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Part I The Early Middle Ages

TIMELINE 3.3

Islam to 1000
768–814
Rule of Charlemagne

500

732
Battle of
Tours-Poitiers

c. 571–632
Life of
Muhammad

843
Treaty of Verdun

988
Conversion of
Vladimir of Kiev

1000
661

Early Conquests
and Civil War

571
632
Pre-Islamic Life of
Muhammad
Arabia

Umayyad
Dynasty

750

622
The Hijra

717–718
Constantinople Withstands
Umayyad Siege

Golden Age of
Abbasid Dynasty
Independent States in

c. 900 Egypt, Iberia (al-

Andalus), and Elsewhere

786–809
Reign of
Harun al–Rashid
in Baghdad

912–961
Reign of
Abd al–Rahman III
in al-Andalus

Arabia and Muhammad (c. 571–632)
Arabia was not a new force in the Mediterranean. Many empire-builders of the ancient
Near East had come originally from the Arabian peninsula: the Amorites, the Chaldeans,
the Canaanites, even the Hebrews. Situated at a critical juncture between Europe and
Asia, Arabia had long been crossed by trade routes and cities, and, in the time just before
Muhammad’s birth, some Arabian tribes in the north of the peninsula had allied themselves with Rome or Persia.
In Muhammad’s time, most Arabs were nomadic Bedouins, but others lived in
cities, where they supported themselves by industry or trade. Although these cities challenged some old ways, both city-dwellers and nomads were polytheistic and revered
tribal deities. The greatest trade route then ran between the Mediterranean and southern
Arabia, and the greatest city along this route, Mecca, was a bustling commercial center
that sent its own caravans northward and southward and grew wealthy from their proﬁts.
It was in Mecca, around the year 571, that the prophet Muhammad was born.
A member of a lesser branch of one of Mecca’s leading clans, Muhammad grew
up in the very center of Arabian life and culture. To his north lay the Mediterranean, a
world of enduring Roman inﬂuence in the East and wavering recovery from Rome’s
decline in the West. In 571, Emperor Justinian had been dead for six years; the man who
would eventually become Pope Gregory I was just about to turn 30; and St. Columban
had not yet traversed his mother’s body on his way out of Ireland.
As a young man, Muhammad managed the camel caravans of a wealthy widow
named Khadija (see the biographical sketch). Through his travels and perhaps also his
contacts with Jewish and Christian communities in Mecca itself, he encountered at least
three of the most prominent religions of his day: Judaism, Christianity, and Zoroastrianism (a highly sophisticated dualist faith from Persia that emphasizes a cosmic battle
between good and evil). A respected man with a powerful personality, Muhammad
eventually married Khadija. She offered him unwavering support when he underwent,
in his late thirties, a prophetic experience.
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