arable 

land available to grow grain, vegetable gardens were an 

important part of monastic life. Of necessity, fish and the meat 

and eggs of birds nesting on the islands were staples. Theories 

for the site's abandonment include that the climate around 

Skellig Michael became colder and more prone to storms, 

Viking raids, and changes to the structure of the Irish Church. 

Probably a combination of these factors prompted the 

community to abandon the island and move to the abbey in 

Ballinskelligs. The move was recorded by the Cambro-Norman 

cleric and historian Giraldus Cambrensis at the end of the 

12th century when he wrote that the monks had moved to a 

new site on the continent.  

Hermitage 

The hermitage is on the opposite side of the island to the 

monastery, below the south peak, and is significantly more 

difficult and hazardous to approach. Today, access to the 

south peak is restricted and only permitted after prior 

arrangement. It is approached from Christ's Saddle via a very 

narrow and steep series of rock-cut steps exposed on all sides 

to high winds, at times to near-hurricane force. The pathway 

passes through the Needle's Eye, a rock chimney formed by a 

narrow vertical crack in the peak.  

Though its origin and history are not as well studied as that of 

the monastery, the hermitage is thought to originate from the 

9th century and comprises several enclosures and platforms 

situated on three main terraces cut into the rock. The terraces 

are known as the Oratory, Garden and Outer Terraces.  
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The oratory terrace, two hundred metres above sea level and 

fifteen metres below the summit, is the largest and is in good 

condition. The main oratory is still largely intact and contains 

its original altar, bench, a water cistern and what is likely the 

remnants of a shrine. The masonry work is typical of the Early 

Christian period in Ireland. It seems likely that the hermitage 

was built later than the monastery; given the presumed 

difficulty of its construction, which would have involved the 

movement of large pieces of stone up almost sheer cliff faces, 

the builders would have needed the monastery as a base. The 

eroding effect of frost on the island's major fault line provided 

the masons with large amounts of materials for the 

construction.  

The interior of the main building measures 2.3 metres long and 

1.2 metres wide. The enclosure wall is made from mostly small 

stones. Although it is now worn and mostly knocked down, it 

would once have been 1–1.5 metres high. The interior is today 

full of stone rubble fallen from the structure and the fragments 

of a 7-foot-tall stone cross. The leacht outside of it was 

probably used as a shrine or altar; it is too small to have been 

a burial site.  

The outer terrace is situated on three stepped ledges some 

distance from the main complex and is difficult to access. Its 

only masonry consists of a 17-metre-long wall along its steep 

and exposed perimeter. Wondering why such an inaccessible 

and harsh outpost might have been built, the historian Walter 

Horn wrote that "the goal of an ascetic was not comfort" and 

recalled that the Cambrai Homily states: "This is our denial of 

ourselves, if we do not indulge our desires and if we abjure our 
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sins. This is our taking-up of our cross upon us if we receive 

loss and martyrdom and suffering for Christ's sake."  

Post-monastic 

Skellig Michael remained in the possession of the Catholic 

Canons Regular until the dissolution of Ballinskelligs Abbey in 

1578, a result of the reformation by Elizabeth I. Ownership of 

the islands passed to the Butler family (for rental of "two 

hawks and a quantity of puffin feathers yearly"), with whom it 

stayed until the early 1820s when the Corporation for 

Preserving and Improving the Port of Dublin (predecessor to 

the Commissioners of Irish Lights) purchased the island for 

£500 from John Butler of Waterville in a compulsory purchase 

order. The corporation constructed two lighthouses on the 

Atlantic side of the island, and associated living quarters, all 

of which was completed by 1826.  

In 1871, Lord Dunraven, in his Notes on Irish Architecture, 

made the first comprehensive archaeological survey of the 

island. Describing the monastery, he wrote "the scene is one so 

solemn and so sad that none should enter here but the pilgrim 

and the penitent. The sense of solitude, the vast heaven above 

and the sublime monotonous motion of the sea beneath would 

oppress the spirit, were not that spirit brought into harmony." 

He was less charitable of the lighthouse project and described 

their alterations as attributed to "the lighthouse workmen 

who...in 1838, built some objectionable modern walls". The 

Office of Public Works took the remains of the monastery into 

guardianship in 1880, before purchasing the island (with the 

exception of the lighthouses and associated structures) from 

the Commissioners of Irish Lights.  
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Skellig Michael was made a World Heritage Site in 1996. The 

International Council on Monuments and Sites (an advisory 

body of the World Heritage Committee) described Skellig 

Michael as of "exceptional universal value", and a "unique 

example of an early religious settlement", while also noting the 

site's preservation as a result of its "remarkable environment", 

and its ability to illustrate "as no other site can, the extremes 

of a Christian monasticism characterising much of North 

Africa, the Near East and Europe".  

In culture 

Several films and documentaries have used the island as a 

filming location. The island was used as a filming location in 

Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015) and Star Wars: The Last 

Jedi (2017). Aerial footage of the island was also used in Star 

Wars: The Rise of Skywalker (2019). It also served as a location 

for the final scene in Heart of Glass (1976), and in Byzantium 

(2012).  

In the first episode of the 1969 BBC documentary Civilisation: 

A Personal View by Kenneth Clark, art historian Kenneth Clark 

described the island's buildings and pathways as "an 

extraordinary achievement of courage and tenacity".  

He observed that "looking back from the great civilizations of 

twelfth-century France or seventeenth-century Rome, it is hard 

to believe, that for quite a long time—almost a hundred years—

western Christianity survived by clinging to places like Skellig 

Michael, a pinnacle of rock eighteen miles from the Irish coast, 

rising 700 feet [210 m] out of the sea."  
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Access and tourism 

Skellig Michael contains three landing points variously used by 

monks depending on the weather conditions. Today the island 

receives an average of 11,000 visitors per year. To protect the 

site, the Office of Public Works limits the number of visitors to 

180 per day. The local climate and exposed terrain make the 

crossing from the mainland to Skellig Michael difficult. Once 

landed, the island's terrain is steep, unprotected and 

dangerous. The rock is ascended via 600 medieval stone steps 

leading towards the main island peak.  

This remoteness and inaccessibility has long discouraged 

visitors, so the island is exceptionally well preserved. Tourism 

began in the late 19th century when a rowing boat could be 

hired for 25 shillings. It did not become a popular tourist 

destination until the early 1970s when small chartered 

passenger boats became more frequent; five were available in 

1973 at a price of £3 per person. By 1990, the level of demand 

had grown to the extent that the Office of Public Works began 

to organise ten boats departing from four individual harbours.  

Each year at least four boat licences are granted to tour 

operators who run trips to Skellig Michael during the summer 

season (May to October, inclusive), weather permitting. Even 

when conditions on the mainland are calm, the sea around the 

island can be turbulent. The area is a landing point for sea 

swells travelling in from distant depressions in the Atlantic. 

The island is lashed by water from all sides, with wave crests 

breaking at up to 10 metres over the pier and 45 metres along 

the lighthouse. When such large wave troughs recede, they can 
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often expose ragged seaweed stumps, sponges and anemones 

on the rock faces, further hampering approach and landing.  

A typical visit lasts about six hours. The Office of Public Works 

emphasises that the journey presents safety challenges. For 

safety reasons, mainly because the steps are steep, rocky, old 

and unprotected, climbs are not permitted during wet or windy 

weather. Dive sites immediately around the rock, mostly 

around Blue Cove, are permitted in summer.  

  



Chapter 4 

Clovis I 

Clovis (Latin: Chlodovechus; reconstructed Frankish: 

*Hlodowig; c.�466 – 27 November 511) was the first king of the

Franks to unite all of the Frankish tribes under one ruler, 

changing the form of leadership from a group of royal 

chieftains to rule by a single king and ensuring that the 

kingship was passed down to his heirs. He is considered to 

have been the founder of the Merovingian dynasty, which ruled 

the Frankish kingdom for the next two centuries.  

Clovis succeeded his father, Childeric I, as a king of Salian 

Franks in 481, and eventually came to rule an area extending 

from what is now the southern Netherlands to northern France, 

corresponding in Roman terms to Gallia Belgica (northern 

Gaul).  

At the Battle of Soissons (486) he established his military 

dominance of the rump state of the fragmenting Western 

Roman Empire which was then under the command of 

Syagrius. By the time of his death in either 511 or 513, Clovis 

had conquered several smaller Frankish tribes in the northeast 

of Gaul including some northern parts of what is now France. 

Clovis also conquered the Alemanni tribes in eastern Gaul, and 

the Visigothic kingdom of Aquitania in the southwest. These 

campaigns added significantly to Clovis's domains, and 

established his dynasty as a major political and military 

presence in western Europe. Clovis is important in the 

historiography of France as "the first king of what would 

become France".  
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Clovis is also significant due to his conversion to Catholicism 

in 496, largely at the behest of his wife, Clotilde, who would 

later be venerated as a saint for this act, celebrated today in 

both the Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodox 

Church. Clovis was baptized on Christmas Day in 508. The 

adoption by Clovis of Catholicism (as opposed to the Arianism 

of most other Germanic tribes) led to widespread conversion 

among the Frankish peoples; to religious unification across 

what is now modern-day France, the Low Countries and 

Germany; three centuries later, to Charlemagne's alliance with 

the Bishop of Rome; and in the middle of the 10th century 

under Otto I the Great, to the consequent birth of the early 

Holy Roman Empire.  

Name 

Based on the attested forms, the original name is 

reconstructed in the Frankish language as *Hlodowig, which 

means 'glorious in battle' or 'glorious warrior'. It is composed 

of the root hlod- ("fame, glory") attached to -wig ("combat, 

battle").  

In Middle Dutch, a Franconian language closely related to 

Frankish, the name was rendered as Lodewijch (cf. modern 

Dutch Lodewijk and Lowik). The name is found in other West 

Germanic languages, with cognates including Old English 

Hloðwig, Old Saxon Hluduco, and Old High German Hludw īg 

(variant Hluotw īg). The latter turned into Ludwig in Modern 

German, although the king Clovis himself is generally named 

Chlodwig. The Old Norse form Hlǫðvér was most likely 

borrowed from a West Germanic language.  
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The Frankish name *Hlodowig is at the origin of the French 

given name Louis (variant Ludovic), borne by 18 kings of 

France, via the Latinized form Hludovicus (variants Ludhovicus, 

Lodhuvicus, or Chlodovicus). The English Lewis stems from the 

Anglo-French Louis. In Spanish, the name became Luis, in 

Italian Luigi (variants Ludovico and Venetian Alvise, rarer Aligi 

and Aloisio), and in Hungarian Lajos. 

Background 

Clovis was the son of Childeric I, a Merovingian king of the 

Salian Franks, and Basina, a Thuringian princess. The dynasty 

he founded is, however, named after his supposed ancestor, 

Merovich. Clovis succeeded his father to become king at the 

age of 15 in 481, as deduced from Gregory of Tours placing the 

Battle of Tolbiac (Zülpich) in the fifteenth year of Clovis's 

reign.  

Numerous small Frankish petty kingdoms existed during the 

5th century. The Salian Franks were the first-known Frankish 

tribe that settled with official Roman permission within the 

empire, first in Batavia in the Rhine-Maas delta, and then in 

375 in Toxandria, roughly the current province of North 

Brabant in the Netherlands and parts of neighbouring Belgian 

provinces of Antwerp and Limburg in current Belgium. This put 

them in the north part of the Roman civitas Tungrorum, with 

Romanized population still dominant south of the military 

highway Boulogne-Cologne. Later, Chlodio seems to have 

attacked westwards from this area to take control of the Roman 

populations in Tournai, then southwards to Artois, and 

Cambrai, eventually controlling an area stretching to the 

Somme river.  



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

88 

Childeric I, Clovis's father, was reputed to be a relative of 

Chlodio, and was known as the king of the Franks that fought 

as an army within northern Gaul. In 463 he fought in 

conjunction with Aegidius, the magister militum of northern 

Gaul, to defeat the Visigoths in Orléans. Childeric died in 481 

and was buried in Tournai; Clovis succeeded him as king, aged 

just 15. Historians believe that Childeric and Clovis were both 

commanders of the Roman military in the Province of Belgica 

Secunda and were subordinate to the magister militum. The 

Franks of Tournai came to dominate their neighbours, initially 

aided by the association with Aegidius.  

The death of Flavius Aetius in 454 led to the decline of 

imperial power in the Gaul; leaving the Visigoths and the 

Burgundians compete for predominance in the area. The part 

of Gaul still under Roman control emerged as a kingdom under 

Syagrius, Aegidius's son.  

Early reign (481–491) 

Road to Soissons 

The ruler of Tournai died in 481 and was succeeded by his 

sixteen-year-old son, Clovis. His band of warriors probably 

numbered no more than half a thousand. In 486 he began his 

efforts to expand the realm by allying himself with his relative, 

Ragnachar, regulus of Cambrai and another Frankish regulus, 

Chalaric. Together the triumvirate marched against Syagrius 

and met the Gallo-Roman commander at Soissons. During the 

battle Chalaric betrayed his comrades by refusing to take part 

in the fighting. Despite the betrayal, the Franks landed a 
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decisive victory, forcing Syagrius to flee to the court of Alaric 

II. This battle is viewed as bringing about the end of the rump 

state of the Western Roman Empire outside of Italy. Following 

the battle, Clovis invaded the traitor Chararic's territory and 

was able to imprison him and his son.  

Taming Gaul 

Prior to the battle, Clovis did not enjoy the support of the 

Gallo-Roman clergy, hence he proceeded to pillage the Roman 

territory, including the churches. The Bishop of Reims 

requested Clovis return everything taken from the Church of 

Reims, and, as the young king aspired to establish cordial 

relationships with the clergy, he returned a valuable ewer 

taken from the church.  

Despite his position, some Roman cities refused to yield to the 

Franks, namely Verdun�which surrendered after a brief 

siege�and Paris, which stubbornly resisted a few years, 

perhaps as many as five. He made Paris his capital and 

established an abbey dedicated to Saints Peter and Paul on the 

south bank of the Seine.  

Clovis came to the realisation that he wouldn't be able to rule 

Gaul without the help of the clergy and aimed to please the 

clergy by taking a Catholic wife. He also integrated many of 

Syagrius's units into his own army. The Roman kingdom was 

probably under Clovis's control by 491, because in the same 

year Clovis successfully moved against a small number of 

Thuringians in the eastern Gaul, near the Burgundian border.  



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

90 

Middle reign (492–506) 

Barbarian bonding 

Around 493 AD, he secured an alliance with the Ostrogoths 

through the marriage of his sister Audofleda to their king, 

Theodoric the Great. In the same year, the neighboring King of 

the Burgundians was slain by his brother, Gundobad; bringing 

civil strife to that kingdom. He proceeded to drown his sister-

in-law and force his niece, Chrona, into a convent; another 

niece, Clotilde, fled to the court of her other uncle. Finding 

himself in a precarious position this uncle, Godegisel, decided 

to ally himself to Clovis by marrying his exiled niece to the 

Frankish king.  

Assault of the Alamanni 

In 496 the Alamanni invaded, some Salians and Ripuarians 

reguli defected to their side. Clovis met his enemies near the 

strong fort of Tolbiac. During the fighting, the Franks suffered 

heavy losses and Clovis (+three thousand Frankish 

companions) might have converted to Christianity. With the 

help of the Ripuarian Franks he narrowly defeated the 

Alamanni in the Battle of Tolbiac in 496. Now Christian, Clovis 

confined his prisoners, Chararic and his son to a monastery.  

Business in Burgundy 

In 500 or 501 the relationship between the Burgundian 

brothers took the turn to the worse began scheming against his 

brother. He promised his brother-in-law territory and annual 
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tribute for defeating his brother. Clovis was eager to subdue 

the political threat to his realm and crossed to the Burgundian 

territory. After hearing about the incident Gundobad moved 

against Clovis and called his brother. The three armies met 

near Dijon, where both the Franks and Godegisel's forces 

defeated the host of dumbfounded Gundobad, who was able to 

escape to Avignon. Clovis proceeded to follow to the 

Burgundian king and laid siege to the city, however, after some 

months he was convinced to abandon the siege and settled for 

an annual tributary from Gundobad.  

Armonici allies 

In 501, 502 or 503 Clovis led his troops to Armorica. He had 

previously restricted his operations to minor raids, yet, this 

time the goal was subjugation. Clovis's failed to complete his 

objective via military means, therefore, he was constrained to 

statecraft, which proved fruitful for the Armonici shared 

Clovis's disdain for the Arian Visigoths. And thus Armorica and 

her fighters were integrated into Frankish realm.  

Late reign (507–511) 

Visiting the Visigoths 

In 507 Clovis was allowed by the magnates of his realm to 

invade the remaining threat of the Kingdom of the Visigoths. 

King Alaric had previously tried to establish a cordial 

relationship with Clovis by serving him the head of exiled 

Syagrius on a silver plate in 486 or 487. However, Clovis was 

no longer able to resist the temptation to move against the 
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Visigoths for many Catholics under Visigoth yoke were 

unhappy and implored Clovis to make a move. But just to be 

absolutely certain about retaining the loyalties of the Catholics 

under Visigoths, Clovis ordered his troops to omit raiding and 

plunder, for this was not a foreign invasion, but a liberation.  

Armonici assisted him in defeating the Visigothic kingdom of 

Toulouse in the Battle of Vouillé in 507, eliminating Visigothic 

power in Gaul. The battle added most of Aquitaine to Clovis's 

kingdom and resulted in the death of the Visigothic king Alaric 

II. According to Gregory of Tours, following the battle, the 

Byzantine Emperor Anastasius I granted Clovis the title of 

consul. Since Clovis's name does not appear in the consular 

lists, it is likely he was granted a suffect consulship.  

Ravishing the Reguli 

In 507, following Vouillé, Clovis heard about Chararic's plan to 

escape from his monastic prison and had him murdered.  

In the same year, Clovis convinced Prince Chlodoric to murder 

his father, earning him his nickname as Chlodoric the 

Parricide. Following the murder, Clovis betrayed Chlodoric and 

had his envoys strike him down.  

In 509, Clovis visited his old ally, Ragnachar in Cambrai. 

Following his conversion, many of his pagan retainers had 

defected to Ragnachar's side, making him a political threat. 

Ragnachar denied Clovis's entry, prompting Clovis to make a 

move against him. He bribed Ragnachar's retainers and soon, 

Ragnachar and his brother, Ricchar were captured and 

executed.  
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Death 

Shortly before his death, Clovis called a synod of Gallic 

bishops to meet in Orléans to reform the Church and create a 

strong link between the Crown and the Catholic episcopate. 

This was the First Council of Orléans. Thirty-three bishops 

assisted and passed 31 decrees on the duties and obligations 

of individuals, the right of sanctuary, and ecclesiastical 

discipline. These decrees, equally applicable to Franks and 

Romans, first established equality between conquerors and 

conquered.  

Clovis I is traditionally said to have died on 27 November 511; 

however, the Liber Pontificalis suggests that he was still alive 

in 513, so the exact date of his death is not known. After his 

death, Clovis was laid to rest in the Abbey of St Genevieve in 

Paris. His remains were relocated to Saint Denis Basilica in the 

mid- to late 18th century.  

When Clovis died, his kingdom was partitioned among his four 

sons, Theuderic, Chlodomer, Childebert and Clotaire. This 

partition created the new political units of the Kingdoms of 

Rheims, Orléans, Paris and Soissons, and inaugurated a 

tradition that would lead to disunity lasting until the end of 

the Merovingian dynasty in 751.  

Clovis had been a king with no fixed capital and no central 

administration beyond his entourage. By deciding to be 

interred at Paris, Clovis gave the city symbolic weight. When 

his grandchildren divided royal power 50 years after his death 

in 511, Paris was kept as a joint property and a fixed symbol of 

the dynasty.  
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The disunity continued under the Carolingians until, after a 

brief unity under Charlemagne, the Franks splintered into 

distinct spheres of cultural influence that coalesced around 

Eastern and Western centers of royal power. These later 

political, linguistic, and cultural entities became the Kingdom 

of France, the myriad German States, and the semi-

autonomous kingdoms of Burgundy and Lotharingia.  

Baptism 

Clovis was born a pagan but later became interested in 

converting to Arian Christianity, whose followers believed that 

Jesus was a distinct and separate being from God the Father, 

both subordinate to and created by Him. This contrasted 

Nicene Christianity, whose followers believe that God the 

Father, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are three persons of one 

being (consubstantiality). While the theology of the Arians was 

declared a heresy at the First Council of Nicea in 325, the 

missionary work of Bishop Ulfilas converted the pagan Goths 

to Arian Christianity in the 4th century. By the time of the 

ascension of Clovis, Gothic Arians dominated Christian Gaul, 

and Catholics were in the minority.  

Clovis's wife Clotilde, a Burgundian princess, was a Catholic 

despite the Arianism that surrounded her at court. Her 

persistence eventually persuaded Clovis to convert to 

Catholicism, which he initially resisted. Clotilde had wanted 

her son to be baptized, but Clovis refused, so she had the child 

baptized without Clovis's knowledge. Shortly after his baptism, 

their son died, which further strengthened Clovis's resistance 

to conversion. Clotilde also had their second son baptized 

without her husband's permission, and this son became ill and 
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nearly died after his baptism. Clovis eventually converted to 

Catholicism following the Battle of Tolbiac on Christmas Day 

508 in a small church in the vicinity of the subsequent Abbey 

of Saint-Remi in Reims; a statue of his baptism by Saint 

Remigius can still be seen there. The details of this event have 

been passed down by Gregory of Tours, who recorded them 

many years later in the 6th century.  

The king's Catholic baptism was of immense importance in the 

subsequent history of Western and Central Europe in general, 

as Clovis expanded his dominion over almost all of Gaul. 

Catholicism offered certain advantages to Clovis as he fought 

to distinguish his rule among many competing power centers in 

Western Europe. His conversion to the Roman Catholic form of 

Christianity served to set him apart from the other Germanic 

kings of his time, such as those of the Visigoths and the 

Vandals, who had converted from Germanic paganism to Arian 

Christianity. His embrace of the Roman Catholic faith may 

have also gained him the support of the Catholic Gallo-Roman 

aristocracy in his later campaign against the Visigoths, which 

drove them from southern Gaul in 507 and resulted in a great 

many of his people converting to Catholicism as well.  

On the other hand, Bernard Bachrach has argued that his 

conversion from Frankish paganism alienated many of the 

other Frankish sub-kings and weakened his military position 

over the next few years. In the interpretatio romana, Saint 

Gregory of Tours gave the Germanic gods that Clovis 

abandoned the names of roughly equivalent Roman gods, such 

as Jupiter and Mercury. William Daly, more directly assessing 

Clovis's allegedly barbaric and pagan origins, ignored the 

Gregory of Tours version and based his account on the scant 
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earlier sources, a sixth-century "vita" of Saint Genevieve and 

letters to or concerning Clovis from bishops (now in the 

Epistolae Austrasicae) and Theodoric.  

Clovis and his wife were buried in the Abbey of St Genevieve 

(St. Pierre) in Paris; the original name of the church was the 

Church of the Holy Apostles.  

Roman Law 

Under Clovis, the first codification of the Salian Frank law took 

place. The Roman Law was written with the assistance of 

Gallo-Romans to reflect the Salic legal tradition and 

Christianity, while containing much from Roman tradition. The 

Roman Law lists various crimes as well as the fines associated 

with them.  

Legacy 

The legacy of Clovis's conquests, a Frankish kingdom that 

included most of Roman Gaul and parts of western Germany, 

survived long after his death. To the French people, he is the 

founder of France.  

Detracting, perhaps, from this legacy, is his aforementioned 

division of the state. This was done not along national or even 

largely geographical lines, but primarily to assure equal 

income amongst his sons after his death. While it may or may 

not have been his intention, this division was the cause of 

much internal discord in Gaul. This precedent led in the long 

run to the fall of his dynasty, for it was a pattern repeated in 
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future reigns. Clovis did bequeath to his heirs the support of 

both people and Church such that, when the magnates were 

ready to do away with the royal house, the sanction of the Pope 

was sought first.  

By his conversion to Christianity he made himself the ally of 

the papacy and its protector as well as that of the people, who 

were mostly Catholics.  

Sainthood 

In later centuries, Clovis was venerated as a saint in France. 

The Benedictine Abbey of Saint-Denis (where Clovis was 

buried) had a shrine to St. Clovis to the east of the main altar. 

There was also a shrine to him in the Abbey of Saint Genevieve 

in Paris. This shrine had a statue and a number of epitaphs 

and was probably where the veneration of St. Clovis began. 

Despite Clovis's presence in Paris, his cultus was largely based 

in the south of France. Abbot Aymeric de Peyrat (d. 1406), the 

author of the History of the Moissac Abbey, claimed that his 

own monastery was founded by St. Clovis and there were many 

monasteries named in his honour. Aymeric not only referred to 

Clovis as a saint but also prayed for St. Clovis's intercession. 

There were also known to be shrines dedicated to Clovis in 

Église Sainte-Marthe de Tarascon and Saint-Pierre-du-Dorât. 

Boniface Symoneta, Jacques Almain and Paulus Aemilius 

Veronensis gave hagiographic accounts of Clovis's life and at 

the time it was common to include Clovis's life in collections of 

the lives of the saints.  

It has been suggested that the reason that the French state 

promoted the veneration of Clovis in the south was to establish 
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a border cult that would cause Occitans to venerate the 

northern-led French state by venerating its founder. Another 

reason could be that Clovis was a preferable foundation figure 

for the House of Valois as their predecessors were the Direct 

Capetians who looked back to Charlemagne whose veneration 

had been widely recognised. In contrast to the theory of St. 

Clovis's cult being a primarily northern-supported movement, 

Amy Goodrich Remensnyder suggests that St. Clovis was used 

by Occitans to reject the northern concept of the monarchy and 

to reinstate their autonomy as something granted by the saint.  

St. Clovis had the role of a more militarised royal saint than 

the pious Louis IX of France. As a saint, Clovis was important 

as he represented the spiritual birth of the nation and provided 

a chivalrous and ascetic model for French political leaders to 

follow. The veneration of St. Clovis was not exclusive to France 

as a print by the Holy Roman woodcut designer Leonhard Beck 

made for the Habsburg monarchs depicts Clovis as St. 

Chlodoveus, St. Boniface's Abbey in Munich depicted St. 

Chlodoveus as a saint worthy of emulation because of his 

advocacy, and the Florentine Baroque painter Carlo Dolci 

painted a large depiction of St. Clovis for the Imperial 

Apartment in the Uffizi Gallery.  

St. Clovis had no known official canonisation, neither was he 

beatified, so his sainthood was only ever recognised by popular 

acclaim. Following the example of the monks of St. Geneviève, 

St. Clovis's feast day in France was held on 27 November. St. 

Clovis enjoyed a persistent campaign from French royal 

authorities that few non-French national or dynastic saints 

did. French monarchs, beginning in the 14th century at the 

latest, attempted to officially canonise Clovis a number of 
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times. The most notable attempt, led by King Louis XI and 

modelled on the successful canonisation campaign of Louis IX, 

occurred during a conflict with the Burgundians. The cause for 

Clovis's canonisation was taken up once again in the 17th 

century, with Jesuit support, a vita and an account of 

posthumous miracles, in opposition to the controversial 

historical works of Calvinist pastor Jean de Serres who 

portrayed Clovis as a cruel and bloodthirsty king.  

The Jesuit attempt to formally canonize Clovis came after a 

rediscovery of Clovis's cultus in the 16th century. During this 

period, the dual role St. Clovis could have for modern France 

was clarified as that of a deeply sinful man who attained 

sainthood by submitting himself to the will of God, as well as 

being the founder of the Gallican Church. He also attained an 

essentially mystic reputation. St. Clovis role in calling for the 

First Council of Orléans was understood to be strongly 

Gallican as he called it without Papal authority and with the 

understanding that he and his bishops had the authority to 

call councils that were binding for the Frankish people. For 

Protestant Gallicans, St. Clovis represented the role of the 

monarchy in governing the Church and curbing its abuses and 

was contrasted positively against the Papacy of his time. 

Protestants were unlikely to mention any of the miracles 

attributed to St. Clovis, sometimes even writing lengthy 

rejections of their existence. Instead, they saw his sainthood 

as evident from his creation of a state more holy and Christian 

than that of Rome.  

Catholic writers in the 16th century expanded upon the lists of 

St. Clovis's attributed miracles, but in the early 17th century 

they also began to minimize their use of the miraculous 
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elements of his hagiography. Mid-to-late-17th-century Jesuit 

writers resisted this trend and allowed for no doubt as to the 

miraculous nature of St. Clovis life or his sainthood.  Jesuit 

writers stressed the more extreme elements of his hagiography, 

and that of other saints associated with him, even claiming 

that St. Remigius lived for five hundred years. These 

hagiographies would still be quoted and widely believed as late 

as 1896, the fourteenth centenary of his baptism, as a speech 

from Cardinal Langénieux demonstrates. Another factor that 

led to a resurgence in St. Clovis's veneration was the Spanish 

Monarchy's use of the title Catholic Monarchs, a title French 

Monarchs hoped to usurp by attributing it to the much earlier 

figure of St. Clovis.  

Chronology 

• c. 466: Clovis is born in Tournai. 

• c. 467: Clovis's sister, Audofleda is born. 

• c. 468: Clovis's sister, Lenteild is born. 

• c. 470: Clovis's sister Albofledis is born. 

• c. 477: Clovis's mother Basina dies. 

• c. 481: Clovis's father Childeric I dies and succeeded 

by Clovis. 

• c. 486: Clovis defeats Syagrius in Soissons and 

begins the takeover of the kingdom. 

• c. 487: Clovis's son Theuderic I is born. 

• c. 491: Clovis completes the conquest of the kingdom 

and turns his attention elsewhere. 

• c. 493:Clovis marries Audofleda to Theoderic the 

Great. 

Clovis marries a Burgundian princess, Clotilde. 
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• c. 494: Clovis's and Clotilde's first child, Ingomer is 

born and dies. 

• c. 495:Clovis's and Clotilde's second son Chlodomer 

is born. Clovis becomes an uncle as Audofleda gives 

birth to an Ostrogothic princess, Amalasuntha. 

• c. 496:Clovis is baptised (early estimate) 

Clovis defeats the Alamanni threat. 

Clovis's and Clotilde's third son Childebert I is born. 

• c. 497. Clovis's and Clotilde's fourth son Chlothar I 

is born. 

• c. 500:Clovis subjugates Burgundy. 

Clovis's and Clotilde's only daughter Clotilde is born. 

Albofledis dies. 

• c. 501: Clovis's ally and brother-in-law Godegisel is 

murdered. 

• c. 502:Clovis allies himself with the Armonici. 

Theuderic marries Suavegotha. 

• c. 503: Clovis becomes a grandfather, when 

Theuderic secures a son of his own, Theudebert I. 

• c. 507: Clovis liberates Aquitainia and murders 

various Frankish reguli. 

• c. 508: Clovis baptized by the Bishop of Reims (late 

estimate). 

• c. 509:Clovis executes the last pagan regulus. 

Clovis is declared the king of all the Franks. 

• 511 November 27 or 513: Clovis dies in Paris 

  



Chapter 5 

Islam 

Islam is an Abrahamic monotheistic religion teaching that 

Muhammad is a messenger of God. It is the world's second-

largest religion with 1.9 billion followers, or 24.9% of the 

world's population, known as Muslims. Muslims make up a 

majority of the population in 47 countries. Islam teaches that 

God is merciful, all-powerful, and unique, and has guided 

humanity through prophets, revealed scriptures, and natural 

signs. The primary scriptures of Islam are the Quran, believed 

to be the verbatim word of God, as well as the teachings and 

normative examples (called the sunnah, composed of accounts 

called hadith) of Muhammad (c. 570 – 632 CE).  

Muslims believe that Islam is the complete and universal 

version of a primordial faith that was revealed many times 

before through prophets such as Adam, Abraham, Moses, and 

Jesus. Muslims consider the Quran, in Arabic, to be the 

unaltered and final revelation of God. Like other Abrahamic 

religions, Islam also teaches a final judgment with the 

righteous rewarded in paradise and the unrighteous punished 

in hell. Religious concepts and practices include the Five 

Pillars of Islam, which are obligatory acts of worship, as well 

as following Islamic law (sharia), which touches on virtually 

every aspect of life and society, from banking and welfare to 

women and the environment. The cities of Mecca, Medina and 

Jerusalem are home to the three holiest sites in Islam.  

From a historical point of view, Islam originated in early 

7th century CE in the Arabian Peninsula, in Mecca, and by the 
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8th century, the Umayyad Caliphate extended from Iberia in 

the west to the Indus River in the east. The Islamic Golden Age 

refers to the period traditionally dated from the 8th century to 

the 13th century, during the Abbasid Caliphate, when much of 

the historically Muslim world was experiencing a scientific, 

economic, and cultural flourishing. The expansion of the 

Muslim world involved various caliphates and states such as 

the Ottoman Empire, trade, and conversion to Islam by 

missionary activities (dawah).  

Most Muslims are of one of two denominations: Sunni (85–90%) 

or Shia (10–15%). Sunni and Shia differences arose from 

disagreement over the succession to Muhammad and acquired 

broader political significance, as well as theological and 

juridical dimensions. About 12% of Muslims live in Indonesia, 

the most populous Muslim-majority country; 31% live in South 

Asia, the largest percentage of Muslims in the world; 20% in 

the Middle East–North Africa, where it is the dominant religion; 

and 15% in sub-Saharan Africa. Sizable Muslim communities 

can also be found in the Americas, China, and Europe. Islam is 

the fastest-growing major religion in the world.  

Etymology 

In Arabic, Islam (Arabic:إ���������م, "submission [to God]") is the 

verbal noun originating from the verb �	�������� (salama), from 

triliteral root م-ل-س (S-L-M), which forms a large class of words 

mostly relating to concepts of wholeness, submission, 

sincerity, safeness, and peace. Islam is the verbal noun of 

Form IV of the root and means "submission" or "total 

surrender". In a religious context, it means "total surrender to 
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the will of God". A Muslim (Arabic:� 	ِ �ْ �ُ), the word for a follower 

of Islam, is the active participle of the same verb form, and 

means "submitter (to God)" or "one who surrenders (to God)". 

The word "Islam" ("submission") sometimes has distinct 

connotations in its various occurrences in the Quran. Some 

verses stress the quality of Islam as an internal spiritual state: 

"Whoever God wills to guide, He opens their heart to Islam." 

Other verses connect Islam and religion (dīn) together:  

"Today, I have perfected your religion for you; I have completed 

My blessing upon you; I have approved Islam for your religion."  

Others describe Islam as an action of returning to God—more 

than just a verbal affirmation of faith. In the Hadith of Gabriel, 

Islam is presented as one part of a triad that also includes 

imān (faith), and ihsān (excellence).  

The word "silm" (Arabic:� 	ْ �ِ) in Arabic means both peace and 

also the religion of Islam. A common linguistic phrase 

demonstrating its usage is "he entered into as-silm" 

(Arabic: �ِ 	ْ ل�ِّ � � �ِ 	َ �َ  which means "he entered into Islam," with a (دَ

connotation of finding peace by submitting one's will to the 

Will of God. The word "Islam" can be used in a linguistic sense 

of submission or in a technical sense of the religion of Islam, 

which also is called as-silm which means peace.  

Islam itself was historically called Mohammedanism in the 

English-speaking world. This term has fallen out of use and is 

sometimes said to be offensive, as it suggests that a human 

being, rather than God, is central to Muslims' religion, parallel 

to Buddha in Buddhism. Some authors, however, continue to 

use the term Mohammedanism as a technical term for the 
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religious system as opposed to the theological concept of Islam 

that exists within that system.  

Articles of faith 

Faith ( iman, Arabic: إی��������ن) in the Islamic creed (aqidah) is often 

represented as the six articles of faith, notably mentioned in 

the Hadith of Gabriel. Belief in these articles is necessary and 

obligatory upon all Muslims.  

Concept of God 

The central concept of Islam is tawḥīd (Arabic:����������������), the unity 

of God. Usually thought of as a precise monotheism, but also 

panentheistic in Islamic mystical teachings. God is described 

in Chapter 112 of the Quran: Say, “He is God—One and 

Indivisible; God—the Sustainer ˹ needed by all˺ . He has never 

had offspring, nor was He born. And there is none comparable 

to Him.” No human eyes can see God till the Day Of 

Judgement. According to Islam, God is transcendent, therefore 

Muslims do not attribute human forms to God. God is 

described and referred to by several names or attributes, the 

most common being Ar-Rahmān( (ال ���������������������������ن  meaning "The 

Entirely Merciful," and Ar-Rahīm( ���(ال����������������������   meaning "The 

Especially Merciful" which are mentioned before reciting every 

chapter of the Quran except chapter nine.  

Islam teaches that the creation of everything in the universe 

was brought into being by God's command as expressed by the 

wording, "Be, and it is," and that the purpose of existence is to 

worship God without associating partners to Him. God is not a 

part of the Christian Trinity. He is viewed as a personal god 
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who responds whenever a person in need or distress calls him. 

There are no intermediaries, such as clergy, to contact God, 

who states: "Your Lord has proclaimed, Call upon Me, I will 

respond to you."  Consciousness and awareness of God is 

referred to as Taqwa. Allāh is traditionally seen as the personal 

name of God, a term with no plural or gender being ascribed to 

it. It is used by Muslims and Arabic-speaking Christians and 

Jews in reference to God, whereas ʾ ilāh (Arabic: "ل إ  ) is a term 

used for a deity or a god in general.  

Angels 

Belief in angels is fundamental to Islam. The Quranic word for 

angel (Arabic:#����	�malak) derives either from Malaka, meaning 

"he controlled", due to their power to govern different affairs 

assigned to them, or from the triliteral root ’-l-k, l-’-k or m-l-k 

with the broad meaning of a "messenger", just as its 

counterpart in Hebrew (malʾákh). Unlike the Hebrew word, 

however, the term is used exclusively for heavenly spirits of 

the divine world, as opposed to human messengers. The Quran 

refers to both angelic and human messengers as rasul instead.  

The Quran is the principal source for the Islamic concept of 

angels. Some of them, such as Gabriel and Michael, are 

mentioned by name in the Quran, others are only referred to 

by their function. In hadith literature, angels are often 

assigned to only one specific phenomenon. Angels play a 

significant role in literature about the Mi'raj, where 

Muhammad encounters several angels during his journey 

through the heavens. Further angels have often been featured 

in Islamic eschatology, theology and philosophy. Duties 

assigned to angels include, for example, communicating 
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revelations from God, glorifying God, recording every person's 

actions and taking a person's soul at the time of death.  

In Islam, just as in Judaism and Christianity, angels are often 

represented in anthropomorphic forms combined with 

supernatural images, such as wings, being of great size or 

wearing heavenly articles. The Quran describes "Angels as His 

messengers with wings—two, three, or four." Common 

characteristics for angels are their missing needs for bodily 

desires, such as eating and drinking. Their lack of affinity to 

material desires is also expressed by their creation from light: 

angels of mercy are created from nūr (' light') in opposition to 

the angels of punishment created from nār ('fire'). Muslims do 

not generally share the perceptions of angelic pictorial 

depictions, such as those found in Western art.  

Revelations 

The Islamic holy books are the records that most Muslims 

believe were dictated by God to various prophets. Muslims 

believe that parts of the previously revealed scriptures, the 

Tawrat (Torah) and the Injil (Gospel), had become distorted—

either in interpretation, in text, or both. The Quran (lit. 

"Recitation") is viewed by Muslims as the final revelation and 

literal word of God and is widely regarded as the finest literary 

work in the classical Arabic language.  

Muslims believe that the verses of the Quran were revealed to 

Muhammad by God through the archangel Gabriel (Jibr īl) on 

many occasions between 610 CE until his death in 632. While 

Muhammad was alive, these revelations were written down by 

his companions (sahabah), although the prime method of 
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transmission was orally through memorization. The Quran is 

divided into 114 chapters (suras) which combined contain 

6,236 verses (āyāt). The chronologically earlier suras, revealed 

at Mecca, are concerned primarily with ethical and spiritual 

topics. The later Medinan suras mostly discuss social and legal 

issues relevant to the Muslim community.  

The Quran is more concerned with moral guidance than 

legislation, and is considered the "sourcebook of Islamic 

principles and values". Muslim jurists consult the hadith 

('accounts'), or the written record of Prophet Muhammad's life, 

to both supplement the Quran and assist with its 

interpretation.  

The science of Quranic commentary and exegesis is known as 

tafsir. The set of rules governing proper elocution of recitation 

is called tajwid. Muslims usually view "the Quran" as the 

original scripture as revealed in Arabic and that any 

translations are necessarily deficient, which are regarded only 

as commentaries on the Quran.  

Prophets and sunnah 

According to the Quran, God instructed the prophets (Arabic: 

��ء %& أ  , anbiyāʾ ) to bring the "will of God" to the peoples of the 

nations. Muslims believe prophets are human and not divine, 

though some can perform miracles to prove their claim. Islamic 

theology says that all of God's messengers preached the 

message of Islam—submission to the will of God. The Quran 

mentions the names of numerous figures considered prophets 

in Islam, including Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus, 

among others.  



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

109 

Muslims believe that God finally sent Muhammad as the last 

law-bearing prophet ("Seal of the prophets") to convey the 

divine message to the entire world (to sum up and to finalize 

the word of God). In Islam, the "normative" example of 

Muhammad's life is called the sunnah (literally "trodden 

path"). Muslims are encouraged to emulate Muhammad's 

actions in their daily lives, and the sunnah is seen as crucial 

to guiding interpretation of the Quran. This example is 

preserved in traditions known as hadith, which recount his 

words, his actions, and his personal characteristics. Hadith 

Qudsi is a sub-category of hadith, regarded as God's verbatim 

words quoted by Muhammad that are not part of the Quran. A 

hadith involves two elements: a chain of narrators, called 

sanad, and the actual wording, called matn. Hadiths can be 

classified, by studying the narration as: "authentic" or 

"correct" (( �ْ )ِ َ*  , ǫaǫīǫ); "good", hasan (+ �َ �َ  , ǫasan); or "weak" 

(, �ْ -َِ.  , ǫaʻīf), among others. The Kutub al-Sittah are a 

collection of six books, regarded as the most authentic reports 

in Sunnism. Among them is Sahih al-Bukhari, often considered 

by Sunnis as one of most authentic sources after the Quran. 

Another famous source of hadiths is known as The Four Books, 

which Shias consider as the most authentic hadith reference.  

Because the Quran only briefly covered the lives of biblical 

prophets, scholars, poets, historians, and storytellers 

elaborate their stories in Tales of the Prophets. Many of these 

scholars were also authors of commentaries on the Quran; 

however, unlike Quran commentaries which follow the order 

and structure of the Quran itself, the Tales of the Prophets told 

its stories of the prophets in chronological order—which makes 

them similar to the Jewish and Christian versions of the Bible.  
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Besides prophets, saints possess blessings (Arabic:/ب آ�������� , 

"baraka") and can perform miracles (Arabic: ا����ت, Karāmāt). 

Saints rank lower than prophets and they do not intercede for 

people on the Day of Judgment. However, both the tombs of 

prophets and saints are visited frequently (Ziyarat). People 

would seek the advice of a saint in their quest for spiritual 

fulfillment. Unlike saints in Christianity, Muslim saints are 

usually acknowledged informal by consensus of common 

people, not by scholars. Unlike prophets, women like Rabia of 

Basrawere accepted as saints.  

Resurrection and judgment 

Belief in the "Day of Resurrection" or Yawm al-Qiyāmah 

(Arabic|/�������������������4ل��� is also crucial for Muslims. It is believed ,(ی

that the time of Qiyāmah is preordained by God but unknown 

to man. The Quran and the hadith, as well as in the 

commentaries of scholars describe the trials and tribulations 

preceding and during the Qiyāmah. The Quran emphasizes 

bodily resurrection, a break from the pre-Islamic Arabian 

understanding of death.  

On Yawm al-Qiyāmah (Arabic: /�������������������4ل��� Muslims believe all ,(ی

humankind will be judged by their good and bad deeds and 

consigned to Jannah (paradise) or Jahannam (hell). The Quran 

in Surat al-Zalzalah describes this as: "So whoever does an 

atom's weight of good will see it. And whoever does an atom's 

weight of evil will see it." The Quran lists several sins that can 

condemn a person to hell, such as disbelief in God ( آ� , kufr), 

and dishonesty. However, the Quran makes it clear that God 

will forgive the sins of those who repent if he wishes. Good 

deeds, like charity, prayer, and compassion towards animals, 
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will be rewarded with entry to heaven. Muslims view heaven as 

a place of joy and blessings, with Quranic references 

describing its features. Mystical traditions in Islam place these 

heavenly delights in the context of an ecstatic awareness of 

God. Yawm al-Qiyāmah is also identified in the Quran as Yawm 

ad-D īn (Arabic:+ی�Day of Religion"); as-Sāʿ" ی���ل�������������� ah 

(Arabic:/5ال���������� "the Last Hour"; and al-Qāriʿah (Arabic:/���������5ال�4ر 

"The Clatterer");  

Divine Destiny 

The concept of divine decree and destiny in Islam (Arabic: 

al-qadāʾ ,(ال���������������������84ءوال4�ر wa l-qadar) means that every matter, 

good or bad, is believed to have been decreed by God and is in 

line with destiny. Al-qadar meaning "power" derives from a root 

that means "to measure" or "calculating". The Quran 

emphasises that nothing occurs outside of His divine decree: 

"Say, 'Nothing will ever befall us except what God has destined 

for us'." Muslims often express this belief in divine destiny 

with the phrase "Insha-Allah" meaning "if God wills" when 

speaking on future events.  

Acts of worship 

There are five core practices in Islam, collectively known as 

"The Pillars of Islam" (Arkān al-Islām ) or "Pillars of the 

Religion" (Arkān ad-din), which are considered obligatory for all 

believers. The Quran presents them as a framework for worship 

and a sign of commitment to the faith: Three of the pillars are 

obligatory for all Muslims, while Zakāt and Hajj are obligatory 

only for able Muslims. Both Sunni and Shi'a sects agree on the 
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essential details for performing these acts. Apart from these, 

Muslims also perform other religious acts. Notable among them 

are voluntary charity (Sadaqah) and recitation of the Quran.  

Testimony 

The shahadah, which is the basic creed of Islam, must be 

recited under oath with the specific statement: "ʾašhadu ʾal-

lāʾi lāha ʾi llā-llāhu wa ʾašhadu ʾanna muħammadan rasū lu-llāh" 

" إ= ا9 وأ>;� أن �(��اً ر��ل ا9) ل إ أ>;� أن =   ), or, "I testify that none 

deserves worship except God and I testify that Muhammad is 

the messenger of God." This testament is a foundation for all 

other beliefs and practices in Islam. Non-Muslims wishing to 

convert to Islam are required to recite the creed.  

Prayer 

The five daily ritual prayers are called salah or ḥalāt (Arabic: 

 Salat is intended to focus the mind on God and is .(*�������ة|*�������ة

seen as a personal communication with him expressing 

gratitude and worship. Salat consists of bowing and 

prostrating to God and praising God. Performing prayers five 

times a day is compulsory, but flexibility in the timing 

specifics is allowed depending on circumstances. The prayers 

are recited in the Arabic language and consist of verses from 

the Quran. The prayers are done in direction of the Ka'bah. 

The act of supplicating is referred to as dua. Ritual purity is 

required for salat, this is achieved through wudu (ritual 

purification) or ghusl (full body ritual purification).  

A mosque is a place of worship for Muslims, who often refer to 

it by its Arabic name masjid. A large mosque for gathering for 
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Friday prayers or Eid prayers is called masjid jāmi (? �ِ� @َ  � Aِ �ْ �َ , 

"congregational mosque"). Although the primary purpose of the 

mosque is to serve as a place of prayer, it is also important to 

the Muslim community as a place to meet and study. The 

Masjid an-Nabawi ("Prophetic Mosque"') in Medina, Saudi 

Arabia, was also a place of refuge for the poor. Modern 

mosques have evolved greatly from the early designs of the 

7th century and contain a variety of architectural elements 

such as minarets. The means used to signal the prayer time is 

a vocal call called the adhan.  

Charity 

Zakāt (Arabic: ة زآ�  , zakāh, 'alms') is a means of welfare in a 

Muslim society, characterized by the giving of a fixed portion 

(2.5% annually) of accumulated wealth by those who can afford 

it to help the poor or needy, such as for freeing captives, those 

in debt, or for (stranded) travellers, and for those employed to 

collect zakat. It is considered a religious obligation (as opposed 

to supererogatory charity, known as Sadaqah) that the well-off 

owe to the needy because their wealth is seen as a "trust from 

God's bounty". Conservative estimates of annual zakat are that 

it amounts to 15 times global humanitarian aid contributions. 

The first Caliph, Abu Bakr, distributed zakat as one of the first 

examples of a guaranteed minimum income, with each man, 

woman and child getting 10 to 20 dirhams annually.  

Sadaqah means optional charity practiced as a religious duty 

and out of generosity. Both the Quran and the hadith put 

much emphasis on spending money for the welfare of needy 

people, and have urged Muslims to give more as an act of 

optional charity. The Quran says: "Those who spend their 
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wealth in charity day and night, secretly and openly—their 

reward is with their Lord." One of the early teachings of 

Muhammad was that God expects men to be generous with 

their wealth and not to be miserly. Accumulating wealth 

without spending it to address the needs of the poor is 

generally prohibited and admonished. Another kind of charity 

in Islam is waqf, meaning a perpetual religious endowment of 

property.  

Fasting 

Fasting (Arabic: م�*  , ǫawm ) from food and drink, among other 

things, must be performed from dawn to after sunset during 

the month of Ramadan. The fast is to encourage a feeling of 

nearness to God, and during it, Muslims should express their 

gratitude for and dependence on him, atone for their past sins, 

develop self-control and restraint, and think of the needy. 

Sawm is not obligatory for several groups for whom it would 

constitute an undue burden. For others, flexibility is allowed 

depending on circumstances, but missed fasts must be 

compensated for later.  

Pilgrimage 

The obligatory Islamic pilgrimage, called the "ǫajj" (Arabic: C���), 

has to be performed during the first weeks of the twelfth 

Islamic month of Dhu al-Hijjah in the city of Mecca. Every 

physically and financially able Muslim must make the 

pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in their lifetime. All Muslim 

men should wear simple white clothing (ihram) during Hajj and 

Umrah. Rituals of the Hajj include: spending a day and a night 

in the tents on the desert plain of Mina, then a day in the 
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desert plain of Mount Arafat praying and worshiping God, 

following the footsteps of Abraham; then spending a night out 

in the open, sleeping on the desert sand in the desert plain of 

Muzdalifah; then moving to Jamarat, symbolically stoning the 

Devil recounting Abraham's actions; then going to Mecca and 

walking seven times around the Kaaba which Muslims believe 

Abraham built as a place of worship; then walking seven times 

between Mount Safa and Mount Marwah recounting the steps 

of Abraham's wife, Hagar, while she was looking for water for 

her son Ishmael in the desert before Mecca developed into a 

settlement.  

Another form of pilgrimage, umrah, is supererogatory (not 

morally required) and can be undertaken at any time of the 

year. The Quran refers to Islamic Pilgrimage in various places, 

often describing the rites and rulings which apply when 

undertaking Hajj.  

Quranic recitation and memorization 

• Muslims recite and memorize the whole or parts of 

the Quran as acts of virtue. Reciting the Quran with 

elocution (tajwid ) has been described as an excellent 

act of worship. Pious Muslims recite the whole 

Quran during the month of Ramadan. In Muslim 

societies, any social program generally begins with 

the recitation of the Quran. One who has memorized 

the whole Quran is called a hafiz ("memorizer") who, 

it is said, will be able to intercede for ten people on 

the Last Judgment Day. Apart from this, almost 

every Muslim memorizes some portion of the Quran 

because they need to recite it during their prayers.  
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Law 

Sharia is the religious law forming part of the Islamic 

tradition. It is derived from the religious precepts of Islam, 

particularly the Quran and the Hadith. In Arabic, the term 

sharīʿ ah refers to God's divine law and is contrasted with fiqh, 

which refers to its scholarly interpretations. The manner of its 

application in modern times has been a subject of dispute 

between Muslim traditionalists and reformists.  

Traditional theory of Islamic jurisprudence recognizes four 

sources of sharia: the Quran, sunnah (Hadith and Sira), qiyas 

(analogical reasoning), and i jma (juridical consensus). Different 

legal schools developed methodologies for deriving sharia 

rulings from scriptural sources using a process known as 

ijtihad. Traditional jurisprudence distinguishes two principal 

branches of law,ʿ ibādāt (rituals) and muʿāmalāt (social 

relations), which together comprise a wide range of topics. Its 

rulings assign actions to one of five categories: mandatory 

(fard ), recommended (mustahabb), permitted (mubah), abhorred 

(makruh), and prohibited (haram ). Some areas of sharia overlap 

with the Western notion of law while others correspond more 

broadly to living life in accordance with God's will.  

Historically, sharia was interpreted by independent jurists 

(muftis). Their legal opinions (fatwa) were taken into account 

by ruler-appointed judges who presided over qāḥī 's courts, and 

by maǫāl im courts, which were controlled by the ruler's council 

and administered criminal law. In the modern era, sharia-

based criminal laws were widely replaced by statutes inspired 

by European models. The Ottoman Empire's 19th-century 
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Tanzimat reforms lead to the Mecelle civil code and represented 

the first attempt to codify sharia. While the constitutions of 

most Muslim-majority states contain references to sharia, its 

classical rules were largely retained only in personal status 

(family) laws.  

Legislative bodies which codified these laws sought to 

modernize them without abandoning their foundations in 

traditional jurisprudence. The Islamic revival of the late 

20th century brought along calls by Islamist movements for 

complete implementation of sharia. The role of sharia has 

become a contested topic around the world. There are ongoing 

debates whether sharia is compatible with secular forms of 

government, human rights, freedom of thought, and women's 

rights.  

Scholars 

Islam, like Judaism, has no clergy in the sacerdotal sense, 

such as priests who mediate between God and people. However, 

there are many terms in Islam to refer to religiously sanctioned 

positions of Islam. In the broadest sense, the term ulema 

(Arabic: ء��������	5) is used to describe the body of Muslim scholars 

who have completed several years of training and study of 

Islamic sciences. A jurist who interprets Islamic law is called a 

mufti (DE�� ) and often issues legal opinions, called fatwas. A 

scholar of jurisprudence is called a faqih (" �4F  ). Someone who 

studies the science of hadith is called a muhaddith. A qadi is a 

judge in an Islamic court. Honorific titles given to scholars 

include sheikh, mullah, and mawlawi. Imam (م إ��  ) is a 

leadership position, often used in the context of conducting 

Islamic worship services.  
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Schools of jurisprudence 

A school of jurisprudence is referred to as a madhhab (Arabic: 

GهI� ). The four major Sunni schools are the Hanafi, Maliki, 

Shafi'i, Hanbali madhahs while the three major Shia schools 

are the Ja'fari, Zaidi and Isma'ili madhahib. Each differs in 

their methodology, called Usul al-fiqh ("principles of 

jurisprudence"). The following of decisions by a religious expert 

without necessarily examining the decision's reasoning is 

called taqlid. The term ghair muqallid literally refers to those 

who do not use taqlid and, by extension, do not have a 

madhab. The practice of an individual interpreting law with 

independent reasoning is called i jtihad.  

Economics 

To reduce the gap between the rich and the poor, Islamic 

economic jurisprudence encourages trade, discourages the 

hoarding of wealth and outlaws interest-bearing loans (i.e. 

usury; Arabic: riba). Therefore, wealth is taxed through Zakat, 

but trade is not taxed. Usury, which allows the rich to get 

richer without sharing in the risk, is forbidden in Islam. Profit-

sharing and venture capital where the lender is also exposed to 

risk is acceptable. Hoarding of food for speculation is also 

discouraged.  

The taking of land belonging to others is prohibited. The 

prohibition of usury and the revival of interest-based 

economies has resulted in the development of Islamic banking. 

During the time of Muhammad, any money that went to the 

state was immediately used to help the poor. Then, in AD 634, 

Umar formally established the welfare state Bayt al-Mal 
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("House of Wealth"), which was for the Muslim and Non-Muslim 

poor, needy, elderly, orphans, widows, and the disabled. The 

Bayt al-Maal ran for hundreds of years under the Rashidun 

Caliphate in the 7th century, continuing through the Umayyad 

period, and well into the Abbasid era. Umar also introduced 

child support and pensions.  

Jihad 

Jihad means "to strive or struggle [in the way of God]". In its 

broadest sense, it is "exerting one's utmost power, efforts, 

endeavors, or ability in contending with an object of 

disapprobation". Depending on the object being a visible 

enemy, the Devil and aspects of one's own self (like sinful 

desires), different categories of jihad are defined. Jihad also 

refers to one's striving to attain religious and moral perfection. 

When used without a qualifier, jihad is understood in its 

military form. Some Muslim authorities, especially among the 

Shia and Sufis, distinguish between the "greater jihad", which 

pertains to spiritual self-perfection, and the "lesser jihad", 

defined as warfare.  

Within Islamic jurisprudence, jihad is usually taken to mean 

military exertion against non-Muslim combatants. Jihad is the 

only form of warfare permissible in Islamic law and may be 

declared against illegal works, terrorists, criminal groups, 

rebels, apostates, and leaders or states who oppress Muslims. 

Most Muslims today interpret Jihad as only a defensive form of 

warfare. Jihad only becomes an individual duty for those 

vested with authority. For the rest of the populace, this 

happens only in the case of a general mobilization. For most 

Twelver Shias, offensive jihad can only be declared by a 
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divinely appointed leader of the Muslim community, and as 

such, is suspended since Muhammad al-Mahdi's occultation in 

868 AD.  

Mysticism 

Sufism (Arabic: ف�K� , tasawwuf), is a mystical-ascetic 

approach to Islam that seeks to find a direct personal 

experience of God. It is not a sect of Islam and its adherents 

belong to the various Muslim denominations. Classical Sufi 

scholars defined Tasawwuf as "a science whose objective is the 

reparation of the heart and turning it away from all else but 

God", through "intuitive and emotional faculties" that one must 

be trained to use. Sufis themselves claim Tasawwuf is an 

aspect of Islam similar to sharia, inseparable from Islam and 

an integral part of Islamic belief and practice. Sufi 

congregations form orders (tariqa) centered around a teacher 

(wali) who traces a spiritual chain back to Muhammad.  

The religiosity of early Sufi ascetics, such as Hasan al-Basri, 

emphasized fear of failing God's expectations of obedience, in 

contrast to later and more prominent Sufis, such as Mansur 

Al-Hallaj and Jalaluddin Rumi, whose religiosity is based on 

love towards God. For that reason, some academic scholars 

refuse to refer to the former as Sufis. Nevertheless, Hasan al-

Basri is often portrayed as one of the earliest Sufis in Sufi 

traditions and the influential theologian Al-Ghazali later 

developed his ideas. Traditional Sufis, such as Bayazid 

Bastami, Jalaluddin Rumi, Haji Bektash Veli, Junaid 

Baghdadi, and Al-Ghazali, argued for Sufism as being based 

upon the tenets of Islam and the teachings of the prophet. 
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Sufis played an important role in the formation of Muslim 

societies through their missionary and educational activities.  

Popular devotional practices such as the veneration of Sufi 

saints have faced stiff opposition from followers of Wahhabism, 

who have sometimes physically attacked Sufis, leading to a 

deterioration in Sufi–Salafi relations. Sufism enjoyed a strong 

revival in Central Asia and South Asia. Sufi influenced Ahle 

Sunnat movement or Barelvi movement defends Sufi practices 

and beliefs with over 200 million followers in south Asia, 

Sufism is prominent in Central Asia, where different orders are 

the main religious sources, as well as in African countries like 

Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Senegal, Chad and Niger.  

Ismaili Shias, as well as by the Illuminationist and Isfahan 

schools of Islamic philosophy have developed mystical 

interpretations of Islam.  

Society 

Family life 

In a Muslim family, some religious ceremonies attend the birth 

of a child. Immediately after the birth, the words of Adhan are 

pronounced in the right ear of the child. On the seventh day, 

the aqiqah ceremony is performed, in which an animal is 

sacrificed and its meat is distributed among the poor. The 

child's head is shaved, and an amount of money equaling the 

weight of its hair is donated to the poor. Apart from fulfilling 

the basic needs of food, shelter, and education, the parents or 

the elderly family members undertake teaching moral qualities, 

religious knowledge and religious practices to the children. 
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Marriage, which serves as the foundation of a Muslim family, is 

a civil contract that consists of an offer and acceptance 

between two qualified parties in the presence of two witnesses. 

The groom is required to pay a bridal gift (mahr ) to the bride, 

as stipulated in the contract. Most families in the Islamic 

world are monogamous. Polyandry, a practice wherein a woman 

takes on two or more husbands, is prohibited in Islam. 

However, Muslim men are allowed to practice polygyny and can 

have up to four wives at the same time, per Surah 4 Verse 3. A 

man does not need approval of his first wife for a second 

marriage as there is no evidence in the Qur'an or hadith to 

suggest this. With Muslims coming from diverse backgrounds, 

including 49 Muslim-majority countries, plus a strong 

presence as large minorities throughout the world, there are 

many variations on Muslim weddings. Generally, in a Muslim 

family, a woman's sphere of operation is the home and a man's 

corresponding sphere is the outside world. However, in 

practice, this separation is not as rigid as it appears. 

Regarding inheritance, a son's share is double that of a 

daughter's.  

Certain religious rites are performed during and after the 

death of a Muslim. Those near a dying man encourage him to 

pronounce the Shahada as Muslims want their last word to be 

their profession of faith. After death, according to Islamic 

burial rituals, members of the same gender bath the body 

appropriately and enshrouded it in a threefold white garment 

called kafan. The Salat al-Janazah ("funeral prayer") is said 

over the bathed and enshrouded body. Placing it on a bier, the 

body is first taken to a mosque where the funeral prayer is 

offered for the deceased, and then to the graveyard for burial.  
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Etiquette and diet 

Many practices fall in the category of adab, or Islamic 

etiquette. This includes greeting others with "as-salamu 

'alaykum" ("peace be unto you"), saying bismillah ("in the name 

of God") before meals, and using only the right hand for eating 

and drinking. Islamic hygienic practices mainly fall into the 

category of personal cleanliness and health. Circumcision of 

male offspring is practiced in Islam. Muslims are restricted in 

their diet. Prohibited foods include pork products, blood, 

carrion, and alcohol. All meat must come from a herbivorous 

animal slaughtered in the name of God by a Muslim, Jew, or 

Christian, except for game that one has hunted or fished for 

them self. Food permissible for Muslims is known as halal 

food.  

Social responsibilities 

In Muslim society, members of the community perform various 

social service activities. As these activities are instructed by 

Islamic canonical texts, a Muslim's religious life is seen as 

incomplete if not attended by service to humanity. In fact, in 

Islamic tradition, the idea of social welfare has been presented 

as one of its principal values. Quran 2:177 is often cited to 

encapsulate the Islamic idea of social welfare.  

Similarly, duties to parents, neighbors, relatives, the sick, the 

old, and minorities have been defined in Islam. Respecting and 

obeying one's parents, and taking care of them especially in 

their old age have been made a religious obligation. A two-fold 

approach is generally prescribed regarding duty to relatives: 

keeping good relations with them, and offering them financial 
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help if necessary. Severing ties with them has been 

admonished. Regardless of a neighbor's religious identity, 

Islam teaches Muslims to treat neighboring people in the best 

possible manner and not to cause them any difficulty. The 

Quran forbids harsh and oppressive treatment of orphaned 

children while urging kindness and justice towards them, and 

rebukes those who do not honor and feed them.  

Character 

The Quran and the sunnah of Muhammad prescribe a 

comprehensive body of moral guidelines for Muslims to be 

followed in their personal, social, political, and religious life. 

Proper moral conduct, good deeds, righteousness, and good 

character come within the sphere of the moral guidelines. In 

Islam, the observance of moral virtues is always associated 

with religious significance because it elevates the religious 

status of a believer and is often seen as a supererogatory act of 

worshiping. One typical Islamic teaching on morality is that 

imposing a penalty on an offender in proportion to their 

offense is permissible and just; but forgiving the offender is 

better. To go one step further by offering a favor to the offender 

is regarded as the peak of excellence. The Quran says: "Good 

and evil cannot be equal. Respond ˹ to evil˺  with what is best, 

then the one you are in enmity with will be like a close friend." 

Thus, a Muslim is expected to act only with good manners as 

bad manners and deeds earn vices. The fundamental moral 

qualities in Islam are justice, forgiveness, righteousness, 

kindness, honesty, and piety. Other mostly insisted moral 

virtues include but are not limited to charitable activities, 

fulfillment of promise, modesty (haya) and humility, decency in 
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speech, tolerance, trustworthiness, patience, truthfulness, 

anger management, and sincerity of intention.  

As a religion, Islam emphasizes the idea of having a good 

character as Muhammad said: "The best among you are those 

who have the best manners and character." In Islam, justice is 

not only a moral virtue but an obligation to be fulfilled under 

all circumstances. The Quran and the hadith describe God as 

being kind and merciful to His creatures, and tell people to be 

kind likewise. As a virtue, forgiveness is much celebrated in 

Islam, and is regarded as an important Muslim practice. On 

modesty, Muhammad is reported as saying: "Every religion has 

its characteristic, and the characteristic of Islam is modesty."  

Government 

Mainstream Islamic law does not distinguish between "matters 

of church" and "matters of state"; the scholars function as both 

jurists and theologians. Currently, no government conforms to 

Islamic economic jurisprudence, but steps have been taken to 

implement some of its tenets. The Sunni and Shia sectarian 

divide effects intergovernmental Muslim relations such as 

between Saudi Arabia and Iran.  

History 

Muhammad's revelations (610–632) 

Islamic tradition views Muhammad (c. 570 – June 8, 632) as 

the seal of the prophets, sent by God to the rest of mankind. 

During the last 22 years of his life, beginning at age 40 in 610 

CE, according to the earliest surviving biographies, Muhammad 
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reported receiving revelations from God, conveyed to him 

through the archangel Gabriel while he was meditating in a 

cave. Muhammad's companions memorized and recorded the 

content of these revelations, known as the Quran.  

During this time, while in Mecca, Muhammed preached to the 

people, imploring them to abandon polytheism and worship one 

God. Although some converted to Islam, the leading Meccan 

authorities persecuted Muhammad and his followers. This 

resulted in the Migration to Abyssinia of some Muslims (to the 

Aksumite Empire). Many early converts to Islam were the poor, 

foreigners, and former slaves like Bilal ibn Rabah al-Habashi. 

The Meccan elite felt Muhammad was destabilizing their social 

order by preaching about one God and about racial equality, 

and that in the process he gave ideas to the poor and their 

slaves.  

After 12 years of the persecution of Muslims by the Meccans 

and the Meccan boycott of the Hashemites, Muhammad's 

relatives, Muhammad and the Muslims performed the Hijra 

("emigration") in AD 622 to the city of Yathrib (current-day 

Medina). There, with the Medinan converts (the Ansar) and the 

Meccan migrants (the Muhajirun), Muhammad in Medina 

established his political and religious authority. The 

Constitution of Medina was formulated, instituting a number of 

rights and responsibilities for the Muslim, Jewish, Christian, 

and pagan communities of Medina, bringing them within the 

fold of one community—the Ummah.  

The Constitution established:  

• the security of the community 

• religious freedoms 
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• the role of Medina as a sacred place (barring all 

violence and weapons) 

• the security of women 

• stable tribal relations within Medina 

• a tax system for supporting the community in the 

time of conflict 

• parameters for exogenous political alliances 

• a system for granting protection of individuals 

• a judicial system for resolving disputes where non-

Muslims could also use their own laws and have 

their own judges. 

All the tribes signed the agreement to defend Medina from all 

external threats and live in harmony amongst themselves. 

Within a few years, two battles took place against the Meccan 

forces: first, the Battle of Badr in 624—a Muslim victory—and 

then a year later, when the Meccans returned to Medina, the 

Battle of Uhud, which ended inconclusively.  

The Arab tribes in the rest of Arabia then formed a 

confederation and during the Battle of the Trench (March–

April 627) besieged Medina, intent on finishing off Islam. In 

628, the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah was signed between Mecca and 

the Muslims and was broken by Mecca two years later. After 

the signing of the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah, many more people 

converted to Islam. At the same time, Meccan trade routes were 

cut off as Muhammad brought surrounding desert tribes under 

his control. By 629 Muhammad was victorious in the nearly 

bloodless conquest of Mecca, and by the time of his death in 

632 (at age 62) he had united the tribes of Arabia into a single 

religious polity.  



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

128 

The earliest three generations of Muslims are known as the 

Salaf, with the companions of Muhammad being known as the 

Sahaba. Many of them, such as the largest narrator of hadith 

Abu Hureyrah, recorded and compiled what would constitute 

the sunnah.  

Caliphate and civil strife (632–750) 

With Muhammad's death in 632, disagreement broke out over 

who would succeed him as leader of the Muslim community. 

Abu Bakr, Muhammad's companion and close friend, was made 

the first caliph. Under Abu Bakr, Muslims put down a rebellion 

by Arab tribes in an episode known as the Ridda wars or "Wars 

of Apostasy". The Quran was compiled into a single volume at 

this time.  

Abu Bakr's death in 634, about two years after he was elected, 

which resulted in the succession of Umar ibn al-Khattab as the 

caliph, followed by Uthman ibn al-Affan, Ali ibn Abi Talib and 

Hasan ibn Ali. The first four caliphs are known in Sunni Islam 

as al-khulafā '  ar-rāshidūn ("Rightly Guided Caliphs"). Under the 

caliphs, the territory under Muslim rule expanded deeply into 

parts of the Persian and Byzantine territories.  

When Umar was assassinated by Persians in 644, the election 

of Uthman as successor was met with increasing opposition. In 

656, Uthman was also killed, and Ali assumed the position of 

caliph. This led to the first civil war (the "First Fitna") over 

who should be caliph. The Kharijites have been one of the main 

contenders within the war. They hold the sins of the caliphs 

put them outside of Islam and called for killing them as 

apostates. Unlike for the later Sunnis and Shia, a caliph 
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requires piety only and does not need to be a descendant of 

Muhammad, his family or his tribe. The Kharijites assassinated 

Ali in 661. To avoid further fighting, the new caliph Hasan ibn 

Ali signed a peace treaty, abdicating to Mu'awiyah, beginning 

the Umayyad dynasty, in return that he not name his own 

successor. These disputes over religious and political 

leadership would give rise to a schism in the Muslim 

community. The majority accepted the legitimacy of the first 

four leaders and became known as Sunnis. A minority 

disagreed and believed that only Ali and some of his 

descendants should rule; they became known as the Shia. The 

Kharijites failed to nominate their caliph as aspirants were 

easily accused of sin and regarded as apostates. Mu'awiyah 

appointed his son, Yazid I, as successor and after Mu'awiyah's 

death in 680, the "second civil war" broke out, where Husayn 

ibn Ali was killed at the Battle of Karbala, a significant event 

in Shia Islam. Sunni Islam and Shia Islam differ in some 

respects.  

The Murji'ah were another sect in early Islam. They taught it 

would be best to withhold any judgment about the caliphs and 

defer a final judgment about people's righteousness to God 

alone. Living wrongdoers could best be considered misguided 

but not denounced as unbelievers. They adhered to unity 

among Muslims and advised not to participate in war with 

other Muslims, except for defense. Their conciliatory principles 

made them popular among Muslims, especially Non-Arab 

Muslims. Abu Hanifa, founder of the Hanafi (c. 699–767) 

school of Sunni jurisprudence, was often associated with the 

Murji'ah. In his al-Fiqh al-Akbar I he lay down probably the 

oldest surviving work regarding early Muslim creed, advocating 

respect for all the companions of Muhammad, withholding 
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judgment regarding Uthman and Ali and predeterminism. His 

works were fundamental to later Sunni theology, Hanbilism 

being an exception.  

The Umayyad dynasty conquered the Maghreb, the Iberian 

Peninsula, Narbonnese Gaul and Sindh. Local populations of 

Jews and indigenous Christians, persecuted as religious 

minorities and taxed heavily to finance the Byzantine–Sassanid 

Wars, often helped Muslims take over their lands from the 

Byzantines and Persians, resulting in exceptionally speedy 

conquests.  

The generation after the death of Muhammad but 

contemporaries of his companions are known as the Tabi'un, 

followed by the Tabi‘ al-Tabi‘in. The Caliph Umar ibn Abd al-

Aziz set up the influential committee, The Seven Fuqaha of 

Medina, headed by Qasim ibn Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr. Malik 

ibn Anas wrote one of the earliest books on Islamic 

jurisprudence, the Muwatta, as a consensus of the opinion of 

those jurists.  

The descendants of Muhammad's uncle Abbas ibn Abd al-

Muttalib rallied discontented non-Arab converts (mawali), poor 

Arabs, and some Shi'a against the Umayyads and overthrew 

them, inaugurating the Abbasid dynasty in 750.  

The first Muslim states independent of a unified Islamic state 

emerged from the Berber Revolt (739/740-743).  

Classical era (750–1258) 

Al-Shafi'i codified a method to determine the reliability of 

hadith. During the early Abbasid era, scholars such as 
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Bukhari and Muslim compiled the major Sunni hadith 

collections while scholars like Al-Kulayni and Ibn Babawayh 

compiled major Shia hadith collections. The four Sunni 

Madh'habs, the Hanafi, Hanbali, Maliki and Shafi'i, were 

established around the teachings of Abūḥan īfa, Ahmad ibn 

Hanbal, Malik ibn Anas and al-Shafi'i, while the teachings of 

Ja'far al-Sadiq formed the Ja'fari jurisprudence. In the 

9th century, al-Shafi'i provided a theoretical basis for Islamic 

law and introduced its first methods by a synthesis between 

the proto-rationalism of Iraqi jurisprudence and the pragmatic 

approach of the Hejaz traditions, in his book ar-Risā lah. He 

also codified a method to determine the reliability of hadith. 

However, Islamic law would not be codified until 1869. In the 

9th century Al-Tabari completed the first commentary of the 

Quran, that became one of the most cited commentaries in 

Sunni Islam, the Tafsir al-Tabari.  

Some Muslims began questioning the piety of indulgence in a 

worldly life and emphasized poverty, humility, and avoidance 

of sin based on renunciation of bodily desires. Ascetics such as 

Hasan al-Basri would inspire a movement that would evolve 

into Tasawwuf or Sufism. Hasan al Basri opposed the Umayyad 

governors of Iraq and the violent rebellion of the Kharijites. 

Connected to his political dissent was his rigorist view of sin: 

He denied God was the source of all human actions, 

emphasized responsibility and free will instead. For Hasan al 

Basri, although God knows the actions of people, God only 

created good and evil comes from the devil and abuse of free 

will. Basran al Wasil ibn Ata (d. 748), an associate of Hasan al-

Basri is usually considered the originator, along with Amr ibn 

Ubayd (699-761) of Mu‘tazilism, a school of thought ultimately 

rooted in Greek philosophy and known for upholding the 
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doctrine of free-will. However, the main doctrine, the Five 

Principles, is probably developed by Abu’l-Hudhayl al-Allaf (c. 

753–841).  

Abbasid Caliphs Mamun al Rashid and Al-Mu'tasim made the 

Mu'tazilite theology an official creed. Ahmad ibn Hanbal 

opposed most of the Mu'tazilite doctrines, for which he was 

imprisoned and sent to an unlit Baghdad prison cell for nearly 

thirty months. He became a representative for traditionalistic 

Sunni theology, trying to minimalize reason and applying to 

literal readings. Later Sunnis also condemned the Mutazilite 

idea of the creation of the Quran. Al-Ash'ari and Maturidi 

founded the scholastic theology of Sunni Islam (kalam) 

Ash'arism and Maturidism, respectively.  

By the end of the 9th century, Ismaili Shias spread in Iran, 

whereupon the city of Multan became a target of activistic 

Sunni politics. In 930, the Ismaili group known as the 

Qarmatians rebelled unsuccessfully against the Abbassids, 

sacked Mecca and stole the Black Stone, which was eventually 

retrieved.  

With the expansion of the Abbasid Caliphate into the Sasanian 

Empire, Islam adapted many Hellenistic and Persian concepts, 

imported by thinkers of Iranian or Turkic origin. Philosophers 

such as Al-Farabi (872 – 950/951) and Avicenna (c. 980 – June 

1037) sought to incorporate Greek principles into Islamic 

theology, while others like Al-Ghazali (c. 1058 – 1111) argued 

against such syncretism and ultimately prevailed. Avicenna 

pioneered the science of experimental medicine, and was the 

first physician to conduct clinical trials. His two most notable 

works, The Book of Healing and The Canon of Medicine, were 
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used as standard medicinal texts in the Islamic world and later 

in Europe. Amongst his contributions are the discovery of the 

contagious nature of infectious diseases, and the introducing 

clinical pharmacology. In mathematics, the mathematician 

Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi gave his name to the 

concept of the algorithm, while the term algebra is derived 

from al-jabr. The Persian poet Ferdowsi wrote his epic poem 

Shahnameh. Rumi (1207 – 1273) wrote some of the finest 

Persian poetry and is still one of the best selling poets in 

America. Legal institutions introduced include the trust and 

charitable trust (Waqf).  

This era is sometimes called the "Islamic Golden Age". Public 

hospitals established during this time (called Bimaristan 

hospitals), are considered "the first hospitals" in the modern 

sense of the word, and issued the first medical diplomas to 

license doctors. The Guinness World Records recognizes the 

University of Al Karaouine, founded in 859, as the world's 

oldest degree-granting university. The doctorate is argued to 

date back to the licenses to teach in Islamic law schools. 

Standards of experimental and quantification techniques, as 

well as the tradition of citation, were introduced. An important 

pioneer in this, Ibn al-Haytham (c. 965 – c. 040) is regarded as 

the father of the modern scientific method and often referred to 

as the "world's first true scientist". The government paid 

scientists the equivalent salary of professional athletes today. 

It is argued that the data used by Copernicus for his 

heliocentric conclusions was gathered and that Al-Jahiz (776–

868/869) proposed a theory of natural selection.  

While the Abbasid Caliphate suffered a decline following the 

reign of Al-Wathiq (842–847) and Al-Mu'tadid (892–902), the 
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Mongol Empire put an end to the Abbassid dynasty in 1258. 

During its decline, the Abbasid Caliphate disintegrated into 

minor states and dynasties, such as the Tulunid and the 

Ghaznavid dynasty. The Ghaznavid dynasty was a Muslim 

dynasty established by Turkic slave-soldiers from another 

Islamic empire, the Samanid Empire. Two other Turkish tribes, 

the Karahanids and the Seljuks, converted to Islam during the 

10th century. They were later subdued by the Ottomans, who 

share the same origin and language. The Seljuks played an 

important role in the revival of Sunnism, when Shi'ism 

increased its influence. The Seljuk military leader Alp Arslan 

financially supported sciences and literature and established 

the Nezamiyeh university in Baghdad.  

During this time, the Delhi Sultanate took over northern parts 

of the Indian subcontinent. Religious missions converted Volga 

Bulgaria to Islam. Many Muslims also went to China to trade, 

virtually dominating the import and export industry of the 

Song dynasty.  

Pre-Modern era (1258–18th century) 

After the Mongol conquests and the final decline of the Abbasid 

Caliphate, the Mongol Empire enabled cross-cultural 

exchanges throughout Asia. People could practice any religion 

as long as it did not interfere with the interests of the ruling 

Khan. The new social and political tolerance brought by the 

Ilkhanate, which was ruled by the grandson of Genghis Khan 

and had converted to Sunni Islam, allowed science and arts to 

flourish even in previously forbidden aspects and extended 

Middle Eastern influence up to China.  
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In scholasticism, Ibn Taymiyya (1263–1328), who did not 

accept the Mongols' conversion to Sunnism, worried about the 

integrity of Islam and tried to establish a theological doctrine 

to purify Islam from its alleged alterations. Unlike 

contemporary scholarship, which relied on traditions and 

historical narratives from early Islam, Ibn Taymiyya's 

methodology was a mixture of the selective use of hadith and a 

literal understanding of the Quran.  

He rejected most philosophical approaches to Islam and 

proposed a clear, simple and dogmatic theology instead. 

Another major characteristic of his theological approach 

emphasized the significance of a theocratic state. While 

prevailing opinion held that religious wisdom was necessary for 

a state, Ibn Taymiyya regarded political power as necessary for 

religious excellence. He rejected many hadiths circulating 

among Muslims during his time and relied repeatedly on only 

Sahih Bukhari and Sahih Muslim to refute Asharite doctrine. 

Feeling threatened by the Crusaders and by the Mongols, Ibn 

Taymiyya stated it would be obligatory for Muslims to join a 

physical jihad against non-Muslims. This not only included the 

invaders but also the heretics among the Muslims, including 

Shias, Asharites and "philosophers", who Ibn Taymiyya blamed 

for the deterioration of Islam. Nevertheless, his writings only 

played a marginal role during his lifetime. He was repeatedly 

accused of blasphemy by anthropomorphizing God, and his 

disciple Ibn Kathir distanced himself from his mentor and 

negated that aspect of his teachings. Yet, some of Ibn 

Taimiyya's teaching probably influenced his methodology on 

exegesis in his Tafsir, which discounted much of the exegetical 

tradition since then. The writings of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn 

Kathir became important sources for Wahhabism and 21st 
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century Salafi theology, The Timurid Renaissance was observed 

in the Timurid Empire based in Central Asia. Ruled by the 

Timurid dynasty, it experienced a phenomenal growth in the 

fields of arts and sciences, covering both the eastern and 

western world. Outstanding throughout the stages of the 

Renaissance were the inventions of numerous devices and the 

constructions of Islamic learning centres, mosques, 

necropolises and observatories. Herat, like Florence the 

birthplace of the Italian Renaissance, was the focal point of a 

cultural rebirth. Such aspects were seen to be strongly 

influenced across Islamic Gunpowder empires, mainly in 

Mughal India.  

The Reconquista launched against Muslim principalities in 

Iberia succeeded in 1492. Through Muslim trade networks, the 

activity of Sufi orders, and the conquests of the Gunpowder 

Empires, Islam spread into Sub-Saharan Africa, Central Asia 

and the Malay archipelago. Conversion to Islam, however, was 

not a sudden abandonment of old religious practices; rather, it 

was typically a matter of "assimilating Islamic rituals, 

cosmologies, and literatures into... local religious systems". 

Throughout this expanse, Islam blended with local cultures 

everywhere, as illustrated by the prophet Muhammad's 

appearance in Hindu epics and folklore. Muslims in China, who 

were descended from earlier immigrants, began to assimilate 

by adopting Chinese names and culture while Nanjing became 

an important center of Islamic study. Turkish Muslims 

incorporated elements of Turkish Shamanism, which to this 

date differs from Turkish synthesis of Islam from other Muslim 

societies, and became a part of a new Islamic interpretation, 

although Shamanistic influences already occurred during the 

Battle of Talas (752). Strikingly, Muslim heresiographers never 
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mentioned Shamans. One major change was in the status of 

women. Unlike Arabic traditions, the Turkic traditions held 

women in higher regard in society. The Turks must have also 

found striking similarities between Sufi rituals and Shaman 

practices. Shamanism influenced orthodox Muslims in 

Anatolia, Central-Asia and Balkans, who subscribed to it 

producing Alevism. As a result, many Shamanic traditions were 

perceived as Islamic, with beliefs such as sacred nature, trees, 

animals and foreign nature spirits remaining today.  

The Ottoman Caliphate, under the Ottoman dynasty of the 

Ottoman Empire, was the last caliphate of the late medieval 

and the early modern era. It is important to note that a 

symbiosis between Ottoman rulers and Sufism strongly 

influenced Islamic reign by the Ottomans from the beginning. 

According to Ottoman historiography, the legitimation of a 

ruler is attributed to Sheikh Edebali who interpreted a dream 

of Osman Gazi as God's legitimation of his reign. Since 

Murad I's conquest of Edirne in 1362, the caliphate was 

claimed by the Turkish sultans of the empire. During the 

period of Ottoman growth, claims on caliphal authority were 

recognized in 1517 as Selim I became the "Custodian of the 

Two Holy Mosques" in Mecca and Medina through the 

conquering and unification of Muslim lands, strengthening 

their claim to the caliphate in the Muslim world. The Mevlevi 

Order and Bektashi Order had a close relation to the sultans, 

as Sufi-mystical as well as heterodox and syncretic approaches 

to Islam flourished. Under the Ottoman Empire, Islam spread 

to Southeast Europe. In Ottoman understanding, the state's 

primary responsibility was to defend and extend the land of the 

Muslims, and to ensure security and harmony within its 

borders in the overarching context of orthodox Islamic practice 
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and dynastic sovereignty. The Shia Safavid dynasty rose to 

power in 1501 and later conquered all of Iran. At that time, the 

majority and oldest group among the Shia, the Zaydis, named 

after the great-grandson of Ali, the scholar Zayd ibn Ali, used 

the Hanafi jurisprudence, as did most Sunnis. The ensuing 

conversion of Iran to Twelver Shia Islam ensured the final 

dominance of the Twelver sect within Shiism over the Zaidi and 

Ismaili sects. Nader Shah, who overthrew the Safavids, 

attempted to improve relations with Sunnis by propagating the 

integration of Twelverism into Sunni Islam as a fifth madhhab, 

called Ja'farism. However, Ja'farism failed to gain recognition 

from the Ottomans.  

In the Indian Subcontinent, during the rule of Muhammad bin 

Bakhtiyar Khalji in Bengal, the Indian Islamic missionaries 

achieved their greatest success in terms of dawah and the 

number of converts to Islam. The Delhi Sultanate, founded by 

Qutb-ud-din Aybak, emerged as India's first Islamic power, 

well known for being one of the few states to repel an attack by 

the Mongols and enthroning one of the few female rulers in 

Islamic history, Razia Sultana. The wealthy Islamic Bengal 

Sultanate was subsequently founded, a major global trading 

nation in the world, described by the Europeans to be the 

"richest country to trade with". Babur, a direct descendant of 

Tamerlane and Genghis Khan, founded the Mughal Empire. It 

was briefly interrupted by the Suri Empire founded by Sher 

Shah Suri, who re-initiated the rupee currency system. The 

Mughals gained power during the reign of Akbar the Great and 

Jahangir. The reign of Shah Jahan observed the height of Indo-

Islamic architecture, with notable monuments such as Taj 

Mahal and Jama Masjid, Delhi, while the reign of his son 

Aurangzeb saw the compilation of the Fatwa Alamgiri (the most 
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well organized fiqh manuscript), and victory over the English in 

the Anglo-Mughal War, and witnessed the peak of the Islamic 

rule in India. Mughal India surpassed Qing China to become 

the world's largest economy, worth 25% of world GDP, the 

Bengal Subah signalling the proto-industrialization and 

showing signs of the Industrial revolution. After Mughal India's 

collapse, Tipu Sultan's Kingdom of Mysore based in South 

India, which witnessed partial establishment of sharia-based 

economic and military policies i.e. Fathul Mujahidin, replaced 

Bengal ruled by the Nawabs of Bengal as South Asia's foremost 

economic territory. After Indian independence, the Nizams of 

Hyderabad remained as the major Muslim princely state until 

the Annexation of Hyderabad by the modern Republic of India.  

Modern era (18th – 20th centuries) 

During the 18th century, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab 

founded a military movement opposing the Ottoman Sultanate 

as an illegitimate rule, advising his fellows to return to the 

principles of Islam based on the theology of Ahmad ibn Hanbal. 

He was deeply influenced by the works of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn 

al-Qayyim and condemned many traditional Islamic practices, 

such as visiting the grave of Muhammad or Saints, as sin. 

During this period he formed an alliance with the Saud family, 

who founded the Wahhabi sect.  

This revival movement allegedly seeks to uphold monotheism 

and purify Islam of what they see as later innovations. Their 

ideology led to the desecration of shrines around the world, 

including that of Muhammad and his companions in Mecca and 

Medina. Many Arab nationalists, such as Rashid Rida, 

regarded the Caliphate as an Arab right taken away by the 
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Turks. Therefore, they rebelled against the Ottoman Sultanate 

until the Ottoman Empire disintegrated after World War I and 

the Caliphate was abolished in 1924. Concurrently Ibn Saud 

conquered Mecca, the "heartland of Islam", to impose 

Wahhabism as part of Islamic culture.  

The Muslim world was generally in political decline starting the 

1800s, especially relative to the non-Muslim European powers. 

This decline was evident culturally; while Taqi al-Din founded 

an observatory in Istanbul and the Jai Singh Observatory was 

built in the 18th century, there was not a single Muslim-

majority country with a major observatory by the twentieth 

century. By the 19th century the British East India Company 

had formally annexed the Mughal dynasty in India. As a 

response to Western Imperialism, many intellectuals sought to 

reform Islam. They aimed to unite Muslims into one 

international brotherhood with collective opinions and goals. 

For many such reformers, theological and religious matters 

played only a marginal role. They focused on social aspects 

within Muslim communities instead. In the 19th century, the 

Deobandi and Barelwi movements were initiated.  

The Barelwi movement, founded in India, emphasises the 

primacy of Islamic law over adherence to Sufi practices and 

personal devotion to the prophet Muhammad. It grew from the 

writings of Ahmed Raza Khan, Fazl-e-Haq Khairabadi, Shah 

Ahmad Noorani and Mohammad Abdul Ghafoor Hazarvi in the 

backdrop of an intellectual and moral decline of Muslims in 

British India. The movement was a mass movement, defending 

popular Sufism and reforming its practices, and grew in 

response to the Deobandi movement. The movement is famous 

for the celebration of Mawlid and today, is spread across the 
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globe with followers also in Pakistan, South Africa, United 

States, and United Kingdom among other countries.  

At the end of the 19th century, Muslim reformers including 

Muhammad Abduh, Rashid Rida and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani 

sought to reconcile Islam with the social and intellectual ideas 

of the Age of Enlightenment by purging Islam from alleged 

alterations and adhering to the basic tenets held during the 

Rashidun era. Due to their adherence to the Salafs, they called 

themselves Salafiyya. However, they differ from the Salafi 

movement that flourished in the second half of the 

20th century, rooted in the Wahhabi movement. Instead, they 

are also often called Islamic modernists. They rejected the 

Sunni schools of law and allowed Ijtihad.  

On 3 March 1924, the first President of the Turkish Republic, 

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, as part of his secular reforms, 

constitutionally abolished the institution of the caliphate. The 

Ottoman Caliphate, the world's last widely recognized 

caliphate, was no more and its powers within Turkey were 

transferred to the Grand National Assembly of Turkey, the 

parliament of the newly formed Turkish Republic and the 

Directorate of Religious Affairs.  

Postmodern times (20th century–present) 

Jamal-al-Din al-Afghaniand his acolyte Muhammad Abduh 

have been credited as forerunners of the Islamic revival. Abul 

A'la Maududi helped influence modern political Islam. Islamist 

groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood advocate Islam as a 

comprehensive political solution, often despite being banned. 

In Iran, revolution replaced a secular regime with an Islamic 
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state. In Turkey, the Islamist AK Party has democratically been 

in power for about a decade, while Islamist parties did well in 

elections following the Arab Spring. The Organisation of 

Islamic Cooperation (OIC), consisting of Muslim-majority 

countries, was established in 1969 after the burning of the Al-

Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem.  

Contact with industrialized nations brought Muslim 

populations to new areas through economic migration. Many 

Muslims migrated as indentured servants, from mostly India 

and Indonesia, to the Caribbean, forming the largest Muslim 

populations by percentage in the Americas. The resulting 

urbanization and increase in trade in sub-Saharan Africa 

brought Muslims to settle in new areas and spread their faith, 

likely doubling its Muslim population between 1869 and 1914. 

Muslim immigrants began arriving largely from former colonies 

in several Western European nations since the 1960s, many as 

guest workers.  

There are more and more new Muslim intellectuals who 

increasingly separate perennial Islamic beliefs from archaic 

cultural traditions. Across the internet, marginal groups, often 

tied to the Salafi movement, spread their teachings as purely 

Islamic, downplaying the authority of traditional institutions. 

Over time, traditional scholars tried gaining back authority by 

entering cyberspace. For example, Al-Azhar founded a database 

for several fatwas accessible online. Further, online access to 

many Islamic sources led to many personal interpretations of 

Islam, especially among younger Muslims, creating an 

"individualized" Islam. Liberal Islam refers to movements that 

attempt to reconcile religious tradition with modern norms of 

secular governance and human rights. Its supporters say there 
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are multiple ways to read Islam's sacred texts, and they stress 

the need to leave room for "independent thought on religious 

matters". Women's issues receive significant weight in the 

modern discourse on Islam.  

Secular powers such as the Chinese Red Guards closed many 

mosques and destroyed Qurans, and Communist Albania 

became the first country to ban the practice of every religion. 

About half a million Muslims were killed in Cambodia by 

communists who, some argue, viewed them as their primary 

enemy and wished to exterminate them since they stood out 

and worshiped their own god. In Turkey, the military carried 

out coups to oust Islamist governments, and headscarves were 

banned in official buildings, as also happened in Tunisia.  

Salafism, an ultraconservative Islamic movement, appears to 

be deepening worldwide. In many places, the prevalence of the 

hijab is growing increasingly common and the percentage of 

Muslims favoring sharia has increased. With religious guidance 

increasingly available electronically, Muslims can access views 

that are strict enough for them rather than rely on state clerics 

who are often seen as stooges. It is estimated that, by 2050, 

the number of Muslims will nearly equal the number of 

Christians around the world, "due to the young age and high 

fertility-rate of Muslims relative to other religious groups". 

While the religious conversion has no net impact on the 

Muslim population growth as "the number of people who 

become Muslims through conversion seems to be roughly equal 

to the number of Muslims who leave the faith". Perhaps as a 

sign of these changes, most experts agree Islam is growing 

faster than any other faith in East and West Africa.  
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Denominations 

Sunni 

The largest denomination in Islam is Sunni Islam, which makes 

up 85–90% of all Muslims, and is arguably the world's largest 

religious denomination. Sunni Muslims also go by the name 

Ahl as-Sunnah which means "people of the tradition [of 

Muhammad]".  

Sunnis believe that the first four caliphs were the rightful 

successors to Muhammad; since God did not specify any 

particular leaders to succeed him and those leaders were 

elected. Further authorities regarding Sunnis believe that 

anyone who is righteous and just could be a caliph as long 

they act according to the teachings of Islam, the example of 

Muhammad. Alternatively, Sunnis commonly accept the 

companions of Muhammad as reliable for interpreting Islamic 

affairs.  

The Sunnis follow the Quran and the Hadith, which are 

recorded in Sunni traditions known as Al-Kutub Al-Sittah (six 

major books). For legal matters derived from the Quran or the 

Hadith, many follow four sunni madhhabs: Hanafi, Hanbali, 

Maliki and Shafi'i. All four accept the validity of the others, 

and a Muslim may choose any one that they find agreeable.  

Sunni schools of theology encompass Asharism founded by Al-

Ashʿ arī (c. 874–936), Maturidi by Abu Mansur al-Maturidi 

(853–944 CE) and traditionalist theology under the leadership 

of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (780–855 CE). Traditionalist theology is 

characterized by its adherence to a literal understanding of the 
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Quran and the Sunnah, the belief in the Quran being 

uncreated and eternal, and opposition to reason (kalam) in 

religious and ethical matters. On the other hand, Maturidism 

asserts, scripture is not needed for basic ethics and that good 

and evil can be understood by reason alone. Maturidi's 

doctrine, based on Hanafi law, asserted man's capacity and 

will alongside the supremacy of God in man's acts, providing a 

doctrinal framework for more flexibility, adaptability, and 

syncretism. Maturidism especially flourished in Central-Asia. 

Nevertheless, people would rely on revelation, because reason 

alone could not grasp the whole truth. Asharism holds ethics 

can derive just from divine revelation, but not from human 

reason. However, Asharism accepts reason regarding exegetical 

matters and combines Muʿ tazila approaches with traditionalist 

ideas.  

In the 18th century, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab led a 

Salafi movement, referred by outsiders as Wahhabism, in 

modern-day Saudi Arabia. Originally shaped by Hanbalism, 

many modern followers departed from any of the established 

four schools of law Hanafi, Shafi, Maliki, and Hanbali. 

Similarly, Ahl al-Hadith is a movement that deemphasized 

sources of jurisprudence outside the Quran and Hadith, such 

as informed opinion (ra'y).  

Nurcu is a Sunni movement founded at the beginning of the 

twentieth century based on the writings of Said Nursi (1877–

1960). His philosophy is based on Hanafi law and further 

incorporates elements of Sufism. He emphasized the 

importance of salvation in both life and the afterlife through 

education and freedom, the synthesis of Islam and science and 

democracy as the best form of governance within the rule of 
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law. Through faith by inquiry instead of faith by imitation, 

Muslims would reject philosophies such as positivism, 

materialism and atheism emerging from the Western world of 

his time.  

His notion of sharia is twofold. Sharia applies to the voluntary 

actions of human beings and denotes the set of laws of nature. 

Both ultimately derive from one source, which is God. His 

works on the Quran in the Risale-i Nur were translated into 

almost all languages of Central Asia. From Nurcu other 

movements such as the Gülen movement derived.  

Shia 

The Shia constitute 10–15% of Islam and are its second-largest 

branch.  

While the Sunnis believe a Caliph should be elected by the 

community, Shia's believe that Muhammad appointed his son-

in-law, Ali ibn Abi Talib, as his successor and only certain 

descendants of Ali could hold positions of power. As a result, 

they believe that Ali ibn Abi Talib was the first Imam (leader), 

rejecting the legitimacy of the previous Muslim caliphs Abu 

Bakr, Uthman ibn al-Affan and Umar ibn al-Khattab. Other 

points of contention include certain practices viewed as 

innovating the religion, such as the mourning practice of 

tatbir, and the cursing of figures revered by Sunnis. However, 

Jafar al-Sadiq himself disapproved of people who disapproved 

of his great-grandfather Abu Bakr, and Zayd ibn Ali revered 

Abu Bakr and Umar. More recently, Grand Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei and Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani condemned the 

practice.  
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Shia Islam has several branches, the most prominent being the 

Twelvers (the largest branch), Zaidis and Ismailis. Different 

branches accept different descendants of Ali as imams. After 

the death of Imam Jafar al-Sadiq who is considered the sixth 

Imam by the Twelvers and the Ismaili's, the Ismailis recognized 

his son Isma'il ibn Jafar as his successor whereas the Twelver 

Shia's followed his other son Musa al-Kadhim as the seventh 

Imam. The Zaydis consider Zayd ibn Ali, the uncle of Imam 

Jafar al-Sadiq, as their fifth Imam, and follow a different line 

of succession after him. Other smaller groups include the 

Bohra and the Alawites and Alevi. Some Shia branches label 

other Shia branches that do not agree with their doctrine as 

Ghulat (extremists).  

Quranism 

The Quranists are Muslims who generally believe that Islamic 

law and guidance should only be based on the Quran, rejecting 

the Sunnah, thus partially or completely doubting the religious 

authority, reliability or authenticity of the hadith literature, 

which they claim are fabricated.  

There were first critics of the hadith traditions as early as the 

time of the scholar asch-Schāfiʿ ī; however, their arguments 

found little favor among Muslims. From the 19th century 

onward, reformist thinkers like Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Abdullah 

Chakralawi, and later Ghulam Ahmad Parwez in India began to 

question the hadith and the Islamic tradition systematically. At 

the same time, there was a long-standing discussion on the 

sole authority of the Quran in Egypt, initiated by an article by 

Muhammad Tawf īq Sidqī titled "Islam is the Quran Alone" (al-

Islām huwa l-Qurʾān waǫda-hū) in the magazine al-Manār. 
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Quranism also took on a political dimension in the 

20th century when Muammar al-Gaddafi declared the Quran to 

be the constitution of Libya. In America, Rashad Khalifa, an 

Egyptian-American biochemist and discoverer of the Quran 

code (Code 19), which is a hypothetical mathematical code in 

the Quran, founded the organization "United Submitters 

International".  

Sometimes the rejection of the hadith leads to differences in 

the way religion is practiced, for example, in the ritual prayer. 

While some Quranists traditionally pray five times a day, 

others reduce the number to three or even two daily prayers. 

There are also different views on the details of prayer or other 

pillars of Islam, like zakāt (alms giving), fasting, or the Hajj.  

Other denominations 

• The Ibadi sect dates back to the early days of Islam 

and is a branch of Kharijite practiced by 1.45 million 

Muslims around the world (~ 0.08% of all Muslims). 

Ibadis make up a majority of the population in 

Oman. Unlike most Kharijite groups, Ibadism does 

not regard sinful Muslims as unbelievers. 

• Bektashi Alevism is a syncretic and heterodox local 

Islamic tradition, whose adherents follow the 

mystical (bāḥenī) teachings of Ali and Haji Bektash 

Veli. Alevism incorporates Turkish beliefs present 

during the 14th century, such as Shamanism and 

Animism, mixed with Shias and Sufi beliefs, adopted 

by some Turkish tribes. It has been estimated that 

there are 10 million to over 20 million (~ 0.5% - ~ 1% 

of all Muslims) Alevis worldwide. 
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• The Ahmadiyya movement is an Islamic reform 

movement (with Sunni roots) founded by Mirza 

Ghulam Ahmad that began in India in 1889 and is 

practiced by 10 to 20 million Muslims around the 

world. Ahmad claimed to have fulfilled the 

prophecies concerning the arrival of the "Imam 

Mahdi" and the "Promised Messiah". However, the 

movement is rejected by mostMuslims as heretical 

since it believes in ongoing prophethood after the 

death of Muhammad. Ahmadis have been subject to 

religious persecution and discrimination since the 

movement's inception in 1889. 

• Mahdavia is an Islamic sect that believes in a 15th-

century Mahdi, Muhammad Jaunpuri. 

Non-denominational Muslims 

Non-denominational Muslims is an umbrella term that has 

been used for and by Muslims who do not belong to or do not 

self-identify with a specific Islamic denomination. Prominent 

figures who refused to identify with a particular Islamic 

denomination have included Jamal ad-Din al-Afghani, and 

Muhammad Ali Jinnah. Recent surveys report that large 

proportions of Muslims in some parts of the world self-identify 

as "just Muslim", although there is little published analysis 

available regarding the motivations underlying this response. 

The Pew Research Center reports that respondents self-

identifying as "just Muslim" make up a majority of Muslims in 

seven countries (and a plurality in three others), with the 

highest proportion in Kazakhstan at 74%. At least one in five 

Muslims in at least 22 countries self-identify in this way.  
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Derived religions 

Some movements, such as the Druze, Berghouata and Ha-Mim, 

either emerged from Islam or came to share certain beliefs with 

Islam, and whether each is a separate religion or a sect of 

Islam is sometimes controversial. Yazdânism is seen as a blend 

of local Kurdish beliefs and Islamic Sufi doctrine introduced to 

Kurdistan by Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir in the 12th century. 

Bábism stems from Twelver Shia passed through Siyyid 'Ali 

Muhammad i-Shirazi al-Bab while one of his followers Mirza 

Husayn. 

Ali Nuri Baha'u'llah founded the Bahá ʼ í Faith. Sikhism, 

founded by Guru Nanak in late-fifteenth-century Punjab, 

incorporates aspects of both Islam and Hinduism.  

Demographics 

A 2015 demographic study reported that 24.1% of the global 

population, or 1.8 billion people, are Muslims. Of those, it has 

been estimated that 85–90% are Sunni and 10–15% are Shia, 

with a minority belonging to other sects. Approximately 49 

countries are Muslim-majority, and Arabs account for around 

20% of all Muslims worldwide. The number of Muslims 

worldwide increased from 200 million in 1900 to 551 million in 

1970, and tripled to 1.6 billion by 2010.  

Most Muslims live in Asia and Africa. Approximately 62% of the 

world's Muslims live in Asia, with over 683 million adherents 

in Indonesia, Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. In the Middle 

East, non-Arab countries such as Turkey and Iran are the 
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largest Muslim-majority countries; in Africa, Nigeria and Egypt 

have the most populous Muslim communities.  

Most estimates indicate China has approximately 20 to 

30 million Muslims (1.5% to 2% of the population). However, 

data provided by the San Diego State University's International 

Population Center to U.S. News & World Report suggests China 

has 65.3 million Muslims.  

Islam is the second largest religion after Christianity in many 

European countries, and is slowly catching up to that status in 

the Americas, with between 2,454,000, according to Pew 

Forum, and approximately 7 million Muslims, according to the 

Council on American–Islamic Relations (CAIR), in the United 

States.  

Religious conversion has little net impact on the Muslim 

population as the number of people who convert to Islam is 

roughly similar to those who leave it. Growth rates of Islam in 

Europe were due primarily to immigration and higher birth 

rates of Muslims in 2005.  

Culture 

The term "Islamic culture" can be used to mean aspects of 

culture that pertain to the religion, such as festivals and dress 

code. It is also controversially used to denote the cultural 

aspects of traditionally Muslim people. Finally, "Islamic 

civilization" may also refer to the aspects of the synthesized 

culture of the early Caliphates, including that of non-Muslims, 

sometimes referred to as "Islamicate".  
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Architecture 

• Perhaps the most important expression of Islamic 

architecture is that of the mosque. Varying cultures 

influence mosque architecture. For example, North 

African and Spanish Islamic architecture such as the 

Great Mosque of Kairouan contains marble and 

porphyry columns from Roman and Byzantine 

buildings, while mosques in Indonesia often have 

multi-tiered roofs from local Javanese styles. The 

Ottomans mastered the technique of building vast 

inner spaces confined by seemingly weightless yet 

massive domes, and achieving perfect harmony 

between inner and outer spaces, as well as light and 

shadow. 

Art 

Islamic art encompasses the visual arts produced from the 

7th century onward by people (not necessarily Muslim) who 

lived within the territory that was inhabited by Muslim 

populations. It includes fields as varied as architecture, 

calligraphy, painting, and ceramics, among others.  

While not condemned in the Quran, making images of human 

beings and animals is frowned upon in many Islamic cultures 

and connected with laws against idolatry common to all 

Abrahamic religions. Abdullaah ibn Mas'ood reported 

Muhammad said, "Those who will be most severely punished by 

Allah on the Day of Resurrection will be the image-makers" 

(reported by al-Bukhaari). However, this rule has been 

interpreted in different ways by different scholars and in 
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different historical periods, and there are examples of 

paintings of both animals and humans in Mughal, Persian, and 

Turkish art. Siyah Qalam (Black Pen), frequently depicts 

demonic creatures (div) from Islamic narratives, but seem of 

Central Asian origin. The existence of this aversion to creating 

images of animate beings has been used to explain the 

prevalence of calligraphy, tessellation, and pattern are key 

aspects of Islamic artistic culture.  

  



Chapter 6 

Al-Andalus 

Al-Andalus was the Muslim-ruled area of the Iberian 

Peninsula. The term is used by modern historians for the 

former Islamic states based in modern Portugal and Spain. At 

its greatest geographical extent, its territory occupied most of 

the peninsula and a part of present-day southern France, 

Septimania (8th century), and for nearly a century (9th–10th 

centuries) extended its control from Fraxinet over the Alpine 

passes which connect Italy to Western Europe.  

The name more specifically describes the different Arab or 

Berber states that controlled these territories at various times 

between 711 and 1492, though the boundaries changed 

constantly as the Christian Reconquista progressed, eventually 

shrinking to the south and finally to the vassalage of the 

Emirate of Granada.  

Following the Umayyad conquest of the Christian Visigothic 

kingdom of Hispania, al-Andalus, then at its greatest extent, 

was divided into five administrative units, corresponding 

roughly to modern Andalusia; Portugal and Galicia; Castile and 

León; Navarre, Aragon, and Catalonia; and the Languedoc-

Roussillon area of Occitanie. As a political domain, it 

successively constituted a province of the Umayyad Caliphate, 

initiated by the Caliph al-Walid I (711–750); the Emirate of 

Córdoba (c. 750–929); the Caliphate of Córdoba (929–1031); 

the Caliphate of Córdoba's taifa (successor) kingdoms (1009–

1110); the Sanhaja Amazigh Almoravid Empire (1085–1145); 

the second taifa period (1140–1203); the Masmuda Amazigh 
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Almohad Caliphate (1147–1238); the third taifa period (1232–

1287); and ultimately the Nasrid Emirate of Granada (1238–

1492).  

Under the Caliphate of Córdoba, al-Andalus was a beacon of 

learning, and the city of Córdoba, the largest in Europe, 

became one of the leading cultural and economic centres 

throughout the Mediterranean Basin, Europe, and the Islamic 

world. Achievements that advanced Islamic and Western 

science came from al-Andalus, including major advances in 

trigonometry (Geber), astronomy (Arzachel), surgery (Abulcasis 

Al Zahrawi), pharmacology (Avenzoar), and agronomy (Ibn 

Bassal and Abū l-Khayr al-Ishbīlī). Al-Andalus became a major 

educational center for Europe and the lands around the 

Mediterranean Sea as well as a conduit for cultural and 

scientific exchange between the Islamic and Christian worlds.  

Rule under the taifa kingdoms led to a rise in cultural 

exchange and cooperation between Muslims and Christians. 

Christians and Jews were subject to a special tax called jizya, 

to the state, which in return provided internal autonomy in 

practicing their religion and offered the same level of 

protections by the Muslim rulers. The jizya was not only a tax, 

however, but also a symbolic expression of subordination.  

For much of its history, al-Andalus existed in conflict with 

Christian kingdoms to the north. After the fall of the Umayyad 

caliphate, al-Andalus was fragmented into minor states and 

principalities. Attacks from the Christians intensified, led by 

the Castilians under Alfonso VI. The Almoravid empire 

intervened and repelled the Christian attacks on the region, 

deposing the weak Andalusi Muslim princes, and included al-
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Andalus under direct Berber rule. In the next century and a 

half, al-Andalus became a province of the Berber Muslim 

empires of the Almoravids and Almohads, both based in 

Marrakesh.  

Ultimately, the Christian kingdoms in the north of the Iberian 

Peninsula overpowered the Muslim states to the south. In 

1085, Alfonso VI captured Toledo, starting a gradual decline of 

Muslim power. With the fall of Córdoba in 1236, most of the 

south quickly fell under Christian rule and the Emirate of 

Granada became a tributary state of the Kingdom of Castile 

two years later. In 1249, the Portuguese Reconquista 

culminated with the conquest of the Algarve by Afonso III, 

leaving Granada as the last Muslim state on the Iberian 

Peninsula. Finally, on January 2, 1492, Emir Muhammad XII 

surrendered the Emirate of Granada to Queen Isabella I of 

Castile, completing the Christian Reconquista of the peninsula.  

Name 

The toponym al-Andalus is first attested by inscriptions on 

coins minted in 716 by the new Muslim government of Iberia. 

These coins, called dinars, were inscribed in both Latin and 

Arabic. The etymology of the name "al-Andalus" has 

traditionally been derived from the name of the Vandals 

(vándalos in Spanish); however, proposals since the 1980s 

have challenged this tradition. In 1986, Joaquín Vallvé 

proposed that "al-Andalus" was a corruption of the name 

Atlantis. Heinz Halm in 1989 derived the name from a Gothic 

term, *landahlauts, and in 2002, Georg Bossong suggested its 

derivation from a pre-Roman substrate.  
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History 

Province of the Umayyad Caliphate 

During the caliphate of the Umayyad Caliph Al-Walid I, the 

Moorish commander Tariq ibn-Ziyad led a small force that 

landed at Gibraltar on April 30, 711, ostensibly to intervene in 

a Visigothic civil war. After a decisive victory over King Roderic 

at the Battle of Guadalete on July 19, 711, Tariq ibn-Ziyad, 

joined by Arab governor Musa ibn Nusayr of Ifriqiya, brought 

most of the Visigothic Kingdom under Muslim rule in a seven-

year campaign. They crossed the Pyrenees and occupied 

Visigothic Septimania in southern France.  

Most of the Iberian peninsula became part of the expanding 

Umayyad Empire, under the name of al-Andalus. It was 

organized as a province subordinate to Ifriqiya, so, for the first 

few decades, the governors of al-Andalus were appointed by the 

emir of Kairouan, rather than the Caliph in Damascus. The 

regional capital was set at Córdoba, and the first influx of 

Muslim settlers was widely distributed.  

The small army Tariq led in the initial conquest consisted 

mostly of Berbers, while Musa's largely Arab force of over 

12,000 soldiers was accompanied by a group of mawā lī (Arabic, 

Dال��������), that is, non-Arab Muslims, who were clients of the 

Arabs. The Berber soldiers accompanying Tariq were 

garrisoned in the centre and the north of the peninsula, as well 

as in the Pyrenees, while the Berber colonists who followed 

settled in all parts of the country – north, east, south and 

west. Visigothic lords who agreed to recognize Muslim 
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suzerainty were allowed to retain their fiefs (notably, in 

Murcia, Galicia, and the Ebro valley). Resistant Visigoths took 

refuge in the Cantabrian highlands, where they carved out a 

rump state, the Kingdom of Asturias.  

• In the 720s, the al-Andalus governors launched 

several sa'ifa raids into Aquitaine, but were severely 

defeated by Duke Odo the Great of Aquitaine at the 

Battle of Toulouse (721). However, after crushing 

Odo's Berber ally Uthman ibn Naissa on the eastern 

Pyrenees, Abdul Rahman Al Ghafiqi led an expedition 

north across the western Pyrenees and defeated the 

Aquitanian duke, who in turn appealed to the 

Frankish leader Charles Martel for assistance, 

offering to place himself under Carolingian 

sovereignty. At the Battle of Poitiers in 732, the al-

Andalus raiding army was defeated by Charles 

Martel. In 734, the Andalusi launched raids to the 

east, capturing Avignon and Arles and overran much 

of Provence. In 737, they traveled up the Rhône 

valley, reaching as far north as Burgundy. Charles 

Martel of the Franks, with the assistance of 

Liutprand of the Lombards, invaded Burgundy and 

Provence and expelled the raiders by 739.  

Relations between Arabs and Berbers in al-Andalus had been 

tense in the years after the conquest. Berbers heavily 

outnumbered the Arabs in the province, had done the bulk of 

the fighting, and were assigned the harsher duties (e.g. 

garrisoning the more troubled areas). Although some Arab 

governors had cultivated their Berber lieutenants, others had 

grievously mistreated them. Mutinies by Berber soldiers were 
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frequent; e.g., in 729, the Berber commander Munnus had 

revolted and managed to carve out a rebel state in Cerdanya 

for a while.  

In 740, a Berber Revolt erupted in the Maghreb (North Africa). 

To put down the rebellion, the Umayyad Caliph Hisham 

dispatched a large Arab army, composed of regiments (Junds) 

of Bilad Ash-Sham, to North Africa. But the great Umayyad 

army was crushed by the Berber rebels at the Battle of 

Bagdoura (in Morocco). Heartened by the victories of their 

North African brethren, the Berbers of al-Andalus quickly 

raised their own revolt. Berber garrisons in the north of the 

Iberian Peninsula mutinied, deposed their Arab commanders, 

and organized a large rebel army to march against the 

strongholds of Toledo, Cordoba, and Algeciras.  

In 741, Balj b. Bishr led a detachment of some 10,000 Arab 

troops across the straits. The Arab governor of al-Andalus, 

joined by this force, crushed the Berber rebels in a series of 

ferocious battles in 742. However, a quarrel immediately 

erupted between the Syrian commanders and the Andalusi, the 

so-called "original Arabs" of the earlier contingents. The 

Syrians defeated them at the hard-fought Battle of Aqua 

Portora in August 742 but were too few to impose themselves 

on the province.  

The quarrel was settled in 743 when Abū l-Khaḥḥār al-ḥusām, 

the new governor of al-Andalus, assigned the Syrians to 

regimental fiefs across al-Andalus – the Damascus jund was 

established in Elvira (Granada), the Jordan jund in Rayyu 

(Málaga and Archidona), the Jund Filastin in Medina-Sidonia 

and Jerez, the Emesa (Hims) jund in Seville and Niebla, and 
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the Qinnasrin jund in Jaén. The Egypt jund was divided 

between Beja (Alentejo) in the west and Tudmir (Murcia) in the 

east. The arrival of the Syrians substantially increased the 

Arab element in the Iberian peninsula and helped strengthen 

the Muslim hold on the south. However, at the same time, 

unwilling to be governed, the Syrian junds carried on an 

existence of autonomous feudal anarchy, severely destabilizing 

the authority of the governor of al-Andalus.  

A second significant consequence of the revolt was the 

expansion of the Kingdom of the Asturias, hitherto confined to 

enclaves in the Cantabrian highlands. After the rebellious 

Berber garrisons evacuated the northern frontier fortresses, 

the Christian king Alfonso I of Asturias set about immediately 

seizing the empty forts for himself, quickly adding the 

northwestern provinces of Galicia and León to his fledgling 

kingdom. The Asturians evacuated the Christian populations 

from the towns and villages of the Galician-Leonese lowlands, 

creating an empty buffer zone in the Douro River valley (the 

"Desert of the Duero"). This newly emptied frontier remained 

roughly in place for the next few centuries as the boundary 

between the Christian north and the Islamic south. Between 

this frontier and its heartland in the south, the al-Andalus 

state had three large march territories (thughur): the Lower 

March (capital initially at Mérida, later Badajoz), the Middle 

March (centered at Toledo), and the Upper March (centered at 

Zaragoza).  

These disturbances and disorders also allowed the Franks, now 

under the leadership of Pepin the Short, to invade the strategic 

strip of Septimania in 752, hoping to deprive al-Andalus of an 

easy launching pad for raids into Francia. After a lengthy 
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siege, the last Arab stronghold, the citadel of Narbonne, finally 

fell to the Franks in 759. Al-Andalus was sealed off at the 

Pyrenees. The third consequence of the Berber revolt was the 

collapse of the authority of the Damascus Caliphate over the 

western provinces. With the Umayyad Caliphs distracted by the 

challenge of the Abbasids in the east, the western provinces of 

the Maghreb and al-Andalus spun out of their control. From 

around 745, the Fihrids, an illustrious local Arab clan 

descended from Oqba ibn Nafi al-Fihri, seized power in the 

western provinces and ruled them almost as a private family 

empire of their own – Abd al-Rahman ibn Habib al-Fihri in 

Ifriqiya and Yūsuf al-Fihri in al-Andalus. The Fihrids welcomed 

the fall of the Umayyads in the east, in 750, and sought to 

reach an understanding with the Abbasids, hoping they might 

be allowed to continue their autonomous existence. But when 

the Abbasids rejected the offer and demanded submission, the 

Fihrids declared independence and, probably out of spite, 

invited the deposed remnants of the Umayyad clan to take 

refuge in their dominions. It was a fateful decision that they 

soon regretted, for the Umayyads, the sons and grandsons of 

caliphs, had a more legitimate claim to rule than the Fihrids 

themselves. Rebellious-minded local lords, disenchanted with 

the autocratic rule of the Fihrids, conspired with the arriving 

Umayyad exiles.  

Umayyad Emirate of Córdoba 

Establishment 

In 755, the exiled Umayyad prince Abd al-Rahman I 

(nicknamed al-Dākhil, the 'Immigrant') arrived on the coasts of 
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Spain and according to some sources the town of Almuñécar. 

He had been on the run for over 5 years, fleeing the wrath of 

the Abbasids, and had arrived in Spain to set up a refuge for 

others fleeing the Abbasids such as himself. News of his arrival 

spread across al-Andalus like wildfire, and when word reached 

the at the time governor, Yūsuf al-Fihri, he was not pleased. 

Luckily for Abd al Rahman, he had to deal with a rebellion 

first. During this time, Abd al-Rahman and his supporters 

quickly conquered Málaga and then Seville, then finally 

besieging the capital of Al Andalus, Córdoba. Abd al-Rahman's 

army was exhausted after their conquest, meanwhile governor 

Yusuf had returned from quashing another rebellion with his 

army. The siege of Cordoba began, and noticing the starving 

state of Abd al-Rahman's army Yusuf began throwing lavish 

parties every day as the siege went on, to tempt Abd al 

Rahman's supporters to defect. However Abd al-Rahman 

persisted, even rejecting a truce that would let Abd al-Rahman 

marry Yusuf's daughter, and after decisively defeating Yusuf's 

army, Abd al-Rahman was able to conquer Cordoba, where he 

proclaimed himself emir of Cordoba in 756. The rest of Iberia 

was easy pickings, and Abd al-Rahman would soon have 

control of all of Iberia.  

Rule 

Adb al Rahman would rule stably after his conquest, building 

major public works, most famously the Cathedral of Córdoba, 

and helping urbanize the empire while defending from 

invaders, including quashing numerous rebellions, and even 

decisively defeating invasion by Charlemagne (which would 

later inspire the epic Chanson de Roland). By far the most 

important of these invasions was the attempted reconquest by 



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

163 

the Abbasid Caliphate. In 763 Caliph Al-Mansur of the 

Abbasids installed al-Ala ibn-Mugith as governor of Africa 

(whose title gave him dominion over the province of al-

Andalus). He planned to invade and destroy the Emirate of 

Cordoba, so in response Adb al Rahman fortified himself within 

the fortress of Carmona with a tenth the soldiers of al-Ala. 

After a long grueling siege it seemed as if Adb al Rahman was 

about to be defeated, but in a last stand Adb al Rahman with 

his outnumbered forces opened the gates of the fortress and 

charged at the resting Abbasid army, and decisively defeated 

them. After being sent the head of al-Ala, it is said Al Mansur 

exclaimed "Allah be praised for putting a sea between me and 

Adb al Rahman".  

Adb al Rahman I would die in 788 AD after a lengthy and 

prosperous reign. He would be succeeded be his son, Hisham I, 

who secured power of exiling his brother who had tried to rebel 

against him. Hisham enjoyed a stable reign of eight years, and 

was succeeded by his son Al-Hakam I. The next few decades 

would be somewhat smooth, only interrupted by minor 

rebellions here and there, and would see the rise of the 

emirate. In 822 Al Hakam would die and be succeeded by Abd 

al-Rahman II, the first truly great emir of Cordoba. He rose to 

power with no opposition and sought to reform the emirate. He 

quickly reorganized the bureaucracy to be more efficient and 

built many mosques across the empire. During his reign 

science and art would also flourish, as many scholars would 

flee the Abbasid caliphate due to the disastrous Fourth Fitna. 

Notably the scholar Abbas ibn Firnas would make an attempt 

to fly, though records vary on his success. In 852 Abd al 

Rahman II died, leaving behind him a powerful and fit nation.  
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Abd al Rahman would be succeeded by Muhammad I of 

Córdoba, who according to legend had to wear women's 

clothing to sneak into the imperial palace and be crowned, 

since he was not the heir apparent. His reign would mark a 

decline in the emirate, which would only be stopped by the 

legendary Abd al-Rahman III. His reign was marked by multiple 

rebellions, which would be delt with poorly and weaken the 

emirate, most disastrously being the rebellion of Umar ibn 

Hafsun. When Muhammad died, he would be succeeded by emir 

Abdullah ibn Muhammad al-Umawi whose power barely 

reached outside of the city of Cordoba. As Ibn Hafsun ravaged 

the south, Abdullah did almost nothing, and slowly became 

more and more isolated, barely speaking to anybody. Abdullah 

purged many of his brothers, which lessened the bureaucracy's 

loyalty towards him. Things looked bad for him, but were about 

to get worse, because around this time multiple local Arab 

lords began to revolt, including one Kurayb ibn Khaldun, who 

ended up conquering Seville. Some local loyalists tried to quell 

the rebels, but without proper funding, their efforts were in 

vain.  

It seemed the emirate was destined to fall due to the bad 

decisions of Abdullah, but if he had made one good decision, it 

was choosing his heir. He declared that the next emir would be 

his grandson Abd al-Rahman III, skipping over his 4 living 

children. Abdullah would die in 912, and the throne would 

pass to Abd al Rahman III. He destroyed all of the rebellions 

that had ravaged his father's reign through force and 

diplomacy, obliterating Ibn Hafsun and hunting down his sons. 

After this he would lead multiple jihads against the Christians, 

even sacking the city of Pamplona, and restoring some prestige 

to the emirate. Meanwhile, across the sea the Fatimids had 
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risen up in force, ousted the Abbasid government in North 

Africa, and declared themselves a caliphate. Inspired by this 

action, Abd al Rahman joined the rebellion and declared 

himself caliph in 929.  

Umayyad Caliphate of Córdoba 

The period of the Caliphate is seen as the golden age of al-

Andalus. Crops produced using irrigation, along with food 

imported from the Middle East, provided the area around 

Córdoba and some other Andalusī cities with an agricultural 

economic sector that was the most advanced in Europe by far, 

sparking the Arab Agricultural Revolution.  

Among European cities, Córdoba under the Caliphate, with a 

population of perhaps 500,000, eventually overtook 

Constantinople as the largest and most prosperous city in 

Europe. Within the Islamic world, Córdoba was one of the 

leading cultural centres. The work of its most important 

philosophers and scientists (notably Abulcasis and Averroes) 

had a major influence on the intellectual life of medieval 

Europe.  

Muslims and non-Muslims often came from abroad to study at 

the famous libraries and universities of al-Andalus, mainly 

after the reconquest of Toledo in 1085 and the establishment 

of translation institutions such as the Toledo School of 

Translators. The most noted of those was Michael Scot (c. 1175 

to c. 1235), who took the works of Ibn Rushd ("Averroes") and 

Ibn Sina ("Avicenna") to Italy. This transmission of ideas 

significantly affected the formation of the European 

Renaissance.  
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The Caliphate of Cordoba also had extensive trade with other 

parts of the Mediterranean, including Christian parts. Trade 

goods included luxury items (silk, ceramics, gold), essential 

foodstuffs (grain, olive oil, wine), and containers (such as 

ceramics for storing perishables). In the tenth century, 

Amalfitans were already trading Ifriqiyan and Byzantine silks 

in Umayyad Cordoba. Later references to Amalfitan merchants 

were sometimes used to emphasize the previous golden age of 

Cordoba. Fatimid Egypt was also a supplier of luxury goods, 

including elephant tusks, and raw or carved crystals. The 

Fatimids were traditionally thought to be the only supplier of 

such goods, but were also valuable connections to Ghana. 

Control over these trade routes was a cause of conflict between 

Umayyads and Fatimids.  

Taifas period 

The Caliphate of Córdoba effectively collapsed during a ruinous 

civil war between 1009 and 1013, although it was not finally 

abolished until 1031 when al-Andalus broke up into a number 

of mostly independent mini-states and principalities called 

taifas. In 1013, invading Berbers sacked Córdoba, massacring 

its inhabitants, pillaging the city, and burning the palace 

complex to the ground. The largest of the taifas to emerge were 

Badajoz (Batalyaws), Toledo (ǫulayǫulah), Zaragoza 

(Saraqusta), and Granada (Ġarnāǫah). After 1031, the taifas 

were generally too weak to defend themselves against repeated 

raids and demands for tribute from the Christian states to the 

north and west, which were known to the Muslims as "the 

Galician nations", and which had spread from their initial 

strongholds in Galicia, Asturias, Cantabria, the Basque 

country, and the Carolingian Marca Hispanica to become the 
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Kingdoms of Navarre, León, Portugal, Castile and Aragon, and 

the County of Barcelona. Eventually raids turned into 

conquests, and in response the Taifa kings were forced to 

request help from the Almoravids, Muslim Berber rulers of the 

Maghreb. Their desperate maneuver would eventually fall to 

their disadvantage, however, as the Almoravids they had 

summoned from the south went on to conquer and annex all 

the Taifa kingdoms.  

During the eleventh century several centers of power existed 

among the taifas and the political situation shifted rapidly. 

Before the rise of the Almoravids from the south or the 

Christians from the north, the Abbadid-ruled Taifa of Seville 

succeeded in conquering a dozen lesser kingdoms, becoming 

the most powerful and renowned of the taifas, such that it 

could have laid claim to be the true heir to the Caliphate of 

Cordoba. The taifas were vulnerable and divided but had 

immense wealth. During its prominence the Taifa of Seville 

produced technically complex lusterware and exerted 

significant influence on ceramic production across al-Andalus.  

Almoravids, Almohads, and Marinids 

• In 1086 the Almoravid ruler of Morocco, Yusuf ibn 

Tashfin, was invited by the Muslim princes in Iberia 

to defend them against Alfonso VI, King of Castile 

and León. In that year, Tashfin crossed the straits to 

Algeciras and inflicted a severe defeat on the 

Christians at the Battle of Sagrajas. By 1094, ibn 

Tashfin had removed all Muslim princes in Iberia 

and had annexed their states, except for the one at 

Zaragoza. He also regained Valencia from the 
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Christians. The city-kingdom had been conquered 

and ruled by El Cid at the end of its second taifa 

period. The Almoravid dynasty made its capital in 

Marrakesh, from which it ruled its domains in al-

Andalus. Modern scholarship has sometimes 

admitted originality in North African architecture, 

but according to Yasser Tabbaa, historian of Islamic 

art and architecture, the Iberocentric viewpoint is 

anachronistic when considering the political and 

cultural environment during the rule of the 

Almoravid dynasty. The rise and fall of the 

Almoravids is sometimes seen as an expression of 

Ibn Khaldun's asabiyyah paradigm. 

The Almoravids were succeeded by the Almohads, another 

Berber dynasty, after the victory of Abu Yusuf Ya'qub al-

Mansur over the Castilian Alfonso VIII at the Battle of Alarcos 

in 1195. In 1212, a coalition of Christian kings under the 

leadership of the Castilian Alfonso VIII defeated the Almohads 

at the Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa. The Almohads continued 

to rule Al-Andalus for another decade, though with much 

reduced power and prestige. 

The civil wars following the death of Abu Ya'qub Yusuf II 

rapidly led to the re-establishment of taifas. The taifas, newly 

independent but now weakened, were quickly conquered by 

Portugal, Castile, and Aragon. After the fall of Murcia (1243) 

and the Algarve (1249), only the Emirate of Granada remained 

as a Muslim state in Iberia, tributary of Castile until 1492. 

Most of its tribute was paid in gold that was carried to Iberia 

from present-day Mali and Burkina Faso through the merchant 

routes of the Sahara.  
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The last Muslim threat to the Christian kingdoms was the rise 

of the Marinids in Morocco during the 14th century. They took 

Granada into their sphere of influence and occupied some of 

its cities, like Algeciras. However, they were unable to take 

Tarifa, which held out until the arrival of the Castilian Army 

led by Alfonso XI. The Castilian king, with the help of Afonso 

IV of Portugal and Peter IV of Aragon, decisively defeated the 

Marinids at the Battle of Río Salado in 1340 and took Algeciras 

in 1344. Gibraltar, then under Granadian rule, was besieged in 

1349–50. Alfonso XI and most of his army perished by the 

Black Death. His successor, Peter of Castile, made peace with 

the Muslims and turned his attention to Christian lands, 

starting a period of almost 150 years of rebellions and wars 

between the Christian states that secured the survival of 

Granada.  

Emirate of Granada, its fall, and aftermath 

From the mid 13th to the late 15th century, the only remaining 

domain of al-Andalus was the Emirate of Granada, the last 

Muslim stronghold in the Iberian Peninsula. The emirate was 

established by Muhammad ibn al-Ahmar in 1230 and was ruled 

by the Nasrid dynasty, the longest reigning dynasty in the 

history of al-Andalus. Although surrounded by Castilian lands, 

the emirate was wealthy through being tightly integrated in 

Mediterranean trade networks and enjoyed a period of 

considerable cultural and economic prosperity.  

However, for most of its existence Granada was a tributary 

state, with Nasrid emirs paying tribute to Castilian kings. 

Granada's status as a tributary state and its favorable 

geographic location, with the Sierra Nevada as a natural 
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barrier, helped to prolong Nasrid rule and allowed the emirate 

to prosper as a regional entrepôt with the Maghreb and the 

rest of Africa. The city of Granada also served as a refuge for 

Muslims fleeing during the Reconquista, accepting numerous 

Muslims expelled from Christian controlled areas, doubling the 

size of the city and even becoming one of the largest in Europe 

throughout the 15th century in terms of population. The 

independent Nasrid kingdom was also a trade hub between the 

Atlantic and Mediterranean, and was frequented especially by 

Genoese merchants.  

In 1469, the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of 

Castile signaled the launch of the final assault on the emirate. 

The King and Queen convinced Pope Sixtus IV to declare their 

war a crusade. The Catholic Monarchs crushed one center of 

resistance after another until finally on January 2, 1492, after 

a long siege, the emirate's last sultan Muhammad XII 

surrendered the city and the fortress palace, the renowned 

Alhambra (see Fall of Granada).  

By this time Muslims in Castile numbered half a million. After 

the fall, "100,000 had died or been enslaved, 200,000 

emigrated, and 200,000 remained as the residual population. 

Many of the Muslim elite, including Muhammad XII, who had 

been given the area of the Alpujarras mountains as a 

principality, found life under Christian rule intolerable and 

passed over into North Africa." Under the conditions of the 

Capitulations of 1492, the Muslims in Granada were to be 

allowed to continue to practice their religion.  

Mass forced conversions of Muslims in 1499 led to a revolt that 

spread to Alpujarras and the mountains of Ronda; after this 
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uprising the capitulations were revoked. In 1502 the Catholic 

Monarchs decreed the forced conversion of all Muslims living 

under the rule of the Crown of Castile, although in the 

kingdoms of Aragon and Valencia (both now part of Spain) the 

open practice of Islam was allowed until 1526. Descendants of 

the Muslims were subject to expulsions from Spain between 

1609 and 1614 (see Expulsion of the Moriscos). The last mass 

prosecution against Moriscos for crypto-Islamic practices 

occurred in Granada in 1727, with most of those convicted 

receiving relatively light sentences. From then on, indigenous 

Islam is considered to have been extinguished in Spain.  

Science 

There were many scientific advances, especially in the fields of 

medicine, astronomy, and agronomy. Córdoba served as a 

major center for this scientific growth, with a vast amount of 

these advancements occurring during the rule of ‘Abd al-

Rahman III from 929 to 961, in part due to the exposure of 

scientists to translations of older Greek and Persian works 

during that time. Scholars often worked in many different and 

overlapping subjects, so it is difficult to place those discussed 

here into a single scientific field each.  

Medicine 

Notable surgeons, physicians, and medical scholars from al-

Andalus include Ibn al-Baytar (d. 1248), Abu al-Qasim al-

Zahrawi (Albucasis; d. 1013), Muhammad al-Shafrah (d. 1360), 

Abu Marwan 'Abd al-Malik ibn Habib (d. 853), and Abu Marwan 

ibn Zuhr (Avenzoar; d. 1162). Of particular note is al-Zahrawi, 
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who is considered by many to be "probably the greatest 

physician in the entire history of Western Islam." Around the 

year 1000 he wrote a book with a title that roughly translates 

to The Arrangement of Medical Knowledge for One Who is Not 

Able to Compile a Book for Himself (Kitab al-tasrif li-man 'ajiza 

'an al-ta'alif)—a comprehensive medical encyclopedia with the 

goal of summarizing all existing medical knowledge and 

eliminating the need for students and practitioners to rely on 

multiple medical texts. The book is renowned for its chapter on 

surgery which included important illustrations of surgical 

instruments, as well as sections "on cauterization, on 

incisions, venesection and wounds, and on bone-setting." For 

hundreds of years after its publication it was one of the most 

widely used medical texts for students and medical 

practitioners and was translated into Hebrew, Latin, and 

Castilian. This encyclopedia is also significant for its inclusion 

of al-Zahrawi's personal experiences as a surgeon, which 

provided important case studies for aspiring surgeons. This 

distinguishes it from other strictly factual medical works of the 

time, most notably Ibn Sina's Canon of Medicine. 

Other important medical texts include al-Baytar's 

Comprehensive Book on Simple Drugs and Foodstuffs—an 

encyclopedia with descriptions of the medical uses of over 

1400 plants and other types of medicine—and ibn Habib's Book 

of the Medicine of the Arabs (Kitab tibb al-'arab)—a historical 

summary of Arabic medicine until the 9th century. Ibn Habib's 

work is significant because it is one of the oldest known 

writings in the field of prophetic medicine, which uses hadiths 

to create Islamic-based medicinal guidelines. His book is also 

significant because it uses principles of Galenic medicine, such 



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

173 

as humorism and the theory of four temperaments, as the 

basis of its medical recommendations.  

The ibn Zuhr family played a very important role in the 

production of Andalusi medical knowledge, as they produced 

five generations of medical experts, particularly in the fields of 

dietary sciences and medicaments. Abu Marwan ibn Zuhr (d. 

1162) is particularly notable, as he wrote the Book of 

Moderation (Kitab al-Iqtisad)—a treatise on general therapy; the 

Book of Foods (Kitab al-Aghdhiya)—a manual on foods and 

regimen which contains guidelines for a healthy life; and the 

Kitab al-Taysir—a book written to act as a compendium to Ibn 

Rushd's Colliget. In Kitab al-Taysir he provides one of the 

earliest clinical descriptions of the scabies mite.  

Astronomy 

Three of the most notable Andalusi astronomers were Ibn 

Tufail (d. 1185), Ibn Rushd (Averroes; d. 1198), and Nur ad-

Din al-Bitruji (Alpetragius; d. 1204). All lived around the same 

time and focused their astronomical works on critiquing and 

revising Ptolemaic astronomy and the problem of the equant in 

his astronomical model. Instead, they accepted Aristotle's 

model and promoted the theory of homocentric spheres.  

Al-Bitruji is believed to have studied under Ibn Tufail and 

Bitruji's Book on Cosmology (Kitab fi al-hay'a) built on Ibn 

Tufail's work, as well as that of Ibn Rushd, Ibn Bajja, and 

Maimonides. The book's goal was "to overcome the physical 

difficulties inherent in the geometrical models of Ptolemy's 

Almagest and to describe the cosmos in agreement with 

Aristotelian or Neoplatonic physics," which it succeeded in 
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doing to an extent. Bitruji's book set a precedent of criticizing 

the Almagest in future works in the field of astronomy.  

Although Ibn Rushd originally trained and practiced as a 

jurist, he was exposed to astronomy—possibly through Ibn 

Tufail—and became a renowned scientist in the field. His most 

popular work was his Summary of the Almagest, but he also 

published shorter works discussing Aristotle's planetary 

theories. Ibn Rushd published writings on philosophy, 

theology, and medicine throughout his life too, including 

commentaries on the works of Ibn Sina.  

In addition to writing the important Book of the Medicine of the 

Arabs, Ibn Habib also wrote the Book on Stars (Kirab fi l-nujim ). 

This book included important "teachings on the lunar 

mansions, the signs of the zodiac, [and] the division of the 

seasons." In these teachings, Ibn-Habib calculated the phases 

of the moon and dates of the annual solstices and equinoxes 

with relative accuracy.  

Another important astronomer from al-Andalus was Maslama 

al-Majriti (d. 1007), who played a role in translating and 

writing about Ptolemy's Planisphaerium and Almagest. He built 

on the work of older astronomers, like Muhammad ibn Musa 

al-Khwarizmi, whose astronomical tables he wrote a discussion 

on and subsequently improved.  

Abu Ishaq Ibrahim al-Zarqali (d. 1087) had many influential 

astronomical successes, as shown by Copernicus's recognition 

of him in his On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres five 

centuries later. Along with other astronomers, he undertook 

extensive work to edit the Toledan Zij astronomical tables. He 

also accurately calculated the motion of the solar apogee to be 
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12.04 seconds per year, which is relatively close to today's 

calculation of 11.8 seconds per year.  

Agronomy 

Other important scientific advances in al-Andalus occurred in 

the field of agronomy. These advances were in part facilitated 

by technological innovations in irrigation systems. State 

organized, large-scale irrigation projects provided water to city 

baths, mosques, gardens, residential homes, and governing 

palaces, such as the al-Hambra and its gardens in Granada. 

Collective, peasant-built irrigation infrastructure also played 

an important role, especially in agriculture.  

Many of these irrigation techniques, especially those utilized 

by peasants, were brought to al-Andalus by migrating Berber 

and Arab tribes. Although some irrigation projects built on 

existing Roman infrastructure, most of al-Andalus's irrigation 

systems were new projects built separate from old Roman 

aqueducts. However, there is some debate about this among 

scholars.  

One notable agriculturalist was Ibn al-'Awwam, who wrote the 

Book of Agriculture. This book contains 34 chapters about 

various aspects of agriculture and animal husbandry, 

including discussions of over 580 different types of plants and 

how to treat plant diseases.  

Other agronomic innovations in al-Andalus include the 

cultivation of the pomegranate from Syria, which has since 

become the namesake and ubiquitous symbol of the city of 

Granada, as well as the first attempt to create a botanical 

garden near Córdoba by ‘Abd al-Rahman I.  
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Culture 

Society 

The society of al-Andalus was made up of three main religious 

groups: Muslims, Christians, and Jews. The Muslims, although 

united on the religious level, had several ethnic divisions, the 

main being the distinction between the Arabs and the Berbers. 

The Arab elite regarded non-Arab Muslims as second-class 

citizens; and they were particularly scornful of the Berbers.  

The ethnic structure of al-Andalus consisted of Arabs at the 

top of the social scale followed by, in descending order, 

Berbers, Muladies, Mozarabes, and Jews. Each of these 

communities inhabited distinct neighborhoods in the cities. In 

the 10th century a massive conversion of Christians took 

place, and muladies (Muslims of native Iberian origin), formed 

the majority of Muslims. The Muwalladun had spoken in a 

Romance dialect of Latin called Mozarabic while increasingly 

adopting the Arabic language, which eventually evolved into 

the Andalusi Arabic in which Muslims, Jews, and Christians 

became monolingual in the last surviving Muslim state in the 

Iberian Peninsula, the Emirate of Granada (1230–1492). 

Eventually, the Muladies, and later the Berber tribes, adopted 

an Arabic identity like the majority of subject people in Egypt, 

the Levant, Mesopotamia, and North Africa. Muladies, together 

with other Muslims, comprised eighty percent of the population 

of al-Andalus by 1100. Mozarabs were Christians who had long 

lived under Muslim and Arab rule, adopting many Arab 

customs, art, and words, while still maintaining their Christian 

and Latin rituals and their own Romance languages.  
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The Jewish population worked mainly as tax collectors, in 

trade, or as doctors or ambassadors. At the end of the 15th 

century there were about 50,000 Jews in Granada and roughly 

100,000 in the whole of Islamic Iberia.  

Non-Muslims under the Caliphate 

• Non-Muslims were given the status of ahl al-dhimma 

(the people under protection), with adult men paying 

a "Jizya" tax, equal to one dinar per year with 

exemptions for the elderly and the disabled. Those 

who were neither Christians nor Jews, such as 

pagans, were given the status of Majus. The 

treatment of non-Muslims in the Caliphate has been 

a subject of considerable debate among scholars and 

commentators, especially those interested in drawing 

parallels to the coexistence of Muslims and non-

Muslims in the modern world. 

Jews constituted more than five percent of the population. Al-

Andalus was a key centre of Jewish life during the early Middle 

Ages, producing important scholars and one of the most stable 

and wealthy Jewish communities.  

The longest period of relative tolerance began after 912 with 

the reign of Abd-ar-Rahman III and his son, Al-Hakam II, when 

the Jews of al-Andalus prospered, devoting themselves to the 

service of the Caliphate of Córdoba, to the study of the 

sciences, and to commerce and industry, especially trading in 

silk and slaves, in this way promoting the prosperity of the 

country. Southern Iberia became an asylum for the oppressed 

Jews of other countries.  
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Under the Almoravids and the Almohads there may have been 

intermittent persecution of Jews, but sources are extremely 

scarce and do not give a clear picture, though the situation 

appears to have deteriorated after 1160. Muslim pogroms 

against Jews in al-Andalus occurred in Córdoba (1011) and in 

Granada (1066). However, massacres of dhimmis are rare in 

Islamic history.  

The Almohads, who had taken control of the Almoravids' 

Maghribi and Andalusi territories by 1147, far surpassed the 

Almoravides in fundamentalist outlook, and they treated the 

non-Muslims harshly. Faced with the choice of either death or 

conversion, many Jews and Christians emigrated. Some, such 

as the family of Maimonides, fled east to more tolerant Muslim 

lands.  

Many ethnicities and religions coexisted in al-Andalus, each 

contributing to its intellectual prosperity. Literacy in Islamic 

Iberia was far more widespread than in many other nations in 

the West at the time. Thus, it also had an important literary 

activity; one specialist of Al-Andalus' intellectual history, 

Maria Luisa Avila, says that "biographical dictionaries have 

recorded information about thousands of distinguished people in 

every period from al-Andalus, who were cultivators of 

knowledge, particularly in the legal-religious sciences as well as 

authors", and that "the exact number of scholars which appears 

in the biographical sources has not been established yet, but it 

surely exceeds six thousand." It has been estimated that in the 

10th century between 70,000 and 80,000 manuscripts were 

copied on a yearly basis in Cordoba alone.  

In the 11th century the Hindu–Arabic numeral system (base 

10) reached Europe, via Al-Andalus through Spanish Muslims 



Early Middle Ages: 500–1000 

 

179 

together with knowledge of astronomy and instruments like the 

astrolabe, first imported by Gerbert of Aurillac. For this 

reason, the numerals came to be known in Europe as Arabic 

numerals.  

From the earliest days, the Umayyads wanted to be seen as 

intellectual rivals to the Abbasids, and for Córdoba to have 

libraries and educational institutions to rival Baghdad's. 

Although there was a clear rivalry between the two powers, 

there was freedom to travel between the two caliphates, which 

helped spread new ideas and innovations over time.  

Language 

Initially, most of the population spoke Romance dialects. This 

led to the formation of Iberian Romance dialects collectively 

known as Mozarabic or Andalusi Romance.  

The few writings in these dialects that have been found use an 

Arabic script and seem to retain many archaic features of 

Vulgar Latin; it's usually assumed that they were increasingly 

subject to Arabic influence. However as Arabic usage by 

Muslim converts, urban Christians, and Jews spread in the 

south, and as Mozarab Christians were linguistically 

assimilated by the Christian Kingdoms in the north, the 

Mozarabic dialects eventually disappeared. Because of this 

assimilation, however, Mozarabic became the main source and 

vehicle of transmission of Arabic loanwords to Spanish and 

Portuguese.  

During the latter half of Islamic rule, most of the population 

eventually adopted a set of locally-developed and Romance-

influenced Arabic dialects collectively known as Andalusi 
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Arabic. By the time of the Emirate of Granada, it 's likely that 

all the populace, regardless of religion, was monolingual in 

Andalusian Arabic.  

Art and architecture 

The Alhambra palace and fortress as well as the Generalife in 

Granada reflect the culture and art of the last centuries of 

Muslim rule of Al-Andalus. The complex was completed at this 

stage towards the end of the rule by Yusuf I (1333–1353) and 

Muhammed V, Sultan of Granada (1353–1391). Artists and 

intellectuals took refuge at Alhambra after the Reconquista 

began to roll back Muslim territory. 

The site integrates natural qualities with constructed 

structures and gardens, and is a testament to Andalusi culture 

and to the skills of the Muslim artisans, craftsmen, and 

builders of their era.  

The decoration within the palace comes from the last great 

period of Al-Andalus art in Granada, with little of the 

Byzantine influence of contemporary Abbasid architecture. 

Artists endlessly reproduced the same forms and trends, 

creating a new style that developed over the course of the 

Nasrid Dynasty using elements created and developed during 

the centuries of Muslim rule on the Peninsula, including the 

Caliphate horseshoe arch, the Almohad sebka (a grid of 

rhombuses), the Almoravid palm, and unique combinations of 

these, as well as innovations such as stilted arches and 

muqarnas (stalactite ceiling decorations). Columns and 

muqarnas appear in several chambers, and the interiors of 

numerous palaces are decorated with arabesques and 
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calligraphy. The arabesques of the interior are ascribed to, 

among other sultans, Yusuf I, Muhammed V, and Ismail I, 

Sultan of Granada.  

In Cordoba, the Umayyads sponsored the construction of the 

Great Mosque of Cordoba (now a Catholic church); its key 

features included an arcaded hypostyle hall with 856 columns, 

a horseshoe-arch mihrab facing Mecca, a vaulted dome, the 

Court of Oranges (containing fountains and imported citrus 

trees) and a minaret (later converted into a bell-tower). The 

Umayyads reconstructed the Roman-era bridge over the 

Guadalquivir River in Cordoba, while the Almohads later added 

the Calahorra Tower to the bridge.  

In Seville, Muslim rulers built the main section of the Giralda 

(later expanded as a bell-tower for the Seville Cathedral) as a 

massive minaret (resembling that of the Koutoubia Mosque in 

Morocco) for the Great Mosque of Seville, which also contained 

a Patio de los Naranjos (Court of Oranges).  

The Royal Alcazar of Seville, built by the Christian king Peter 

of Castile, displays prominent features of Mudejar and 

Andalusi architecture, including decorative calligraphy and 

garden orchards with irrigation channels, jets, pools and 

fountains.  

Andalusi architecture continued to have an influence on 

Western European architecture in the Medieval Ages. 

Additionally, one of the features of both Gothic and Islamic 

architecture, the pointed arch (adapted by Islamic architects 

from earlier Byzantine and Sassanid models), was increasingly 

utilized in the Islamic West and perhaps transmitted to 

Western Europe via Sicily and the Iberian Peninsula.  
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Food and agriculture 

A variety of foodstuffs, spices and crops were introduced to 

Spain and Sicily during Arab rule, via the commercial networks 

of the Islamic world. These include sugarcane, rice, cotton, 

alfalfa, oranges, lemons, apricots, spinach, eggplants, carrots, 

saffron and bananas. The Arabs also continued extensive 

cultivation and production of olive oil (the Spanish words for 

'oil' and 'olive'—aceite and aceituna, respectively—are derived 

from the Arabic al-zait, meaning 'olive juice'), and 

pomegranates (the heraldic symbol of Granada) from classical 

Greco-Roman times.  

Arabic influence still lingers on in Spanish cuisine through 

these fruits, vegetables, spices and cooking and agricultural 

techniques. One of the largest palm groves in the world, called 

the Palmeral of Elche, was established by the Arabs between 

the 7th-10th centuries to facilitate fruit (including 

pomegranate and date crops) and vegetable growth underneath 

the cool shade of palm trees and irrigation channels, and is 

cited by UNESCO as an example of the transfer of agricultural 

practices from one continent (North Africa) to another (Iberian 

Peninsula of Europe).  

The period of Arab rule also involved the extension of Roman 

irrigation channels as well as the introduction of novel 

irrigation techniques from the Persianate world, such as the 

acequia (deriving from the classical Arabic as-sāqiya) – 

subterranean channels used to transport water from highland 

aquifers to lowland fields in arid environments –first 

originating in either the Arabian Peninsula or the Persian 

Empire (referred to as qanat or karez in the Middle East). 
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These structures are still found in Andalusia province, 

particularly in Granada. The confection alfajor (supposedly 

from  ل���   .has its origins in al-Andalus (ا

Literature and poetry 

According to Isaak Moiseevich Filʹ shtinskiĭ, "in the 10th 

century, a favourable influence on the development of Andalusi 

literature was exerted by the literary circles organised by rich 

and noble Cordovan patrons." According to Jaakko Hämeen-

Anttila: "Andalusian literature was still very much dominated 

by the Eastern tradition around the year 1000, and the Arabs 

of Spain probably felt somewhat isolated."  

Arabic-Andalusi poetry was marked by the rise of 

muwashshah. As worded by James T. Monroe, Ibn Quzman also 

"raised the native, popular, and colloquial zajal form to a 

higher literary level than it had previously enjoyed in his 

homeland," although "his work found greater acceptance in 

Baghdad than it did in the far West of the Islamic world." 

Rithā’ al-Andalus is considered the most significant of a series 

of poems that were written in the classical tradition of rithā ’ 

(which denotes both lamentation and a literary genre in itself) 

by Andalusi poets who had been inspired by the Reconquista. 

Jewish poetry from Al-Andalus also developed, almost entirely 

in Hebrew.  

Music 

The music of al-Andalus represents an influential and highly 

regarded musical tradition. The legendary figure Ziryab came 

from the Abbasid East and arrived in Cordoba in 822, 
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revolutionizing Andalusi music as well as other aspects of 

Andalusi culture. Poetic forms such as the muwashshah, the 

kharja, the nawba, and the zajal are prominent in Andalusi 

music.  

Philosophy 

Al-Andalus philosophy 

• The historian said al-Andalus wrote that Caliph Abd-

ar-Rahman III had collected libraries of books and 

granted patronage to scholars of medicine and 

"ancient sciences". Later, al-Mustansir (Al-Hakam II) 

went yet further, building a university and libraries 

in Córdoba. Córdoba became one of the world's 

leading centres of medicine and philosophical 

debate.  

When Al-Hakam's son Hisham II took over, real power was 

ceded to the hajib, al-Mansur Ibn Abi Aamir. Al-Mansur was a 

distinctly religious man and disapproved of the sciences of 

astronomy, logic, and especially of astrology, so much so that 

many books on these subjects, which had been preserved and 

collected at great expense by Al-Hakam II, were burned 

publicly. With Al-Mansur's death in 1002, interest in 

philosophy revived. Numerous scholars emerged, including Abu 

Uthman Ibn Fathun, whose masterwork was the philosophical 

treatise "Tree of Wisdom". Maslamah Ibn Ahmad al-Majriti 

(died 1008) was an outstanding scholar in astronomy and 

astrology; he was an intrepid traveller who journeyed all over 

the Islamic world and beyond and kept in touch with the 
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Brethren of Purity. He is said to have brought the 51 "Epistles 

of the Brethren of Purity" to al-Andalus and added the 

compendium to this work, although it is quite possible that it 

was added later by another scholar with the name al-Majriti. 

Another book attributed to al-Majriti is the Ghayat al-Hakim, 

"The Aim of the Sage", which explored a synthesis of Platonism 

with Hermetic philosophy. Its use of incantations led the book 

to be widely dismissed in later years, although the Sufi 

communities continued to study it.  

A prominent follower of al-Majriti was the philosopher and 

geometer Abu al-Hakam al-Kirmani who was followed, in turn, 

by Abu Bakr Ibn al-Sayigh, usually known in the Arab world as 

Ibn Bajjah, "Avempace".  

The al-Andalus philosopher Averroes (1126–1198) was the 

founder of the Averroism school of philosophy, and his works 

and commentaries influenced medieval thought in Western 

Europe. Another influential al-Andalus philosopher was Ibn 

Tufail.  

Jewish philosophy and culture 

As Jewish thought in Babylonia declined, the tolerance of al-

Andalus made it the new centre of Jewish intellectual 

endeavours. Poets and commentators like Judah Halevi (1086–

1145) and Dunash ben Labrat (920–990) contributed to the 

cultural life of al-Andalus, but the area was even more 

important to the development of Jewish philosophy. A stream 

of Jewish philosophers, cross-fertilizing with Muslim 

philosophers (see joint Jewish and Islamic philosophies), 

culminated with the widely celebrated Jewish thinker of the 
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Middle Ages, Maimonides (1135–1205), though he did not 

actually do any of his work in al-Andalus, his family having 

fled persecution by the Almohads when he was 13.  

Homosexuality 

The Encyclopedia of Homosexuality states that "Al-Andalus had 

many links to Hellenistic culture, and except for the Almoravid 

and Almohadic periods (1086–1212), it was hedonistic and 

tolerant of homosexuality, indeed one of the times in world 

history in which sensuality of all sorts has been most openly 

enjoyed. Important rulers such as Abd al-Rahman III, al-

Hakam II, Hisham II, and al-Mu-tamid openly chose boys as 

sexual partners, and kept catamites.  

Homosexual prostitution was widespread, and its customers 

came from higher levels of society than those of heterosexual 

prostitutes." The verses of Ibn Quzman describe an openly 

bisexual lifestyle. Andalusi anthologies of poetry such as the 

Rāyāt al-mubarrizīn wa-ghāyāt al-mumayyaz īn are known in 

part for their homoerotic and "abundant pederastic poetry". 

Such themes were also found in the Sephardic Jewish poetry of 

the time.  

In the book Medieval Iberia: An Encyclopedia Daniel Eisenberg 

describes homosexuality as "a key symbolic issue throughout 

the Middle Ages in Iberia", stating that "in al-Andalus 

homosexual pleasures were much indulged in by the 

intellectual and political elite. Evidence includes the behaviour 

of rulers, such as Abd al-Rahmn III, Al-Hakam II, Hisham II, 

and Al Mu'tamid, who openly kept male harems; the memoirs 

of Abdallah ibn Buluggin, last Zirid king of Granada, makes 
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references to male prostitutes, who charged higher fees and 

had a higher class of clientele than did their female counter-

parts: the repeated criticisms of Christians; and especially the 

abundant poetry. Both pederasty and love between adult males 

are found.  

Although homosexual practices were never officially condoned, 

prohibitions against them were rarely enforced, and usually 

there was not even a pretense of doing so."  

Male homosexual relations allowed nonprocreative sexual 

practices and were not seen as a form of identity. Very little is 

known about the homosexual behaviour of women.  

Slavery 

Slavery existed in Muslim al-Andalus as well as in the 

Christian kingdoms, and both sides of the religious border 

followed the custom of not enslaving people of their own 

religion. Consequently, Muslims were enslaved in Christian 

lands, while Christians and other non-Muslims were enslaved 

in al-Andalus.  

The Moors imported white Christian slaves from the 8th 

century until the end of the Reconquista in the late 15th 

century. The slaves were exported from the Christian section of 

Spain, as well as Eastern Europe (Saqaliba). The most biggest 

and most famous era of the Saqaliba slavery in al-Andalus was 

arguably during the Caliphate of Cordoba.  

The slaves of the Caliph were often European saqaliba slaves 

trafficked from Northern or Eastern Europe; while male 

saqaliba could be given work in a number of tasks, such as 
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offices in the kitchen, falconry, mint, textile workshops, the 

administration or the royal guard (in the case of harem guards, 

they were castrated), female saqaliba were placed in the harem.  

The harem could contain thousands of slave concubines; the 

harem of Abd al-Rahman I consisted of 6,300 women. They 

were appreciated for their light skin.  

The concubines (jawaris) were educated in accomplishments to 

please their master, and many became known and respected 

for their knowledge in a variety of subjects from music to 

medicine. A jawaris concubine who gave birth to a child 

attained the status of an umm walad, which meant that they 

could no longer be sold and were to be set free after the death 

of her master.  

Legacy 

Al-Andalus has left its mark on the world, and has been 

celebrated for religious diversity and as a leader in science and 

innovation. As Andalusi cities were conquered by Leon, Castile, 

and other Christian Spanish kingdoms, Christian monarchs 

such as Alfonso X of Castile started translating the 

mountainous libraries of al-Andalus into Latin. These libraries 

contained translations of Ancient Greek texts, as well as new 

ones made by Muslims in the Islamic Golden Age. That, 

combined with the interaction with Muslims during the 

Crusades, and the Fall of Constantinople introducing Greek 

scholars to the west, helped kickstart the Renaissance, a 

golden age of European art and architecture. Scientists and 

philosophers such as Averroes and Al-Zahrawi (fathers of 

rationalism, and surgery respectively) heavily inspired the 
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renaissance, and influenced their topics to the point that they 

are still world renowned to this day. Al Andalus has also left 

art and architecture, and has some of the best preserved 

Islamic Golden Age architecture in the world, with examples 

including the Cathedral of Córdoba, the Alhambra, the Giralda 

and many more.  

  



Chapter 7 

Charles Martel 

Charles Martel (c. 688 – 22 October 741) was a Frankish 

statesman and military leader who, as Duke and Prince of the 

Franks and Mayor of the Palace, was the de facto ruler of 

Francia from 718 until his death. He was a son of the Frankish 

statesman Pepin of Herstal and Pepin's mistress, a 

noblewoman named Alpaida. Charles, also known as "The 

Hammer" (in Old French, Martel), successfully asserted his 

claims to power as successor to his father as the power behind 

the throne in Frankish politics. Continuing and building on his 

father's work, he restored centralized government in Francia 

and began the series of military campaigns that re-established 

the Franks as the undisputed masters of all Gaul. According to 

a near-contemporary source, the Liber Historiae Francorum, 

Charles was "a warrior who was uncommonly [...] effective in 

battle".  

Martel defeated an Umayyad invasion of Aquitaine at the Battle 

of Tours. The Umayyad Caliphate controlled most of the Iberian 

Peninsula. Alongside his military endeavours, Charles has been 

traditionally credited with a seminal role in the development of 

the Frankish system of feudalism.  

At the end of his reign, Charles divided Francia between his 

sons, Carloman and Pepin. The latter became the first king of 

the Carolingian dynasty. Charles' grandson, Charlemagne, 

extended the Frankish realms, and became the first emperor in 

the West since the fall of Rome.  
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Background 

Charles, nicknamed "Martel", or "Charles the Hammer" in later 

chronicles, was the illegitimate son of Pepin of Herstal and his 

mistress, possible second wife, Alpaida. He had a brother 

named Childebrand, who later became the Frankish dux (that 

is, duke) of Burgundy.  

In older historiography, it was common to describe Charles as 

"illegitimate". But the dividing line between wives and 

concubines was not clear-cut in eighth-century Francia, and it 

is likely that the accusation of "illegitimacy" derives from the 

desire of Pepin's first wife Plectrude to see her progeny as heirs 

to Pepin's power.  

After the reign of Dagobert I (629–639) the Merovingians 

effectively ceded power to the Pippinid Mayors of the Palace, 

who ruled the Frankish realm of Austrasia in all but name. 

They controlled the royal treasury, dispensed patronage, and 

granted land and privileges in the name of the figurehead king. 

Charles' father, Pepin of Herstal, was able to unite the 

Frankish realm by conquering Neustria and Burgundy. Pepin 

was the first to call himself Duke and Prince of the Franks, a 

title later taken up by Charles.  

Contesting for power 

In December 714, Pepin of Herstal died. Prior to his death, he 

had, at his wife Plectrude's urging, designated Theudoald, his 

grandson by their late son Grimoald, his heir in the entire 

realm. This was immediately opposed by the nobles because 
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Theudoald was a child of only eight years of age. To prevent 

Charles using this unrest to his own advantage, Plectrude had 

him imprisoned in Cologne, the city which was intended to be 

her capital. This prevented an uprising on his behalf in 

Austrasia, but not in Neustria.  

Civil war of 715–718 

Pepin's death occasioned open conflict between his heirs and 

the Neustrian nobles who sought political independence from 

Austrasian control. In 715, Dagobert III named Ragenfrid 

mayor of their palace, effectively declaring political 

independence.  

On 26 September 715, Ragenfrid's Neustrians met the young 

Theudoald's forces at the Battle of Compiègne. Theudoald was 

defeated and fled back to Cologne. Before the end of the year, 

Charles Martel had escaped from prison and been acclaimed 

mayor by the nobles of Austrasia. That same year, Dagobert III 

died and the Neustrians proclaimed Chilperic II, the cloistered 

son of Childeric II, as king.  

Battle of Cologne 

In 716, Chilperic and Ragenfrid together led an army into 

Austrasia intent on seizing the Pippinid wealth at Cologne. The 

Neustrians allied with another invading force under Redbad, 

King of the Frisians and met Charles in battle near Cologne, 

which was still held by Plectrude. Charles had little time to 

gather men, or prepare, and the result was inevitable. The 

Frisians held off Charles, while the king and his mayor 

besieged Plectrude at Cologne, where she bought them off with 
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a substantial portion of Pepin's treasure. After that they 

withdrew. The Battle of Cologne is the only defeat of Charles 

Martel's career.  

Battle of Amblève 

Charles retreated to the hills of the Eifel to gather men, and 

train them. Having made the proper preparations, in April 716, 

he fell upon the triumphant army near Malmedy as it was 

returning to its own province. In the ensuing Battle of 

Amblève, Martel attacked as the enemy rested at midday. 

According to one source, he split his forces into several groups 

which fell at them from many sides. Another suggests that 

while this was his intention, he then decided, given the 

enemy's unpreparedness, this was not necessary. In any event, 

the suddenness of the assault led them to believe they were 

facing a much larger host. Many of the enemy fled and Martel's 

troops gathered the spoils of the camp. Martel's reputation 

increased considerably as a result, and he attracted more 

followers. This battle is often considered by historians as the 

turning point in Charles's struggle.  

Battle of Vincy 

Richard Gerberding points out that up to this time, much of 

Martel's support was probably from his mother's kindred in the 

lands around Liege. After Amblève, he seems to have won the 

backing of the influential Willibrord, founder of the Abbey of 

Echternach. The abbey had been built on land donated by 

Plectrude's mother, Irmina of Oeren, but most of Willibrord's 

missionary work had been carried out in Frisia. In joining 

Chilperic and Ragenfrid, Radbod of Frisia sacked Utrecht, 
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burning churches and killing many missionaries. Willibrord 

and his monks were forced to flee to Echternach. Gerberding 

suggests that Willibrord had decided that the chances of 

preserving his life's work were better with a successful field 

commander like Martel than with Plectrude in Cologne. 

Willibrord subsequently baptized Martel's son Pepin. 

Gerberding suggests a likely date of Easter 716. Martel also 

received support from bishop Pepo of Verdun.  

Charles took time to rally more men and prepare. By the 

following spring, Charles had attracted enough support to 

invade Neustria. Charles sent an envoy who proposed a 

cessation of hostilities if Chilperic would recognize his rights 

as mayor of the palace in Austrasia. The refusal was not 

unexpected but served to impress upon Martel's forces the 

unreasonableness of the Neustrians. They met near Cambrai at 

the Battle of Vincy on 21 March 717. The victorious Martel 

pursued the fleeing king and mayor to Paris, but as he was not 

yet prepared to hold the city, he turned back to deal with 

Plectrude and Cologne. He took the city and dispersed her 

adherents. Plectrude was allowed to retire to a convent. 

Theudoald lived to 741 under his uncle's protection, a 

kindness unusual for those times, when mercy to a former 

gaoler, or a potential rival, was rare.  

Consolidation of power 

Upon this success, Charles proclaimed Chlothar IV king of 

Austrasia in opposition to Chilperic and deposed Rigobert, 

archbishop of Reims, replacing him with Milo, a lifelong 

supporter.  
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In 718, Chilperic responded to Charles' new ascendancy by 

making an alliance with Odo the Great (or Eudes, as he is 

sometimes known), the duke of Aquitaine, who had become 

independent during the civil war in 715, but was again 

defeated, at the Battle of Soissons, by Charles. Chilperic fled 

with his ducal ally to the land south of the Loire and Ragenfrid 

fled to Angers. Soon Chlotar IV died and Odo surrendered King 

Chilperic in exchange for Charles recognizing his dukedom. 

Charles recognized Chilperic as king of the Franks in return 

for legitimate royal affirmation of his own mayoralty over all 

the kingdoms.  

Wars of 718–732 

Between 718 and 732, Charles secured his power through a 

series of victories. Having unified the Franks under his banner, 

Charles was determined to punish the Saxons who had invaded 

Austrasia. Therefore, late in 718, he laid waste their country to 

the banks of the Weser, the Lippe, and the Ruhr. He defeated 

them in the Teutoburg Forest and thus secured the Frankish 

border in the name of King Chlotaire.  

When the Frisian leader Radbod died in 719, Charles seized 

West Frisia without any great resistance on the part of the 

Frisians, who had been subjected to the Franks but had 

rebelled upon the death of Pippin. When Chilperic II died in 

721, Charles appointed as his successor the son of Dagobert 

III, Theuderic IV, who was still a minor, and who occupied the 

throne from 721 to 737. Charles was now appointing the kings 

whom he supposedly served (rois fainéants) although they were 

mere figureheads. By the end of his reign, he didn't appoint 

any at all. At this time, Charles again marched against the 
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Saxons. Then the Neustrians rebelled under Ragenfrid, who 

had left the county of Anjou. They were easily defeated in 724 

but Ragenfrid gave up his sons as hostages in turn for keeping 

his county. This ended the civil wars of Charles' reign.  

The next six years were devoted in their entirety to assuring 

Frankish authority over the neighboring political groups. 

Between 720 and 723, Charles was fighting in Bavaria, where 

the Agilolfing dukes had gradually evolved into independent 

rulers, recently in alliance with Liutprand the Lombard. He 

forced the Alemanni to accompany him, and Duke Hugbert 

submitted to Frankish suzerainty. In 725 he brought back the 

Agilolfing Princess Swanachild as a second wife.  

In 725 and 728, he again entered Bavaria but, in 730, he 

marched against Lantfrid, Duke of Alemannia, who had also 

become independent, and killed him in battle. He forced the 

Alemanni to capitulate to Frankish suzerainty and did not 

appoint a successor to Lantfrid. Thus, southern Germany once 

more became part of the Frankish kingdom, as had northern 

Germany during the first years of the reign.  

Aquitaine and the Battle of Tours in 

732 

In 731, after defeating the Saxons, Charles turned his 

attention to the rival southern realm of Aquitaine, and crossed 

the Loire, breaking the treaty with Duke Odo. The Franks 

ransacked Aquitaine twice, and captured Bourges, although 

Odo retook it. The Continuations of Fredegar allege that Odo 

called on assistance from the recently established emirate of 
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al-Andalus, but there had been Arab raids into Aquitaine from 

the 720s onwards. Indeed, the anonymous Chronicle of 754 

records that in 721 a victory of Odo at the Battle of Toulouse, 

while the Liber Pontificalis records that Odo had killed 375,000 

Saracens. It is more likely that this invasion or raid took place 

in revenge for Odo's support for a rebel Berber leader named 

Munnuza.  

Whatever the precise circumstances were, it is clear that an 

army under the leadership of Abd al-Rahman al-Ghafiqi headed 

north, and after some minor engagements marched on the 

wealthy city of Tours. According to British medieval historian 

Paul Fouracre, "Their campaign should perhaps be interpreted 

as a long-distance raid rather than the beginning of a war". 

They were, however, defeated by the army of Charles at a 

location between Tours and Poitiers, in a victory described by 

the Continuations of Fredegar. News of this battle spread, and 

may be recorded in Bede's Ecclesiastical History (Book V, ch. 

23). However, it is not given prominence in Arabic sources from 

the period.  

Despite his victory, Charles did not gain full control of 

Aquitaine, and Odo remained duke until 735.  

Wars of 732–737 

Between his victory of 732 and 735, Charles reorganized the 

kingdom of Burgundy, replacing the counts and dukes with his 

loyal supporters, thus strengthening his hold on power. He was 

forced, by the ventures of Bubo, Duke of the Frisians, to 

invade independent-minded Frisia again in 734. In that year, 

he slew the duke at the Battle of the Boarn. Charles ordered 
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the Frisian pagan shrines destroyed, and so wholly subjugated 

the populace that the region was peaceful for twenty years 

after.  

In 735, Duke Odo of Aquitaine died. Though Charles wished to 

rule the duchy directly and went there to elicit the submission 

of the Aquitainians, the aristocracy proclaimed Odo's son, 

Hunald I of Aquitaine, as duke, and Charles and Hunald 

eventually recognised each other's position.  

Interregnum (737-741) 

In 737, at the tail end of his campaigning in Provence and 

Septimania, the Merovingian king, Theuderic IV, died. Charles, 

titling himself maior domus and princeps et dux Francorum, did 

not appoint a new king and nobody acclaimed one. The throne 

lay vacant until Charles' death. The interregnum, the final four 

years of Charles' life, was relatively peaceful although in 738 

he compelled the Saxons of Westphalia to submit and pay 

tribute and in 739 he checked an uprising in Provence where 

some rebels united under the leadership of Maurontus.  

Charles used the relative peace to set about integrating the 

outlying realms of his empire into the Frankish church. He 

erected four dioceses in Bavaria (Salzburg, Regensburg, 

Freising, and Passau) and gave them Boniface as archbishop 

and metropolitan over all Germany east of the Rhine, with his 

seat at Mainz. Boniface had been under his protection from 

723 on. Indeed, the saint himself explained to his old friend, 

Daniel of Winchester, that without it he could neither 

administer his church, defend his clergy nor prevent idolatry.  
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In 739, Pope Gregory III begged Charles for his aid against 

Liutprand, but Charles was loath to fight his onetime ally and 

ignored the plea. Nonetheless, the pope's request for Frankish 

protection showed how far Charles had come from the days he 

was tottering on excommunication and set the stage for his son 

and grandson to assert themselves in the peninsula.  

Death and transition in rule 

Charles Martel died on 22 October 741, at Quierzy-sur-Oise in 

what is today the Aisne département in the Picardy region of 

France. He was buried at Saint Denis Basilica in Paris.  

His territories had been divided among his adult sons a year 

earlier: to Carloman he gave Austrasia, Alemannia, and 

Thuringia, and to Pippin the Younger Neustria, Burgundy, 

Provence, and Metz and Trier in the "Mosel duchy". Grifo was 

given several lands throughout the kingdom, but at a later 

date, just before Charles died.  

Legacy 

• Earlier in his life Charles Martel had many internal 

opponents and felt the need to appoint his own 

kingly claimant, Chlotar IV. Later, however, the 

dynamics of rulership in Francia had changed, and 

no hallowed Merovingian ruler was required. Charles 

divided his realm between his sons without 

opposition (though he ignored his young son 

Bernard). For many historians, Charles Martel laid 

the foundations for his son Pepin's rise to the 
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Frankish throne in 751, and his grandson 

Charlemagne's imperial acclamation in 800. 

However, for Paul Fouracre, while Charles was "the 

most effective military leader in Francia", his career 

"finished on a note of unfinished business". 

Order of the Genet 

Some historical sources say that Charles Martel formed the 

first regular order of knights in France. They hold that among 

the spoils Charles Martel's forces captured after the Battle of 

Tours were many genets (raised for their fur) and several of 

their pelts. These were presented to him and found favor in his 

eyes due to their soft fine fur and pleasant smell (the fur was 

valued by aristocrats to serve as inner lining for garments).  

As marks of his favor, Charles Martel distributed some of the 

genets to leaders among his army. Soon after, to commemorate 

the great victory, he began the first Order of Knighthood in 

France – called the Order of the Genet.  

The order was limited to fifteen knights at a time. Charles 

Martel served as its Chief and that office was handed down to 

heirs in his bloodline. This order of knights continued for little 

over two centuries, when it was replaced by Robert II of 

France's new order: the Knights of Our Lady of the Star (named 

in honor of his devotion to the Virgin Mary). Some historians 

question if the story of the captured genets is a fabrication and 

that the order was named after small Arabian horses, while 

others challenge the historical existence of the order 

altogether.  
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Family and children 

Charles Martel married twice, his first wife being Rotrude of 

Treves, daughter either of Lambert II, Count of Hesbaye, or of 

Leudwinus, Count of Treves. They had the following children:  

• Hiltrud 

• Carloman 

• Landrade, also rendered as Landres 

• Auda, also called Aldana or Alane 

• Pepin the Short, also called Pippin 

Most of the children married and had issue. Hiltrud married 

Odilo I (Duke of Bavaria). Landrade was once believed to have 

married a Sigrand (Count of Hesbania) but Sigrand's wife was 

more likely the sister of Rotrude. Auda married Thierry IV 

(Count of Autun and Toulouse).  

Charles also married a second time, to Swanhild and they had 

a child named Grifo.  

Charles Martel also had a known mistress, Ruodhaid with 

whom he had Bernard, Hieronymus and Remigius. Remigius 

became an archbishop of Rouen.  

Reputation and historiography 

For early medieval authors, Charles Martel was famous for his 

military victories. Paul the Deacon for instance attributed a 

victory against the Saracens actually won by Odo of Aquitaine 
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to Charles. However, alongside this there soon developed a 

darker reputation, for his alleged abuse of church property. A 

ninth-century text, the Visio Eucherii, possibly written by 

Hincmar of Reims, portrayed Martel as suffering in hell for this 

reason. According to British medieval historian Paul Fouracre, 

this was "the single most important text in the construction of 

Charles Martel's reputation as a seculariser or despoiler of 

church lands".  

By the eighteenth century, historians such as Edward Gibbon 

had begun to portray the Frankish leader as the saviour of 

Christian Europe from a full-scale Islamic invasion. In 

Gibbon's The Decline And Fall Of The Roman Empire he wonders 

whether without Charles' victory, "Perhaps the interpretation 

of the Koran would now be taught in the schools of Oxford".  

In the nineteenth century, the German historian Heinrich 

Brunner argued that Charles had confiscated church lands in 

order to fund military reforms that allowed him to defeat the 

Arab conquests, in this way brilliantly combining two 

traditions about the ruler. However, Fouracre argued that 

"...there is not enough evidence to show that there was a 

decisive change either in the way in which the Franks fought, 

or in the way in which they organised the resources needed to 

support their warriors." Many twentieth-century European 

historians continued to develop Gibbon's perspectives, such as 

French medievalist Christian Pfister, who wrote in 1911 that  

"Besides establishing a certain unity in Gaul, Charles saved it 

from a great peril. In 711 the Arabs had conquered Spain. In 

720 they crossed the Pyrenees, seized Narbonensis, a 

dependency of the kingdom of the Visigoths, and advanced on 
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Gaul. By his able policy Odo succeeded in arresting their 

progress for some years; but a new vali, Abdur Rahman, a 

member of an extremely fanatical sect, resumed the attack, 

reached Poitiers, and advanced on Tours, the holy town of 

Gaul. In October 732—just 100 years after the death of 

Mahomet—Charles gained a brilliant victory over Abdur 

Rahman, who was called back to Africa by revolts of the 

Berbers and had to give up the struggle. ...After his victory, 

Charles took the offensive". 

Similarly, William E. Watson who wrote of the battle's 

importance in Frankish and world history in 1993, suggested 

that "Had Charles Martel suffered at Tours-Poitiers the fate of 

King Roderick at the Rio Barbate, it is doubtful that a "do-

nothing" sovereign of the Merovingian realm could have later 

succeeded where his talented major domus had failed. Indeed, 

as Charles was the progenitor of the Carolingian line of 

Frankish rulers and grandfather of Charlemagne, one can even 

say with a degree of certainty that the subsequent history of 

the West would have proceeded along vastly different currents 

had ‘Abd al-Rahman been victorious at Tours-Poitiers in 732." 

Other recent historians however argue that the importance of 

the battle is dramatically overstated, both for European history 

in general and for Charles Martel's reign in particular. This 

view is typified by Alessandro Barbero, who in 2004 wrote,  

"Today, historians tend to play down the significance of the 

battle of Poitiers, pointing out that the purpose of the Arab 

force defeated by Charles Martel was not to conquer the 

Frankish kingdom, but simply to pillage the wealthy monastery 

of St-Martin of Tours". 
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Similarly, in 2002 Tomaž Mastnak wrote:  

"The continuators of Fredegar's chronicle, who probably wrote 

in the mid-eighth century, pictured the battle as just one of 

many military encounters between Christians and Saracens—

moreover, as only one in a series of wars fought by Frankish 

princes for booty and territory... One of Fredegar's 

continuators presented the battle of Poitiers as what it really 

was: an episode in the struggle between Christian princes as 

the Carolingians strove to bring Aquitaine under their rule." 

More recently, the memory of Charles Martel has been 

appropriated by far right and white nationalist groups, such as 

the 'Charles Martel Group' in France, and by Australian 

Brenton Harrison Tarrant, the perpetrator of the Christchurch 

mosque shootings at Al Noor Mosque and Linwood Islamic 

Centre in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 2019.  
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