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of  Gallo-Roman, Christian, and barbarian traditions slowly created a new  European  cul-
ture. In 800, Francia was still a modest power in  comparison to the Byzantine and Islamic 
empires, but it had come a long way in just 100 years (see Timeline 4.1). 
  In Charlemagne’s lifetime, “Europe” and “Christendom” were the subject of 
much discussion. Scholars wrote about Europa  and called Charlemagne’s empire a 
Regnum Europae,  or “realm of Europe.” Today, many historians agree, characterizing 
Charlemagne’s accomplishments as creating the “First Europe.” Some geographers might 
reasonably protest that Europe was always  there —a continent clearly noted on maps and 
changed little in recent millennia by earthquakes, volcanoes, and erosion. Perhaps so, but 
the idea  of Europe was relatively new in the 700s. The word was an inheritance from the 
Greeks and Romans, whose mythology included the story of how Europa, the beautiful 
daughter of the king of Tyre (roughly, modern-day Lebanon), was pursued westward and 
raped by Zeus. Yet it was not until the Early Middle Ages that a clear idea of Europe, as 
distinct from Asia to the east and Africa to the south, began to emerge. 
  Although we today usually defi ne Europe as a geographical continent, Charlemagne 
and his contemporaries would have defi ned it as a religious entity—as a “Christendom,” 
literally a realm of Christians. In his Etymologies,  Isidore of Seville (560–636) popularized 
the idea that the sons of Noah had divided the world among themselves—Japheth getting 
Europe (land of Christians), Shem getting Asia (land of Semites), and Ham getting Africa 
(land of servants). This linkage of geographical continents with religious and racial identities 
would long endure, for even in the nineteenth century, American slaveholders justifi ed their 
abuse of Africans by reference to the Bible’s stipulation that Ham would be a servant unto 
his brethren. But the differences between Europe and Christendom are as important as their 
affi nities. By the geographical standard, Iberia was fully a part of Europe; by the religious 
standard, Iberia would lose its place in Western Christendom with the Arab conquests that 
began in 711. By the one, Jews were as European as their Christian neighbors in the Middle 
Ages; by the other, they were aliens with only a marginal place in a Christian world. 
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Merovingian “Kings”  Dominated 
by Carolingian “Mayors of the Palace”

Carolingian Dynasty

c. 680

751

Pepin of 
Heristal

Charles 
Martel

Pepin 
the Short

Charlemagne Louis 
the Pious

714 741 768 814 840

850

716–754
Mission of St. Boniface
to Francia and Frisia

732
Muslim Raiding
Party Defeated 

at Tours-Poitiers

751
Pepin the Short
Anointed as 
King of the 
Franks     

781–796
Alcuin of York at
Court of Charlemagne

800
Charlemagne
Crowned as 
“Emperor” by
Pope Leo III

843
Treaty of

Verdun
(Division of
the Empire)

ben85506_ch04_080-101.indd   81ben85506_ch04_080-101.indd   81 10/26/09   9:47:44 AM10/26/09   9:47:44 AM

CONFIRMING PAGES




