
Europe in the Early Middle Ages 
 
Preview Statement: The decline of the Roman Empire began a new era of European history called the Middle Ages, or the 
medieval period. It spanned the years from about 500 to 1500. 
	

Invasions of Western Europe 

In the fifth century, Germanic invaders overran the western half of the Roman Empire.  Many invasions and constant warfare 
caused a series of events that changed the economy, government, and culture: 

• Disruption of Trade: Merchants faced invasions from both 
land and sea. Their businesses collapsed. The breakdown of 
trade destroyed Europe’s cities as economic centers. Money 
became scarce (rare or uncommon). 

•Downfall of Cities: With the fall of the Roman Empire, cities 
were abandoned and people became more isolated. 

•Population Shifts: As Roman centers of trade and government 
collapsed, nobles ran to the rural areas. Roman cities were left 
without strong leadership. Other city inhabitants also fled to the 
countryside, where they grew their own food. The population of 
western Europe became mostly rural. 

The Decline of Learning  

The Germanic invaders who stormed Rome could not read or write. Among Romans themselves, the level of learning sank 
sharply as more and more families left for rural areas. Few people except priests and other church officials were literate. 
Knowledge of Greek, long important in Roman culture, was almost lost. The Germanic tribes had a rich oral tradition of songs 
and legend, but they had no written language. 

Loss of a Common Language  

As German-speaking peoples mixed with the Roman population, the Latin language changed. While it was still an official 
language, it was no longer understood. Differences in the language developed as new words and phrases became part of 
everyday speech. By the 800s, French, Spanish, and other Roman-based languages had evolved from Latin. 

Germanic Kingdoms Emerge 

In the years between 400 and 600, small Germanic kingdoms replaced Roman districts. The borders of those kingdoms changed 
constantly with warfare. But the Church as an institution survived the fall of the Roman Empire. During this time of political 
chaos, the Church provided order and security. 

The Idea of Government Changes  

Along with changing boundaries, the entire idea of government changed. Loyalty to public government and written law had 
brought Roman society together. However, in Germanic society, family and personal loyalty was the most important part of life.  
Instead of living in large cities together, these tribes were mostly rural and only focused on the needs of their group. 

Every chief led a band of warriors who had pledged their loyalty to him. In peacetime, these followers lived in their lord’s hall. 
He gave them food, weapons, and treasure. In battle, warriors fought to the death at their lord’s side. But these warriors felt no 
duty to obey a king they did not even know. Nor would they obey an official sent to collect taxes or hand out justice in the name 
of an emperor they had never met.  This made it impossible to rule large territories. 



Clovis Rules the Franks  

In the Roman territory of Gaul (mainly what is now France and Switzerland), a Germanic people called the Franks held power. 
Their leader was Clovis.  He would bring Christianity to the region. According to legend, his wife, Clothilde, had urged him to 
convert to her faith, Christianity. In 496, Clovis led his warriors against another Germanic army. Fearing defeat, he prayed to 
the Christian God.  

“For I have called on my gods,” he prayed, “but I find they are far from my aid. . . . Now I call on Thee. I long to 
believe in Thee. Only, please deliver me from my enemies.”  

The tide of the battle shifted and the Franks won. Afterward, Clovis and 3,000 of his warriors asked a bishop to baptize them.  
The Church in Rome welcomed Clovis’ conversion and supported his military campaigns against other Germanic peoples. By 
511, Clovis had united the Franks into one kingdom.  

Charlemagne Becomes Emperor 

After the death of his father, Charlemagne became the leader of the Frankish kingdom.  He conquered new lands to both the 
south and the east, spreading Christianity. He reunited western Europe for the first time since the Roman Empire. By 800, 
Charlemagne’s empire was larger than the Byzantine Empire. He had become the most powerful king in western Europe.  The 
pope was so pleased with his conquests that Charlemagne is crowned as a Holy Roman Emperor.  This was the signal that 
joined the Germanic society, Christianity and the legacy of the Roman Empire. 

Charlemagne Leads a Revival 

Charlemagne strengthened his royal power by limiting the authority of the nobles. To rule his empire, he sent out royal agents. 
They made sure that the powerful landholders, called counts, ruled their provinces fairly. Charlemagne regularly visited every 
part of his kingdom. He also kept a close watch on the management of his huge estates—the source of the kingdom’s wealth 
and power. One of his greatest accomplishments was the encouragement of learning. He surrounded himself with English, 
German, Italian, and Spanish scholars. 

Charlemagne’s Heirs  

A year before Charlemagne died in 814, he crowned his only surviving 
son, Louis the Pious, as emperor. Louis was a strict, religious man but not 
an effective ruler. He left three sons that fought one another for control of 
the Empire. In 843, the brothers signed the Treaty of Verdun, dividing the 
empire into three kingdoms. As a result, kings lost power and central 
authority broke down. The lack of strong rulers led to a new system of 
governing and landholding—feudalism. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	



Wrap	Up	Questions/Tasks:	
	
Create	a	cause	and	effect	chart	with	the	FOUR	most	important	factors	that	impacted	Europe	in	the	Middle	
Ages	(think	about	short-term	effects	and	long-term	effects)	
	

Cause	 	 Effect	
	
	
	
	
	

	 	

	
	
	
	
	

	 	

	
	
	
	
	

	 	

	
	
	
	
	

	 	

	
	
	
What	social	and	political	impacts	did	Clovis’	victory	have	on	Europe	in	the	Middle	Ages?	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
What	lasting	impact	did	Charlemagne	have	on	Europe?		Why	did	his	kingdom	not	succeed	after	his	death?	
	


