
Clovis' Battlefield Conversion 

Nathan Brummel 

 
It is surprising that a battle between two barbarian tribes played an important role in the history 

of Christianity. The battle in question was between the Franks and the Alemanni in the year 496. This 

fight was important because when the Frankish leader, Clovis I saw that his army was in difficult straits 

he vowed to convert to Christianity if he was victorious. 

Clovis I was the founder of the Frankish kingdom which would dominate much of Europe in the 

early Middle Ages. Modern day France finds its origin in this barbarian king who molded a bunch of 

barbarian tribes and former Roman provinces into a unified kingdom. 

Clovis, otherwise called “Childeric” was the son of Childeric who had been a king of the Salian 

Franks of Tournai. Childeric was a chieftain among a number of others with limited influence. He was 

a pagan, worshipping the traditional gods of his fathers. Clovis’ grandfather was Merovig and that is 

why Clovis and his heirs came to be called the “Merovingian” rulers. The Merovingians became the 

dominant rulers in Western Europe up until the eighth century. 

Clovis became ruler in 481 A.D. He quickly set out on a path of conquest. Clovis had started 

out as a rather minor chieftain but through his battles he conquered Gaul and much of modern France. 

Although he was a barbarian, he was given an honorary consulate by the Eastern Emperor. In his later 

years he moved his headquarters to Paris where he built a church. 

In 493, Clovis married a Christian princess whose name was Chlotilda. She was the daughter of 

the king of the Bergundians. When the marriage was blessed with a child, the pagan Clovis allowed the 

baby to be baptized. While the king allowed his wife and child to participate in Christianity, he 

remained a pagan. But, he did have a lot of contact with Christians since in his realm a number of lesser 

rulers were bishops. 

Clovis’ religion took a radical turn when he was in a critical battle with the fierce Allemanni 

tribe which was attempting to invade his territory. His army was hard- pressed and defeat appeared 

imminent until Clovis thought of praying to his wife’s god for help. He had prayed to his own gods 

without success. So he prayed to Jesus Christ and he promised that if he won he would submit with his 

warriors to baptism. 

Some contemporary Christian writers made Clovis out to be a hero. For example, an 

acquaintance of his, Bishop Gregory of Tours portrayed Clovis as a great pagan hero who owed his 

accomplishments to his Christian conversion. But the reality of his conversion is certainly up for 

question. The man after his supposed conversion continued to be vengeful and unscrupulous in his 

dealings with his rivals and personal enemies. 

His insincerity came out in that it took two years after his victory over the Alemanni before his 

wife Chlotilda and a certain Bishop Remigius were able to talk him into actually getting baptized. 

The baptism took place at the Cathedral of Rheims on Christmas day in the year 496. It must 

have been an awe-inspiring sight to have seen Clovis descend into the baptismal basin with three 

thousand of his warriors. 

Philip Schaff states concerning the baptism of Clovis that it did not have much effect on the 

character of Clovis or his heirs “whose history is tarnished with atrocious crimes.” He writes: “The 

Merovingians, half tigers, half lambs, passed with astonishing rapidity from horrible massacres to 

passionate demonstrations of contrition, and from the confessional back again to the excesses of their 

native cruelty.” 

It took a long time for Clovis’ subjects to be converted to Christianity. The transformation of the 

pagan tribes into a nominally Christian people took centuries. We know from burial sites of the Franks 

that they retained pagan burial rites up until the seventh century. 



It is rather amazing that the Catholic church made Clovis out to be a hero. This was in spite of 

his brutality which comes out in one story told about him. During a raid by the Franks, a splendid vase 

was robbed from a church by one of Clovis’ warriors. The bishop begged for the return of the vase. 

When the booty was being divided the king asked for the vase. One warrior objected to the fact that 

Clovis was getting this vase up and above his share of the booty so he took his ax and smashed it. 

The king restored the broken vase to the bishop and said nothing to the warrior about the 

destructive act. But Clovis got his revenge a year later when he recognized that same warrior at a mili-

tary assembly. He came up to him and rebuked him because his weapons were unkempt. He then took 

the warriors ax out of his hand and threw it to the ground. As the man stooped to pick up his ax the king 

with his own ax split the warriors skull, saying “Thus you treated the vase at Soissons.” The result was 

that Bishop Gregory of Tours considered Clovis a hero for avenging the church. 

It is astonishing that Gregory also did not hesitate to relate honestly other crimes of Clovis. As 

the historian Schaff writes, Clovis’ contemporary Christian biographers felt “no need of any excuse for 

him in view of his services to religion.” 

Clovis’ baptism was an historic event because he was baptized as a Catholic and not an Arian. 

This is important because from an early date the barbarians in eastern Europe had been converted to 

that heretical sect of Christianity called Arianism. This sect holds to the heresy that the Son of God was 

a created being. In contrast Catholic Christianity taught that the Son was of the same essence as the 

Father and was very God of very God. Through the influence of early Arian missionaries a number of 

barbarian tribes had been converted to Arianism. Therefore it looked at this point in history as if the 

barbarians would become Arians. But Clovis was converted to the Catholic Church. This laid the 

groundwork for a Western European Christendom that was orthodox on the doctrine of the Trinity. 

Clovis was interested in the welfare of the church. It is an astounding fact that while on the one 

hand he was superstitious and ungodly yet on the other hand, he sought the good of the church. 

The history of Clovis and his successors is filled with examples of piety mixed with evil. One 

moment a Merovingian king would distinguish himself by choosing an “irreproachable bishop” who 

would be a force for much good and the next second he would be involved in “cold-blooded cruelties.” 

One writer says that “it is difficult to believe that, in embracing Christianity, they gave up not a single 

pagan vice or adopted a single Christian virtue.” 

But Clovis’ devotion to the church comes out in an action late in his life. In probably the last 

year of his life he called for a church council at Orleans to deal with church issues. This council was 

attended by 32 bishops. The decisions or “canons” from this assembly have come down to us. In them 

we find that the king was personally concerned with the deliberations and was very much involved in 

the council. 

So while Clovis did certain things to benefit the church, he was no saint. But his conversion did 

have serious implications for the history of Christianity. He was a successful barbarian warrior who 

was able to establish a strong unified kingdom in western Europe. Clovis’ military strength held-off the 

Arian barbarians in the East and assured that the barbarians in western Europe would ultimately be 

converted to the Catholic faith. 

Through his battlefield conversion he opened up his kingdom to the advance of Christianity. His 

successors would also continue to follow in his footsteps and would continue to support the 

establishment of the Christian faith. This happened especially through their support and endowment of 

monasteries. While the barbarians and Romans had been overcome by Clovis, it was the lowly monks 

who slowly conquered the barbarians through the introduction of Roman culture and the Christian 

religion. 

So, God in his providence, used a sinful barbarian king in order to advance the cause of His 

church. The history of Clovis is relevant for us Christians, for many of us trace our ancestry back to the 

European barbarian tribes. The ways of God are deep. He subordinates all of history for the good of His 



church. He used the vow of a fearful and superstitious king on a battlefield to open the way for the 

spread of the gospel of His Son throughout Europe. ❖      
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