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PREFACE

It is conventional for an editor to commend the patience of contributors
and publisher, as the preparation of a large volume of essays such as this one
invariably falls behind schedule. In this case, however, patience has been needed
in saintly proportions, for the present volume has been exceptionally long in
the making. The original editor of Volume 1 planned the work in line with the
other six volumes of the New Cambridge Medieval History, and commissioned
all but two of the chapters. Copy began to arrive from 1990 onwards, but then
the project seemed to stall. At this point, the present editor then agreed to
take on the volume. New chapters were commissioned, on the Slavs, on the
Scandinavians, and on money and coinage. New contributors were found to
replace those who could no longer participate, and those who had submitted to
the original deadline very kindly agreed to revise their chapters. Sadly, Professor
Barbero, who had been commissioned to write the chapters on Spain, died
before they were drafted. Maria Loring, his widow, agreed to complete the
task. The two chapters are listed under their joint authorship, although I have
not included Professor Barbero in the list of contributors. In September 2004
Patrick Wormald also sadly died. His chapter on ‘Kings and kingship’ will be
a constant reminder of just how fine a scholar he was.

I am extremely grateful to the original contributors for bearing with the
delays with such good grace. Few things in academic life are more irritating
than to write a substantial essay to a deadline, only to have it disappear for
several years, and then to be asked to rework it. Further delays were inevitable
as the whole slowed to the pace of the tardiest contributor. Again, the forbear-
ance of those who did make the effort to submit to deadlines, some at short
notice, is much appreciated. One chapter, on Romans and Lombards in Iraly
in the seventh century, we waited for in vain, and then decided that to find
a replacement would delay the volume just too much. There is, therefore, a
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Xiv Preface

very unfortunate gap in our history, although several other authors do refer
to Italian material. The place of Lombard Italy in European history is briefly
discussed in the Introduction. The Introduction also sets out the shape and
purpose of the volume.

Thanks are due to a host of people who have helped with this volume. Paul
Barford helped to translate chapter 19 into English, and John Hine translated
chapter 18. Translation by specialists in the field is very much appreciated.
Prudence von Rohrbach put the whole work onto disk and consolidated the
primary source bibliography. Her help was crucial in bringing order to a col-
lection of contributions submitted over a decade and in many different forms.

Particular thanks are due to those who agreed at short notice to write chap-
ters, and did so to order and in good time. Guy Halsall responded immediately
to a plea to write the survey chapter (chapter 3) on the sources and their interpre-
tation. His excellent discussion draws on his unusual combination of expertise
in both history and archaceology, and in both disciplines he is also unusual in
that he is literate in both theory and practice. Michael Toch agreed to write his
chapter on the Jews in Europe by return of email, and the draft chapter was
delivered a fortnight later. It is an astonishing survey that demolishes widely
held assumptions about the place of Jews in early medieval history. It was at
the late Timothy Reuter’s suggestion that Toch was asked to survey the whole
period covered by the first three volumes of the New Cambridge Medieval
History. It was typical of Reuter’s care for the series that, having noticed that an
important area had not been covered, he made sure that something was done
about it. Timothy Reuter greatly encouraged the editing of this work, and he
was a great source of advice, typically offered with wry good humour. This
volume is dedicated to his memory.

PAUL FOURACRE, MANCHESTER, ]anuary 2009
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INTRODUCTION: THE HISTORY
OF EUROPE 500-700

Paul Fouracre

Hegel’s notion of a state of transformation, in which the present negates the
past in favour of the future, is well suited to this period of European history.
At our starting point around the year 500, we may still characterise European
culture as ‘late antique’; by the year 700 we are firmly in the world of the Middle
Ages. A transformation has apparently occurred. The idea that it is developing
consciousness that calls changes into being is not far off the mark either, if we
think about the triumph of the Christian future over the pagan past and the
reconfiguration of culture and institutions around newly hegemonic religious
beliefs and practices. This conception of history is avowedly teleological: it
is ultimately more interested in what things were becoming than in what
they were in their own terms and in their proper context. A survey such as
this one, standing at the beginning of a series which looks at history over a
1000 year period, must of course be aware of future development in order to
understand the nature and significance of contemporary phenomena. At the
same time, however, it must equally be aware that what makes hindsight or
overview possible is precisely a detailed knowledge of the past in its own terms.
The balance between overview and detail must nevertheless be judicious. The
present volume aims for balance in this way. It is organised on a chronological
and geographical basis, from which a series of particular histories provide the
background to a final section of thematic overviews.

Almost every chapter, whether topical or thematic, situates itself by mea-
suring change from the late Roman period. That the end of Roman power in
western Europe should form a common starting point is not meant to under-
play the essential continuities between the culture of late antiquity and of the
Middle Ages. As Gerberding emphasises, we can already perceive in the Roman
world the outlines of much that we would identify as typically ‘medieval’.
Fontaine, too, explains that the lines of post-classical, Christian education and
learning had already been laid down before the mid-fifth century. Nor should
beginning with the end of the Roman Empire be taken to suggest that the ‘Fall
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2 PAUL FOURACRE

of Rome’ was sudden or catastrophic. As Halsall argues, few historians would
now think in terms of an empire brought down by the incessant attacks of
massed barbarians. He suggests that it is more sensible to think of the ‘bar-
barian invasions’ as one effect, rather than the major cause, of Rome’s decline.
And as Loseby demonstrates, the dislocation of the Mediterranean economic
circuits which had lain at the heart of Roman culture was a slow and complex
process which cannot be mapped onto a narrative of political and military
‘decline’. It is nevertheless true that the often violent ending of Roman impe-
rial rule in Europe did have enormous consequences. Kobylifiski’s account of
the formation of the Slavs in a world made unstable by the disappearance
of Roman power firmly brings home the point that those consequences were
felt far beyond the borders of the Roman Empire. Hillenbrand and Hedeager
investigate the consequences of the end of the Roman cultural and political
domination in regions as far apart as Arabia and Scandinavia. In our period, the
various governing regimes in France, Italy, Spain and Britain were decidedly
‘post-Roman’ in the sense that it was the vacuum caused by the disintegration
of Roman government which brought them into being. Likewise, changes in
education, religion, art and architecture can be described in relation to the fail-
ing state of the Roman Empire. And of course, the most dramatic post-Roman
movement of all, the rise of Islam, made a clear connection between the failure
of Roman power and the need for a new system to replace it.

Although the end of Roman rule did have immediate consequences, the
more lasting result was the gradual adaptation of European, Middle Eastern and
North African societies to changing economic, political, religious and military
realities. The “Transformation of the Roman World’ is the way in which this
process is usually described, and the subject of transformation has been a major
focus of international scholarship over the past decade. It has taken the form
of the European Science Foundation ‘Transformation of the Roman World’
project which will lead to the publication of no less than eighteen volumes of
essays on different aspects of change between 400 and 8o0. The organisation of
this massive multidisciplinary collaboration was thematic. The present volume
of just twenty-nine essays, organised on a chronological and regional as well as
thematic basis, stands to the “Transformation of the Roman World” project as a
kind of handbook of history. It sets out what is known about the development
of each region as concisely as possible on the basis of the available source
materials, and in reflection of present scholarly consensus. One cannot read
the collection without coming to the conclusion that in our period every region
of Europe was in a process of adjusting to the new post-Roman conditions, but
‘transformation’ itself is not the explicit focus of the volume. To have made
it so would have been to anticipate future developments rather too keenly,
and organising the volume around the theme of ‘transformation’ would have
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imposed too rigid an overview on our material. Fach region must speak for
itself, through whatever sources have survived. Generally the voices are too
close to the memory of Roman culture to express a sense of transformation.

Itis striking that the “Transformation of the Roman World’ project followed
developments through into the ninth century. The two centuries from 500 AD
saw that adjustment to new conditions which would set the agenda for future
development, but it is only when one looks back from the ninth century that
one can get a clear sense of what it was that the late Roman world had trans-
formed into. It would be in the eighth century that the changes of the earlier
period would give birth to new political, social and economic formations. As
Lebecq explains, it was in the period s00-700 that the ‘North Sea economy’
emerged. The simultaneous decline of Mediterranean exchange networks, as
described by Loseby, would see a northward shift in the centre of gravity of
European culture. This is the context in which we see the consolidation of a
dominant power in central and south-eastern England, namely, the kingdom
of Mercia. It was likewise in the mid-eighth century that a new dynasty, the
Carolingians, emerged in Francia. This was the dynasty which would change
the balance of power in continental Europe, extending Frankish power to the
Baltic in the north and to the Adriatic in the south. One result of this vio-
lent expansion would be the collapse of Avar power in central Europe and
in its wake we see the stabilisation of the various Slav cultures whose origins
Kobylinski traces so assiduously. The rise of a powerful Bulgarian state would
be another consequence of the collapse of Avar power. It was also at this time
that the Muslim caliphate shifted to Iraq and into the hands of the ‘Abbasid
dynasty. The Visigothic civilisation of Spain, the building of which Loring
treats in some detail, came to an abrupt end when subjected to the pulse of
Islamic conquest. Byzantium’s reaction to the loss of its Middle Eastern and
North African provinces to the Arabs in the seventh century, a shock dealt
with from two different points of view here, by Louth and by Hillenbrand,
would be worked out in religious and military terms in the course of the eighth
century.

In each of these areas we are dealing with the further consequences of post-
Roman development, but by the ninth century we are no longer in a post-
Roman world. Now, when people wished to account for their history, culture
and institutions, these they traced not to the Roman world, but to themselves.
The eighth and ninth centuries boasted many authors who did this. For Bede
in England, history effectively began with the coming of the Anglo-Saxons to
the island of Britain, and concerned itself with the conversion to Christianity of
those incomers, thus focussing on the seventh century. In Italy Paul the Deacon
wrote the history of the Lombard people knowing very little of their early
history or origins. Like that of Bede, Paul’s history had a strongly contemporary



4 PAUL FOURACRE

message. In Francia, the new dynasty of the Carolingians embarked upon the
unique exercise of justifying their assumption of power by denigrating their
predecessors, the consequently much maligned Merovingians. They too were
in effect writing near contemporary history. So in all three areas a sense of
continuity with the Roman past was broken. It is a mark of the distance
now felt between the present and that past that the Carolingians began to
speak of a ‘renewal’ of society. They were very impressed by Roman culture,
going to great lengths to imitate it, but they thought of themselves as different
from, and actually rather superior, to the Romans. When Charlemagne was
famously crowned ‘Roman emperor’ in the year 800, the Franks were clear that
his empire was something new and different: it was a Frankish and Christian
empire. It is interesting to note that much of the thinking about ‘renewing’ or
‘correcting’ society, that is, bringing to it a proper Christian order, originated in
England and in Ireland. These were two areas that felt themselves to have little
connection with the Roman past, except, of course, in terms of its religious
legacy. Here we meet the perfect growing conditions for the developments in
Christian education and learning that Fontaine describes.

With the special exception of Justinian’s reign, in our period there was not
much sense of ‘renewal’, but there was a sense of progress. Following the lead of
Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana, learning in the Christian world privileged
the religious over the secular: in Fontaine’s words, all learned culture became ‘a
means oriented towards a religious end which surpassed it’. This was progress,
because it promised salvation. Wood points out that ‘Christianisation” was
a far more complex process than the conversion of the heathen. Christian
culture, as opposed to the faith of the Gospels, was shot through with pagan or
pre-Christian influences and practices. In Rome itself, for instance, Christian
festivals held in January of each year involved identifiably pagan elements.
The English missionary Boniface complained about this in the mid-eighth
century, but the practices continued into the twelfth century. The writers of
our period, however, were, like Boniface, perfectly clear in their minds about
what was Christian and what was not, and about the differences between the
sacred and the profane.

The desire to advance Christian society is what inspired the quartet of
historians upon whom we rely for the traditional picture of what happened in
the West in our period. These writers, whom Walter Goffart described as the
‘narrators of barbarian history’, are Jordanes and Gregory of Tours from the
sixth century, and from the eighth century Bede and Paul the Deacon, who
wrote about earlier times. In the works of Procopius, writing in the East in the
sixth century, the Christian agenda is less obvious than conventions of writing
history in the classical tradition, although, as Halsall and Louth explain, that
tradition would largely disappear after Procopius. There was of course a host of
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other writers of history in the West — Gildas, John of Biclaro, Isidore of Seville,
or the chronicler known as ‘Fredegar’ to name but a few — but the works of
our quartet are essential in providing what seems to be a continuous narrative
that gives specific areas a comprehensible history. Halsall demonstrates how
these narratives have been reinterpreted by modern historians. Not only have
what might be termed ‘nationalist’ interpretations been challenged, the very
sense that history can be reduced to narrative has been questioned. The works
of Jordanes, Gregory, Bede and Paul the Deacon are sufficiently long, well
provenanced and coherently written to allow analysis in literary critical mode,
and this too has undermined confidence in the relevance and objectivity of
their narrative. In short, we now understand more about these works as texts
rather than as definitive histories.

Despite misgivings about traditional narrative approaches to the history of
this period, it is clear that the four great narrative works retain an enormous
hold over the imagination. The chapters in this volume refer to our narrative
sources, and not just to the four, again and again. Look, for example, at how
much of Van Dam on Gaul/Francia in the sixth century is drawn from the
works of Gregory of Tours, or at the extent to which Thacker on seventh-
century England relies on Bede’s Hiszory. For although we have learned to treat
such texts with circumspection, it would be perverse not to make as much use
of them as possible, especially as they are often our sole window on events.
These works do, after all, allow us to tell a coherent (if sometimes misleading)
story about regions that would develop into nations and play a leading role
in the formation of Europe. The history of regions for which there is no clear
narrative tradition may appear by comparison as impenetrable. This has often
been the case with Celtic societies, often regarded as distinctly odd or even
exotic. Davies and Stancliffe both show how to approach the history of the
Celtic regions, demolishing modern myths and pulling together the disparate
evidence to explain how they developed. Likewise Hedeager can discuss the
thought world of early Scandinavia without the help of any contemporary
writing from the region itself. Kobylifiski too must conjure the Slavs out of
the writings of other peoples, and in all these cases we see just how much
archaeology can be used to fill gaps in our understanding.

Hamerow’s chapter on “The earliest Anglo-Saxon kingdoms’ shows that we
are almost completely dependent upon the archaeological record for ideas of
how lowland Britain became Anglo-Saxon England. Here we find evidence of
assimilation and acculturation between natives and newcomers which stands
in contrast to the narratives of Anglo-Saxon invasion and conquest which come
to us from Gildas and Bede. In fact Hamerow’s Anglo-Saxons have much in
common with Kobylifski’s Slavs, in the way that both groups formed ‘new’
peoples, the identities of which were expressed through material culture. And



6 PAUL FOURACRE

in both cases we have narrative material which seems to know nothing of how
these peoples were formed, but which treats them as long-established, readily
identifiable groups which were well aware of their position in the world. Of
course, we cannot expect a Gildas, a Procopius, or even a Bede, to have been
able to report on a process of ethnogenesis, nor could they have articulated a
notion of acculturation, for both are distinctly modern conceptions. Rather
than seeing the formation of new groups, early medieval writers thought in
terms of conflict between established peoples. Some of them might have arrived
only recently in a given area, but they had come as a discrete ‘people’. This is
how Gildas described the arrival of the ‘Saxons’ in England, a picture which
Bede elaborated to make three discrete groups of invaders, the Angles, Saxons
and Jutes. The archaeological evidence does not support Gildas” picture of the
‘fire and sword’ conquest of Britain which followed the arrival of the Saxons.
One conclusion to draw from this is that Gildas actually knew very little of
what happened in Britain in the century before he wrote. Or, at least, that he
turned what he did know into a conventional narrative. Bede then added to
the story, giving it a chronology and geography, but in reality he knew little
more of the ‘coming of the Saxons’ than Gildas.

The case of Bede and the history of the English reminds us that our major
narrative sources are decidedly patchy in their coverage and reliability. It is
naturally true that they know most of events close to their own times, and they
tend to back-project the conditions with which they were familiar in order
to make sense of a confusing past. Thus Bede’s division of the fifth century
invaders into Angles, Saxons and Jutes was a reflection of the political geography
of England in the seventh and early eighth century which Thacker describes.
One wonders, similarly, how much Jordanes knew of the early history of the
Goths, or how much Gregory of Tours knew about his hero, King Clovis.
Perhaps the most unsettling uncertainty of all, and one in which archaeology
helps but little, is the history of the Lombards in the seventh century.

As Moorhead demonstrates, one can say quite a lot about later sixth-century
Italy by drawing on papal, Byzantine and Frankish sources, but for the history
of the Lombards we are dependent upon the account of Paul the Deacon
which was written in the later eighth century. For the early history, Paul the
Deacon relied upon a now lost source, the history of Secundus of Non, or
‘of Trent’, as he is sometimes called. Secundus was an adviser at the court
of King Agilulf (590-616). He seems to have known much about the early
Lombard leaders, but very little about how and where the Lombards were
settled in Italy. Paul the Deacon’s history is likewise narrowly political and
military. It does contain colourful and dramatic anecdotes, but it is a thin
narrative which allows us to see little of what went on beyond the confines
of the royal courts. The Frankish chronicle known as Fredegar was interested
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in the contacts between the Lombard and Frankish rulers in the first half
of the seventh century, principally because the Lombard king Agilulf took a
Frankish bride, Theudelinda, and their daughter Gundeberga would play an
important role in Lombard politics. Fouracre discusses Fredegar’s treatment of
Gundeberga. When the chronicle of Fredegar ends in the 640s, our information
on relations between Franks and Lombards stops more or less dead. We can
glean a little more from Paul the Deacon, and he also tells us about growing
connections between the Agilolfing rulers of Bavaria and the Lombards in the
early eighth century. These connections clearly went back a long way, for, as
we have seen, one early Lombard king, Agilulf, bore the same name as that of
the Bavarian dynasty. The Lombard—Bavarian alliance would eventually spell
disaster for both sets of rulers when in the later eighth century Charlemagne
felc that it threatened his security. As a result, both Lombard Italy and Bavaria
were incorporated into the Frankish empire. Paul the Deacon’s history of the
Lombards was written in the aftermath of Frankish conquest, and it closed with
the reign of King Liutprand (d. 744), when the Lombards were at the height
of their powers in Italy. The sequel was possibly too painful or too politically
sensitive to write.

Apart from Paul the Deacon, we have a considerable body of law in the
so-called Edicr of Rothari from the mid-seventh century. Wormald discusses
this legislation in terms of what it tells us about Lombard kingship. Otherwise,
we are nearly in the dark. It is claimed that the “Three Chapters’ dispute, to
which both Moorhead and Louth refer, rumbled on until it was finally ended
at the Synod of Pavia in 698. Lombard support for schismatic bishops in Milan
and Aquileia had been a useful way for the rulers to present themselves as the
champions of Italian independence in the face of Byzantine interference. This
was especially true in the early Lombard period when memories of the emperor
Justinian’s intransigence were at their strongest. There is no hagiography from
Lombard Italy, and later cults are almost impossible to trace back beyond the
eighth century. In fact, so little is known about relations between the Lombards
and the native Catholics before the eighth century that historians have found
it impossible to agree on what religion the Lombards followed in the late sixth
and seventh centuries. Were they stubbornly pagan, or perhaps Arian, or maybe
Catholic, or even not particularly interested in religious matters? The latter,
at least, seems very unlikely given that religion occupied a central place in the
mentality of every other early medieval society we know about.

Muddying the waters still more is a famous passage in Paul the Deacon’s
history: it says that in the time of King Cleph (572—574) and shortly afterwards
the Lombards killed or drove out the more powerful Romans, killed many other
Roman nobles and made the rest tributaries. This has been taken to mean that
quite literally the Roman elite in the Lombard areas was completely destroyed.
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In the eyes of the papacy, the Lombards were ‘that most wicked people’, their
name being almost a synonym for senseless violence. It is, however, possible
to come up with a much less pessimistic and far more credible picture of
the Lombards’ cultural assimilation into Italian society, and it is much to
be regretted that this volume was not able to include a planned chapter on
‘Romans and Lombards in Iraly’ that would have explained in some detail
how the various scraps of evidence do actually support a more positive view. It
must suffice here to note that when we know more about the Lombard areas
of Italy from the eighth century onwards, they do not show signs of having
suffered chaos, disruption or genocide. Though the papacy continued to hurl
insults at the Lombard rulers, at times the popes co-operated with them, and
even depended upon their help. When charters begin to survive (from the
mid-eighth century onwards) they reveal a society which had preserved much
of Roman property law, and the notaries to allow even small transactions to
be recorded. It is clear that a degree of functional literacy, and the bureaucracy
to go with it, had continued throughout the Lombard period. By the time
Paul the Deacon was writing, the Lombard language, dress and even hairstyles
had all disappeared. Finally, it is becoming increasingly clear that the Frankish
conquest of the Lombard kingdom in 774 was a seminal momentin the cultural
revival that took place under Charlemagne. Intellectual capital, as well as the
usual forms of treasure, was taken back to Francia. Again, this suggests that
the seventh century had been a time of cultural fusion and development rather
than of wholesale destruction.

The other area that is not covered in the present volume (although it is
featured in subsequent volumes) is the rural economy. In this case, no chapter
was ever planned, simply because there is insufficient material to write such a
history for the period 500—700. It is only after 700 that we get the kind of detail
we need to do this. The detail comes from charters which deal with transactions
involving land, and which often name the peasant tenants of a given estate.
Then, beginning in the ninth century we have the estate surveys known as
polyptychs. Surviving surveys of this type were drawn up for ecclesiastical
institutions at the heart of Francia, that is, between the rivers Loire and Rhine.
They not only list peasant tenants over wide areas, but also specify what rents
and services they owed. From the surveys we can see what was produced,
and how institutions could collect a surplus. For evidence for rural markets,
where that surplus might be exchanged, we have to wait until the end of the
ninth century. Without information on tenants, tenancies, rents, services, land
usage, surplus collection and exchange, we are left with some rather formulaic
references to land and the people who worked the land in the earliest Frankish
charters (from the mid-seventh century). As we have just seen, there are no
charters from Italy in this period, and none from Spain either. The few that
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survive from Anglo-Saxon England pre-700 describe land, but not the people
on it. Laws do deal with rural communities, and do refer to activities in the
rural economy, such as bee-keeping or cattle-herding, but we can draw from
them only the most general statements about rural life. The exception is the
laws of Ine, from Wessex in England at the very end of our period, for these
do go into much more detail about peasant activities and tenant obligations.
We cannot, however, generalise from this unique collection.

Archacology can tell us about the nature of settlements and their material
culture. Hamerow, Kobylifiski and Hedeager, as we have seen, make the most of
this evidence when faced with the lack of written material. Halsall discusses the
changing interpretation of such evidence. But detailed though particular site
investigations might be, again we can draw from them only general inferences
about the rural economy and social structure. It is clear from a reading of
Blackburn, Lebecq and Loseby that more specific conclusions can actually be
drawn about long-distance exchange than about rural life. As Loseby explains
in some detail, analysis of pottery remains is crucial to understanding the
evolution of regional exchange economies in our period. Lebecq can do the
same for the North Sea trading network from the evidence of material (above
all, metalwork and coinage) found in coastal emporia; Blackburn demonstrates
the wealth of information to be gleaned from coinage. The difficulty lies in
evaluating this information in the wider social and economic context.

Although we can say relatively little about peasants, it must be assumed
that they were the main producers of wealth in our period. Land was the basis
of power, and the ways in which land was often held on a temporary basis,
could be given as the support for office, and could be divided and inherited in
portions, all presume a stable workforce which produced wealth for immediate
access by a possible variety of masters. Laws which maintained a fierce division
between the free and unfree suggest that the unfree formed a key component of
the workforce. It is the unfree who in later charters are named and inventoried
as part of the stock on lands which changed hands. The free are prominent in
the laws: they are the normative social element. It is, however, impossible to
determine the extent of a class of free peasant proprietors, for typically they
leave no trace in narrative or early charter sources. It is also impossible to
see where a dividing line came between the free and the nobility. Although
the latter are the subject of narrative sources, and it is they who figure in
land transactions, it is surprisingly hard to see how people were defined as
‘noble’. The term ‘noble’ covers a wide social spectrum. Historians often use
the term ‘aristocracy’ to refer to the more powerful in society, but no early
medieval people used the word. They distinguished people in terms of power
and wealth, often using comparative adjectives, and they did refer to specific
offices which carried with them the highest social status, but overall, terms
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of social class and distinction remained rather vague. Early medieval Europe
was undoubtedly made up of hierarchical societies, but the vagueness of social
terminology suggests that elites were not closed in this period. The changing
fortunes of families subject to war and facing conditions of fierce competition
for limited resources, plus a general tendency to divide inheritances, worked to
provide a measure of exchange mobility. Such a generalisation must, of course,
be broken down to suit what were very different regions and histories.

One can make a rough distinction here between areas more or less influenced
by the culture and practice of Roman government. In the more Romanised
areas there was the survival to a significant degree of offices and honorific
titles which conveyed high social status. Likewise there survived categories of
lesser status, and, as we have seen, unfreedom was widespread. Early medieval
social structures in this sense evolved directly from later Roman hierarchies:
in southern Europe, at least, in 700 at the top there were senatores, and at the
bottom servi, just as there had been in the year 400. This social continuity is
all the more striking when we consider the changing economic, political and
military environment. Byzantium is a case in point here. The two centuries
of Byzantine history that Louth deals with were a time of enormous change
and adjustment. The Byzantine Empire was transformed from a widespread
empire of city-based communities, into a much smaller state dominated by
one metropolis (Constantinople), with city life fast in decline everywhere else.
Armies were pulled back from lost provinces, and the theme system, which
subordinated civil to military government, began to form. The Empire’s social
structure nevertheless retained its late antique form. Even in the tenth century,
when government complained about the exploitation of the weak by the pow-
erful, they employed the same rhetorical criticism of the excess of power that
we see in the West in the fifth century.

In the West, we have most source material from Gaul/Francia. Van Dam
and Fouracre can show how a political economy based on land evolved from
the more bureaucratic later Roman government, a government that had been
able to rely on considerable taxation. A significant factor in the maintenance
of widespread political authority at a time of sharply declining revenues was a
high degree of social stability and continuity. Senatores, for instance, were still
visible in the late seventh-century Auvergne. From Loring’s account, Spain too
retained a social structure inherited from Roman times. From what little we
know, in Visigothic Spain the social hierarchy seems to have been even more
conservative, and oppressive, than in Francia. Where Italy is concerned, more
guesswork is necessary, but as we have just seen, there is reason to think that
there was a great deal of continuity in social structure there too. As Davies
and Stancliffe both demonstrate, the Celtic countries of Europe were not quite
so exotically different as is often claimed. The term ‘Celtic’ also covers a wide
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variety of areas and societies. Generally, however, one can say that continuity in
these smaller political units was with a different social past. ‘Aristocracies’ there
certainly were, but not obviously on the later Roman pattern. The greatest con-
trast comes from areas that lay further away from Roman influence. Hedeager
shows how, in Scandinavia, political power was established in a very different
social context in which the elite attempted to differentiate themselves by the
appropriation of pagan religious ideology and space. Slav cultures, Kobylinski
explains, were still emerging in our period, and the Slavs had a social differen-
tiation that was much less marked than in other areas.

Despite regional differences, we can observe common trends. Across Europe
rulers were consolidating their position by adding the religious to other forms
of legitimation. That Europe should be ruled by kings was not a foregone
conclusion in the year soo, but as Wormald puts it, by 700 it was certain
that the future would lie in the hands of rulers (kings, emperors and caliphs)
who justified their power as God’s agents. This is the political dimension of
Fontaine’s new world of Christian (or Muslim) education and learning. Wood
and Brubaker deal with the artistic and architectural dimension. It was of course
the church which was the motor force behind the establishment of common
practices, and common points of cultural reference. Scheibelreiter’s detailed
description of church structure is important in reminding us of what having
a common institution actually meant in terms of sharing a complex hierarchy
and wide range of offices. Structure followed hard on the dissemination of
Christian teaching that Wood describes, and it was a structure that acted as a
benchmark for all other forms of institutional development.

In setting out what we now know and think about the areas and topics in this
volume, time and again it has been necessary to confront old misconceptions
and false assumptions. Many of the issues covered remain topical because they
relate to modern myths of national and religious identity. This is clearly the
case, for instance, in relation to the history of the Celtic regions, or of the Slavs,
or of Visigothic Spain. Sometimes debunking has gone too far, as in the case
of the insensitive way in which some modern scholars have treated the carly
history of Islam in order to question the traditional (and sacred) narrative of
the religion’s beginnings. Hillenbrand’s chapter on this subject is a model of
how to stand back and let the evidence speak for itself in a truly objective and
non-judgemental manner. Toch’s chapter on the Jews in Europe challenges
head-on the very widely held assumption that anti-Jewish religious sentiment,
a commonplace in our period, was a reflection of an active Jewish presence as
neighbours and rivals to Christian communities. This is held to be especially
true in Spain, for the Visigothic kings promulgated many anti-Semitic laws.
An older generation of historians even imagined a ‘fifth column’ of oppressed
Jews aiding the Arabs in their conquest of the peninsula. But Toch is clear:
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there is simply no evidence for a substantial Jewish presence in Europe before
the tenth century. His careful work reminds us that it is always worth revisiting
old orthodoxies in the light of new interpretations, and re-evaluations of the
evidence are always in order. This is what the present volume has aimed to do
in what one might term the major areas of study in the period s00—700. It is
to be hoped that it will then provide a platform for further revisions.



CHAPTER 1

THE LATER ROMAN EMPIRE

Richard Gerberding

POLITICAL AND MILITARY DECLINE

Where the Romans came, saw and conquered, they usually stayed a very long
time. For most of the first five centuries ap, they ruled the parts of north-
western Europe where medieval civilisation would later flourish. This nation of
stocky, rather shortish, dark-haired people, although foreigners from the central
Mediterranean, none the less profoundly affected north-western Europe’s way
oflife in ways which would linger long after their political system had crumbled
into misty and misshapen memories. The Romans gained the time to affect
northern Europe more profoundly than any conquerors before or since for two
reasons, both, perhaps not surprisingly, military ones.

First, the Romans very early in their history developed their legion and its
marvellous system of logistical support. They did this in large part during their
wars with the Samnites, at the turn of the fourth to the third century Bc. The
legion demanded much from its foot soldiers, but it was a fearsome instrument
capable of sophisticated tactical versatility. In short, the Romans could usually
quite easily conquer any non-civilised people they opposed, and they prevailed
over their civilised enemies as well, although with more difficulty. The legion’s
systems of support also meant it could fight effectively far from home. Under
their great general, Julius Caesar, the Romans conquered most of north-western
Europe. Caesar did so in a brutally quick seven years.

Second, the Romans knew how to establish and fortify borders. For as far
back as historians can see, the sunny and fruitful Mediterranean lands had acted
as a magnet to the peoples of the drearier and harsher climes of the north. In
two great waves, one in the centuries surrounding 1800 BC and again around
1200 BC, and in many other and lesser movements, peoples from the north
migrated southward, many into the Mediterranean basin. Bur later, wherever
the Romans established borders, such movements were largely prevented. The
great European borders of the Roman Empire, stretching from the midriff of
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Britain to the mouth of the Danube, allowed the peoples within them to enjoy
centuries largely free from the unsettling influence of migrating or conquering
uncivilised northerners. Thus it was their invincible legions and their well-
defended frontiers that allowed the Romans to control north-western Europe
for the best part of five centuries and to root their Mediterranean civilisation
so deeply into transalpine soil.

To help our understanding of the legacy which the Romans left to the
Middle Ages we shall first briefly survey them at home in the heyday of their
empire, in the first and second centuries AD; and second, paying attention
to those geographical areas which would soon beget medieval civilisation, we
shall watch them ‘decline and fall’ as their political control of the West ends
about 500 AD. The fall of the Roman Empire in the West was a process of
unparalleled historical moment. It happened very slowly, spanning centuries,
and it was largely political. The end of Rome’s political control certainly did
not mark the end of the Roman era: Roman roots had burrowed too deeply.
In almost every other facet of European life — economic, social, intellectual,
legal, religious, linguistic and artistic — much of the Roman imprint held firm,
sometimes for centuries after the political bonds were loosed.

The system that the princeps (or emperor) Augustus (27 BC to 14 AD) estab-
lished lasted with surprisingly little modification until the death of Commodus
in 192. This was the period of the Pax Romana, the Golden Age of Rome.
Augustus’ system, or ‘principate’, ended the rule of the senatorial oligarchy
that had hitherto controlled the Roman state. This process was a slow one,
having begun long before Augustus came to power. The principate under
Augustus is often called a dyarchy, or joint rule, meaning that he shared real
power with the Senate, the political organ of those proud Roman aristocrats.
By Augustus’ reign, these men, exquisitely educated and unimaginably rich,
could boast five centuries of virtual political monopoly, stretching back to the
foundation of their Republic and even beyond. The principate may have begun
as a joint rule, but in time real power came to rest more and more in the hands
of the princeps alone. Huge new bureaucracies grew up to serve the princeps,
helping him to carry out his ever-increasing number of functions. The chiefs
of these, the prefects, were usually chosen from the social stratum just below
that of the senatorial aristocracy, that is, they were rich and influential people
but not members of the traditional oligarchy. The prefects and their minions
began to manage some of the most important functions in the Roman state:
commanding legions, governing provinces, collecting taxes, supervising public
works and controlling the all-important supply of grain. Thus the senators lost
their political monopoly in two ways: they lost the power of political decision-
making to the princeps (emperor), and they now had to share the execution
of that political authority with the new prefectures. Consequently the careers
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of the senators changed. Since they were no longer those who exercised the
political authority, they came to serve and advise the one who now had that
authority. A cadre of hereditary advisers and courtiers surrounding the ruler
may sound very medieval, but it is also very Roman, and we know that it was
Roman even at the height of the Empire because people like Seneca and Taci-
tus so elegantly complain about the new role of the senators. It would change
somewhat in the tumult of the third century, but in the fourth, Constantine’s
family would again surround itself with a hereditary senatorial class.

The principate was a very Italian institution. Even though notall its emperors
were born in Italy (some of the most notable came from Spain), none the less
it was the Iralians who ruled the Roman Empire, and the spoils of imperial
rule — military booty, commercial profitand tribute — all poured unfathomable
wealth into grasping Italian hands. Under the principate the Romans, that is
those from the city of Rome and its immediate environs, lost their monopoly
of imperial privilege, but it did not spread far beyond the Italian peninsula.
It was Italy that benefited. The boon for the Italians rested, again, largely on
their legions. The Italians enjoyed the fruits of Rome’s expansion; it was they
who controlled the apparatus for protection and rule. But in the centuries after
the expansion stopped, Italy slowly began to lose the attendant advantages and
was forced to share its privileged position with the rich from the other parts
of the Empire. This especially meant sharing with the East, with its rich cities
and rich trade routes, heir to millennia of creating and gathering wealth.

This Golden Age of Rome may be called the Pax Romana, but the peace
of these two glorious centuries had a particularly Roman odour to it: peace
was not for everybody. There was war enough, but from the Roman point of
view it was war as war should be: far away from the central Mediterranean and
providing a glittering source of riches and glory for Rome, her commanders
and her legions. As the heartland of the Empire, that is the Mediterranean
littoral, basked in the warm confidence that war was something that happened
elsewhere, the security brought prosperity. The Mediterranean had never been
richer. Its great cities became greater and trade boomed. Splendid evidence of
this great Roman peace and prosperity found an incarnation in brick, marble
and mortar from Spain to Judaea: monuments, wharfs, warchouses, statues,
palaces, governmental buildings, temples, gardens, roads, aqueducts, theatres,
shops and fora. The world of thought and letters, too, passed from its Golden
to its Silver Age, and like the metals for which these periods are named, literary
production passed from relatively few precious nuggets to wider currency. But
once again, all these benefits of empire were not for everybody, not even for
everybody in the great cities on the coasts of the mare nostrum. Amid splendour
for the few, most suffered from unimaginable poverty, and even within earshot
of the upper classes’ elegant Latin, most were painfully illiterate.
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The reign of the emperor Commodus (180-192) is taken as the signpost
towards the end of Rome’s Golden Age. He became deranged and his advisers
had him assassinated. Trouble at the top, even mental illness and regicide,
did not necessarily spell trouble for the Empire; the Roman government had
suffered such things before and had gone on relatively unharmed. But by the
turn of the third century, there were forces about which would indeed damage
the Roman peace if the central government were not strong. Although the
whole Empire suffered, the damage was particularly acute in the West.

First, as power had concentrated more in the hands of the emperor, so
too had authority in general come to rest more and more with the central
government. This meant that provincial and local governments became less
capable of good rule, and so trouble at the top meant more trouble locally than
it had in the past. Second, the central government could no longer draw on
that vital class of senators in ways it had done in the past. As we have seen, the
senatorial class had lost real political power to become a group of officials and
functionaries, competent and loyal perhaps, but now equipped with much less
experience and ability in real political leadership. Third, border defence, always
in need of careful attention, became more demanding as barbarian pressure
increased and the Roman military, now without the motivating exhilaration
that comes with conquest and expansion, was less competent in its resistance. A
tellcale effect of the increased trouble at the borders was that it created a greater
need for the military, and this in turn meant that the military gained even
more political influence. Roman politics had never been a stranger to either
pressure from soldiers or control by war heroes, but now increasingly many
previously civil functions were assigned to the military: some judicial functions
and tax collection, to name just two important ones. Although reliance upon
the military may have in some ways helped the government’s efficiency, it also
brought a dangerous rigidity with it and slowly chiselled away at local political
competence all the more. All these developments were long-term ones that
would plague the Empire, especially in the West, undil its political end.

From 193 to 235 Septimius Severus and his family ruled. Under them the
militarisation of the state went on apace. Severus owed his position entirely
to the army and he made many concessions to it. In 235 the army murdered
the last of the Severans, Severus Alexander (222—235), and it was as if the dam
broke. For the next fifty years the army put up twenty-six emperors and then
murdered almost all of them. The chaos further weakened the borders and
barbarians entered. This ‘crisis of the third century’ was a low point for the
Mediterranean and its peaceful shores. Things would get better again, but not
before a good deal of real suffering. Civil wars, foreign wars, loss of territory,
brigandage and piracy, and as if these evils were not enough, a plague from
the East, all swept across the Empire. The political chaos brought economic
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hardship, as it almost always does. Agricultural production and manufacturing
fell off, hunger deepened, gold and silver went out of circulation, and the
penniless government was forced to raise the already stifling taxes. Then, too,
Rome’s only organised imperial rival, the Persians, enjoyed the beginnings of
a sparkling reinvigoration in 227 with the advent of the Sasanian regime. In
260 the Persians actually managed to capture the reigning Roman emperor,
Valerian (253—260). The shock was unprecedented; for no mere foreigner had
ever captured a Roman emperor.

The crisis of the third century brought the principate to an end in the
same way that civil wars of the first century Bc had changed the Republic.
With the end of its expansion, the Empire was in great need of a fundamental
reorganisation; the Italians could no longer claim their previous monopolies of
privilege or power. In some ways the crisis of the third century was the resultant
violent shudder as the political structure adopted a broader base and the social
structure became more rigid to accommodate the changes. These were both
long-term developments, but we can see certain striking legislative reflections
of them in the third century. Not only were the high positions in the govern-
ment and army falling more and more to people other than the traditional
Italian elite, but the Empire’s common people were affected as well. In 212,
with a measure now called the Antonine Constitution, the emperor Caracalla
(212—217) extended full Roman citizenship to all but the very poorest freemen
in the whole Empire. No longer could Romans dangle their citizenship as a
juicy carrot of legal and social privilege; it now belonged to everyone. The
recruits for the Roman armies, too, were increasingly drawn from the less
Romanised provinces. As social and political privilege spread beyond Italy,
thus losing its exclusivity based on nationality, it found, in its geographically
broader form, new legislative protection. Under Septimius Severus, the upper
and lower classes became differentiated legally. The senators, provincial rich,
high governmental officials, military officers and the like were termed hones-
tiores and given a different status before the law than were the bulk of society,
called humiliores. The resultant legally privileged status was not all to the
advantage of the rich: certain of the honestiores were required to take on local
governmental offices and bear expenses from their own purse.

In 284 a faction in the army elevated yet another rough-hewn military leader
to the purple. This one, an Illyrian known as Diocletian, did not prove to be
justanother short-lived emperor as had been most of the twenty-six before him;
he was to rule for some twenty-one years and, along with his long-reigning
successor Constantine (306—337), to institute such sweeping reforms as to be
given credit for staving off for well over a hundred years what could have been
imminent political collapse. We mention the reforms of these two famous
emperors in one breath because the sources often do not allow us to see clearly
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which one was responsible for a particular measure, and because in both cases
itis sensible to view their actions as codifying or reflecting the long-term trends
we have been discussing, namely the changes that came about as the Romans
(or Italians) were forced to share their empire with the others who lived in it.

Both emperors dealt blows to the political position of the city of Rome. In
response to various political exigencies, such as rebellion and the old nemesis of
military factions hailing their generals as emperors, Diocletian gave the Empire
a radically new four-part structure, now called the tetrarchy. He first recognised
Maximian as his colleague in emperorship and then went on to establish four
emperors, two seniors, each called augustus, and two juniors, each called caesar.
Collegiality is an ancient principle of Roman government, and other emperors
before Diocletian had named colleagues to share power and given them the title
of augustus or caesar, but Diocletian’s tetrarchy was different in two important
respects. First, Diocletian tried to regularise the succession. If an augustus died
or retired, the caesar was to move up and a new caesar was to be appointed. A
grand and very Roman idea, but it worked only as long as Diocletian himself
was present to enforce it. Even here in these very Roman years, two centuries
before the Empire’s ‘fall’, the force of personal loyalty due to one’s commander
and his son drew men’s allegiance far more than did an abstract loyalty due to
the state and its system for succession. There were again civil wars as ‘rightful
heirs” were passed over in the appointment of new caesars. By 306 there were
seven augusti and no caesars. Constantine would wisely, if ruchlessly, return to
the principle of hereditary succession.

The second novel feature of Diocletian’s tetrarchy was more lasting because
it reflected rather than conflicted with long-term developments. Diocletian
carved up the whole Roman Empire into four geographical parts, soon to be
called prefectures, assigning one to each of the four emperors. The prefectures
were subdivided into dioceses and these in turn into provinces. These new
provinces were much smaller than the ones they replaced and consequently
were both easier to administer internally and less likely to be large enough to
be used as a base for rebellion against the central government. Each prefecture
had its own army, its own boundaries and its own principal residence for the
emperor: Milan for Spain, Italy and Africa; Trier for Gaul and Britain; Sirmium
for the Balkans and the Danubian provinces; and Nicomedia for the eastern
Mediterranean. Rome was not among them. Diocletian resided at Nicomedia
and ruled the eastern prefecture, another situation that reflected the declining
importance of Italy and the West.

Although the tetrarchy as such did not survive long after Diocletian’s reign,
certain features of its geographical division became a part of the history of
the medieval West. Obviously the division of the Empire into four parts pre-
dicts the more lasting division into two parts, reflecting the growing political
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divergence of East from West. After the reign of Theodosius (378-395), the
Empire would be divided, with one emperor ruling the West from Milan and
then Ravenna and the other ruling the East from Constantinople. Further-
more, Diocletian’s smaller provincial boundaries in Roman Gaul would enjoy
a truly remarkable longevity, becoming, for the most part, the administrative
divisions of medieval France (the civitates) and remaining so until the French
Revolutionary government replaced them with the Départements. The Roman
Catholic church, no friend of the Revolution, has retained them still further,
and they are still today the basis of France’s ecclesiastical dioceses. Diocletian
had quick and remarkable success. By 298 the Mediterranean was again sur-
rounded by Roman provinces at peace and united, albeit in a new way, under
Diocletian as senior augustus. There were still huge and perhaps unsolvable
problems facing the Empire.

As we move into the late Empire we can see that the nature of local govern-
ment was changing significantly. Gone now was the institutionalised corrup-
tion that had squeezed the provinces and poured wealth into the coffers of the
Roman upper classes. But the regularised and ever-growing imperial bureau-
cracy, which replaced the senatorial system, brought its own attendant evils.
The cities were the points through which the central government governed
and taxed locally. Towns and cities of the various legal statuses were usually
governed by a town council, or curia. Its officials, the curiales or decuriones,
represented the imperial government as well as the locality and knew how to
make immense personal fortunes from the taxing of the countryside. Some-
times, however, they had to be forced to serve since they were required to make
up certain governmental financial shortfalls from their own funds. This admix-
ture of local urban and central imperial government stifled local initiative in
important ways. Localities often took on those projects that had imperial sup-
port rather than ones dictated by actual local needs. Officials, too, made their
careers by moving up the imperial bureaucratic ladder and their decisions were
too often made looking up the line rather than at local requirements. Add to
this the obviously cumbersome inefficiency of local policies being formulated
and decisions taken by an imperial government far from the locality itself. The
result significantly lessened the ability of local communities to cope with their
problems, problems which were sometimes those of foreign invasion.

The Empire had experienced foreign invasions in the third century and
would do so again in the fifth. But during the fourth century it was much freer
from the problem and it was so in large part because of measures instituted
by Diocletian and Constantine to improve the border defences. The principal
residences of the tetrarchs were all in good strategic locations, close to trou-
blesome borders, and Constantine’s New Rome at Constantinople was also
far better placed strategically than was old Rome. Diocletian both instituted a
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mobile striking force some distance back from the border that could be used
to reinforce the troops stationed along the border itself whenever they were
pressed, and strengthened the borders physically with extensive defence works.
The strong leadership exercised by these two emperors also strengthened the
morale and effectiveness of the military. Their economic reforms, although
substantial, had less enduring effect. They imposed price controls, reformed
the coinage and started building programmes. These may have caused some
temporary convalescence, but the fundamental economic maladies of labour
shortage, declining agricultural production and dwindling trade continued to
plague the Empire, especially in the West.

As the size of the imperial government grew, so too did its expense. To meet
the constant need for increased revenue, Diocletian instituted a fundamental
reorganisation of the tax system. He regularised its two basic components, the
annona, a type of land tax based on the jugum, a measure of its productive
value, and the caput, a type of poll tax based on a unit of labour, a ‘man-
day’.! The annona could be paid in kind, another indication that the moneyed
economy was not healthy. This practice had been introduced in the third
century because inflation had made the value of payments in money almost
negligible.” The reforms did increase governmental revenue but they also had
a detrimental economic side-effect in that they increased the already growing
tendency towards rigidity in the social structure: people were more and more
tied to one place and less able to move either socially or geographically. This
was not just the usual circumstance in which the small landholders were forced
to sell out to the rich and then tied as debt-burdened tenants to the land. Now
manufacturers, officials and even merchants suffered regulations which sapped
their ability to move freely. The bureaucracy which was needed to implement
these new regulations of course grew, increasing an already huge government,
which, as we have seen, was increasingly dominated by the army.

The theocratic element in Diocletian’s rule was far more prominent than
heretofore. There had always been a strong religious element in Roman rule,
and it deepened as the Empire aged. Emperor-worship was as old as the princi-
pate itself. Although the practice is far more eastern than it is Roman, none the
less, statues to the Divine Augustus and even the Divine Julius had been estab-
lished in the West, especially in Spain. Other emperors had been addressed as
‘Lord’ (domine), one even as ‘Lord and God’. But the appeal to divine authority
and the use of holy ceremony to the degree that Diocletian used them were
new. His edicts became holy, his will an expression of divine will, and even

! Contemporary sources do not present a very clear picture of either jugum or caput. See Goffart (1974),
esp. chs. 3-s.
* Jones (1975), p- 154-



The later Roman Empire 21

his chamber was the sacrum cubiculum. He was secluded not only from the
general population but from dignitaries as well by an elaborate and holy court
ceremonial. His public appearances were rare and became occasions for general
celebration. Now more than ever, religious dissent approximated political dis-
loyalty, and thus it is pethaps no coincidence that the Great Persecution of the
Christians occurred under his rule. Because of the persecution, the Christians
of the Middle Ages looked back upon Diocletian as the most evil of all the
emperors.

Constantine spent his youth at the court of Diocletian where he learned the
lessons and the techniques of theocratic rule. His theocracy, however, had the
obvious difference, at least towards the end of this reign, that it was Christian.
Since he was the first emperor to embrace Christianity, to the Middle Ages
he became the hero par excellence among the Roman emperors. To historians,
however, he remains an enigma. He was moody, ruthless, and some say of
limited intelligence. Despite the fact that the Christians liked him and wrote
more about him than about any other late Roman emperor, the nature of
his conversion to Christianity is still imperfectly understood. It is clear that
after about 313 Constantine’s actions began to be of significant benefit to the
Christians. Among other things, he all but ended the persecutions, promoted
the building of churches, including the first church of Holy Wisdom in his
New Rome at Byzantium, made certain tax concessions to the Christian clergy
and restored confiscated properties, and he added imperial lustre to the famous
ecclesiastical Council of Nicaea in 325 by presiding over the sessions himself. On
the other hand, his imperial coinage, long a vehicle for imperial propaganda,
continued to display the pagan gods until about 320, and both pagan and
Christian officials took part in the dedication ceremonies of his New Rome.

Between 323 and 330 Constantine established a permanent capital for the
Roman Empire by expanding the small Greek town of Byzantium on the
Bosphorus into his New Rome, which soon became known as the city of
Constantine. Although pagans played an important part in the intellectual and
court life in Constantine’s new capital, it is significant that the city boasted
no pagan temples. In every other way, however, he intended his New Rome
to equal or surpass the imperial splendour of old Rome, and indeed it did.
Its palaces, markets, warehouses, churches and governmental buildings were
constructed with the best handiwork and materials the Mediterranean could
muster. Grain and circus were even transplanted: Constantinople had its dole
and its Hippodrome.

To the people of the medieval West, this magic city on a far-off seacoast,
dripping in gold and mosaics, would come to symbolise the mysterious, impe-
rial East. To the historian, Constantine’s eastward movement of the capital
to the Bosphorus has also come to reflect many of the characteristics and
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preoccupations of late antique society. The city was beautifully located for
defence, sitting between the Empire’s two most troublesome borders: the
Rhine-Danube in the West and the Persian in the East. Although it was New
Rome in name, it was not Roman or even Italian at all, but part of the Greek
world and much more oriental in its culture and economy than were both old
Rome and all but one of the principal residences of the tetrarchy. And while
the ancient pagan gods and their temples still attracted the ruling classes along
the Tiber, in New Rome most heads that mattered turned toward the East, to
Bethlehem.

The changes instituted by Diocletian and Constantine — the heightened
theocracy, the reforms in the military and border defence, the economic mea-
sures, the increased social regimentation, the orientalising, and perhaps also the
embracing of Christianity — were all meant to preserve the Empire. The fact that
both the Empire’s borders and its government were more secure in the fourth
century than they had been in the third may indeed indicate their success. Not
that the fourth century was without serious military disturbance: there were
wars among Constantine’s heirs until Constantius IT (324-361) emerged as sole
emperor in 353. But for the coming European Middle Ages the effects of the
fourth century’s military wars were not nearly as important as the results of its
ecclesiastical ones.

The fourth century saw Christianity struggle to mature in several ways.
At the century’s beginning, under Diocletian, it was a persecuted sect; by
its end, under Theodosius, it had become the Empire’s official religion, and
the once-persecuted Christians began to do the persecuting. Alongside its
increasing official status came the increasing need to institutionalise, that is,
the increasing need to develop a systematic theology as well as liturgical and
institutional structures and procedures for the long duration on earth. This was
due not only to the church’s increasing size and official status but also to the
growing recognition that the parousia, Christ’s second coming, was not to be
as immediate as the early church had assumed. By the time Theodosius made
Christianity Rome’s official religion, its early, almost informal, congregational
organisation under elders and deacons, and its simple forms of worship with
readings, psalms and the shared meal seen in the biblical and post-biblical eras,
had given way to a hierarchy of clerical statuses and to carefully defined means
of formalised liturgical worship?.

The Roman world would deliver to the European Middle Ages not only
Christianity’s holy book, its Bible, but also a huge body of systematic theology.
The Bible is not systematic; it is a collection of poems, stories, letters and
history, all in Christian eyes the inspired word of God, but it does not lay out

3 For the institutional development of the church, see Scheibelreiter, chapter 25 below.
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a systematic view of the divinity and creation, and the relationship between
the two, as a philosopher would. Christianity has such a theology, largely
the work of Christian theologians living in Alexandria during the late second
and early third centuries. The fourth and fifth centuries were the age of the
Christological controversies, the age in which the church worked out what
would be its accepted view of the nature of Christ. Constantine’s great church
council held in Nicaea in 325 defined the Orthodox dogma, and although the
Nicene teaching has remained official, it did not go uncontested. The contests
ranged from learned disputes to actual violence.

The finely honed Nicene view of the nature of God as triune, that is, a one
and only God existing in three persons, and the person of God-the-Son, Jesus
Christ, having two complete and simultaneous natures, one truly divine and the
other truly human, demanded a considerable grounding in Greek metaphysics
to be fully understood. Disagreement came from both sides: those who denied
the human nature of Christ (the Monophysites) and those who denied that
his divine nature was full and complete (the Arians and Nestorians). The
Arians were the defeated party at Nicaea but they none the less came to be
the dominant influence at the court of Constantius II (337—361). It was largely
during the fourth century that the Goths and the other east German tribes
also adopted Christianity in its Arian form. Arianism would invade western
Europe on a massive scale with the barbarian migrations. Monophysitism on
the other hand would remain mainly in the East, capturing large portions of
the Egyptian, Ethiopian, Armenian and Syrian churches.

Constantius proved an effective, if ruthless, emperor, largely keeping the
internal peace and the borders strong. The succession at his death was again
violent until the throne fell to his cousin, Julian (361—363), the last member
of Constantine’s family to rule. Julian, known as Julian the Apostate, found
Christian teaching crude and lacking, and his subtle mind was drawn instead
to ancient paganism in its newly resurgent and highly mystical Neoplatonic
form. He began to replace Christians with pagans in high governmental and
educational positions, so that, for the fortunes of the church, it was providential
that his reign was a short one. As medieval Christian authors would look back
to Constantine as the great hero among the emperors, they would look back
to Julian as a great villain.

The maladies, which the reforms of Diocletian and Constantine seem to have
temporarily ameliorated, began to make their return during the last decades
of the fourth century. Cooperation between the Eastern and Western imperial
governments became increasingly rare as each section began more and more
to tread its own path, dealing with its own problems. After Constantine’s
family left the throne, the two halves would only rarely and briefly unite under
one emperor. Internal peace and stability began to wane and barbarians, both
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inside and outside the frontier, occupied more and more imperial attention.
The eastern emperor Valens (364—378) was to lose his life to the barbarians.
Unable to deal simultaneously with Persians to the east and Goths to the north,
he took the expedient of allowing the Goths to settle on Roman territory in
the Balkan provinces. But mistreatment by imperial officials caused them to
revolt, and at the famous battle of Adrianople in 378 they slaughtered two
thirds of the imperial army along with Valens himself. The defeat left the
Balkan provinces defenceless, and the Goths promptly plundered them. The
nextemperor, Theodosius (378—395), seated the barbarian presence more deeply
into Roman soil when he granted the Goths ‘federated status’. As foederati they
were allowed not only to live within the Empire but to do so under their own
rulers, not Roman officials. The arrangement obviously provided the Romans
with a powerful people having a vested interest in defending their section of
the frontier themselves, but it also subjected a large section of Roman territory
to a government that was not Roman and to a population not imbued with
Roman culture. Although the use of foederati would now become a frequent
and effective part of Roman policy for defence of the borders, there was little
loyalty felt by these peoples for the central imperial state; the interests they
served were their own local ones. The practice proved decentralising in the
long term, especially for an imperial system finding it increasingly difficult to
command the loyalty of even its more Romanised subjects.

Under the western emperor Valentinian II (375-392), barbarian influence
manifested itself in another important way: Valentinian was not the real ruler;
control lay in the hands of Arbogast, his chief military official, the ‘Master
of the Soldiers’ (magister militum) and a Frank by descent, albeit a very
Romanised one. It was Arbogast who actually appointed Valentinian’s suc-
cessor as emperor, Eugenius (392—394). Eugenius was not a legitimate ruler:
he had no dynastic claim and had not been appointed emperor through legal
procedures. He ruled only because Arbogast had placed him on the throne.
Illegitimate emperors along with barbarian strongmen did little to maintain
the loyalty of Roman citizens. From this point to the end of Roman political
rule in the West, the Masters of the Soldiers not only would command the
imperial army, itself increasingly made up of barbarian soldiers, but also would
control the central government, often for the advantage of their tribe or their
own personal ambition.

Theodosius, the eastern emperor, invaded the West in 394, deposed the
hapless Eugenius, and for a brief six months united the two parts of the Empire
until his death in 395. But this political unity was the Mediterranean’s last;
increasingly East and West would go their divergent ways. The East, always the
richer, was now more Christian, better governed and more stable, and boasted
a capital which was splendidly placed both for defence and for commerce. The
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poorer and more rural West, by contrast, had a far less stable government and
was far easier prey to the barbarians. As the two parts diverged politically, the
West received less cultural influence, less political direction, and less money
from the East; it was forced to rely on its indigenous resources. In a word, it
was becoming more European.

Roman imperial politics in the West during the fifth century were not very
imperial and hardly Roman. They were mostly conducted through a com-
plicated system of making and remaking confederations with and among the
barbarian tribes, largely by means of generous subsidies in gold, by the offer of
federated status, or by dangling fancy imperial titles and high office in front of
the barbarian leaders. By the time the great Hunnic king, Atilla, died in 454,
only Italy and parts of Spain and Gaul were still under direct Roman rule. In
addition, the emperors were often children, governed by regents, or were pow-
etless appointees of the barbarian ‘Masters of the Soldiers’. The political end
came in the famous year 476 when the last reigning western Roman emperor,
Romulus Augustulus, was deposed by the German chieftain, Odovacer.
Romulus Augustulus was a boy and a usurper, never officially recognised by
the government in the East and installed on the throne by his father and his
army of barbarians. It was this same army, under the leadership of Odovacer,
who later deposed him.

The traditional view of the end of the Western Roman Empire has been
one of ‘decline and fall’, a view due in no small measure to the magnificent
work of Edward Gibbon, a book now over two hundred years old but still
enlightening.# Although it is obvious that there was a huge difference between
Roman civilisation and early medieval society, decline and fall is today seen
less and less as an apt description of this change, especially when the historian
takes a wide view of what is meant by society. Gibbon, and the historians of the
nineteenth century who followed him, scholars such as Theodor Mommsen®
and J. B. Bury,® performed monumental tasks in increasing our understanding
of the transition from the Roman to the medieval world, at least where the
upper levels of society were concerned. Emperors, kings, laws, philosophy,
governments, literature, theology, taxes, coins, treaties, wars, constitutions and
the like were the objects of their enquiries. But a society is more than its top,
and as the historians of the twentieth century such as Mikhail Rostovtzeff,”
A. H. M. Jones,? J. Carcopino® and Peter Brown™® have worked to explain the
nature of the lives of the whole society, it has become clearer that for most

4 Gibbon, ed. Bury (1909-14). 5 Mommsen (1887), (1899), and (1909).

¢ Bury (1923). 7 Rostovtzeff (1957).

8 Jones (1964) is fundamental. From among his many other studies see Jones (1975).
9 Carcopino (1940). o Brown (1971).
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people the change from the late antique to the medieval was a slow one and
rarely best described as decline. Even at the top we have seen that the final
political fall of the Roman imperial government in the West in 476 to the
barbarians was less of a fall and more of stumble since the central imperial
government had been in barbarian hands in all but name for over a century.
In the more recent broader social view, we find on the one hand that many
‘medieval’ traits were actually alive and very well during Roman imperial rule,
and on the other, that many ‘Roman’ traits lasted long into the Middle Ages.
An increased awareness of geographical diversity also cautions against any idea
of ubiquitous decline. The magnificent ruins of the fourth-century Roman
villa at Chedworth in the English county of Gloucestershire, with its mosaics,
water-borne sanitation and hypocaustic heating, indicated that, at least for the
very few, life on the Tiber was transported far beyond the Thames. However,
whereas some villa-life in parts of Gaul, Spain and Italy survived the ‘barbarian
invasions’ and even thrived under barbarian rule, at Chedworth it seems to
have ceased.”

SOCIETY AND CULTURE

Much of what is usually considered medieval actually has a far longer history
than the Middle Ages. For instance, there are many ways in which it is correct to
view Roman culture as urban and medieval culture as rural. Buc for all its cities,
the late Empire still depended upon its farms. Here, too, was the government’s
source of income: the commercial taxes of the cities provided only about s per
cent of its tax income; the rest came mostly from the oppressive land tax, the
annona. A farmer’s rent and taxes could eat up one half of his net production
(one fourth to one third of his gross). The taxes kept rural population teetering
just this side of deprivation, and any unbalancing event, a bad crop-year,
war, drought, a harsh winter, or any factor which raised costs even slightly,
caused widespread misery. Tax evasion became a survival technique, and in the
fifth century it became so rampant that it was one of the reasons the central
government’s coffers were constantly empty. Avoidance of the land tax may
have hurt the government, but it did not help the late Roman peasant, for
as the government became less effective at collecting the taxes, the landlords
increased the rents.”> The collection of a tax on the one hand, or of a rent
on the other, was one way in which late antique differed from early medieval
society, but both forms of collection existed in both periods, and in the misery

" For a careful study of ‘medieval’ characteristics in Roman villas, see Percival (1969).
> Basic to an understanding of late Roman taxation is Jones (1975). See also Wickham (1984) and
Goftart (1972).
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they caused in the countryside there was littdle difference. As long as Roman
armies fought distant wars and were well supplied, the major economic effect
they had upon the rural poor was the heavy taxes needed to support them. But
in the late imperial period, huge and badly supplied armies trod the interior
of the Empire, feeding themselves by ‘requisitioning’, that is, by taking what
they needed from the local farms. The farmers were entitled to reimbursement
by the government, but they rarely received it. No one living along the great
military roads was safe. The practice seems to have diminished somewhat in the
carly Middle Ages when military activity was generally confined much closer
to home.

The legal status of the peasantry in the late Empire also endured into the
Middle Ages. In the late Empire, the most productive agricultural land formed
part of huge estates owned by great landholders, the greatest of whom, by
far, was the emperor himself. The majority of farmers were tenants, using
the owner’s land in return for rent, a share of the produce, labour services
or some combination thereof. By the reign of Constantine, huge numbers of
peasantry had fallen to a half-free status (coloni) and were so bound fiscally
and legally that they could not move. These are obviously the antecedents of
the medieval serfs, and although the obligations and requirements will take on
different forms in the early Middle Ages, the half-free status of most peasants
changed very little from the days of the late Roman Empire. In the same
regard, the rendering of a service in labour by the poor as opposed to paying
a tax in money or in kind is also often hailed as a ‘medieval’ rather than an
‘ancient’ practice. Yet we find evidence of the Roman government exacting
labour services from those unable to pay in other ways as far back as the late
Republic.” Poor agricultural technique, heavy taxation, requisitioning by the
military, the depletion of nutrients in the soil after centuries of use and misuse,
a growing amount of abandoned land and the half-free status of its occupants
plagued the rural life of late Empire in the West. From this already sorry state,
there was no decline and fall. In fact, in some areas, the disappearance of the
Roman military and the Roman tax structure may actually have ameliorated
rural conditions somewhat.

In the Roman cities too we find much that was medieval before the Middle
Ages began. Although the number and the size of the cities declined from the
late Empire to the early Middle Ages, even in the cities’ splendid heyday living
conditions for all but the rich were anything but splendid; in fact, they evidence
many of the characteristics usually considered medieval. In ancient Rome itself,
most streets were not paved, and in the city centre only two, the Via Sacra and

B The ‘Urso Charter’, ch. 98, Fontes Iuris Romani Antejustiniani (ed. alt.), vol. I, p. 189. See Goffart
(1974), p- 92.
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the Via Nova, were wide enough for two carts to pass. Very few dwellings had
running water, fewer still a connection to the sewers, which were a marvel but
inadequate. Even the wonderful public latrines were not often used by the poor.
There was a disgusting stench in the streets, which were crowded, noisy, unlit
and very dangerous. The rich never ventured into them without the protection
of private guards. Most people lived in crowded, stuffy, multistorey apartment
blocks called #nsulae. Furniture was sparse: a table, benches, and a pallet for
sleeping. Cooking and heating were done with charcoal, and the long flights
of stairs to the street dampened enthusiasm for regular emptying of the slop
pails.

Medieval towns were small and built within walls for protection, but already
in the late Empire the towns were shrinking and building walls. With the crises
of the third century and the Empire growing smaller in the fourth and fifth,
the cities suffered. Many late antique cities had walled areas of between 10 and
20 hectares, meaning their populations were already probably no more than
5000 people. The great cities of the East, the city of Rome and a few others in
the West remained in better physical condition, but for most it was a different
fate.

This is not to say that urban building stopped. It certainly did not. Never-
theless after the year 300 private benefaction of public buildings all but ceased,
except for churches. The imperial government and its provincial governors
continued to provide for the construction of impressive buildings, but in the
fourth and fifth centuries these tended to concentrate in the imperial capitals
or favoured places of the emperors. Not only the amount of building but the
types of buildings constructed saw a decided reduction: town walls, palaces,
aqueducts and sometimes baths continued to be repaired or built, but the
other splendid monuments of eatlier centuries languished. By the late fifth
and into the sixth century, construction was more and more limited to build-
ing churches. Local aristocrats as well as the central government financed them,
and some were architecturally every bit as impressive as the secular buildings
of the earlier period.”* In the late Empire, we notice a change in the sculpture
and the decorative arts in a medieval direction as well. Christian subjects, of
course, became more common, but even the works treating secular themes
became more transcendental and symbolic. The refined techniques of realistic
sculpture and painting were replaced by more abstract ones which broke the
strictures of the classical rules, employing, among other things, brilliant colour.
As the future seemed less and less promising, Roman thoughts withdrew from
the here and now, and Roman artists presented even their secular heroes as
having contact with the beyond.

"4 Ward-Perkins (1984), pp. 14-84, and for the architecture of this period, Wood, chapter 28a below.
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A clear contrast between the ancient and medieval periods is formed by the
fact that the powerful in the ancient Mediterranean world lived in the cidies,
whereas the medieval powerful lived in the countryside. But in this as well
it is under the late Empire that a very important group of locally powerful
people began to take up permanent residence in the countryside. In the late
Republic and early Empire, much of the agricultural land was owned by the
rich, living in the cities, who left managers to run their vast estates. Their
villas, the country homes, were their temporary escapes from the heat and
hassle of the city. In the late Empire, however, many great landholders made
the villas their principal residences, abandoning the cities. The phenomenon
was not universal; for instance, there does not seem to have been a flight
from town to country’ in fourth-century Britain, whereas there was in Gaul.”
The villas often became magnificently appointed with splendid mosaics, lavish
furniture and spacious apartments. Whereas the towns in the late Empire of
the West generally withered, the villas blossomed. Many of them in Britain and
Gaul have left archaeological remains of glassworks, forges and workshops, all
indicating a much greater amount of rural manufacturing and self-sufficiency
than had earlier been the case. They also became more self-contained legally
and more self-reliant for protection. Many landlords obtained an exemption
from the jurisdiction of the local authorities and began themselves to exercise
some jurisdictional functions on their estates. They fortified their residences
and provided for their protection. They also managed to escape many of the
restricting obligations which the late imperial government laid upon the local
urban nobility. Thus the rural estate-owners grew in financial, legal and military
importance, and obviously, in many cases, it was they who evolved into the
rural elite of the Middle Ages.

A fundamental difference between barbarian and late Roman society shows
itself in the nature of ties of loyalty. Concepts of civic loyalty, or allegiance to
abstract notions of the state and its institutions, fill much surviving Roman
philosophical and historical writing, whereas in the early Middle Ages aristo-
cratic warriors and peasants alike pledged loyalty to the person of their lords
by name. In this, the ties of personal rather than abstract institutional loyalty
bound society together. But even here, we find the ‘medieval’ in the ‘Roman’.
In traditional Roman society, as far back as the Republic and beyond, every
male was the client of someone more powerful than he, his patron. Although
the tie was personal and not official, it was universal and extremely powerful.
The client owed his patron obsequium, a term best translated as obedience or
respect, and he was reckoned as part of the patron’s following. It was normal
for him to call his patron dominus, master. The patron was obligated to assist

5 Percival (1976).
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his clients with financial help called a sporrula, often a cash payment, and to
represent their interests at law. The personal ties of obsequinm were of daily
importance in the lives of most people, often outweighing the official allegiance
owed the state.

Another important matter which remained relatively constant from the late
Empire into the early Middle Ages was the position of women. This is because
the women’s realm was the private not the public life. It is also the reason
that they are almost hidden from us; private lives do not generally find their
way to the contemporary written sources unless they impinge in some way
upon the public sphere. The domain of each sex was so demarcated from the
others that when men did cross the gender boundary and partake in activities
from the feminine side, they were labelled as soft and degenerate. By the same
token, a woman venturing into the male domains of public life would be
accused of moral laxity, usually sexual transgression. This is not to say that
women were excluded totally from public life, nor men from the private. But
acceptable direct female participation beyond the home seems to have been
limited largely to public benefaction, mostly funding local buildings, and to
religious duties. Both of these were a vital part of late imperial public life. A
Roman woman who exercised political control did so through a malleable male
member of her family who held office.

Roman men criticised the female’s supposed lesser ability in the public
sphere. Women were said to be less strong physically, less able to reason and
less constant of purpose. In the days of the Republic, when upper-class males
were fiercely engaged in public life, women were nearly a legal non-entity,
being instead part of the legal personality of their fathers or husbands. Women
had very restricted inheritance rights, many could be divorced on the whim of
a husband, and they had little or no recourse to legal redress of any grievance.
But in the imperial period, as the men found less and less satisfaction in
public life with its huge bureaucracy and its increasingly theocratic nature,
and as they began to look more and more to matters private for a sense of
fulfilment, the condition of those in charge of private life, that is, women,
ameliorated significantly. By Hadrian’s rule (117-138) women could inheritand
pass on land. As the Empire grew older, women came to possess more public
dignity and often a legal independence. None the less, despite these significant
improvements, the realm of women remained with only rare and magnificent
exceptions largely as it had been, the private one. In the late Roman Empire,
as in the early Middle Ages, women did not often venture into public life and
thus did not come often enough into the light of history.

The fall of the Roman imperial government to the barbarian successor states
made little change in the language that most western Europeans spoke. Under
the barbarian successors, with the exceptions of those living in one part of
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the British Isles (roughly modern England) and those in what is now western
Germany and modern Belgium, people in every other part of the former Roman
Empire in western Europe went on speaking the language they had spoken
under Roman rule. For the upper and middle classes this was either some
form of Latin (perhaps “Vulgar Latin’), and for the lower, a similar language
heavily influenced by it. So much more lasting is the Romance influence than
the barbarian that today one must hunt to find more than a dozen words of
Gothic origin in modern Italian or Spanish. In modern French, spoken where
the Franks ruled for centuries, only about 300 modern words trace their roots
to Frankish. In western Europe where the Romans once ruled, the Romance
languages largely still reign.

In some ways the lot of the upper classes, those whom one might think
stood to lose the most with the Roman government’s collapse, also shows
a remarkable continuity. Salvian, a Christian priest from Marseilles, writing
in the middle of the fifth century, tells us that some actually welcomed the
change to barbarian rule. Many aristocrats carried on their privileged and
elegant lives largely as before. The advent of the barbarians could actually
enhance the status of the Roman aristocracy. As the late imperial government
became less and less able to manage local affairs directly, the responsibility fell
more and more on the locals themselves. The Christian bishops often filled
the void in secular administration, but the local aristocracy, too, increased its
authority as the imperial government retreated. Although many did lose their
privileged position to the newly arrived barbarian warrior elite, nevertheless
many of these exquisitely educated scions of the late Roman upper class held on
locally and even surrounded the thrones of the barbarian kings into the seventh
century.

Roman coinage had once been wonderfully stable; but even as eatly as the
mid-third century, the once solid and reliable Roman coins had only a very
small percentage of precious metal left in them.'® As a part of his reforms,
in about 309, Constantine issued an aureus, the traditional Roman gold coin.
It remained relatively unaltered throughout the late Empire and was used on
into the early Middle Ages. This is the famous solidus, ancestor of the shilling.
One good measure of its success is that during the fifth century many taxes
formerly demanded in kind were now being reckoned in gold.”” But gold and
silver had never been the money of most people, who, when they did not
simply barter, used the various bronze coins. These, however, came to have
much more turbulent lives than did the steady solidus. The striking of the
bronze coins fell under regional and local control and their value changed and
sank depending on local conditions. The unstable common coinage did not

16 See Blackburn, chapter 24 below. '7 Jones (1975), p. 173.
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help the lives of the common people, whereas the rich enjoyed the relative
fiscal security of ‘the solid one’.

Late Roman ideas of law and the ways that it regulates the ownership of
property were also passed directly into the early Middle Ages in the West. Law,
both in its intellectual conception and in its practical application, is often held
up as Rome’s finest achievement. The early medieval kings issued compilations
of law for the various tribes they ruled. These have come to be known as ‘the
barbarian codes’. They at first appeared to scholars as ‘Germanic’ in nature and
were thought to codify a very different system of law from the Roman. But
work in the mid and late twentieth century has shown that while some parts
of them do reflect Germanic custom, there is a great deal about the barbarian
codes which bases itself on late Roman provincial or vulgar law."® Roman and
early medieval law had appeared to differ far more than they actually do because
the comparison was made between the barbarian codes and the Roman law of
its sophisticated heyday under the late Republic and early Empire. This version
of Roman law forms a good part of Justinian’s Code, produced in the exuberant
s30s when Tribonian’s commission recalled and reorganised the many, by then,
ancient sources of Roman jurisprudence. But Justinian’s Code had not yet been
published when the earliest and most influential of the barbarian codes were
issued. The type of law then prevalent in the Roman provinces, the law that
governed the daily doings of life and property, had grown up since the third
century out of a need for simplification and broad application. The splendid
jurisprudence of classical times did not fit the needs of the later provinces,
which did not at any rate have the cadre of highly trained specialists needed to
wield it. In many ways the Theodosian Code, published in 438, that is, before
the barbarian codes, reflects these vulgarising tendencies of Roman law.” It
was this code, rather than the later and more comprehensive one of Justinian,
that was influential in the medieval West.

Elementary education in the later Roman Empire had also been vulgarised.
For most people it was poor at best and usually did not exist at all. Imperial
interest in education was centred upon the senior levels. Diocletian appointed
professors in many cities, Julian established a type of university in Constantino-
ple with a permanent staff, and the imperial families and others of the high
nobility often sent their sons to Rhodes or to Athens, to the Lyceum and the
Academy. Those lucky enough to partake received highly sophisticated train-
ing in the classical disciplines of rhetoric and philosophy.>® But most people

8 Levy (1951), p. 15. See also Collins (1983), p. 28; Wood (1986), p. 20; (1993), pp. 161—7; (1994),
pp- 163—4.

Y Levy (1951), p. 15. Honoré (1987), p. 135, says, “That conclusion is premature.” See also Turpin (198s),
Pp- 339—50.

2% See Fontaine, chapter 27 below.
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never saw any of this. In the high Empire, in the city of Rome, many chil-
dren from the lower classes did learn some elementary form of halting reading
and computation, but they did not progress beyond that. The first years of
education were conducted in the home by the parents. Rich Romans often
purchased Greek slaves to educate their young children. Schools were private
affairs, where the teachers subsisted from the modest fees paid by the pupils’
parents. The fees, modest as they were, still prohibited poor children from
attending. The instruction was mostly drilling of the three Rs, with frequent
application of the cane. There were no school buildings as such, the teacher
simply gathered his pupils where he could, usually somewhere in the open in
the noisy streets. We have no evidence that the emperors took any interest at all
in popular education except to provide certain tax concessions for elementary
teachers so that their profession might spread. The late Roman localities, on
the other hand, did provide some public elementary instruction and this seems
to have lasted in some cities in the more Romanised sections of the Empire
well into the sixth century. We have no direct records of secular schools as such
under the barbarian kings, but surviving inscriptions, especially on funereal
monuments, and a few business records indicate literacy among the urban
middle classes. The church did not undertake the elementary education of its
clergy or its laity, with the exception of training its monks who had no access
to the outside world. It rather assumed the literacy acquired through secular
means for its religious purposes. When in the seventh century complaints about
illiterate clergy grow louder in the ecclesiastical sources, it is safe to assume that
the secular elementary instruction had waned.

For more advanced intellectual activity, the late Roman Empire was the
direct antecedent of the early Middle Ages, particularly in that its intellectual
climate moulded the Christian thought which it passed on. By the time of the
late Empire, the two great Hellenistic philosophies, Stoicism and Epicureanism,
had been superseded by a vigorous new interest in Plato, but Plato with an
important difference. Plato had called upon the world of forms beyond this one
largely in order to create the good citizen; his was a public and political morality.
Butin thelate Empire, the Stoic’s call to duty rang increasingly hollow in a world
where political freedom had been sapped by huge bureaucracies and far-away
imperial powers. Out of the teachings of the Stoics and the Epicureans, and
the world-view of the Neopythagorians, a new Plato returned. Neoplatonism
taught people not how to be good citizens but how to use their intellect to put
themselves in touch with the world beyond. Its approach was contemplative
rather than active and its morality private. It is perhaps not at all insignificant
that Plotinus, its most influential proponent, studied under Ammonius Saccos,
the teacher of none other than Origen, the third century’s most important
Christian theologian.
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From the time of Constantine onwards we see in the pagan writers a con-
centration on the values and the ideas of the past. It was these men of late
antiquity who put the classical texts into the form in which the early Middle
Ages would know them. They were the editors and commentators whom
the scholars of the carly Middle Ages would study, commentators such as
the fourth-century grammarian Donatus (who, incidentally, was a teacher of
Jerome) and the Neoplatonist Macrobius. Much, too, of what the early Middle
Ages knew about ancient learning came from a fantastic and florid summary
written by Martianus Capella, who wrote in the early fifth century. Important
as these pagans were, their writings looked backward to the classical past; it
was the Christian authors who looked ahead. By far the single biggest bequest
the late Roman world made to the medieval was its religion. It is no accident
that our words ‘culture’ and ‘cult’ share the same root. Late antique intellectual
life concentrated more and more in the church and at the imperial court, itself
since the days of Constantine an increasingly Christian centre. These were the
only institutions which both saw a need for the higher learning and had the
resources to support it. It was the Christians who provided answers deemed
most useful in solving the problems that troubled intellects in the late Empire,
and it was they who wrote the texts that carried those answers into the Middle
Ages.



CHAPTER 2

THE BARBARIAN INVASIONS

Guy Halsall

HISTORIOGRAPHY

The so-called ‘barbarian invasions’ have a vital role in, and in many respects
stand at the beginning of, European history. Almost all national histo-
ries in some way or other go back to a group of invading or migrating
barbarians: Anglo-Saxons in England, Goths and Lombards in Italy, Franks
and Burgundians in France, Visigoths in Spain, or Scots in Scotland. The pop-
ularly perceived founders of the national histories of many western countries
are those early medieval writers who are deemed to have offered ‘national’,
‘ethnic” histories of these migrating peoples: Bede in England, who wrote an
Ecclesiastical History of the English People in the 730s, Paul the Deacon in Italy,
who wrote his History of the Lombards in the 780s, and Isidore of Seville, whose
History of the Goths, Sueves and Vandals was written in Spain in the early seventh
century. Gregory of Tours, author of 7én Books of Histories of his own times
(the late sixth century), is classed as having written a History of the Franks.
Although that was in fact the name given to an anonymous seventh-century
six-book abbreviation of Gregory’s work including only the material to do
with Franks, it has nevertheless earned him the title of ‘Father of the History of
France’.

Most western national consciousness can thus be traced back to notions,
however confused, of barbarian invasions or migrations." They are held to
have swept away the ancient ‘classical’ world, the world of Rome, and to have
introduced the Dark Ages. This was not always seen as a disaster; far from
it, German and English historians in particular have been fond of picturing
the barbarians as sweeping away a tired, effete and decadent Mediterranean
civilisation and replacing it with a more virile, martial, Nordic one. Even
writers who modified the extreme versions of this view still often presented the

' For what follows, on the historiography of the barbarian migrations, sce the various works of Walter
Goffart: (1980), ch. 1; (1989); (1995).
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Empire as weak and in decline.” French and Italian historians, on the other
hand, have tended to see the barbarians as a ‘bad thing’, destroying a living
civilisation, introducing a barbaric Dark Age.?> Whereas those historians refer
to the barbarian invasions in pejorative terms (les invasions barbares) German
and English historians simply refer to ‘migrations’, wanderings of peoples,
Vilkerwanderungen. In particular, the Germanic barbarians, who include most
of the migrating groups, and are still often seen as unified by some kind of
proto-German ethos or nationality, migrate along tortuously winding routes,
represented in historical atlases as a spaghetti-like confusion of coloured arrows,
to their eventual goals, almost as if these were predestined.

Until recently, historians have agreed on two things: whether they saw them
in positive or negative terms, it was the barbarians who put paid to the Roman
Empire; and these barbarians were largely ‘Germanic’.# The fall of the Roman
Empire is to be attributed, in however short-term a perspective, to the barbarian
invasions (or migrations). Thisled, in the nineteenth century, to what might be
called the ‘Germanist’ view, which, put bluntly, holds that everything new and
different about the fifth, sixth, seventh and later centuries must be attributed to
‘Germanic’ influence. Consequently, the works of thoroughly Roman writers
like Gregory of Tours, Cassiodorus and Venantius Fortunatus were edited
in the series of ‘Historic Monuments of Germany’, Monumenta Germaniae
Historica.’ The Germanist view also led to the description of post-Roman law-
codes as Germanic law, and, in archaeology, to the new types of rural settlement
which replaced the old Roman villas being called ‘Germanic’, and to new
burial forms, like furnished inhumation (with grave-goods), similarly being
ascribed to Germanic influence. Changes in urban life, with the shrinking and
even abandonment of Roman towns, and the end of classical urbanism were
pinned, in a less positive way, on the Germans and either their savage primitive,
destructive tendencies, or, alternatively, their noble adherence to more pristine,
rural modes of life. The Germans are seen as flooding, or swamping, the
provinces in the migrations of whole tribes or nations.®

The ‘Germanist’ view has been countered with the ‘Romanist’ or ‘continuity’
view, which holds that the Germanic barbarians created little that was new.
In this picture, the migrations are the movements of small warrior elites (and

Y

For example. Delbriick (1980), p. 248. This first appeared in German in 1921. For a recent incarnation
of the Germanist view, see Drew (1987).
For an extreme example from just after the First World War, see Boissonade (1927), pp. 14-31. See

w

also Courcelle (1964), who divides his book into parts called ‘L’Invasion’, ‘L’Occupation’ and ‘La
Libération’, leaving no doubts as to which then-recent events of French history were conjured up by
the study of the invasions of Germanic barbarians.

4 See, for example, Bury (1926), pp. 2—4. For a more recent example, Heather (1995).

5 On the Monumenta, see Knowles (1962), pp. 63-97.

¢ Settlement forms: Dixon (1982). Burials: Halsall (1995a).
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some extreme versions come close to denying that anyone moved at all), and
so are unlikely to have been able to bring about such sweeping changes.”
The administration of the former provinces was essentially that of the Roman
Empire, run by Roman provincials for their new barbarian masters;® barbarian
kingship was largely modelled on imperial Christian Roman ideas;? there was
continuity of settlement patterns, even if the forms changed; the towns were
simply continuing in a process of change which began as early as the third
century; and so on. The Romanist argument has even been deployed in Britain,
where there is a strongly held common view that the situation was very different
from that on the continent.”

Although there may be more to be said for the Romanist ‘continuity’ model
than for the Germanist ‘catastrophe’ view, both models are misleading. There
was indeed a great deal of social, economic and political change in the late
fourth through to the sixth centuries, but the barbarians cannot be blamed
for much of it. As we shall see at the end of this chapter, even controversies
over the numbers of the barbarians miss the point of the nature of the changes
from Roman provinces to ‘barbarian’ kingdoms. This chapter will not present a
detailed narrative of the barbarian migrations. Instead it offers an overview and
interpretation of some of the principal issues which currently engage the atten-
tion of historians working on the barbarians and their place in the processes
known cumulatively as the ‘Fall of Rome’." As such it provides a backdrop
against which to set this volume’s chapters on the individual ‘barbarian’ suc-
cessor states. In particular, it will argue that we should reverse the usual ways
of seeing the barbarian migrations and the end of the Roman West. Instead of
viewing the end of the Western Roman Empire as the result of the barbarian
invasions, we should see the barbarians as being drawn into the politics of an
empire already falling apart for quite other reasons; the barbarian migrations
were the result of the end of the Western Roman Empire. This chapter will
also show that, contrary to commonly held views, Britain cannot be viewed
separately from the continent, as something of an aberration or special case:
the Anglo-Saxons were no more different from the Franks than the Franks were
from the Ostrogoths or the Vandals, and maybe less so.

7 For recent, extremely minimalist views of post-Roman Britain, see Higham (1992); M. E. Jones
(1996). For Italy, more sophisticated, but even more minimalist, is Amory (1997).

8 For a study of post-Roman administration emphasising continuity, see Barnwell (1992).

9 The Roman inheritance of post-Roman kingship is best seen in McCormick (1986). See also
Wormald, chapter 21 below.

1° Romanist views of Anglo-Saxon England: Barnwell (1997), part rv; Wolfram (1997), ch. 11.

™ For recent works on particular groups of barbarians see, for example, James (1988a); Wolfram (1988);
Christie (1994) and Heather (1996). The most recent overview is Wolfram (1997), but see Musset
(1975) for a more traditional view. Also Geary (1999); Heather (1999).
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WHAT IS A BARBARIAN?

We must, first of all, ask what a barbarian is. The Romans had a reason-
ably clear answer: in the first instance, it was someone who lived beyond the
frontiers of the Empire. There were different kinds of barbarian, based upon
the Roman ethnographic tradition and view of geography.” To the north, to
Roman eyes, were heroic but savage Celts and Germans, living in rural commu-
nities and ignorant of urban life; to the south were cunning, slippery Africans
or Ethiopians; to the north-east were ‘Scythians’, nomadic peoples who, as the
Romans saw it, lived on horseback; to the east were the Persians, cruel and
despotic, but nevertheless with a sort of civilisation (Ammianus Marcellinus,
the great fourth-century historian, in fact never refers to the Sasanid Persians
as barbarians at all); and finally the Arabs, wild and debauched.

This world-view was bolstered by a sort of geo-biology: in the frozen north,
further, as the Romans saw it, from the sun, blood was thicker and was thus
drawn down through the body, so Germans were strong and brave, but a bit
dim, and with no idea of tactics or strategy; in Africa, closer to the sun, blood
was thin and drawn up to the head, so Africans were cowardly but clever
and treacherous. Of course, in the middle, the temperate zone, where the
Romans were, things were just right, as they were in the socio-political sense
t00.” All Romans, however, were not the same. Roman ethnography included
stereotypical views of the regions of the Empire too, so that the Gauls were
rather braver than the Italians, and so on, because they lived further north, and
were descended from the Celts.™ This is a point we must come back to, as it
raises the issue of what a Roman really was; ethnographic stereotyping was not
simply a case of Romans inside the Empire, versus barbarians outside.

Nevertheless, this world-view, in which they put themselves at the centre,
surrounded by barbarians with stereotypical attributes, provided the Romans
with a ready-made and very varied source of ideas about barbarians, which
could then be deployed in rhetoric. This is important. It is often forgotten
that when Roman writers talked about barbarians, they were not engaged in a
dialogue with the barbarians. It was not a case of saying ‘we are like this, but you
are like that’, nor was Roman ethnography a simple matter of neutral reportage.
The Roman idea of the barbarian was essentially a rhetorical device employed
against other Romans.” The barbarian, by simple virtue of not being Roman,

> Balsdon (1979) gives a useful, basic introductory survey.

3 This Roman idea is found in Vitruvius, De Architecturavi.z; Pliny the Elder, Natural History 11.80.cxc;
Vegetius, Epitoma de Rei Militari 1.2. It differs significantly from the Greek view of these matters,
originating with Hippocrates, Airs, Waters, Places, 12—24.

4 For example, Ammianus Marcellinus’ comments on the Gauls in Res Gestae xv.12.

5 This interpretation is not yet common in late antique studies, but for similar treatments of earlier
Roman and Greek attitudes see Hall (1989) and Dench (1995).
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could be deployed in any and all contexts, as an ‘other’, to make whatever point
was at hand. A Roman general could be given extra praise for a victory over
the barbarians by stressing the wild, savage bravery of the latter, and their huge
numbers — despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that it is extremely unlikely
that barbarian armies ever outnumbered Roman ones. On the other hand the
Romans could be criticised by deploying the barbarian figure. Tacitus’ famous
Germania, a work of the first century, is in fact a lengthy critique of Roman
society. Sometimes Tacitus makes his point by extolling a ‘noble savage’ view
of the German, which is, in a way, a lament for what the Romans had (as
Tacitus thought) lost on the road to civilisation. Elsewhere, however, Tacitus
portrays the Germans and their behaviour as typically barbaric, warning the
Romans to mend their ways lest they acquire these traits or lose their superiority
over the barbarians. Despite this, some historians and archacologists continue
to suppose that Tacitus’ work is a mine of facts about ‘Germanic’ society.
Positive barbarian imagery continued to be used by late Roman writers. Salvian,
the priest of Marseilles in the 440s, could savage Roman society for being less
just, less fair, more sinful, even than that of the barbarians. How bad can things
be, asked Salvian, when people flee to the barbarians because they can be freer
under them than under the Romans. The same point was made by Orosius
in his Seven Books of History against the Pagans, and St Augustine could say,
in The City of God, that the barbarians who sacked Rome in 410 were more
merciful, less savage, than the Romans had been to their defeated enemies.’®
Classical ethnography provided a wide array of ammunition in the form of
stock phrases. One could discuss the good or bad points of urban versus rural
life by reference to the stereotypical non-urban ‘free’ German; the good/bad
points of monarchy by reference to the Persians; the good/bad points of settled
agricultural life by reference to the Scythians; sexual morality or family life by
reference to the Arabs, and so on and so forth. The barbarian is therefore a
floating category, difficult, indeed never intended, to be pinned down. This
makes it a mistake to try to find out a particular writer’s ‘view of the barbarians’.
The barbarians could be presented in many ‘positive’ ways without affecting
the fact that, as Romans, these writers still viewed the barbarian with a certain
terror as a thing untamed. This point is driven home when one considers, as
we will below, the use of the word barbarus in post-Roman sources, when the
barbarians actually controlled the Western Empire.

So what, then, was ‘a Roman’? If the barbarian was only really defined by
being something that was not Roman, and if Roman writers like Ammianus
Marecellinus could hold equally stereotypical views of the inhabitants of

6 Salvian, On the Government of God, Book v, esp. v.s—11; Orosius, Seven Books of History against the
Pagans vi1.41.7 Augustine, City of God 1, 1-s.
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particular imperial provinces, then what was it that made Roman-ness? This is
equally difficult to pin down, but by the late Roman period it does not seem
to have had very much any more to do with the simple fact of being a Roman
citizen, let alone to do with living inside the empire’s boundaries. It seems
that what Roman-ness meant — the historian’s term Romanitas is not com-
mon in our sources, and may only appear in the third century ap'7 — hinged
around an idea of civzlitas, a certain mode of behaviour, and above all ideas of
education, of freedom and of living according to the law. In Roman eyes, bar-
barians had no law, either that which was imposed from above, or that which
they imposed upon themselves from within, in other words, self-restraint.
Thus they were doubly unfree, slaves to their rulers, slaves to their passions.
Barbarians were simply unruly. That Roman-ness was culturally, rather than
linguistically, defined meant that Roman could be as fluid a category as barbar-
ian. Thus a barbarian could behave more like the Romans than the Romans,
and Romans could be more barbaric than the barbarians. Hence Salvian’s com-
plaint that people think it better to live in freedom under the barbarians than
in slavery under the Romans. Roman usurpers or rebels were often classified
as barbarians; we find that barbarian ancestry is brought out when someone is
opposed to the central, legitimate rule of the emperor.™

The other opposite of rule and law was latrocinium (banditry), and banditry
shaded imperceptibly into barbarism in Roman ideology. Within the Empire,
areas which were governed with difficulty, such as the mountainous areas of the
Alps, the Pyrenees, the North African Atlas or Isauria in Asia Minor, were all too
easily associated with barbarians. One could therefore be labelled as having cast
off Roman-ness, not by leaving the Empire, nor by joining barbarian invaders,
but by the perceived rejection of certain norms. Theoretically, the Roman
Empire could have become barbarised without the barbarians conquering a
square metre of imperial territory. This seems to have been what the sixth-
century East Roman historian Zosimus thought had happened.” People within
the Roman Empire could behave in ways which were seen as barbaric; people
from outside the Empire, from the Barbaricum, as it came to be called in the
fourth century, could behave in ways which exemplified the truly Roman. In
sum, you did not have to be a barbarian to be barbarian, although no one
could deny that it helped.

7 Romanitas: The earliest usage may be Tertullian, De Pallio 1v. For statements of the barbarians’
inability to live according to the law, see Pliny the Elder, Natural History 11.80.cxc; Orosius, Against
the Pagans VI1.43.4—6.

® Compare for example the treatment of the half-Vandal Stilicho before his downfall, in Claudian, De
Bello Gothico, and after his excution in Orosius, Against the Pagans vi1.37.1 and Rutilius Namatianus,
On His Return 11, lines 41-60.

¥ Zosimus, New History 11, 7.
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These fluid categories of Roman and barbarian bring us to the subject of
ethnic identity. It can be seen that Romanity as an ethnic identity was fluid,
and not based upon any inherent, objectively measurable factors; it was a state
of mind. A general of ‘barbarian’ origin could be very consciously brought
into the Roman fold, and hailed as a Roman, and Romans could be denied
their Roman-ness. Within the Empire, in certain circumstances provincial
identities, Gallic or Pannonian for example, could transcend the general Roman
identity in dealings with ‘Romans’ from other areas. Ethnicity is multi-layered,
flexible, cognitive (a state of mind) and situational (deployed in situations
when it is advantageous).*® All these points are crucial to understanding how
the provinces, and provincials, of the Western Empire became, for instance,

Frankish, Gothic or Anglo-Saxon.

THE LATE ROMAN EMPIRE IN THE WEST

The Roman Empire suffered a series of set-backs between 235 and 284, political
crises, civil and external wars, and socio-economic disorders which are cumu-
latively known as the ‘third-century crisis’, although this crisis appeared at dif-
ferent times with different severity in different regions, and in some not at all.**
The nature of the ‘late’ Roman Empire, which emerged from this ‘crisis’ under
the reforming emperors Diocletian and Constantine, is dealt with in the pre-
vious chapter of this volume but we need to consider certain aspects of it here,
in order to understand fully the nature of the migrations. We shall see that the
relationships between local leadership and society and the central government
form a complex web in which the Germanic warbands became enmeshed.
This is the context for the Germanic barbarians’ eventual domination of
the West.

The Roman Empire, first, was a big place, extending from Hadrian’s Wall to
the Sahara, and from the Adantic to the Euphrates. This huge mass, in crude
terms of size, is also hugely diverse, containing desert, pre-desert, mountains,
marshlands, forests and so on. Physical geography cuts western Europe into
innumerable small regions, whether in mountainous zones, like the Apennines,
running down the spine of Italy and cutting the west off from the east, or by high
plateaux like the Massif Central in France or the Meseta in Spain, or by major
rivers like the Loire or the Rhéne, which run across lines of communication as
well as forming others. How could a pre-industrial state, with no rapid forms
of transport or communication and thus little way of collecting information

2° On ethnicity, the best recent introduction to the debate is by Eriksen (1993).
> Millar (1981), pp. 239—48, gives the best introduction to the ‘third-century crisis’, but see also
Drinkwater (1983), pp. 21227, and Gerberding, chapter 1 above.
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quickly, manage to govern such an enormous and diverse area? How could
a huge empire hold together, when the emperor could hardly discover what
was happening, and where local communities could deceive him for their own
purposes? Gibbon said that the peculiar thing about the Roman Empire was
not that it fell but that it lasted so long; as he might be rephrased, it is the
early Roman period, not the late, which is unusual and requires explanation.
The early Empire held together remarkably well and was run by a minuscule
bureaucracy, because, within local communities across the West, competition
for local authority was played out by subscribing to Roman culture: by tak-
ing part in Roman local government; by competing, within municipalities, in
building Roman urban forms; by demonstrating status by building Roman
villas; by trying to achieve citizenship. Economically, prestigious goods were
made in or near the core of the Empire and travelled out to the provinces; the
Empire formed, at least until the mid-second century, a more or less coher-
ent economic system. So the Empire was bound together by the active and
eager participation of myriad local communities in its cultural, political and
economic life.”*

After the third century this was no longer the case. The Roman world
fragmented economically. Whilst the Mediterranean world still clung together
as an economic system, manufacture of most of the artefacts of Romanity
passed out into the provinces, creating a series of regional economies.” After
the third-century economic difficulties and a reversion to frequent barter and
to taxation and payment in kind, this was exaggerated. After 212 and Caracalla’s
granting of universal citizenship, even Roman-ness was no longer something to
be fought for. The situation wherein local communities actively wanted to be
brought into Rome’s orbit, because of the local political and social advantages
which that brought, had passed. Historians have long noted the expense of
being a late Roman curialis (town councillor), the subject of much moaning
and wringing of hands by contemporaries. Yet it is unlikely that the burdens
of curial office were much greater than before. The key difference was that,
earlier, people had been willing to pay the price. Now the rewards were no
longer worth it. The physical geographical and regional diversity of the West
could begin to rear its head again.**

22 On the early Roman Empire and its administration, Millar (1981); Levick (1985); Wells (1992); Lintott
(1993).

% See Loseby, chapter 22 below.

>4 On the late Roman Empire the best and most detailed survey remains A. H. M. Jones (1964), which
should be updated with Cameron (1993a); (1993b). For regional surveys illustrating the points just
made, see Lepelley (1979); Wightman (1985), pp. 219-311; Potter (1987), pp. 192—209; Esmonde
Cleary (1988); Keay (1988), pp. 172—217.
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Early Roman urban monuments were put up by local municipalities or
local magnates, as competitive gestures of good-will and generosity to their
community, and so private money went into public buildings. In the later
period, however, such building dried up, and that which was done, and it
tended to be maintenance rather than new building, was put up not by local
officials but by representatives of the imperial bureaucracy, using public money.
Private money went into private building, town-houses and rural villas. As is
described elsewhere, the late Roman bureaucracy was enormous — 25,000—
35,000 people manning a labyrinth of posts each of which brought a social
honorific title and certain privileges, and the posts usually held only for a short
time.” If you waited, your turn would come round. In some parts of the West,
the dependence upon imperial office and patronage may have been by far the
most important factor in ordering local society, as in northern Gaul and lowland
Britain, where there does not seem to be much evidence of huge lasifundia or
aristocratic estates. Elsewhere, in southern Gaul, Italy and Spain, large estates
created great wealth and a ruling social stratum less heavily dependent upon
participating in imperial government to maintain their position in society.
Such people still competed with their equals to order their peer group. This
local variety is crucial.

The Empire’s difficulties can be summed up by one story. Fourth-century
Roman North Africa was a prosperous area of the world, something which often
surprises modern students. Here was played out the tale of Count Romanus.?®
The story is unlikely to be as simple as it appears in Ammianus Marcellinus’
account, but the outlines of the case are as follows. In 363—364 the inhabitants
of Lepcis Magna, in Tripolitania, were harassed by raids by the Austoriani, a
local tribe, after one of the latter was burnt to death, apparently for brigandage.
The citizens called upon Romanus, the Count of Africa, who came with his
troops but demanded large sums in provisions, and 4000 camels. These the
locals refused, so Romanus left the area and its citizens to the Austoriani. The
Tripolitanians then sent envoys to the emperor Valentinian I to complain.
Romanus, however, had a relative at court and tried to have the affair heard
by him. As it was, the emperor heard the envoys’ complaint and a defence
by Romanus’ supporters, believed neither and promised a full inquiry. This,
however, was delayed, and meanwhile the North Africans were again the victims
of serious attacks, which Romanus allegedly did nothing to avert. Valentinian
was unhappy when the news of these attacks reached him, and sent a tribune
called Palladius to report on the situation, and pay the African army.

» See Gerberding, chapter 1 above.
26 Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae xxv11.6; with comment in Matthews (1989), pp. 2812, 383—7.
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Romanus then talked his officers into lodging the bulk of their pay with
Palladius. When two local townsmen showed Palladius the damage done and
the extent of Romanus’ negligence, Romanus threatened to report Palladius to
Valentinian as corrupt, and as having pocketed the money entrusted to him.
To save himself, Palladius made a pact with Romanus, and both reported to
Valentinian that the Tripolitanians had no grounds for complaint. The two
townsmen who had notified Palladius were sentenced to having their tongues
cut out for lying, but fled. Valentinian, wholly deceived in the affair and
not lenient at the best of times, also ordered the execution of the previous
ambassadors from the province, and the provincial governor, although, again,
one of the accused managed to hide, and disappeared. Eventually a number
of the guilty parties (in Ammianus’ account) were driven to suicide, and some
of Romanus’ accomplices were executed by Count Theodosius when he led
the military expedition in 373 which finally quelled the unrest of the North
African tribes. Romanus, it seems, despite a short spell in prison, got away
with it.

It has rightly been said that there is much more to this story than the simple
apportioning of blame, and that Romanus’ side of the story was probably rather
different. The saga, nevertheless, does illustrate graphically the difficulty that
emperors had in finding out what was going on ‘on the ground’ in their huge
empire, and how this difficulty could be exploited by local individuals. The
story of Romanus, rather than being a simple tale of corruption and deception,
is actually a clear illustration of how the late Roman Empire held together. All
the local competitors for power strove to share in the imperial administration,
to obtain imperial legitimation and backing, so that they could exploit it. They
also sought access to the emperor and the power he could bestow, to govern
their localities. The late Roman period saw a reversal of the earlier system:
in competing for local power one no longer asked ‘what can I do for the
Empire?” but rather ‘what can the Empire do for me?’ In the late Empire, the
hundreds of local, self-governing cells which made up the Empire no longer
clung together; instead they were bound together by an enormous imperial
bureaucracy overlying local society, a bureaucracy which was essentially a huge
patronage system which needed to be managed effectively or the Empire would
no longer be able to do anything for the locals. Otherwise all those local
cells would spring apart. Put another way, in the early Empire all roads led
to Rome; in the late Empire all roads led from Rome. Fourth-century western
emperors managed this situation very well. As is shown in the previous chapter,
they positioned themselves on the frontiers of the Empire, on the Rhine at
Trier, or along the Danube, where they could supervise their patronage and
actively incorporate the provincials — Pannonians under Valentinian, Gauls

under Gratian — in the running of the Empire. Hold the Rhine and you hold
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Gaul; hold Gaul and you hold the West. They knew that. But the system was

precarious.

BARBARIAN SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN THE FOURTH CENTURY

We often gain the impression of greater pressure on the frontiers in the late
Roman period. This pressure has traditionally been explained by supposing
an increase in barbarian numbers, through population growth. Sometimes, we
are given the impression that the Germanic barbarians were driven by a sort
of primeval surge towards the Mediterranean.”” Another common explanation
sees the pressure in terms of a ‘domino theory’. In the third quarter of the fourth
century, a people known as the Huns are first referred to by Roman writers, and
are often thought to have migrated from the Far East.?® The Huns are thought
to have ‘pushed’ the Goths into the Roman Empire, and to have ‘pushed’ other
Germanic tribes who in turn ‘pushed’ those in front of them, and so on until
the Roman frontier was swamped by fleeing Germanic barbarians.

Instead of these rather dramatic accounts, the impression of increasing pres-
sure on the Roman frontiers is probably best explained by political develop-
ments amongst the barbarians themselves. In the third century, as the Roman
Empire was undergoing its so-called third-century crisis, changes were under
way in Barbaricum. In place of, or more probably on top of, the myriad local
tribes listed in Tacitus” works, there appeared a series of larger confederacies,
which all have classic confederation names: the Alamanni (‘All Men’) in the
south-west of Germany; the Franks (‘the Fierce People’) along the middle and
lower Rhine; the Saxons in the north of Germany; the Picts (‘the Painted Men’)
in the north of Britain; and the Goths (‘the Men’) in and around the eastern
Carpathians and the lower Danube. In North Africa and Arabia other large
tribal confederacies appeared. These more powerful confederacies could exert
greater pressure upon the Romans.

How had these confederations come into being and how were they ruled?
The first question is difficult to answer, but the Romans probably had much
to do with it. It has recently been suggested that the Alamanni were a Roman
creation, set up to occupy the area between upper Rhine and upper Danube
abandoned during the later third-century civil wars.” It has been argued, even
more radically, that these new ‘peoples’ were largely talked into existence by
Roman writers, puffing up Roman imperial work and presence on the frontiers;
inventing the ‘barbarian threat” in order to justify the imperial activity which,

*7 Pirenne (1925), pp. 5-8. Goffart (1980), pp. 11—17, discusses this imagery in some detail.
28 Most famously Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae xxx1.2.i—xii.
29 Nuber (1993).
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as intimated earlier, largely held the West together.?® There may be something
in this; the barbarians, even the confederacies, could hardly pose a serious
military threat to the existence of the Roman Empire, with an army of; it has
been estimated, over 400,000 men. It has also recently been argued that these
confederacies hardly existed at all, and that there was little change from the
early Roman system.?" This argument is unconvincing, partly because it leaves
us with no option but to explain the fall of the Empire by increased pressure
on the frontiers, and it is difficult to see that increased pressure if things were
effectively the same as in Tacitus’ day. A more convincing treatment of the
same evidence shows that the common fragmentation of the confederacies
was the result of Roman political hard work beyond the frontier. When the
Romans were distracted, usually by civil war, the Franks or the Alamans threw
up greater leaders and formed large, effective confederations. Romans had to
strive to make sure that this did not usually happen.’*

How did the barbarians rule their kingdoms? If the emperors had problems,
even though they had a taxation system, an army of 400,000 and a 35,000-
strong bureaucracy, how much worse were the problems for barbarian kings?
There were a number of options. A combination of the war-leader king, with
short-lived but widespread powers, paired with the sacral king, with longer-
lasting but perhaps more circumscribed areas of authority, is often cited. The
evidence for the formal existence of these types of kingship is, however, very
insecure. Nevertheless, both forms of rulership seem inherently plausible. The
sacral, or religious, king, by controlling certain religious aspects of life, bound
local communities to his authority in order to participate in ritual, and oversee
the necessities of life. The war-leader would protect or help defend commu-
nities in times of warfare. Obviously, the latter type of power existed only
with difficulty beyond times of crisis and could be removed if things went
badly. The fourth-century Burgundians possibly had a combination of these
two types of ruler, though again the evidence is questionable. Another basis for
overlordship was arbitration. Local communities might be incorporated into
a larger polity by appeal to an outside, higher power who could arbitrate, or
adjudicate, in local disputes, with both parties accepting the judgement. Thus,
the fourth-century leaders of the Gothic confederation on the lower Danube
are referred to by the Romans as ‘Judges’. Elsewhere, as in the Frankish and
Alamannic confederacies we see many petty kings, ruled occasionally, when
the Romans lost their grip, by an over-king.»

3° Drinkwater (1996). 3! Elton (1996), pp. 15—44. 32 Heather (1994a).

3 Germanic kingship, Wallace-Hadrill (1971), ch. 1; James (1989) and Wormald, chapter 21 below.
Burgundians: Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae xxviiLs.xiv, but for a cautionary note against
acceptance of Ammianus’ statement at face value, see Wood (1977), p. 27. Goths: Wolfram (1975).
Alamans: the locus classicus is Ammianus Marcellinus, Res Gestae Xv1.12.xXiii—XxVi.
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What kept these kings in power? One thing was wealth: wealth provided
by the Romans. Roman artefacts were much prized in Barbaricum, as they
had been by Celtic kings on the eve of Roman conquest. If leaders could
control the acquisition and distribution of such items, through a system of
gift exchange, they had a powerful means of maintaining loyalty throughout
scattered communities, especially if they could circulate these goods amongst
rival local families and play them off against each other. The Romans could
pay out large sums to their friends across the frontier, and these gifts could play
a big part in the creation of barbarian political power. This can be detected in
what historians and archaeologists call ‘Free Germany’, north of the Roman
frontier on the Rhine, and in north Britain. So, as stated earlier, the Romans
may indeed have played a major part in the creation of the new confederacies,
in the payment of large tributes to barbarian leaders to keep them quiet in
periods of Roman civil war, as was frequent in the third and also the fourth
centuries, something which helped barbarian paramount kings to appear when
the Romans were distracted.’* One could also maintain power via trade. Thus,
in the late Roman period, we see the creation of trading stations beyond the
frontier, as most dramatically at Lundeborg in Fyn, which was paired with a
high-status settlement just inland at Gudme. Another such site is known on
the other side of the Jutland peninsula at Dankirke.?

Such barbarian power could be impressive. Just over the frontier we perceive
rulers who were able to control manpower and so construct large-scale defensive
sites, bringing together skilled craftsmen to produce their own prestige items
and symbols of authority, which could be used to support political power.
Interestingly, these items were often based on Roman badges of office; the
vocabulary of power was the same on both sides of the frontier. Along the upper
Rhine frontier, in the Alamannic region we see a number of Hohensiedlungen
(high settlements; hill-forts), which reveal high-quality craft-specialisation and
manufacture. These may be paralleled in north Britain by sites like Traprain
Law. Even in low-lying areas we can find similar prestige sites, such as at
Gennep, in the Frankish areas just south of the Rhine. Also in the Frankish
lands evidence has come to light of fairly large-scale, organised iron-working.®

Around the edges of the Empire larger and potentially powerful kingdoms
were being put together. Some depended heavily upon relationships with
Rome, but it may be that by the end of the fourth century some rulers just
beyond the frontier could maintain quite independent and efficient systems
of government. It may be that the Germans further into ‘Free Germany’ were

34 Heather (1994a).

3 Gudme: Nielsen (1994) and Hedeager, chapter 18 below; Dankirke: Hansen (1989).

3¢ On Hobensiedlungen, see, for example, Steuer (1994); (1997). On Traprain Law, Feachem (1955—56);
on Gennep, Heidinga (1994). Iron-working, see Groenewoudt and van Nie (1995).
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more dependent upon Roman gifts, paid to help them keep the frontier kings in
check. The role of Roman authority in local German society can also be seen in
the frequency with which Roman badges of office, like belt-sets, were used
in grave-deposits in the large cremation cemeteries of the Saxon homelands,
an argument which may very well apply equally to certain brooch-styles.’” In
sum, barbarian politics were played for high stakes, stakes very often raised
by the Romans themselves. There were strong barbarian kings on the frontier
who could increase their authority over their neighbours, but there was also a
considerable extent to which barbarian politics depended upon the continued
effective functioning of the Roman Empire, just as provincial Roman society
did. What would happen if the Empire ceased to function effectively?

THE COLLAPSE OF THE WESTERN EMPIRE

The key date in understanding the barbarian migrations and the collapse of the
Western Empire is not 376, when a large number of Gothic refugees, from the
political turmoil in their homeland of which the Huns formed a focus, migrated
into the Balkan provinces. Nor is it even 378, when those Goths inflicted a
disastrous defeat on the eastern Roman army at the battle of Adrianople. It
has recently and persuasively been argued that the significance of Adrianople
has been greatly overplayed. By the early 380s the Goths had been contained,
defeated and settled within the Balkans, in much the same way as innumerable
other peoples had been before.?®

The decisive date is 388 and the suppression of the ‘usurper’ emperor
Magnus Maximus. After Maximus, no significant western emperor (we may
exclude some shadowy and short-lived usurpers) ever went north of Lyons. The
defeat of Maximus’ western army by the eastern troops of Theodosius I, espe-
cially when coupled with the even bloodier slaughter of western regiments,
again by Theodosius’ men, during the usurpation of Eugenius in 394, was
catastrophic for the defence of the region, and it is difficult to see any real
imperial activity in northern Gaul or Britain after Maximus’ death. Aristocrats
fled south; the Notitia Dignitatum, the official list of Roman offices, shows
that by 418 a number of north Gallic offices had been withdrawn to the south
of Gaul; the Gallic capital withdrew from Trier to Atles, probably in 395; a
council of Gaul set up in the early fifth century did not represent the north
Gallic provinces. The Empire ceased to be able to make itself felt in northern
Gaul and Britain, areas where it seems that well-managed imperial patronage
was essential for the maintenance of local order, and the results were dramatic.

37 Roman material in cremations in Lower Saxony: Bshme (1974).
38 Burns (1994), pp. 1-91.
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Archaeology in these regions reveals the rapid collapse of villa life, of Roman
towns and, in Britain, of Roman industries (in Gaul such industries stagnate
but do not die out). Cemetery evidence attests to a more insecure command
of local authority. North of the Loire, Roman civilisation crashed within the
space of two generations.?

This affected the barbarians too. On the last day of 406, Gaul was invaded by
a huge army of barbarians, not from the frontier kingdoms, whose kings seem
in any case to have been further bolstered by the Romans as they withdrew
from the Rhine, but from people further inside Barbaricum: Vandals, Sueves,
Alans, followed by Burgundians. These were probably the groups wherein
political power was more heavily dependent upon gifts from the Romans; the
end of such gifts, combined perhaps with the appearance of a new source of
political power from the east, the Huns, forced some groups out of power
and into the Empire, to seek their fortunes.*® Eventually some of these were
to found the Suevic kingdom in north-western Spain, perhaps by treaty with
the Romans, and the Vandal kingdom of North Africa, probably the only
barbarian kingdom to be created more or less entirely by military conquest
from the Roman Empire.

Inside the Empire, the civil wars of the 390s had thrown up another dan-
gerous political grouping based around a band of barbarian descent: the Goths
of Alaric. This group, dissatisfied after the suppression of Eugenius, and badly
treated by the likes of Stilicho, adviser to Honorius the child emperor, sacked
Rome in 410. They were eventually settled by the Romans in Aquitaine, where
they established their kingdom. The Gothic settlement in Aquitaine has been
the subject of much debate.# Why settle the Goths so far inside Gaul? The
answer is not so complex. After the early fifth century, the effective frontier of
Gaul was not the Rhine, but the Loire, so settlements like that of the Goths,
like, a fortiori, that of the Burgundians in Savoy, and like that of the Alans in
Orléans, can be seen as effectively frontier settlements.** Northern Gaul and
Britain were left to run themselves.

Here we can return to the differences within provincial Roman society.
In Aquitaine, where local society was more easily ordered without Roman
patronage, the hand-over to the Goths was managed more or less smoothly,
at least before 450. Here the same families stayed in power; and perhaps more

39 On withdrawal to the south: Notitia Dignitatum Occ. x11.27. On the Council of the Gauls: Loseby
(1997), p. 52. Archaeological evidence of collapse in Britain: Esmonde Cleary (1989), pp. 131-61. On
north Gaul: Halsall (199s5b), pp. 219-28, 249-s1.

4° Heather (1995).

4 Burns (1994), pp. 247—79; Thompson (1956).

4 On the nature of the barbarian settlements, see now the judicious summary and interpretation of

Wood (1998).
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than anywhere else in the west, Roman society and culture continued.® In the
north, the collapse of effective imperial rule brought anarchy. There was no neat
transfer of power; and there were no independent, local means of establishing
anew an effective social-political hierarchy. Into the political vacuum were
sucked new authorities. In Gaul the Franks and the Alamans spread their
powet, often hand-in-hand with local Roman military leaders to whom they
gave their support, down to the Loire and the Alps.*

In Britain the chieftains, perhaps kings, of the western highland regions
had possibly been given authority rather like that of the frontier German
kings (certainly their hill-fort power-bases are uncannily similar to Alamannic
Hohensiedlungen). The distribution of late fourth-century Roman military
equipment covers only the lowland provinces, so it is possible that north-
ern and western Britain had been abandoned by the Roman government in
the late fourth century, perhaps under Magnus Maximus. If this was the case
then local defence may have been given over to local leaders; Maximus cer-
tainly features strongly in the origin legends of the Welsh dynasties. It may
well have been these upland rulers whose power, less affected by the Roman
withdrawal, was sucked out into the lowlands. It is not unlikely that by the later
fifth century Frankish power, too, had spread across the Channel into Kent.
This is the context for the dimly remembered, semi-legendary Romano-British
rulers called Ambrosius Aurelianus and Vortigern, perhaps even Arthur. It is
also the context for the account of the invitation of Saxon allies into eastern
England, perhaps north of the Thames estuary, rather than in Kent (although
it was the kings of Kent who appropriated the story), and for the expansion of
Anglo-Saxon, English authority westwards across the lowlands, in competition
with that of the west British kings.#

In northern Gaul, where things were remarkably similar to those in lowland
Britain, by about 500 the stakes were so high that the competitors for power had
been reduced by internal violence and external warfare to two major power-
blocks: the Franks in the north and south-west, and the Burgundians in the
south-east. The same picture is easily as plausible for England as the currently
fashionable model of fragmentation of the area into many tiny kingdoms.*®
A third alternative, where local social hierarchies were sufficiently established
for the locals to continue to govern themselves even where Roman power just
evaporated, as in northern Gaul and Britain, may be demonstrated in Spain.

4 Stroheker (1948); Mathisen (1993). 4+ James (1988a), pp. 67—71; (1988b).

4 Distribution of late fourth-century Roman military metalwork in Britain: Bshme (1986), p. 492.
Magnus Maximus, as ‘Macsen Gwledig’, in Welsh genealogies and other semi-legendary traditions:
Alcock (1971), pp. 96-8. Post-Roman hill-forts: Rahtz (1982-83); Alcock (1988); (1992). Archaeology
and the invitation of Saxon allies: Chadwick-Hawkes (1989).

46 The current model is most clearly expressed by Bassett (1989).
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There, the evidence suggests that local aristocrats continued to run their local
city-districts themselves, independently of either Roman or barbarian rulers,
perhaps until the later sixth century.#” The processes whereby the western
provinces became independent kingdoms were, therefore, not simply the result
of large-scale barbarian migrations flooding over the provinces. In some ways
we might be better off going back to the term ‘invasion’, to describe military
political take-over by smaller groups of warriors. Sometimes, in some regions,
like the Rhineland and eastern England, these warrior-bands were followed by
larger numbers of followers, wives and children, but more often the barbarians
took power when their leaders became a focus for local provincial society and
politics. It is by looking at this that this chapter will end.

LOCAL SOCIETY, ETHNICITY AND THE BARBARIANS

By soo ap all the Roman provinces of the West had become barbarian
kingdoms: the Franks and Burgundians in Gaul, the Ostrogoths in Italy, the
Sueves and the Visigoths in Spain, the Vandals in North Africa, the Anglo-
Saxons and the Britons in Britain. Ultimately this had stemmed not from huge
military attacks and the outright conquest of territory from the Roman Empire,
but from a break-down of Roman political structures in the last quarter of the
fourth century, which exposed the weakness of Roman rule at the local level.

In areas where everything had hinged upon the presence of the Roman state,
there was a dramatic collapse, and people sought new sources of local power.
By c.500, although many Roman idioms of power persisted, people now also
demonstrated their authority with material culture, which directly referred
to non-Roman, barbarian sources, and especially to the Danubian Gotho-
Hunnic culture of Attila’s short-lived empire. The Frankish king Childeric,
who died some time around 480, was buried with Roman symbols like his
official brooch and seal-ring, but his grave also contained gold-and-garnet
ornament of Danubian inspiration.*® The fourth-century Roman Empire had
depended for its further existence upon being able to continue to provide
the backing for power at the local level. After 388 it lost, and never thereafter
regained, its ability to provide this, so people looked elsewhere. Some barbarian
warbands were inside the Empire and could provide alternative foci, especially

47 Documentary evidence for the military capabilities of Spanish aristocrats: Hydatius, Chronicle 81[91],
179[186]; John of Biclaro, Chronicle 36, 47; Isidore of Seville, History of the Kings of the Goths, 4s.
For discussion, Collins (1980); (1983), pp. 44—5; Thompson (1976); (1977) and see also Barbero and
Loring, chapter 7 below. Archaeologically this seems to be manifest by the continuous occupation
of large palatial villas through the fifth and well into the sixth centuries. For a summary, see Keay
(1988), pp. 202-17.

# Childeric’s grave: James (1988a), pp. 5864, and Halsall (1995a).
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when granted the government of particular provinces; other foci were provided
by strong barbarian kings on the frontier who had the power to expand into
the northern provinces, and could equally provide support for local authority
when no alternatives existed.

We must put the provincials back into the history of the end of the Empire
and the creation of the barbarian kingdoms. It will no longer do to see them
either as passive and helpless or, as A. H. M. Jones, the great historian of the late
Roman Empire, thought,* as indifferent observers of the changes from Roman
to barbarian political authority. Nor will it do to see senatorial aristocrats in
southern Gaul, Spain or Italy taking office with the barbarians for the simple
purpose of gaining protection. Some Spanish aristocrats tried, and admittedly
failed, to hold the Pyrenees against the Vandals in the early 400s, but showed
that they could raise armed forces.’® Southern Gallic aristocrats led military
contingents raised from their lands both against the Goths and for them, form-
ingan important componentof their armies. In southern Spain, such aristocrats
maintained political independence for many decades,” so mere protection can-
not provide the explanation. In the southern provinces the explanation must
be that the new rulers provided what these local aristocrats had had for a long
time, and what after 388 they were threatened with losing, that is, access to the
centre of political power. The incomers provided the means whereby senatorial
aristocrats could maintain their standing vis-2-vis their peers, as well as retain
their supremacy within their localities. This supremacy was also importantly
maintained by the appropriation of ecclesiastical authority, as is well known,
but the non-ecclesiastical, military or bureaucratic options were numerically
far more significant and have been unduly neglected by historians.’ In so7 the
Franks defeated the Visigoths at the battle of “Vouille’,® and within a decade
or so had driven them definitively from their Aquitanian kingdom. This led
to the southern Gallic aristocrats’ removal from the centre of political power,
but they soon sought a new one, taking service with northern Frankish kings
in order to keep their options open.

In other regions the appeal to barbarian outsiders to maintain power at much
more local levels, as in northern Gaul and Britain, was even more necessary.
Here, people widely adopted the ethnic identity of the newcomers, as they
did, after the political chaos of the mid-sixth century, in the Iberian peninsula.

4 Jones (1964), pp. 1058—64.

5¢ Aristocrats holding the Pyrenean passes: Orosius, Against the Pagans vi1.40.5-10.

5! See n. 47, above, and Barbero and Loring, chapter 7 below.

5> Heather (1994b), pp. 177-97.

53 See Gerberding (1987), p. 41, for the suggestion that the battle of Campus Vogladensis took place, not
at Vouille, as usually proposed, but at Voulon.
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By 700, to all intents and purposes, everyone north of the Loire was a Frank,
everyone in the south-east was a Burgundian, everyone in Spain was a Goth;
everyone in lowland Britain was some sort of Anglo-Saxon; you had to go to
Italy to find Romans. Where had the Romans gone? This was a problem even
in 700; to explain the Romans’ apparent disappearance, Frankish and Anglo-
Saxon writers had to invent stories of mass slaughter and expulsion of native
Romans, although the problem was doubly serious in Gaul where they had to
explain how the Romans had managed to teach the Franks Latin first.5*

We saw at the beginning of this chapter that the categories of Roman
and barbarian were fluid. In the post-Roman centuries this could be graph-
ically illustrated. In Ostrogothic Italy, the Gothic rulers were almost never
referred to as barbarians; barbarians were other foreigners, even other Goths!
On the other hand, in the Burgundian kingdom, the label barbarian could
be actively appropriated by the Burgundians to describe themselves. In Gaul,
the Roman/barbarian dichotomy was turned to describe Catholic Christian as
opposed to heretics or pagans. By the eighth century a bored Bavarian scribe
could even turn the old attitudes on their head and write (in Latin!) ‘Romans
are stupid; Bavarians are wise.’

The new political identities of the Goths, Franks, Burgundians, Angles or
Saxons could hence be adopted without much disgrace. This was particularly
so in that it was the military elites of these people, the armed warriors, who
called themselves Goths, Saxons or whatever, in the new kingdoms, and who
held the military and political power. As further chapters will show, there was
frequently a bipartite division of labour: barbarians fought; Romans paid taxes,
so becoming a barbarian could bring with it tax exemption. In the post-Roman
legal codes the ‘barbarian’ element of the population was often given legal
privilege, another reason to adopt a barbarian ethnic identity. Even Gregory
of Tours, a senatorial south Gallic aristocrat, had a maternal great uncle called
Gundulf, a barbarian name perhaps associated with the fact that Gundulf had
taken service in the Austrasian Frankish court. Returning to local communities,
we can see that the adoption of a new ethnic identity could be important in
striving for authority and power against rivals, especially in situations where
people were looking for new sources of authority.’®

54 For example Bede, HE1, esp. 1, 34. A marginal comment to a ninth-century manuscript of the Liber
Historiae Francorum adds to its eighth-century account the fact that the Romans were exterminated
after teaching the Franks Latin: James (1988a), p. 237.

55 Gothic attitudes to the term ‘barbarian’: Amory (1997), pp. 50-8s. On Burgundian attitudes to the
term ‘barbarian’: Wood (1990); Amory (1993), pp. 1—28. Bavarian marginalia: Musset (1975), p. 190.

56 Bipartite divisions: Goffart (1980); (1982); Moorhead (1994), pp. 71-5; Halsall (1995b), pp. 26-32;
Amory (1997), pp. 4685, 91-108. On Gundulf, Gregory of Tours, Hist. VL.II.



54 GUY HALSALL

How did one become a barbarian? Names were one way, as the example of
Gundulf shows. We occasionally get references to individuals with two names,
one Roman and one barbarian, revealing this process in action. Then there
was material culture. In the new, emerging political units of the post-Roman
West, dress-style and artefact-forms were important in demonstrating one’s
political affinity, and this is shown archaeologically in brooch fashions and
so on. Other, less archaeologically visible features such as hair-style were also
used, as is referred to in a number of sources.’” However, the effects were not
everywhere the same. In Britain, by 700 the language had changed; elsewhere
the linguistic input of the barbarians was far less, even if they nevertheless
changed people’s ethnic affiliation just as dramatically. Why was this? Is it
simply a question of the number of barbarians, as is still usually supposed? Is it
insignificant? Linguistic changes can be and have been effected by minuscule
numbers of immigrants.®® This is a fair point but cannot stand up to close
scrutiny, as it suffers, as do many theories of early Anglo-Saxon history, from
its insularity. The Franks, Goths and Burgundians had similar, if not greater,
political and military dominance without changing the local language, except
along the Rhine. Yet arguments that explain the linguistic change in lowland
Britain, and the fact that no such change took place on the continent, by
reference to large numbers of incoming Anglo-Saxons are also too crude. We
have to consider the other side of the coin; the strength of the provincial identity.
In those areas where the transition to barbarian power was smoothest, that is
southern Gaul and sixth-century Italy and Spain, Roman identity, especially
amongst the aristocracy, was important, a source of pride which could be
deployed against the parvenus, the barbarians and their hangers on. It is no
surprise that no one changed their language here, although, as we have seen,
many changed their names. It took the wars and political disruption of the
mid-sixth century and the actual destruction of the old Roman aristocracy to
change the situation in Spain and Italy. The situation never really changed
in Aquitaine before the eighth century; the Aquitanians never became Franks.
Instead, from the seventh century many of them increasingly adopted a Basque,
or ‘Gascon’, identity. The reasons for this ethnic change are probably similar
to those discussed above, for Britain and northern Gaul. Removal from, and
an inability to participate in, core politics in Gaul meant the end of regularly
managed patronage. Disappointed rival competitors for local power sought the
backing, and adopted the identity, of a more immediate and militarily effective

57 Names: Amory (1997), pp. 86-91, 97-102, and passim. Archaeology: Halsall (1995a), pp. 56-61. On
the processes by which the barbarians were integrated into the former provinces of the Empire and
created new social and political groupings and identities, see the contributions to Pohl (1997); Pohl
and Reimitz (1998); Pohl, Reimitz and Wood (2001).

58 Higham (1992), pp. 189—208; M. E. Jones (1996), p. 39.
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power: that of the Basques, who had been attacking southern Gaul since at
least the sixth century.®

In the north, though, as we have seen, Roman identity counted for much
less, and so in northern Gaul change of ethnic identity to the more ‘advanta-
geous” Frankish identity was more or less universal by about 600. In lowland
Britain, as perhaps along the Rhine, the situation seems to have been even more
extreme. It is not unlikely that Latin speech and Roman identity were replaced
by both a British political identity, associated with the west British highland
rulers, and by the English identity associated with the eastern newcomers.
Latin culture rapidly collapsed after 388 and stood no chance. There may very
well have been more English migrants than there were Franks in Gaul. On
the continent the burial rites of the Germanic barbarians’ homelands make
lictle or no appearance in the archacology of the post-Roman kingdoms, but
the cremation rites which the English had employed in northern Germany
were adopted in lowland Britain too. It must, nevertheless, be conceded that
the adoption of this rite could also be a function of the weakness of local British
identity, and it should be noted that many Anglo-Saxons (like their continen-
tal counterparts) adopted the common late provincial and post-Roman rite of
lavishly furnished inhumation. So we need not invoke huge numbers of bar-
barian migrants to explain even dramatic culture-change. We must consider
the weakness of the indigenous culture as well as the strength of the incoming
one.

This chapter has proposed that future work on the barbarians and their role
in the changes that took place between the late fourth and seventh centuries
should adopt new approaches. We have seen that the barbarian migrations
should be understood as the result of the collapse of the Roman Empire, not
vice versa; that the formation of the post-Roman kingdoms should be viewed
as aspects of provincial history; that the changes of this period, the creation of
those kingdoms, and of the new identities, must be understood as the results
of active, conscious decisions by many people as part of their struggles and
conflicts within their own local societies, because, in this, as in so many other
periods of history, we have to put not just the social history back into the
political, but the political back into the social, and above all we have to put
the people back into their history.

59 On the Basques and Aquitaine, see James (1977), pp. 3-27; Rouche (1979); Collins (1984); (1986).



CHAPTER 3

THE SOURCES AND THEIR
INTERPRETATION

Guy Halsall

The past, as is often said, is made in the present. Today’s early Middle Ages
are very different from the early Middle Ages of 1911, when the first volume
of the first edition of the Cambridge Medieval History was published." That
difference in appearance stems largely from a difference in the lenses through
which the early medieval period is viewed. There are two aspects to these lenses;
first, there are the sources of evidence available; and second there are historians’
ways of seeing the past. Since the first edition of the Cambridge Medieval History
both have altered radically. Historical approaches to the written sources have
changed in many ways and at several analytical levels.> The written record,
furthermore, is no longer seen as the only, and in some instances not even as
the most eloquent, evidence left of the early medieval past. New evidence —
new lenses — have become available. In addition to providing the newcomer to
the period with a brief overview of the types of western European sources upon
which the other contributions to this volume are based (with some reference to
evidential forms further east),? this chapter will therefore also present a short
survey of the ways in which those forms of evidence are approached and the
sorts of questions which they can, and cannot, answer.

ATTITUDES TO HISTORY AND ITS SOURCES*

In 1911 approaches to the history of the early Middle Ages were based upon
the traditions of positivist empiricism developed in the nineteenth century. In

' Linehan (1982) for background. % Bentley (1997).

3 As a survey of written sources for this period, Buchner (1953) and Levison (1952) retain their great
value. Van Caenegem (1997) supplies an indispensable research tool, and Buchwald, Hohlweg and
Prinz (1991) are similarly useful. See also Dekkers (ed.), Clavis Patrum Latinorums; Betlioz et al. (1994).
Delogu (2002) is excellent and has a very useful bibliography of works in English.

4 Bentley (1997) gives the most thorough discussion of historiographical development in the twentieth
century. For the medieval period see the admirable chapter by Julia Smith (1997).
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essence this meant that historians were interested in the recovery of accurate
facts, which were then deployed to write narrative political history and the
history of institutions. In an atmosphere of rising nationalism, history often
became a search for the origins of particular nations and was concerned with
identifying their contributions to the political institutions of the day. Attitudes
to sources were entirely governed by the use to which they could be put to
this end. Sources such as saints’ lives were often disregarded as collections of
silly tales for the gullible, or dismissed as later fabrications if they did not
confirm what was perceived as the correct historical narrative. Some texts were
entirely excluded from the canon of early medieval sources on similar grounds.
The Monumenta Germaniae Historica, the great project set up in the earlier
nineteenth century to edit medieval texts,” omitted large numbers of lives
of ancient martyrs composed in Merovingian Gaul from its seven volumes
of Scriptores Rerum Merovingicarum (‘writers of matters Merovingian’). Such
works were simply enough not regarded as having any relevance to the history
of early Frankish Gaul because they said nothing (explicitly at least) about the
high political events of the time. Early medieval writers were judged according
to their perceived reliability: the extent to which they could be trusted to tell
things as they really were. Writers of panegyric (praise poetry) like Venantius
Fortunatus were dismissed as ‘venal flatterers’.®

As history developed as an academic discipline, in the early twentieth cen-
tury, attitudes to history and thus to the sources from which it was written
changed. The most notable development was the ‘Annales School’, pioneered
by French historians including Marc Bloch, who worked on the early Middle
Ages. In brief, the ‘annalistes’ wished to move away from political history,
famously described by one of the great figures of the movement, Fernand
Braudel, as surface disturbances, foam on the crests of the waves of the great
tides of history.” The ‘annalistes’ sought instead to uncover the ways in which
man interacted with the great forces of climate and the natural environment,
seen as forming the essential parameters within which human action could take
place. What they proposed was ‘total history’. Nothing was to be excluded from
the historian’s remit. Any and all evidence, written and unwritten (thus archae-
ological data and the evidence of the landscape), was to be examined for what
it could tell the modern scholar about the lives and experiences of past people.
In this context, needless to say, attitudes to the sources changed dramatically.
Whether or not a source had anything to say about politics was irrelevant.
Sources hitherto disregarded as collections of fables were now eagerly explored
as valuable ways into the world-views and ways of thinking (the ‘mentalités’)

5 Knowles (1963), pp. 65-97 for the history of the Monumenta.
¢ Dill (1926). 7 Braudel (1972), p. 21.
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of the time. This opened the floodgates for new types of history and for the
study of sources never before considered worthy of attention. This develop-
ment was also bound up with the influence of Marxist thinking upon history,
which, because looking for materialist causes for historical change, located in
dynamics other than purely political, meant that a wider variety of sources
were examined for information on how societies changed.

The interest in ‘mentalités’ meant that even political history could be looked
at anew. Sources were no longer read for facts about high politics or institu-
tions but to shed light upon the practice of politics: the rules of the game, so
to speak. How did people negotiate power? Institutions ceased to be concrete
entities in themselves but came to be seen as much more mutable, constituted
by human interaction rather than simply governing the latter. In turn, this also
meant that the ways in which the written sources presented the outcomes of
political interaction and the development of institutions were of great interest
in showing how power was perceived and transmitted. This owed something
to the influence of thinkers such as Michel Foucault, who had proposed the-
ories of power and its operation.® Further levels of source criticism were thus
introduced, in order to examine the ways in which texts functioned as power
strategies in their own right. The standard critical questions of why an author
was writing, in what circumstances, who for and what for took on new dimen-
sions. What strategies did an author employ to put across his (or occasionally
her) point?

The ever increasing concern with the texts in and of themselves, as opposed
to their contents, led, from the 1960s, to what has become known as the
‘linguistic turn’: the influence of critical theorists and philosophers of lan-
guage upon the study of history.? At the risk of oversimplification, what this
amounted to was that some writers within the broad theoretical church usually
described as post-modernism argued that traditional attempts to uncover the
past on the basis of the written sources were ultimately doomed to failure. In
this view, the past does not exist as an objective reality separate or separable
from its depiction in the written sources. What might appear to be the reality
‘described’ in texts is mediated through language, shaped by the specific
circumstances and background of the author and by the power structures and
relationships of the day, as well as by the agenda of the author. Philosophers of
language and psychoanalytical theory were therefore also extremely influential
in these approaches to texts. Language always has certain deficiencies; it cannot
bewhat it describes and thus cannot ever exactly re-create its subject. Therefore,
whatever an author may have intended (if that were ever recoverable), a text

8 See, e.g., Mann (1986); Runciman (1989); Foucault (1994).
9 For excellent discussion in relation to early medieval sources see Fouracre (1990); also Pohl (200r1).
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can always have more than one meaning or reading, to people at the time of
its composition and to later readers. Some of these readings, of course, might
run entirely contrary to those intended by the initial writer. This could work
in two ways: a text’s meaning might be ‘subverted” by some of its readership,
or writings intended to be subversive might nevertheless be made to fit more
dominant ways of seeing the world. In this sense, a text and its meaning was as
much created by its readers as by its writer. Furthermore, historical research in
the present is equally shaped by the background and contemporary interests
of the modern historian. Rather than being a matter of testing theories against
evidence to further a knowledge of the past, the past only exists in, and is
constantly shaped by, modern preconceptions. The texts of the past and the
writings of the present become to some extent inextricable. Past reality, which
historians seek to describe and more importantly explain, becomes a chimera.

Such theory has had some impact on the history of the early Middle Ages,
although many modern historians of the period view it with a certain hostility
(usually, it must be admitted, from a position of some ignorance). That said,
the theoretical approaches of the ‘linguistic turn’ are sometimes unhelpful
when applied to this period. For one thing, such theories usually begin from
a starting point of certainty about the text, which as we shall see is not often
available with the sources of the fifth to eighth centuries. Moreover, the dividing
lines between more recent theoretical approaches and those of most current
historians are in fact far less sharp than one might be led to believe. Modern
historians of the early Middle Ages would generally agree that the past only
exists as mediated through the texts it has left behind, that the writers of
those texts (as we shall see) rarely simply ‘told it as it was’, and that texts
have many layered meanings. Historians of the early Middle Ages have in any
case long been used to seeing the early medieval past as constantly mediated
and transformed by a whole series of lenses through which it is viewed: both
those of the sources themselves and those formed by the constructs of earlier
generations of historians. The debate essentially relates to the extent to which
it is possible to recover the circumstances in which the people of the past
acted. In 2005, most historians of the early Middle Ages would probably argue
that it is still possible to use the texts of the period to establish an account
of the past. Assuming that authors were agents who acted knowledgeably and
intentionally in situations and relationships which had, for them, an objective
reality (and taking on board the social theory of writers like Bourdieu and
Giddens," who have argued that human actions are not only governed by but
constitute the structures of society) we might use their writings, even accepting
the points made above, to redescribe those situations and relationships. Early

© Bourdieu (1977); Giddens (1984).
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medieval texts and their contents exist whether or not we choose to study
them. Though the way in which they have been read has, as sketched briefly
above, changed very much in line with the concerns and academic discourses
of the present, it has still, on the whole, been possible to evaluate the different
interpretations of early medieval sources on the basis of the degree to which
they find support in those texts. In a historiographical sense, not all readings
of texts are equally valid. Nevertheless, so-called post-modernist theory has
had a beneficial effect in refining yet further the ways in which texts and their
production are viewed, leading to interest in authorial strategies, intertextual
cross-referencing, and the possibilities of satire and irony," and also in making
modern historians more reflexive about what they do and the ways in which
they do it.

THE PRODUCTION, TRANSMISSION, SURVIVAL AND
EDITING OF TEXTS

In understanding the textual sources of the early Middle Ages, it is important
to repeat the — perhaps obvious — point that writing was not haphazard. It was
a costly undertaking. Papyrus was expensive because it had to be imported into
western Europe, certainly more difficult after the loss of Egypt to the Arabs
in the 640s, although, as has long been known, this was probably not the
decisive factor in the replacement of papyrus by parchment (the treated skin of
various animals: calves, kids, sheep).” Papyrus continued to be used in some
parts of the West in any case, but more importantly a cultural shift towards
using parchment was well under way by the time of the Arab conquests, a
shift which continued in East as well as West. The classical papyrus text was
produced as a scroll. This made copying or note-taking while reading very
difficult so the scroll was being replaced by the codex (book), which was more
easily made from parchment. Four sheets were laterally folded in two and
stitched together up the middle (perpendicularly to the fold). The initial fold
(along the top edge) was then cut, making a book of sixteen leaves (folios),
or a quire. Parchment was also more durable (giving it a further advantage
as the importance of retaining legal documents grew during the period) and
it could be reused. Writings on parchment could be erased with pumice and
written over. Fortunately for the historian the ink of the earlier text tends to
rise to the surface and can often still be seen, especially with the aid of various
modern technologies. Manuscripts with more than one superimposed text are
known as palimpsests. Some important sources, such as the earliest Visigothic
laws, are known largely through their survival in palimpsests. Nevertheless,

' Goffart (1988); Halsall (2002). 2 Dennett (1948).
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parchment was extremely expensive. Herds of animals needed to be slaughtered
to make even a fairly small book. The cost of writing had a bearing on what
has survived, and considerations of utility could be paramount. Above all else,
religious institutions needed biblical and exegetical texts and liturgical sources:
prayer books; orders of service. Thus works of possibly more interest to the
modern historian than the multiplication of gospels or missals have been lost
simply because they were not of sufficient practical worth. On the other hand,
from the seventh century onwards it became increasingly necessary to retain
charters and other legal deeds to land and privileges, so large numbers of such
records survive, of great value to social and economic historians.

If the initial writing of a text had to be a carefully considered undertak-
ing, its copying by later scribes was similarly not a straightforward matter of
transcription. Medieval writers took an active role in the transmission of the
information contained in their sources. Quite apart from the human errors that
can occur in copying an original,” they saw nothing wrong in emending or
omitting what they (perhaps wrongly) saw as errors or as material unsuitable for
their readership, or in adding extra information of their own that they thought
would improve the value of a source — usually without making the fact of their
interpolation in any way clear. These processes are of double significance to
the historian of the early Middle Ages. As the original text of a source very
rarely survives, they can make the establishment of what the original writer
initially wrote a very complicated and difficult matter. The modern scholar
usually works from copies, often of copies of copies. Sometimes the establish-
ment of the earliest version of a text can be relatively straightforward. We have
a number of charters from the seventh century and later, which have survived
in their original form. What Bede originally wrote in his Ecclesiastical History
can also be known quite easily as a manuscript survives which, if not Bede’s
autograph (from the Greek for ‘written yourself: the copy he actually wrote),
seems to be a direct copy of that initial version. We thus seem to be at only
one remove at most from the original text. At the other extreme lies the Pactus
Legis Salicae, the ‘Compact of Salic Law’, the earliest Frankish law-code. This
survives in a plethora of manuscripts, with over eighty significantly different
versions, none of which is less than two centuries later than the date of the orig-
inal promulgation, presumed to have been towards the end of Clovis I's reign
(c.481—s11). As a result the editing of the text was an extraordinarily long and
painful process. The generally accepted edition, a considerable achievement in
spite of the rather dubious circumstances of its production, can nevertheless
not be regarded as anything more than the final editor’s best guess at what the

3 Such as the eye skipping from one occurrence of a word to a later occurrence further down the page,
and the omission of the intervening text.
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original text may have looked like. The precise details of this are even now a
matter of debate.*

The quest to establish what an author originally wrote is of course pro-
foundly important for modern scholarship. If; for example, one is interested
in the examination of Gregory of Tours’ attitude to particular events or aspects
of the politics and social structures of his time (the late sixth century) it is
essential to work from something very close to his original composition. How-
ever, the scholarly editing of medieval works in order to re-create the original
texts as far as possible was, to a very large degree, driven by the positivism
of nineteenth-century historians, interested mainly, as we have seen, in the
recovery of reliable ‘facts’. The second issue concerned with the complexities
of textual transmission is that focussing on the original versions can lead to
the negation, or at least relegation to minor footnotes, of the changes made by
later copyists who, as noted, were equally active in the processes of handing
information down to later generations. Those copies, though often denigrated
as ‘corrupt’, unreliable or, in polite historian’s parlance, ‘interpolated’, can be
of considerable interest in showing the interests and attitudes of writers in later
eras. Early in the seventh century, for example, Gregory of Tours’ 7en Books of
Histories were excerpted and compressed into a six-book History of the Franks,
largely by omitting most of what would today be seen as Gregory’s most inter-
esting passages, on holy men, miracles and wonders, and minor local events.
Apart from causing confusion by being wrongly seen as Gregory’s initial draft,
later expanded into a ten-book version," this work deserves far more attention
than it has received as a composition in its own right. It is of immense relevance
in exploring the historical interests, and through them the political circum-
stances, of the catly seventh century. The six-book version was copied far more
often in the Middle Ages than the original ten books, so although his ‘remix’
of the original went under Gregory’s name, this anonymous seventh-century
writer might be said to have actually played a greater part than the bishop of
Tours in transmitting views of the Frankish past. The idea that there is # text
of a particular source is, furthermore, a modern notion. If one is interested in
the medieval function of a text or in the medieval reception and transmission
of the ideas in our sources, one has to abandon the idea of a single authentic
text. To be understood in medieval context it must be recognised that a source
could exist in a variety of forms, all regarded by contemporaries as authentic.

Some documents purporting to date to our period can also be shown, by
various methods — linguistic, diplomatic (the study of the precise formulas used
in official documents) or palaeographical (the study of the scripts used*®) — to
be later compositions. Rather than simply dismissing such work as ‘forgery’,

4 Callander Murray (1983). 5 Goffart (1987) and (1988). 16 Bischoff (1990).
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again a new set of questions arises. Why was this source written at that date,
pretending to be something else? Why was such a document perceived to
be necessary? Why did an early medieval writer feel the need to disguise his
identity beneath that of a well-known author from the past? A significant
number of forged charters exists, for example, claiming to be donations to
various churches by the Merovingian king Chlothar II (s84—628). There are,
indeed, far more forged charters of Chlothar II than of Clovis I, the first king
of the Merovingian dynasty and seen as founder of the kingdom. Why was
Chlothar a more common choice than Clovis, whom one might have expected
would be a more obvious candidate as a prestigious king with whom to associate
oneself? Answering this question can have important implications.

Writing and copying were thus expensive and deliberate processes. Just as the
artistic illumination of early medieval documents can be of breath-taking com-
plexity, so too could the narrative strategies and word-games used by writers. It
may be true that there were no great philosophical or theological thinkers in the
period between 500 and 700 — Isidore of Seville and Gregory the Great hardly
rank alongside Augustine or Aquinas — but this does not mean that sixth- and
seventh-century writers were necessarily crude or unsubtle. They enjoyed puns
and word-play and could and did make use of complex patterning of words to
draw attention to key points. They employed, for example, chiastic patterning,
where a passage is structured so that phrases mirror each other about a crux,
at which lies the key point or image; such patterning was used in the Bible,
obviously one of the prime models for early medieval writing. Authors could
adopt complicated and subtle strategies of inter- or intra-textual cross-reference
to make their points, and they thought in sophisticated typological fashion.
In other words, they used symbols which, in their minds and those of their
readers, summoned up biblical images and the exegesis associated with them.

GENRE

That authors could use such imagery and expect its implications to be under-
stood without explication stems from the fact that early medieval writers usually
worked within the confines of particular genres, which it is important to under-
stand if one is to make sense of the written sources from the period. Somewhat
simplified: to work within a genre is to add to an established body of material
rather than to create something entirely original. Writer and audience know
what is to be expected, in terms of structure, subject matter and style. Compo-
sition takes place within certain rules or guidelines. An author working within
a genre can therefore take a number of things for granted and need not explain
particular choices or define terms. Cross-references can be made with other
works, especially the classic works within the genre, without any need to make
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clear or explain them: the audience will pick up on them and know the reso-
nance of particular words and phrases. Genres exist in many creative milieux,
such as painting, sculpture, fiction writing and classical music, but to explain
the concept further we might draw a parallel with modern popular music. An
artiste who records within the tradition of, for example, soul music does not
aim to create something radically new or different, but to add to a corpus of
work with an established canon and an informed audience. Song structure,
rhythm and to some extent instrumentation are set out by the norms of genre
and so might more subtle aspects. A songwriter may borrow a lyric from a
classic song by one of the genre’s ‘greats’ and know that the audience will pick
up the reference; a musical phrase may also be so used. None of this, however,
means that a work within a genre is necessarily hackneyed or unoriginal. A
work may be composed firmly within the guidelines of a particular stylistic
form and still be justly praised as great. The existence of accepted norms for
works within a genre does not, furthermore, imply either that those norms
are immutably fixed or that a work of a particular genre has to possess every
defining characteristic of that form. There are probably very few if any such
‘ideal types’, and genres can shade into each other. Writers can play with the
rules of composition as well as within them. An addition to or variation on
the norms, regarded as unusual when first made, may simply enter the canon
of accepted possibilities. If an audience can be expected to know the accepted
norms and their significance, it can also be expected to pick up on deliberate
inversion of those rules, and on the point — satirical or ironic for example — of
such a strategy. Finally, some writers in the period did invent or rediscover new
ways of writing; some, like Gregory of Tours, seem to have started off writing
within a particular tradition but then to have abandoned its structures to do
something else. Early medieval writers were active agents and not, even in the
Byzantine East where, as we shall see, the rules of composition were partic-
ularly strict, prisoners of established tradition. This brief discussion of genre
allows us to understand why some subjects were written about in the period
and others ignored, and why the diverse forms of writing differed from each
other and from what one might expect, from a twenty-first-century viewpoint,
of historical writing. With this in mind we can now turn to the different genres
of early medieval written source.

HISTORICAL WRITING

In the Latin West, the tradition of historical writing in the classical tradition had
gone into decline before the start of our period. This tradition, based upon the
models provided by Livy, Sallust and Tacitus, focussed upon wars and ‘high pol-
itics’, and, when making use of other sources, even verbatim, did not explicitly
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acknowledge them except in the most general terms. Although the classics of the
genre were still read and had an influence upon historical writing, its last great
practitioner in the West (although he was, ironically, an Antiochene Greek) was
the late fourth-century author Ammianus Marcellinus,"” though the work of
some apparently early fifth-century writers in this genre has unfortunately been
lost. In the West between 500 and 700, possibly the closest work to this form
of history is Julian of Toledo’s unusual History of King Wamba, written in the
late seventh century.” In the Greek East, however, the tradition did continue
through the sixth century and into the seventh, in the histories of Procopius,
Agathias and Theophylact Simocatta.” The norms of the genre were much the
same as in Latin classical narrative history: a concentration upon wars, battles,
the diplomacy and other doings of kings, generals and emperors, and some
attention to prodigies, astronomy and other things seen as portents. In the
carly medieval Greek world, however, the classics of the genre — Herodotus,
Thucydides and Polybius — were followed to an unusually close degree. Writers
in the Byzantine world composed in a form of Greek quite different from the
spoken. They were expected to write in the language of the great writers of
the past, usually referred to as Attic Greek. Phrases and whole passages could
be excerpted from them, and their specific vocabulary was also imported into
discussions of the early medieval world. Thus, for example, when writing of
peoples, Byzantine writers borrowed fourth-century Bc names for generally
similar peoples from roughly the same part of the world. Procopius called the
Huns Scythians or Massagetae, for example — both names of peoples who lived
long before the sixth century. Similarly, other technical terms were borrowed
from past writers. Procopius talks about the guards of sixth-century kings and
generals as doryphoroi and hypaspistai, both terms borrowed from Attic Greek
models (the hypaspistai were the bodyguards of Alexander the Great). When
using language not employed by their models, Greek writers were expected
to excuse themselves with wordy circumlocutions: ‘the excubatores (for such
the Romans call their guards)’.>® There were, of course, no bishops, monks or
churches in the world of Thucydides, so where archaic words were not used
(such as ‘temple’ for church), again writers had to make a pretence of having to
explain this unwanted neologism: ‘men who are very exact in their practice of
religion, whom we have always been accustomed to call “monks™.* This has
sometimes misleadingly given the impression that Procopius was something
of a sceptic, or even a pagan. None the less, we should not assume that the
works of these authors were simply slavish patchworks of quotes and borrowed

17 Matthews (1989); Drijvers and Hunt (1999).

8 For discussion of which, see, for example Collins (1977).

9 Procopius: Cameron (1985); Agathias: Cameron (1970); Theophylact: Whitby (1988).
° Procopius, Wars v.12.17. ' Procopius, Wars 1v.26.17.
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terminology. Again, even these tight structures of composition allowed writers
to employ the rules to make their own points.

Historical writing nevertheless continued, taking new forms and developing
old ones. Probably the form of written narrative most commonly associated
with the period 500700 is so-called ‘national history’: Jordanes Getica (mid-
sixth century), Gregory of Tours’ so-called History of the Franks, Isidore of
Seville’s History of the Goths, Sueves and Vandals, of the early seventh century,
Bede’s early eighth-century Ecclesiastical History of the English People, and Paul
the Deacon’s History of the Lombards (late eighth century), to which one should
add the anonymous early eighth-century Liber Historiae Francorum, the early
ninth-century History of the Britons attributed to Nennius and the late ninth-
century Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and other works. Most of these works were
written after the close of the time-span covered by this volume but, as they
claim to relate the history of our period, they deserve treatment here. These
sources were at first considered to be repositories of the age-old traditions of the
different peoples of early medieval Europe. Since, in the nineteenth and earlier
twentieth century these peoples were regarded as distinct racial units, in line
with the ideas of the nation-state developed at that time, such works were seen
to represent the foundations of the histories of modern European nations,
their authors portrayed as the founders of national historical traditions.**
The information they contained was held to be reliable, transmitted down the
generations, it was assumed, by oral tradition. As attitudes towards the nature of
the barbarian ‘peoples’ themselves changed, so the ways in which these sources
were viewed changed t00.? Most have been the subject of intense debate. The
nature of Jordanes™ history has come under close scrutiny,** and Gregory of
Tours’ writing has become the focus of an even larger field of profitable debate,
hardly any of which now sees his writings as forming any sort of ‘History of
the Franks’ (as discussed above).” Meanwhile, controversy has been provoked
by the interesting suggestion that Paul the Deacon’s History of the Lombards
might have been composed for a Frankish audience.>® The other sources have
also attracted debate and revaluation.””

Not only are many of these works no longer seen as ‘national histories’, it
is also recognised that they may represent instances of other genres entirely:
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, obviously enough, takes the form of a set of annals

> See Halsall, chapter 2 above.

» Scharer and Scheibelreiter (1994): Ethnogenese und Uber/ieﬁ‘rung.

>4 Momigliano (1955); O’'Donnell (1982); Goffart (1988); Heather (1991); Amory (1997).

% Thurlemann (1974); De Nie (1987); Goffart (1988); Breukelaar (1994); Heinzelmann (2001); Mitchell
and Wood (2002).

26 McKitterick (1999).

*7 Nennius: Dumville (1986); Liber Historiae Francorum: Gerberding (1987); Anglo-Saxon Chronicle:
there are numerous studies, but particularly interesting for the period covered by this volume are
Sims-Williams (1983) and Yorke (1989).
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(Isidore’s History is also written to an annalistic structure); Bede’s is an ecclesias-
tical history; and so on. Gregory’s, as mentioned, was not written as a national
history at all, though quite which — if any — genre Gregory was composing in is
a matter of debate. At the same time, the purposes to which these sources were
put, using the past to serve political needs of later centuries, were also served
by works of many other kinds, never viewed as particularly ‘nationalistic’.?®
The lesson of the scholarship of recent decades has essentially been that to
understand these sources they have to be replaced in the contexts of their com-
position. The political motives behind their composition make them far more
contingent, and concomitantly far less valuable as treasuries of ancient fact,
than hitherto believed. At the same time, however, they become very valuable
sources for the examination of the political culture and ideology of the times
and places where they were written: mid-sixth-century Constantinople; early
seventh-century Spain; late ninth-century Wessex, for example. These lessons
apply to most other sources written in our period.

The most common form of historical narrative in this period was that based
around an annalistic structure: entries, chapters or groups of chapters ordered
to deal with particular years. In the late fifth and sixth centuries a large number
of so-called Chronica Minora (‘lesser chronicles’) were composed: the so-called
‘Gallic Chronicles’ of 452 and 507 (named from the year of their last entry); the
Chronicle of Saragossa; the Chronicle of John of Biclar (who may indeed have
been the author of the Chronicle of Saragossa); the similarly late sixth-century
Chronicle of Marius of Avenches. Bede began his career as a historian by writing
two sets of annals, the Chronica Minora and the Chronica Majora; and so on.
There is reason to suppose that others still must have been lost. In the East
this kind of historical writing was represented by works such as the Chronicon
Paschale, based, as the name suggests, around a series of Easter tables.

The genre of annalistic writing, in general, required the subject matter to be
limited to the major events of political history: the occurrence and outcome
of wars and battles, the successions of kings and emperors and so on. In the
Christian world it was unsurprising that comparable events of ecclesiastical
note were soon added to the correct subject matter: the death and succession of
bishops; theological controversies; great church councils. Astronomical events
(eclipses, meteors) continued to be noted, alongside other possibly portentous
events: floods; famines; prodigies. Of course some sets of annals were fleshed
out to become very full narratives with only a loose resemblance to the bald
lists of years from which they emerged — these are usually called chronicles: the
Chronicle of Fredegar for example — and the dividing line between them and
other forms of historical narrative can be rather blurred. The somewhat terse
structure of some sets of annals should not, however, blind the reader to the

28 See, e.g., Garrison (2000).



68 GUY HALSALL

potential complexities of their composition. Although some were indeed kept
on a year by year basis, others were deliberately composed as unitary pieces
of work, but in an annalistic form. This meant that, although these works
look like a transparent account of events recorded yearly, the writers could
manipulate the story to serve particular agendas. It has been argued that the
grouping of particular events in the ‘Gallic Chronicles’ (including, alas, some
of the sparse references to fifth-century Britain) was done artificially to make a
certain case.”? Equally, the entries of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle relating to the
fifth and sixth centuries are also complex later compositions making political
claims and not, as was once believed, accurate records of the political history
of the period derived from now-lost sources.*

Another historical genre was that of ecclesiastical history, founded by Euse-
bius of Caesarea in the early fourth century. Ecclesiastical history, as the name
implies, differed from other classical forms of narrative principally by con-
centrating upon the affairs of the church, although, especially as the church
became a significant force in the politics of the Roman Empire, these became
interwoven with more secular political events. Another difference from tradi-
tional narrative history, however, was the extensive verbatim and acknowledged
citation of sources. This aspect of the genre was derived principally from theo-
logical exegesis and debate, where a point was supported by quotation of
scriptural sources. Islamic historical writing evolved a very similar tradition.
Eusebius’ Eeclesiastical History was translated into Latin and continued by
Rufinus of Aquileia in the West, and a series of eastern writers, Sozomen,
Socrates, Theodoret and Evagrius, continued the genre through the fifth cen-
tury in the East. The practitioners of ecclesiastical history between soo and
700 were rather fewer, however. There are some manuscript indications that
Gregory of Tours began his work as an ecclesiastical history, and in the early
books of the Histories he certainly adhered to some of the rules of the genre,
such as the extensive quotation of sources. However, the work turned into
something rather different: an extended history of and commentary upon the
events of his own times. That apart, probably the most famous ecclesiastical
history is Bede’s, written just after the close of this period.

HAGIOGRAPHY

The most common form of historical writing, broadly defined, was related to
ecclesiastical history: hagiography (writing about the holy).? Hagiography is

29 Wood (1987).

3° See, e.g., Sims-Williams (1983); Yorke (1989); for the old view, see Myres (1986).

3" Dubois and Lemaitre (1993) give a useful introduction and bibliography, of use also to the study of
the ‘religious writings’ discussed below.
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not technically history at all, though it can be seen to share some features with
the latter and can be (and has been) employed to help write narrative political
history. A number of different types of source can be gathered under the title
of hagiography. There are the lives (vizae) of the saints themselves, in the case
of martyrs sometimes called accounts of their suffering (passiones); collections
of post-mortem miracles; collections of short biographies of abbots or bishops;
and so on. These types of written source proliferated across Europe and the
Mediterranean world throughout the period covered by this volume, from
Ireland to Armenia and from the northern reaches of the Frankish world to
Africa. Saints’ lives tend to be broadly similar in structure and content wherever
they were produced, though there are of course regional variations. The point
of the saint’s life was didactic: to show the wondrous working of God in the
world. The miracles which God worked through the saint demonstrated the
Lord’s continued active presence and interest in the world, and those which
took place after the saint’s death were the ultimate proof that the holy man
had triumphed over death and now resided and could intercede with God. A
charlatan, magician or man possessed by the devil could work what looked like
miracles during his life, but only the truly saintly had their tombs blessed by
the occurrence of cures and other miracles.

The models for saints’ lives were, obviously, primarily the Gospels, although
Jerome’s Lives of Famous Men provided another source of inspiration. The
Life of Anthony (the founding father of monasticism) by Athanasius, and
Palladius’ Lausiac History provided further models, although in the West the
most important model was Sulpicius Severus’ Life of Martin (written, most
unusually, before the death of its subject, St Martin of Tours). The extent
to which saints’ lives followed the normal conventions of biography could
vary considerably. Some, Eddius Stephanus’ Life of Wilfrid for example, were
written to a fairly tight chronological structure. With other lives, between
the poles of the saint’s birth and childhood on the one hand and his or her
death on the other, the extent to which the chapters are arranged chronolog-
ically or thematically, or based around the model provided by the Gospels, is
unclear.

As a body of material, hagiography has probably received more attention
from historians since 1911 than any other corpus, and approaches to it have
certainly changed the most.>* As noted, in the nineteenth century attitcudes
towards saints’ lives were governed essentially by the extent to which they were
seen as useful for the writing of political/institutional history. Alternatively,

32 Without doubt, the @uwvre of P. R. L. Brown has been most influential here: e.g. Brown (1971);
(1977); (1978); (1981); (1982a); (1982b); (2000); (2002). For development and response, see, e.g.,
Van Dam (1985); (1993); Howard-Johnston and Hayward (1999); Lifshitz (1994) has provoked much
discussion.
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in older editing projects such as those of the Bollandists or the Maurists,?
carried out by members of religious orders, the study of saints’ lives and debate
over their authenticity were made to serve ecclesiastical political ends. But no
longer are historians only interested in early medieval Lives written about early
medieval people; they are also interested in early medieval writing about long-
dead (or even fictitious) martyrs and other holy people. Hagiographical works
are now seen as invaluable sources for the discussion of social history in the
narrow sense (through their discussion of social structures and relationships, the
diseases that struck people down and so on), for the history of popular beliefand
culture,* mentalités (through discussion of the ways in which healing miracles
worked®) and the history of ideas as well as religious and political history.
In the latter area, though, what constitutes political history has broadened
considerably from the simple search to establish and explain a grand narrative.
In studies of hagiography throughout the early medieval world, one of the
most important features to emerge in recent decades is the extent to which
saints’ lives were themselves employed politically. The production of miracle
collections furthered the reputation of a saint, obviously, perhaps at the expense
of other cults, but other political agendas could be served by the writing of
hagiography. The production of seventh-century bishops’ lives in Francia has
been shown to have been driven by the concerns of particular factions, at local
and higher levels.’* Some Vizze were written to rehabilitate awkward or even
unpopular bishops within local tradition. The writing of saints’ lives in early
Anglo-Saxon England has also been said to have taken the form of something
of a pamphlet war.?” Some of Gregory of Tours” hagiography was probably
written to defend members of his family.?® Even changes in the type of saint
whose cult was promoted or even accepted could be related to high political
developments.? Our knowledge and understanding of the early medieval holy
and their veneration has perhaps been the area of greatest change and expansion
during the last hundred years.

LAWS AND LEGAL DOCUMENTS

A common source for post-Roman social history is the series of law-codes
issued in the period. Corpora of law exist for this period in the west from
Visigothic Spain, Burgundian Gaul, the Frankish kingdoms, Lombard Italy

3 Again, see Knowles (1963) for discussion. 34 Gurevich (1988).

3 See, especially, Brown (1981); Van Dam (1985); (1993).

36 Fouracre (1990). 37 Goffart (1988).

3% The Life of Nicetius of Lyon (chapter 8 of Gregory’s Life of the Fathers), for example, with its extensive
discussion of post-mortem miracles.

3 Fouracre (1999).
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and Anglo-Saxon England. In addition to the great codification of Roman law
ordered by Justinian I at about the same time as the legislation of western rulers,
there were also abbreviated codifications of Roman law made in the Visigothic
kingdom of Toulouse and in the Burgundian kingdom. Most western law,
however, takes the form of collections of short chapters outlining offences and
the compensation to be paid by the guilty party to the victims. The clauses
relate primarily to crimes against property or the person, though there is also
some detailed concern with matters of inheritance. Some law-codes are very
lengthy and detailed, most notably the Justinianic code (issued alongside a
Digest, an organised compilation of imperial Roman laws still held to be of
legal value) in the East and the Visigothic code in the West. Others are rather
brief (notably the seventh-century Anglo-Saxon codes) and apparently very
selective in coverage, whilst a number of other codes (the Salian and Ripuarian
Frankish codes, for example, or the carliest Lombard code, the Edict of Rothari)
lie somewhere in between.

Historiographically, there have been two main areas of debate: first on the
extent to which these laws represent actual legal practice (and, if not, what
their purpose actually was),*® and second the extent to which the post-Roman
western laws represent the codification of imported Germanic practice. The
two areas of discussion are not entirely unrelated and the debates upon them
have not been entirely resolved. It does seem clear, however, that the details
recorded in the western law-codes do not represent the totality of legal prac-
tice. Law could and did include the customary practice of innumerable local
communities. It is, furthermore, very difficult to find evidence, especially in
the sixth and seventh centuries, of the written laws being used in practice. For
example, the fine for neglecting military service in Frankish Gaul is specified
as being 6o solidi.# However, the only reference to a legal case involving this
crime, and the punishment of the guilty, refers to a 600 solidus fine.**

It is to the seventh century that we can date the beginning of the survival
of ever increasing numbers of legal and other administrative documents. Of
course, such documents existed in earlier centuries. Because of the hot and
dry anaerobic conditions, very many papyrus documents have survived from
Egypt and North Africa, dating from the Roman period and before. The writ-
ten tablets from the Roman fort of Vindolanda in Northumberland,® which

4° Mordek (1984).

4 A Roman coin valued at 1/72 of a pound of gold, although it later, as a silver coin, became the
precursor of the shilling. Another issue concerning the practicality of the law is how fines and
compensation specified in solidi could have had any value, as the solidus was not in any common
use in the West (see below).

4 Diplomata Regum Francorum, ed. Kolzer, no. 143.

4 Bowman and Thomas (1984); Bowman (1994).
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have survived because of their preservation in quite opposite — waterlogged —
anacrobic conditions, are well-known. Fifth- and sixth-century papyri survive
from Ravenna,* and a fascinating archive known as the Albertini Tablets was
discovered in southern Tunisia, shedding invaluable light on everyday life in
Vandal Africa.# Some documents, called pizarras,*
Visigothic Spain, and these too are of great interest. However, it cannot be
denied that legal documents, for the most part detailing gifts of lands or priv-
ileges to churches and monasteries, wills and bequests, sometimes sales, and
the results of legal hearings, again most often concerning lands, increase signif-
icantly after about 600 and numbers continue to rise exponentially thereafter.
Collectively these documents are usually (often technically incorrectly) known
as charters and they take several forms depending upon time and place. Need-
less to say, only a fraction survives as originals, sometimes on papyrus but more
usually on parchment, and the authenticity of those charters existing only as
copies is a matter of some concern to historians. Because of the legal value
of such documents to the ecclesiastical establishments that usually preserved
them — they proved their title to lands, revenues and legal privileges — charters
could be and frequently were forged. The problems of establishing the authen-
ticity of a document are sometimes easily resolved. In some areas, such as Gaul,
charters appear to have been written to fairly standard formulas — indeed we
have some formularies (collections of model documents for scribes to copy)
from the period. In such areas forgeries tend to stand out quite clearly. In oth-
ers, however, such as Anglo-Saxon England, where charters took no standard
form at all, the authenticity of documents can pose much greater problems.
Whether a charter is a faithful copy of a genuine grant, a later fabrication
which nevertheless used a genuine document or documents as a core, or an
outright fabrication, can therefore be a matter of debate. An extra dimension
of the problem arises in cases where a document might clearly in itself be a
forgery but where we might suspect that the ecclesiastical institution to which
it referred did indeed possess the specified lands and privileges, and might
even have been given them in circumstances much as described. ‘Forgeries’
can furthermore be of considerable interest in showing the historical ideas and
interests of the time at which they were composed.

In spite of the many variations in detail, charters tend to share a number of
basic features. They begin by specifying the donor, listing his or (occasionally)
her titles and honours and the recipient of the gift, following this up with a
statement of the motivation behind the donation. Since the gifts were usually
made to churches and monasteries, the motivation tended to be religious and

were written on slate in

44 Tjader, Papyri. 4 Tablettes Albertini, ed. Courtois, Leschi and Saumagne.
46 Velazquez (ed.), Las pizarras Visigodas.
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this passage of a charter is referred to as the arenga (which loosely means a
sermon; the word is cognate with harangue). There then follows the passage
detailing what is to be given. This is known as the dispositive clause. This might
include any specified price or exchange (including spiritual services, entry into
the monastery’s ‘book of life’, and so on) and is occasionally followed by
a clause setting out the punishment (fines or curses) to befall anyone who
infringes the terms of the document and, finally, a list of witnesses. Many
charters also have a dating clause, either at the beginning or, sometimes, at
the end.

Charters, like other types of writing, were first employed in the service of
political history. Since many charters, as mentioned, contain dating clauses,
and the usual form of dating in this period (ap dating only becoming common
from the eighth century) was by the year of a king’s reign (the ‘regnal year’),
dating clauses can provide information for narrative political history. They can,
for instance, reveal the day on which a king’s regnal year was held to begin or
in which areas a king was recognised as ruler. Some issues of the chronology
of Merovingian Frankish political history turn on the use of charters.#” The
preambles to royal diplomas also often tell us the titles used by kings, and thus
their political ambitions. Witness lists of charters issued at court, or at least
in the presence of a king, can indicate who was attending court at particular
times, giving us indications not only of who was in — or out of — favour at that
point, but also the areas where a king’s authority was felt. Charters, however,
can tell us much else. They can show us the workings of the law, or of the
negotiations of power between magnates, or between church and laity, ‘on the
ground’. They can give us some indication of the rights and duties involved
in landholding. With non-royal charters, the witness lists can provide us with
clues to the patterns of family alliances in more local politics. The terms used
for settlements and their organisation can also furnish evidence for the rural
economy of the period. The potential uses of the charter evidence are great,
but, it must be said, most such possibilities do not really begin to present
themselves until such evidence begins to exist in greater quantities and in
non-royal documents, in the eighth century and later.

LETTERS AND POETRY

Another source of information for the period takes the form of letters. As with
other types of written source, this form is not as common as it had been earlier
or was to become later, but it still exists. At the beginning of the period, some of
the most vital snippets of information about the Frankish political take-over of

47 E.g. Gerberding (1987).



74 GUY HALSALL

Gaul come from letters: from Remigius of Rheims and Avitus of Vienne to King
Clovis of the Franks, and from Clovis himself to the bishops of Aquitaine. As
in the late Roman period, letters remained important in maintaining networks
of friendship; Bishop Desiderius of Cahors wrote a large number of letters in
the earlier seventh century, frequently to men who had served with him at
the court of the Frankish kings. Letters also survive from Visigothic Spain,
often to and from bishops and arguably for similar purposes. Letters are also
valuable because they often give us information on political events, which are
otherwise unrecorded. One of the more interesting collections is the Austrasian
Lerters (Epistulae Austrasiacae). This probably survives because it was retained
as a collection of model documents for use in later letter-writing, a sort of
formulary. It contains letters of diverse types, including missives from bishops
to kings, a fifth-century verse letter to a count Arbogast of Trier and letters
between late sixth-century palatine aristocrats. Most importantly, perhaps, it
contains the correspondence between the Austrasian Frankish court and the
Byzantine emperor, mostly concerning wars against the Lombards in Italy.
Finally, papal letters survive in large numbers, dealing with a wide range of
subjects from issues of doctrine, through the management of papal estates, to
ecclesiastical and indeed secular politics.

Poetic writing in this period took a number of forms. Some hagiography
could be written in verse, such as Venantius Fortunatus’ work on the life and
miracles of Saint Martin. Venantius frequently wrote letters in the form of
poems. He also penned a number of panegyrics — praise poems — one of the
more important forms of poetic source for the period. The panegyric continued
late antique political traditions, and indeed continued in unbroken lineage in
the Byzantine East where, for example, the works of the north African poet
Corrippus form an important source. Delivered before an audience of the
potentates of the realm, a panegyric could serve several purposes, and represents
a somewhat more complex type of evidence than might at first seem to be the
case. The standard form of praise poetry inherited from antiquity presented
the king or emperor as embodying all the model attributes of the good ruler:
justice; piety; generosity; victorious war-leadership. This could indeed be a
public display of flattery. However, by publicly holding up this list of ideal
virtues, the poet could, in other circumstances, invite the king to meditate on
these qualities and to ponder whether he was indeed living up to the ideal.
Alternatively again, panegyric could work as — to use today’s term — ‘spin’. By
presenting the king as doing what a model king ought to do, the court could
be prepared for changes of policy or new activities which might otherwise seem
surprising or unwelcome. Itis likely that the late Latin tradition of verse riddles,
often playing on ideas of Christian theology, remained popular in the period.
However this, and other poetic forms, especially poetry in the vernacular, is
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again better attested and survives more frequently in the period after 700 than
before.

RELIGIOUS WRITINGS

Finally, we should note the proliferation of other religious, especially theological
writing in this period. These forms of written evidence are increasingly of
interest to historians of the early Middle Ages, certainly far more than was the
case a hundred years ago. Sermons and homilies, which exist in considerable
numbers in all of the Christian territories covered by this volume, are difficult
to use because of the complex rhetorical strategies which permeate them. They
are nevertheless important sources for social history as well as for the history
of Christianisation, doctrinal development and ideas. Similarly, liturgies from
the period have been studied for a number of purposes. As well as being used
to examine the possibilities of Christian ideas and doctrines permeating the
laity, they can be studied as performances — dramas even — to look at how such
rituals functioned in the society of the time.

Monastic rules, which proliferated in East and West during the period soo—
700, have also been much studied. The complexities of these texts, which were
themselves often composite creations, taking ideas from previous rules and used
by individual abbots in a similar ‘pick and mix’ fashion, have been the subject
of much debate. Again, as well as looking at the development of monasticism,
something still very much in its infancy in our period, these sources shed light
on broader issues, most notably the history of ideas. How was monasticism to
be defined? How did it relate to the wider world? How was the office of abbot
conceived? What models might it provide for lifestyles outside the monastery?

Amongst this enormous but diverse body of generally ‘religious’ material,
perhaps one of the biggest changes to have taken place since 1911 concerns the
attention now devoted by historians to commentaries. This sort of exegetical
source, usually taking books of the Bible as the springboard for meditation of
the religious life, was, a hundred years ago, rarely looked at outside the confines
of theology departments. They are now of great interest to historians for what
they can contribute to the history of ideas —and of course the social and political
milieux which generate those ideas, for there is much information upon the
social conditions of the time contained within these writings. In terms of their
numbers, theological sources are probably the largest corpus of evidence for
the period between 500 and 700. They may not have interested historians in
1911 very much, but they are of increasingly central concern to scholars in 2005,
a fact that again demonstrates how even with a period as remote as the fifth
to seventh centuries, history is constantly evolving, with new questions, new
answers and new sources.
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EARLY MEDIEVAL ARCHAEOLOGY

Without doubt the greatest changes in the evidential base for the study of the
early Middle Ages have come about because of the development of archaeol-
ogy.*8 In 1911 archaeology was very much in its infancy and the sub-discipline
of medieval archacology did not begin to find its feet until well after the Second
World War. The adoption of a ‘late antique’ periodisation in archaeology took
place later still, first in mainland Europe,* and is only slowly gaining ground in
Britain, where the artificial division between Roman and ‘Saxon’ around 400
still holds sway to a surprising extent.’® The study of early medieval cemeteries
may be traced back to the discovery of the grave of Childeric I in Tournai in the
mid-seventeenth century’ but it was not until the end of the eighteenth and
the beginning of the nineteenth century that Anglo-Saxon cemeteries began
to be recognised for what they were and studied with some rigour. This was
unusually early. In France it was only from the third quarter of the nineteenth
century that Merovingian cemeteries began to be identified as such (as opposed
to being thought to be the burials of ancient Gauls or Romans) and examined
with some care and attention. By the time of the first edition of the Cambridge
Medieval History, cemetery archaeology was appreciated as a source of infor-
mation, although as yet (and for long afterwards) simply to illustrate notions
derived from the political historical narrative provided by the written sources.
The excavation of early medieval rural settlements began to take place in the
inter-war years with, for example, the examination of the Anglo-Saxon site
at Sutton Courtenay by E. T. Leeds and the excavation of the Merovingian
period settlement at Gladbach in Germany. However, early medieval rural set-
tlement archacology did not become an established branch of the discipline
until well after 1945. The same can be said of urban archaeology, although that
sub-division of the subject became established more quickly, largely through
the opportunities for excavation presented by the pressing need for rebuilding
and redevelopment in European cities devastated by the War.”

The difference in the dates at which the principal branches of early medieval
archaeology became established relates primarily to the technical expertise
required for the recognition and excavation of the sites. In many areas,
post-Roman burials were easily discovered as they contained large numbers

48 For brief histories of medieval archaeology, see Delogu (2002), pp. 209-13; Van Regteren Altena
(1990). For lengthier discussions of the history of early medieval cemetery archaeology, see Périn
(1980); Effros (2003).

4 Founding fathers of the archacology of ‘antiquité tardive’, which seems to have been pioneered
especially in southern France, included P-A. Février, N. Duval and J.-C. Picard.

5° Its adoption is argued for by Dark (2000). S Brulet (1990); (1991); (1997).

5> See above, n. 48, for histories of cemetery archaeology. See also Dickinson (1980) and papers in
Southworth (1990).

53 Useful regional accounts of this development are collected in Barley (1977).
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of artefacts, eagerly acquired by antiquaries and museums. Some, furthermore,
lay underneath distinctive features in the landscape such as barrows or churches
and others were fairly elaborately constructed with tiled or stone-walled sides
or lay in stone sarcophagi, further facilitating their observation in the course
of agricultural activity. On the other hand, early medieval building techniques
tended to make use of wood rather than stone, making structural remains, in
the forms of holes and slots or isolated pad-stones for timber stakes, posts and
beams, more difficult to observe. Furthermore, in the case of western European
towns and rural sites on or near Roman villas, early medieval archacology was
lost through the simple fact that its ephemeral traces overlay more easily recog-
nisable Roman structures, stone-built and with tiled or even mosaic floors.
Excavation techniques throughout Europe all too often involved the location
of stone walls, the recovery of the basic plan of the building through follow-
ing the lines of these walls, and then digging down in the areas so delineated
until a recognisable floor surface was found. These methods, even where, as
was not commonly the case, the excavators had any interest in post-Roman
archaeology, meant that evidence from the early Middle Ages usually ended
up on the spoil heap. Perhaps it is no coincidence, therefore, that some of the
first early medieval towns to be studied archaeologically were those without
Roman precursors — Dorestadt in the Netherlands, Hamwic in Britain, Hedeby
in northern Germany, Helgs and Birka in Sweden, for example. As the twen-
tieth century progressed, however, archacology became ever more technically
sophisticated. Although excavation techniques altered radically, the recovery
of data is no longer restricted to ‘digging’ as field survey methods have devel-
oped.’* The scientific aspect of archaeology has also expanded dramatically so
that complex technologies exist not simply for quantifying and dating various
macterials but also for examining the early medieval natural environment and
the states of health, diseases and life expectancy of the people of the early
Middle Ages.

Again we are confronted not simply with an array of new data, better recov-
ered and of infinitely greater variety than existed in 1911. The lens through
which those data are viewed in order better to understand the early medieval
past has also changed radically. When medieval archacology first emerged it
was, as mentioned, used simply as illustrative material and it can be argued
that this attitude has never completely disappeared. The theory of archaeol-
ogy has developed considerably in the last century.” Medieval archaeology
has also become an academic discipline with an establishment in university

54 The classic introduction to excavation remains Barker (1993), but see now Roskams (2001). For
fieldwalking, see Fasham ez a/. (1980), and for ‘geophysics’, see Clark (1990).

55 For more detailed discussion of theoretical archacology and its development see Trigger (1989); Dark
(1995); Johnson (1999); Preucel and Hodder (1996). Halsall (1997) provides a brief and simplified

overview.
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departments, research centres and professional archaeological units, although
the precise nature of this development has not been the same in all the countries
of Europe.*®

DEVELOPMENTS IN ARCHAEOLOGICAL THEORY

The base line has generally been provided by what is known, at least in British
archaeology, as ‘Culture History’. At the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth, the development of chronologies came hand-in-
hand with an awareness of the fact that certain types of artefact were repeatedly
found in conjunction. Associated with them were various forms of settlement,
or house type, or style of burial. These associated groups of material cultural
features were called cultures and given the name of the site at which they were
first or most famously observed (as an example the pre-Viking archaeological
period in Sweden and its culture is usually referred to as Vendel, named after
a famous elite burial site’”), or of a characteristic object of that culture (there
are no obvious examples from early medieval archaeology for reasons that will
become apparent). These cultures were assumed to be coterminous with peo-
ples, in line with nineteenth-century views of the nation-state. In turn peoples
were assumed to be discrete biological/genetic groupings. The spread of the
traces of cultures was seen as taking place through migration, and the replace-
ment of one culture by another was interpreted as the conquest or subjugation
of one people by another. Thus culture history, in prehistoric periods, served to
expand a political historical narrative backwards into non-documentary eras.
In the medieval period cultures were simply pinned to historically attested (and
supposedly racially distinct) peoples. Thus archaeological cultures of the early
medieval period have usually been given (on extremely tendentious grounds
in many cases) names of the people with whom they are supposedly associ-
ated (thus ‘Anglian’, ‘Saxon’ and ‘Jutish’ cultures in post-Roman Britain, or
‘Frankish’, ‘Alamannic’ and ‘Gallo-Roman’ in northern France, the Nether-
lands, southern Germany and Switzerland).

Archaeologists in Great Britain, the Scandinavian nations and the
Netherlands have been at the forefront of theoretical developments moving
away from the culture historical paradigm in medieval archaeology.®® After the
Second World War and the disreputable use of culture historical theory to pro-
mote the ideologies of Nazi and Stalinist totalitarian regimes, archacologists
studying prehistoric periods turned to approaches owing much to structural

56 Hodder (1991). 57 Lamm and Nordstrom (1983).
5% Note that this comment applies only to medieval archaeology. French archaeologists, for example,
have played a significant role in theoretical developments in prehistoric archaeology.
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functionalist anthropology. Functionalist archacology itself appears to have had
little impact upon the archacology of the medieval period, largely because func-
tionalists still accorded primacy to oral and written sources where they could
be found. The additional techniques which it espoused in its search to recover
the whole ‘system’, of which individual sites and aspects of human activity were
considered to be functional elements, were nevertheless readily adopted. These
included, for example, environmental archaeology and the study of settlement
patterns, especially from the air.

In the 1960s 2 movement known as the ‘New Archaeology’ was pioneered,
at first in the USA, principally by Lewis Binford, and later in the United King-
dom, where David Clarke played a decisive role. New Archaeologists in essence
wished to see archaeology cut its links with history, seen as too particularising,
and become more like a natural science. Archaeology, they argued, should seek
general, predictive rules or laws of human behaviour, and develop experimen-
tal methods through which such proposed laws could be tested. Societies were
seen as functioning systems, adapting and changing principally in relation to
external stimuli, notably the natural environment (the similarity with some of
the agenda of the annaliste movement in history somewhat earlier is obvious,
though it was not until the 1980s that archaeologists discovered the Annales
school).” In this regard, it can be argued that in many ways the New Archae-
ology did not differ much from functionalist archaeology, but this was largely
because it emerged principally in opposition to the Culture History employed
by prehistoric archaeologists in North America. In its examination of systems,
New Archaeology borrowed models from geography and biology. Because of
New Archaeologists’ interest in long-term developments or processes, such as
the development of social organisation, or the collapse of complex societies,
which could be studied in general cross-cultural perspective, their approach
has become known as processual archacology. New (or processual) Archacol-
ogy took some time to be adopted in medieval archacology. It was only in 1982
(twenty years after New Archaeology’s first emergence®), at the twenty-fifth
anniversary conference of the Society for Medieval Archaeology, that Philip
Rahtz proposed a ‘New Medieval Archaeology’. In the same year, Richard
Hodges published a lengthy paper also arguing that the methods and theory of
New Archaeology could and should profitably be applied to medieval data.*"
The irony was that by this time, just as New Archacology began to be discussed
in the arena of early medieval studies, it had started to be seriously questioned
by British theoretical archacologists.

% Hodder (1987); Bintliff (1991). For rather bemused reaction by historians see Delano-Smith (1992);
Dyer (1992).

60 Which, for convenience’s sake, may be dated to the publication of Binford (1962).

o1 Hodges (1982a); Rahtz (1983).
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The theoretical approaches that appeared in opposition to the New Archae-
ology, usually discussed under the umbrella title of post-processualism, did
not represent a single, unified ‘school’. They simply shared a rejection of the
key tenets of processualism — its insistence on cross-cultural laws and long-
term process, its usually strictly functional reading of cultural phenomena,
the removal of the individual from social change, its often doctrinaire rejec-
tion of the value of documentary history, and so on. Post-processualists can
be said to hold a few key beliefs in common, principally that material cul-
ture is deliberately, actively and meaningfully constituted to create, and not
just reflect, the social world of the times. Social change was in turn viewed as
dynamic and inevitable. With this in mind the specific context within which
the archaeological record was formed became a matter of primary importance.
Critical theory also had an effect. As material culture was seen as a means of
communicating and representing ideas, means of reading archacological data
were proposed, analogous to the critical methods of studying written texts.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, at least some post-processualists (although, ironi-
cally, often those not specialising in historical periods) argued that account
had to be taken of the information provided by documentary history. Post-
processualism took less time than the New Archaeology had done to be taken
on board by British medieval archaeologists. This may have been because of
the continued development since the 1960s of separate university archaeology
departments with component courses on archaeological theory, and the greater
provision of medieval archacology options within degree courses. Currently,
theoretical approaches to the archacology of the early Middle Ages are diverse.
Within Britain there are researchers working in Culture Historical, processual,
post-processual and Marxist paradigms. In mainland Europe it does not seem
unreasonable to state that Culture History, sometimes in more or less modi-
fied form, remains the most common framework, although other approaches
are also adopted. This does not mean that such work is necessarily of lesser
quality; the theoretical developments in British archaeology have not always
represented unalloyed blessings. Whereas Culture History can be criticised for
its too deferential approach to a framework provided by an often outmoded
view of documentary history, processual archaeology and its successors have
often adopted a too antagonistic stance towards historians and have taken up
often equally deferential attitudes towards other disciplines: critical theory or
anthropology, for example. Some work done by avowedly theoretically aware
archaeologists can also be, and has been, criticised for its lack of empirical
rigour.®> Although most schools of archaeological thought currently stress the
importance of creative links with documentary history (revised processualist

62 See Dickinson (2002) for such a critique.
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thinking also having abandoned its early opposition to history), the creation
of a fruitful relationship between the two disciplines, giving due recognition
to the equal and independent explanatory voices of each, remains one of the
most pressing challenges for early medieval studies as they enter the twenty-first
century.®

CEMETERIES

The oldest branch of early medieval archaeology is the study of cemeteries, as
we have seen. The period covered by this volume was also the hey-day of the
custom of furnished burial, where the dead were interred with grave-goods,
in much of western Europe. The presence of grave-goods in burials made,
as noted above, the discovery of cemeteries easier and provided researchers
with a vast body of material, and though these data are of uneven quality
even the worst-recorded discoveries are capable of answering some questions.
Grave-goods were initially (and in some cases still are) pressed into service
to illustrate notions drawn from the written sources: an opposition between
Christianity and paganism (grave-goods being an index of paganism), or the
movement of Germanic peoples (furnished inhumation being assumed to be a
rite imported from the barbarian homelands). Both of these assumptions have
been seriously questioned, though, disappointingly, neither has been dispelled.
Since the mid-1970s and the publication of Bailey Young’s PhD dissertation the
idea that grave-goods may be associated with non-Christian religion has been
unacceptable.® Some more sophisticated uses of furnished burials to study
processes of Christianisation have been proposed. Young himself has interest-
ingly suggested looking not at the burial rite but at the potential symbolism of
artefacts or designs on them.®® Carver has proposed that some lavish burials
in England, most famously the mound burials at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk, are
ostentatiously pagan displays made at a time of conversion.®” Study of the
Merovingian furnished burial rite has proposed means of reading the burials
as forms of symbolic communication which, even if incapable of revealing a
specific religious doctrine, are best understood through studies of ritual. From
that base it has also been suggested that the study of Frankish burials can shed
light upon processes of Christianisation.®®

The ethnic implications of burial with grave-goods are still a matter of
debate. Although there is no  priori evidence to equate the rite with barbar-
ians from Free Germany, where it was almost unknown in the fourth century

% Halsall (1997), for discussion of the problem and some suggestions for how it might be rectified.
64 Halsall (1995) for brief overview.

% Young (1975), partially published as Young (1977). % Young (1997).

67 See, e.g., Carver (1992). %8 Halsall (1998); (2000a).
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(the custom emerged inside Roman northern Gaul),® it is still customary to
equate cemeteries containing furnished burials either with immigrant barbar-
ians or at least with people adopting their rites.”® Some scholars have rejected
the association of grave-goods with incoming barbarians, but they have then
sometimes gone on to assume that this means that ethnic identity was unim-
portant.”" Other scholars have presented interesting and sophisticated studies
arguing for an association of at least certain types of furnished burial with
particular social and political identities. This work has still suffered from too
rigid an attempt to demonstrate a biological or genetic — even racial — basis
for such identity and thus to show that it is evidence of migration, even mass
migration.”> The way forward is surely to realise that, whilst ethnic identi-
ties were important in the social politics of the early Middle Ages, they were
constructs, with no necessary basis in genetics or the geographical origins of
one’s ancestors. Thus a particular form of ritual, particular artefacts used as
symbols within it or dress styles could and probably did signify to an audi-
ence a particular social identity based around a claimed ethnicity. A form of
brooch may indeed have been viewed as Jutish, for example, or a form of belt-
buckle as Gothic, or participation in a form of ritual as signifying Frankish
identity, because these objects and rites were what constituted that identity to
early medieval people. This did not mean that the wearer or participant was
a Jutish, Gothic or Frankish immigrant from outside the Roman Empire, or
was descended from such. This form of burial archacology tells us little about
migration itself, but it does shed a great deal of light upon the circumstances
in which such barbarian identities came to be of great importance in social
politics.

More recent and interesting work has indeed been to look at other forms of
social historical information provided by the archaeology of furnished ceme-
teries. Although customs varied significantly from region to region, within
communities the repeated association of particular forms of grave-goods assem-
blage with particular sexes and ages means that burial archaeology has great
potential for the examination of the social construction of age and gender.
It can also be used to look at community organisation and the role of the
family. Grave-goods cemeteries also permit a way into the examination of
social hierarchy. Early efforts to do this were flawed, largely because they saw
grave-goods deposition as passively reflecting social structure. Numbers of

% Halsall (1992); (2000b) for extended critique and references to earlier literature.

7° Anglo-Saxon England: Welch (1992); Frankish Gaul: Périn (1998a); Visigothic Spain: Kazanski (1991);
Ripoll (1994); Lombard Italy: Bierbrauer (1992).

7' Lucy (1997).

7> See, e.g., Hirke (1989); (1990); (1992a); (1992b). Mass migration is explicitly postulated by Hirke’s
student, N. Stoodley (1999).
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grave-goods, or even particular forms or combinations of artefacts, could be
read as simply indicating members of specific social classes or ranks, or of
particular levels of wealth. These have all been justly critiqued.”? More inter-
esting ways of using furnished burial ritual to shed light on social organisation
come through seeing the rite, and the material culture employed, as repre-
senting active strategies, creating as well as signifying social categories. This
sort of methodology moves us away from seeing well-furnished burials as sim-
ply the graves of ‘rich’ or ‘noble’ people. Burial with grave-goods, rather than
providing a simple chart from which to identify members of different classes
within an established social hierarchy, is in fact a sign of social instability and
competition.

Other forms of burial existed in this period. A cremation rite wherein the
ashes of the deceased were buried in a vase, sometimes accompanied by some
grave-goods, continued to be used in the former Free Germany and Scandinavia
and was imported into lowland Britain in the fifth century. This evidence too
can be used to study social identities and competition at a local level. In other
areas of Europe inhumation with few or no grave-goods was the norm. Burial
sometimes took place in elaborate sarcophagi,”* or simpler stone-lined cists.
These burials are more difficult to date and thus, often, to use as sources
for information about society.” Nevertheless possibilities exist, if more reliant
upon good-quality excavation and preservation of bones. Spatial organisation
of cemeteries can provide pointers. Were males and females buried separately?
Were children buried together in discrete groups? If so, these could suggest
community norms or attitudes. Or are groups of both sexes and all ages found
together, suggesting family groups? Does study of the bones suggest differences
in lifestyle and diet between occupants of different areas of a cemetery? Some
work has begun on these sorts of issues. Interesting work has also been carried
out upon the siting of burials and the significance of burial monuments in the
landscape.”® The study of early medieval cemeteries still has much to tell us
about the early Middle Ages.

RURAL SETTLEMENTS

The archacology of carly medieval rural settlements, as stated, is a much
younger branch of the discipline.”” In the post-Roman period, across the former

73 See, e.g., Steuer (1982); Samson (1987); James (1989). Périn (1998b) is still rather traditional.

74 As in southern Gaul: James (1977).

75 See, e.g., Delestre and Périn (1998). 76 Williams (1997); (1998).

77 For recent summaries of developments in north-western Europe, see, e.g., Hamerow (1994); Lorren
and Périn (1995); (1997); De Boe and Verhaeghe (eds.) (1997); Van Ossel (1997); Damminger (1998);
Périn (2002).
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provinces of the Empire, new building styles came into being. In many areas
stone was replaced by timber and a similar archacological repertoire emerged,
with large central halls surrounded by ancillary buildings, often with sunken
floors or pits beneath a planked floor. Even in areas where stone building
remained in use, a similar organisation of dwelling units may be discerned.”®
Early medieval rural settlement archaeology has, as we have seen, often suffered
from the crude excavation techniques used to explore Roman sites. This has
meant that post-Roman occupation of villas in areas where these sites were
not abandoned, notably southern France and Spain, has often been lost, and
only recently has the extent of such occupation been realised.” Excavation of
rural settlements has been increasingly complemented by regional field sur-
veys, wherein a variety of techniques — aerial photography, field-walking and
geophysical methods — combine to provide an indication of the broader set-
tlement pattern and changes in it. Examples of such surveys can be found
across Europe, North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean. More sophisti-
cated excavation techniques have also allowed the recovery of data about the
diet and economy of early medieval settlements. The study of rural settle-
ments provides many ways of examining social structure as well as economy.
One might, for example, note whether all buildings or dwelling units are of
the same order of size, or whether some (or perhaps just one) seem larger than
the others. Do fences surround the different units, suggesting a greater degree
of privatisation of property? Is there a hierarchy of settlement types, suggesting
the physical separation of different social strata and the exploitation of the
surplus of some settlements by others? The fortification of some settlements
might also suggest the extraction of surplus in the form of labour services. The
layout of individual houses and dwelling units also tells us a great deal about
views of the world. Long-houses, incorporating accommodation for animals
as well as humans under the same roof;, as are found in some areas such as the
Netherlands suggest a very different view of cosmology from that expressed in
settlements wherein humans and animals lived in different structures. Changes
from one form to the other must have been significant. Some possibilities exist
for more detailed study of the use of space within settlements or buildings,
though these are muddied first by the problems of excavation which, in rural
settlements with very shallow stratification, rarely allow absolute certainty that
different buildings all existed in exact contemporaneity and, second, by the
difficulty of establishing the gender associations of artefacts. While the latter
can be identified reasonably clearly in the cemetery evidence, transferring these
conclusions to the archaeology of settlements may be difficult. The symbolism

78 For example the site of Larina (Isére): Porte (1980).
79 For recent summary see Arce (1988); Chavarria Arnau (2001).
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of artefacts in the precise circumstances of funerary ritual may have differed
from their use in the more flexible conditions of everyday life. None the less,
the archaeology of rural settlements offers considerable scope for advancing
the social history of Europe in this period. Some studies, taking account of the
charter evidence (see above), have begun to make important contributions in
this regard.®

TOWNS AND TRADE

At the apex of the early medieval settlement pattern lay the towns. Urban
archaeology has been a growth area in early medieval archaeology since the
1940s across Europe and the Mediterranean basin.® Even with the problems
of recovery, our knowledge of the central places of the early Middle Ages has
increased dramatically. In this aspect in particular the early Middle Ages of
2005 differ radically from those of 1911. A general narrative of the fortunes
of towns in almost every region of Europe can now be sketched, in the west
usually showing stagnation or even accelerated decline from the late Roman
situation after 400. In some areas further decline took place from the mid- to
late sixth century; in others recovery began in the seventh. As will be discussed
in other chapters, the recovery in the north was often focussed upon new types
of urban site, the emporia, which were reaching their florescence by the close
of the period covered by this volume. The archaeology of post-Roman towns
has added greatly to our knowledge of early medieval society, economy and
politics. It has done this not simply by adding support to the idea, which
could be drawn from the written sources, of a change in the nature of urban
settlements from the social and bureaucratic-administrative foci of the late
Roman Empire to the much more religious centres of the early Middle Ages.
Nor has it simply provided illustrative back-drops to the narratives provided by
written sources: Henri Galinié’s justly famous work at Tours, for example, does
far more than simply set the scene for Bishop Gregory’s tales.* Close study
of the towns allows us to understand more fully their place in early medieval
society and politics. That they were clearly not population centres on any
great scale nor, most of the time, productive centres permits a rather different
understanding of why towns nevertheless remained important foci for society
and politics. Understanding the decline of towns from some of their former
functions also creates a way into understanding the changing nature of the

8 E.g. Theuws (1991).

81 See, as a sample of collective works since the 1970s: Barley (1977); Hodges and Hobley (1988);
Demolon, Galini¢ and Verhaeghe (1994); Brogiolo and Ward Perkins (1999); Brogiolo, Gauthier
and Christie (2000).

8 Galinié (1997); Wood (2002).
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state in the early medieval period.83 Study of urban buildings, most notably
churches, can give us a sense of how space was used to transmit ideas and
ideology.®

All the aspects of early medieval archaeology just surveyed, combined with
technological study of the artefacts and the location and techniques of their
production, have radically transformed our knowledge of the early medieval
economy, as will be discussed in a later chapter.®s As with the towns, this aspect
of the early medieval world has changed dramatically since the beginning of the
twentieth century. Then the work of Henri Pirenne was beginning to appear,
work that caused controversy and critique. Archaeology has given the debate
a new lease of life since the 1980s but at the same time spectacularly changed
the outlines of the picture.

NUMISMATICS AND EPIGRAPHY

Lying somewhere between documentary history and archaeology are the dis-
ciplines of numismatics — the study of coins — and epigraphy — the study of
inscriptions. Both classes of evidence can be viewed as artefacts and thus falling
within the remit of material culture studies or archacology, and both forms are
often discovered in the course of archaeological excavation. Yet both are impor-
tant vehicles of written, textual information, which may bring them within
the orbit of history. The period between ¢.500 and ¢.700 can probably not be
regarded as a hey-day for either source of data, as we shall see, but numismatics
and epigraphy have both played a significant part in understanding the early
Middle Ages.

The fact that numismatics is not as important a source for this period as it is
for the preceding and succeeding eras is itself a fact of some importance.®® As
the Western Roman Empire imploded in the early fifth century, the western
economy underwent something of a recession, and many areas —such as Britain
and most of Gaul — became effectively non-monetary. In this case, we can draw
important conclusions from the absence of sources! Coinage continued in use
further south around the Mediterranean, and further east in the Byzantine
Empire, although in the seventh century — though never disappearing as com-
pletely as in the north-western provinces of the Western Empire — it went into
decline there too.

% Haldon (1999). 84 See, e.g., Wharton (1995), pp. 105—47, on Ravenna.

8 See Loseby, chapter 22 below for extended bibliography. Hodges (1982b) provided an important
starting point. See now Hodges and Bowden (1998); Hansen and Wickham (2000).

8¢ Delogu (2002), pp. 183-205 provides an excellent introduction, with helpful bibliography of works
on English coinage. Grierson (1951) remains a classic. The annotated catalogues of early medieval
coins are too numerous to list.
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Coins can be important for a number of reasons. They obviously provide
a very useful basic chronological index, when found on archacological sites,
though clearly the date at which a coin was minted need not correlate closely
at all with the date at which it was lost. They provide only a terminus post
quem (‘point after which’). Coins have a number of economic implications.
We need to distinguish between coins which are effectively no more than
convenient units of bullion — the late and post-Roman solidus for example was
always 1/72 of a pound of gold — and coinage in the modern sense, where the
intrinsic value of the coin (the cost of the metal which it contains) and its
face value are different, the difference between the two being guaranteed by
the state minting the coin. The latter form of ‘true’ coinage existed rarely if at
all in this period. However, even where a coin was effectively a simple unit of
bullion, its regularity and its acceptance over wide areas can be indices of the
complexity of the economy and the state.®” Related to that issue is the question
of the location and number of mints, and of the value of the coinage itself.
For example, in much of the sixth-century West, the only coins to circulate
were high-value gold so/idli, either imported from the Byzantine East (perhaps
given as political payments) or minted in the West in imitation of them. Such
coins were far too valuable to be of any use in most transactions. Though
large-scale purchases could have been made with them, it is more likely that
their usage was more political than economic (as we shall see). When coinage
began to be struck more often again in Gaul, in the late sixth century, it was
usually of a lower denomination: the #riens or tremissis. This coin was valued at
a third of a solidus and so was of rather greater economic use. However, these
coins were struck at a large number of mint-sites across Gaul, and although
central control is suggested by their uniform weight and gold-content they do
not bear a royal name or image but, instead, the name of the moneyer who
struck them and that of the place where they were minted. The implication
is that coins tended to be accepted only across quite small areas, where a
moneyer was known and trusted. As the seventh century wore on and the gold
content of these tremissi gradually reduced, they were eventually replaced by a
silver coin, the denarius, of lower value again. This suggests that coinage was
used in ever lower levels of transaction. Furthermore, the fact that these coins
were minted at fewer locations within the kingdom suggests that they were
known and accepted across longer distances. Taken together, the picture is of
increasing monetisation and economic growth; a graphic illustration of the
eloquent testimony that coins can bear.

However, as intimated above, coins have other than simply economic impli-
cations. They were also useful political tools. Some coins, through their

87 Hendy (1988).
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inscriptions, could transmit royal or imperial ideology to the political commu-
nity of the realm. As just noted, the solidus was a high-value coin of little eco-
nomic practicality and so probably circulated only amongst the elite. This made
the coin an important vehicle for propaganda. The Visigothic king Leovigild
used successive issues of solidi to proclaim his reconquest of various cities from
his rebellious son Hermenigild.® One of the means by which the Frankish
king Theudebert proclaimed his equality with the emperor Justinian was by
issuing his own solidi, bearing his own name. Examples of these coins survive,
and we know from Procopius’ writing the shock that this flagrant breach of
hitherto imperial prerogative caused in the Eastern Roman Empire. Possession
of coins like solidi, whether imported or locally minted, could, because of their
value, be a badge of membership of the political elite. They are to be found
in lavishly furnished graves of the period, where they were probably deposited
publicly as signs of power and status. The control of the distribution of such
coins was therefore an important political mechanism, leading further to royal
interest in these issues and giving such coins something of the characteristics
of prestige goods.

Like numismatics, epigraphy, staple fare for the classical historian, enters a
period of relative decline in this period, and sometimes for similar reasons.®
The ‘epigraphic habit’ had begun to slacken off in north-western Europe in
the fourth century, though remaining more common further south and east,
and in the economic regression of the fifth century died out almost entirely in
some areas, such as lowland Britain and much of Gaul. However, post-Roman
epigraphy is nevertheless far more common than is often thought, and takes a
number of forms.

In the Eastern Empire and in Gaul, Italy and Spain, inscriptions on stone
in the classical tradition continued to be employed, for the dedication of
buildings, the recording of works of modification or restoration, and, much
more commonly, the commemoration of the dead. Under the same heading,
an increasingly large corpus of graffiti carved on stone in churches should be
included. In North Africa, funerary inscriptions can also take mosaic form. In
western Britain, the Roman epigraphic tradition has a clearer legacy than in

88 Hillgarth (1966).

8 There is currently no easily accessible introductory survey of early medieval epigraphy in English.
Handley (2003) rectifies this lacuna. See also De Rubeis (2002). An overview with relevant bib-
liography can also be found in Effros (2002), pp. 79-137, though care is needed with some
of the conclusions. Gallic inscriptions were first collected by Le Blant, Inscriptions chrétiennes.
More recently, see, e.g., Gauthier, Recueil des Inscriptions chrétiennes de la Gaule; Descombes,
Recueil des Inscriptions chrétiennes de la Gaule; Prévot, Recueil des Inscriptions chrétiennes de la
Gaule. For Spain see Vives, Inscripciones cristianas de la Espasia romana y visigoda. For Britain,
Ireland and Brittany, see now the Celtic Inscribed Stones Project, whose database is on-line at
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/archaeology/cisp/database.
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the areas that became Anglo-Saxon. Inscriptions upon stone, commemorating
the deceased, are well known in these regions. Names, titles and short texts
here are recorded not only in Latin but also in ogham, an alphabet that,
though deriving ultimately from the Latin alphabet, takes a quite different
form, being read vertically and with the letters denoted by the inscription of
straight lines on either side of the vertical edge of the stone or on either side of an
inscribed vertical line. This alphabet is usually held to have been developed in
Ireland, where ogham stones are most common, although some debate on this
issue is possible. Ogham is also quite frequent in South Wales. Inscriptions
of the old Latin tradition do re-emerge in Anglo-Saxon by the end of our
period. Further north, though usually not employing a recognised alphabet,
the Pictish symbol stones of southern Scotland should be included under the
heading of epigraphy. Here the stones make use of a selection of recognisable
and often repeated symbolic designs. By the end of our period they also use
more figurative depictions of people and animals and some have been associated
with particular historical events. The Aberlemno stone in Fife, for example,
has plausibly been interpreted as commemorating the Pictish defeat of the
Northumbrian army at the battle of Nechtansmere in 685.9° Similar types of
stone monument are also found in Scandinavia, sometimes with inscriptions
in the runic alphabet and sometimes with no literal inscriptions but with
elaborate artistic decoration. To what we might term the ‘physical’ corpus of
inscriptions, we should also add a significant number of inscriptions which now
only survive in documentary records. The funerary inscriptions of Venantius
Fortunatus are a good example.

Aswith numismatics, the uses of epigraphy extend much further than simply
providing dating evidence and assistance with the narrative of political history,
though this source of evidence has been important in both areas. As well as pro-
viding evidence for the sponsorship of building work, dedication inscriptions
can also reveal information about ideas, such as attitudes to the inheritance of
Rome. Funerary inscriptions can permit ways of looking at the family and at
family structures. They can give an indication of cultural ideas, for instance
through the spread of the fashion for Germanic names through what had been
Roman Europe. Many inscriptions record the age of the deceased. This is a
particularly interesting source of information. First, close study reveals that
the ages inscribed on these memorials were very often rounded to the nearest
five or ten years — permitting a priceless insight into attitudes about social age
and ageing. Even taking these problems into account, we can still use this evi-
dence to examine issues such as age of betrothal and marriage, and differences
between the sexes in this area. Some inscriptions, such as those in Trier, also

9% Hooper (1993); Cruickshank (2000).
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record who set up the memorial, as well as the person commemorated, and
this too can provide information about family structures and relationships. The
relative investment in the memorials of children and women as well as adult
male heads of families (which changes significantly from region to region) also
sheds light upon issues of social structure.

Some inscribed stone monuments have given rise to debates about the mon-
umentalisation of claims of land-ownership and the desire to make permanent
marks upon the landscape, as with the discussion of barrow burials and other
such monuments. Most interesting of all, perhaps, has been the study of inscrip-
tions and their measurement of time to examine the expression of local and
regional identities. In sixth-century Burgundy, for example, the different cities
of Vienne and Lyons chose to measure time as years elapsed since the consul-
ships of two different consuls.”” Their choice of a ‘patron consul’ was clearly a
means of expressing local identity. Similarly in Spain, the use of the Spanish
Era (a chronological system which counted years from the year which we now
think of as 38 BC) has been shown to have had a regional and doctrinal associ-
ation in the sixth century, and then in the seventh to have been employed to
enhance Spanish unity.??

CONCLUSIONS

The cursory survey above shows that the historian of the period 500700, even
in places such as Britain which are effectively denuded of any written sources
for much of this era, is not working in the absence of evidence, as is all too
often assumed. In terms of the sources of information available, this is most
certainly not a Dark Age. In fact, in terms of the evenness of geographical
coverage and the sorts of issues that we can examine on a regional or even
local basis, this period is more fully illuminated than the late Roman era. Over
the last century, the sources of evidence have increased dramatically, and the
remit of the historian (broadly defined as a student of the past) has expanded
correspondingly. The biggest challenge facing the early medievalists of the
next century will be to develop awareness of all those forms of evidence and
the problems and potentials of their use, and to allow all, written, pictorial,
archaeological, epigraphic and numismatic, to be able to contribute equally
on their own terms. If there is another New Cambridge Medieval History in a
hundred years’ time, the lenses through which we study the early Middle Ages
will doubtless have been transformed as much as they were between 1911 and
2005, and with them the early Middle Ages themselves will have changed.

o' Handley (2000). 9% Handley (1999).
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CHAPTER 4

THE EASTERN EMPIRE
IN THE SIXTH CENTURY

Andrew Louth

The beginning of the century saw Anastasius (491-518) on the imperial
throne, ruling an empire that was still thought of as essentially the Roman
Empire, coextensive with the world of the Mediterranean, however unrealistic
such a view seems to modern historians, who have the benefit of hindsight.
Although Anastasius ruled from Constantinople, ‘New Rome’, over what we
call the ‘Eastern Empire’, the Western Empire having been carved up into the
‘barbarian kingdoms’, this perspective is ours, not theirs. Through the confer-
ring of titles in the gift of the emperor, and the purchasing of alliances with the
wealth of the Empire — wealth that was to dwarf the monetary resources of the
West for centuries to come — the barbarian kings could be regarded as client
kings, acknowledging the suzerainty of the emperor in New Rome, and indeed
the barbarian kings were frequently happy to regard themselves in this light.
The discontinuation of the series of emperors in the West, with the deposition
of Romulus Augustulus in 476, was regarded by very few contemporaries as
a significant event: the notion that East and West should each have its own
emperor was barely of a century’s standing, and the reality of barbarian military
power in the West, manipulated from Constantinople, continued, unaffected
by the loss of an ‘emperor’ based in the West.

The empire that Anastasius ruled was still the Mediterranean world as it
had been since classical times in more than just a political sense: namely, in
that it consisted of a world, the basic unit of which was the city, which with
its hinterland (the country, ¢héra) formed a self-sufficient economic and even
cultural unit. Although shorn of the political powers of the old city-state,
the notables of the city still exercised considerable political influence and the
provincial governors, appointed from the same social class as these notables,
frequently found it more effective to recognise local influence than to challenge
it. The cities — with fora, theatres, courts and opportunities for education —
formed the seedbed for the educated elite who held posts in the imperial
administration, and often returned to the cities to enjoy the essentially rural
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wealth generated by their country estates. All this was to change from the sixth
century onwards, though there is a good deal of debate about the rate at which
this change took place.

The city was also the basic unit of the Christian church. From the end of
the second century, Christianity, which had initially been a predominantly
urban phenomenon, had developed an organisation based on the city and its
hinterland, which was led by a single officer, called a bishop. With the gradual
Christianisation of the Roman Empire from the fourth century onwards, the
bishop, who was appointed for life (translation from one city to another was
forbidden by canon 15 of the First Ecumenical Synod of Nicaea, though there
were rare exceptions), became a considerable figure among the notables of the
city. He was sometimes appointed defensor civitatis, that is the leader or judge’
of the city, and he regularly exercised the functions of this post, even when
not officially appointed to it. Despite the decline of the city as an economic
and cultural entity," the link between the bishop and the city was to continue.
Christianity had never been a particularly peaceful religion, and the importance
it attached to correctly formulated beliefs, combined with its increasing social
influence as fewer and fewer inhabitants of the Empire resisted the pressure to
embrace Christianity, meant that well before the sixth century Christian belief
had become both a cause of social, political and cultural divisions, and a means
of articulating them. Modern historians are shy of regarding religious belief
and practice as the reason for social and political divisions, and in general they
may well be right, but it is undeniable that in this period division was often
expressed and understood in religious terms. As we shall see, issues of religious
difference are woven into the narrative of sixth-century history. It is important
to understand the basis for these differences before going on to consider other
explanations for social, political and cultural divisions that were expressed in
these terms. Religious conflict is a theme to which we shall often return.

Anastasius inherited, and promoted, religious divisions that were to cast a
long shadow over the Christian Roman (or Byzantine) Empire. These religious
divisions derived in the first instance from the Fourth Ecumenical Synod, held
in Chalcedon (modern Kadikdy, directly opposite Istanbul (Constantinople)
across the Bosphorus). That synod had sought to settle long-standing differ-
ences about how godhead and manhood were united in Christ. The pope of
the day, Leo I, played an important role through his legates, and the fathers of
the synod (almost entirely Greek) eventually agreed on a formula, acceptable
to the papal legates, which they regarded as endorsing the teaching of the great

! The question of the decline of the late antique city, and how such decline is to be interpreted, really
becomes critical in the seventh century: see Louth, chapter 11, below. For two general accounts, see
Mango (1980), pp. 60-87, and Liebeschuetz (1992).
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patriarch of Alexandria, Cyril (d. 444), who was held in the highest regard by
all but a small minority of the Eastern bishops. But a hard-won concession
to the papal legates, by which the unity of Christ’s person was recognised ‘in
two natures’ (a phrase not found in Cyril, but taken from a papal letter, the
so-called “Tome of Leo’, which was received by the synod), spoilt the achieve-
ment of Chalcedon: many Christians, especially in Syria and Egypt, felt that
the synod had betrayed, rather than endorsed, Cyril. Rejection of the decision
of Chalcedon took often violent forms, with Juvenal, bishop of Jerusalem,
finding he needed imperial troops to make a safe entry into his episcopal city,
and Proterius, appointed to replace Cyril’s successor who had been deposed by
the synod, being murdered by the mob. The violence that often accompanied
these religious differences was regulatly fostered by the monks who, increas-
ingly, became a force to be reckoned with in the Christian Roman Empire.
After unsuccessful attempts to enforce Chalcedon, in 482 the emperor Zeno
issued a statement of belief with the intention of securing unity (called the
Henotikon), which disowned Chalcedon, though it fell short of condemning
the synod. The Henotikon was the work of Acacius, patriarch of Constantino-
ple, and Peter Mongos (the ‘hoarse’), patriarch of Alexandria. Rome, and the
Latin West generally, was not willing to disown what it regarded as the synod
of Pope Leo, so the promulgation of the Henotikon provoked schism between
Rome and Constantinople, known as the ‘Acacian schism’, after the patri-
arch of Constantinople, which lasted until the death of Anastasius. For the
Henotikon remained imperial policy during the reign of Anastasius who, if
anything, regarded the edict as too moderate, since he promoted those who
rejected the Henotikon for not explicitly condemning Chalcedon.

The sources for the sixth century, although on the face of it plentiful, leave
much to be desired. Histories on the classical model have survived intact (in
contrast to the fragmentary fifth-century histories). Works of this kind are
Procopius’ Wars, and the histories of Agathias and Theophylact Simocatta.
Substantial extracts from the history of Menander the Guardsman have also
survived. These can be complemented by the new form of history-writing,
of Christian inspiration, the chronicle — those by John Malalas (which only
survives in an epitomised form) and Marcellinus, as well as the later Chroni-
con Paschale (630) and the chronicle of Theophanes (early ninth century, but
incorporating earlier material). Church histories, which evolved from the form
of the chronicle, are represented for the sixth century by that composed by the
Antiochene lawyer Evagrius. Christian history-writing (including those men-
tioned) regarded the traditions of saints’ Lives as important, and there is a good
deal of hagiographical material relating to the sixth century, much of which is
valuable for the social, as well as the religious, history of the period, notably the
collections by Cyril of Scythopolis and John Moschos, together with the lives



96 ANDREW LOUTH

of various individual saints (e.g., of the Stylites, or of St Theodore of Sykeon).
To these can be added texts that are written, or survive, in Syriac, representing
the views of those non-Chalcedonian Christians (‘Monophysites’) excluded
from the imperial church by the drive towards a form of Chalcedonian ortho-
doxy promoted by Justinian and his successors. These include saints” Lives by
Zacharias of Mytilene (originally written in Greek: his Church History does not
advance into the sixth century), and both a collection of saints’ Lives by John of
Ephesus (who wrote in Syriac) and his Church History, the third part of which
survives in a single manuscript, while the first two parts of which survive in
fragmentary form incorporated into later Syriac chronicles. There are also an
anonymous eighth-century chronicle, attributed to Pseudo-Dionysius of Tell-
Mabhre, and the twelfth-century chronicle of Michael the Syrian. Traditionally,
the tendency has been to take the ‘classical’ histories at face value as a basic
record, to be supplemented, with varying degrees of caution, from the chron-
icles and ecclesiastical sources.” The trend of recent scholarship, however, has
been to pay much more attention to the particular intentions and bias of the
‘classicising’ historians, with the result that we now see in these sources a variety
of sharply defined ‘perspectives’ on the sixth century rather than a straightfor-
ward narrative record that can be used as a basic framework.? Archaeology is an
important resource, not least over major imponderables in this period, such as
the decline (or survival) of the city, economic prosperity and climatic change.
In addition we can also draw information from epigraphy, coins and seals, and
make use of the evidence (traditionally little used) that remains embedded in
the conservative, but developing, liturgy of the churches.

Accounts of the second half of Anastasius’ reign indicate increasing popular
unrest, ostensibly owing to the religious policy of the emperor. Behind this
may lie growing economic difficulties and an increasing sense of insecurity in
the Empire. At the beginning of the sixth century, the long peace with Persia,
the traditional enemy of the Roman Empire, and indeed of its predecessors,
came to an end. Refusal by the East Romans to pay tribute, owing to the failure
of Persia to restore Nisibis to the Roman Empire in accordance with a treaty
made with the emperor Jovian in the fourth century, led the Persians to invade
the Roman Empire in 502 and they quickly took a number of frontier towns,
including the city of Amida. To begin with, Roman resistance was weakened
by a divided command, and it was two years before the Romans recovered
Amida in sos. The weakness of the Mesopotamian frontier revealed by this
brief war was remedied by the building of the fortress of Dara, close to the

* This is Gibbon’s method in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776-88), still used by J. B.
Bury (Bury, 1923), and indeed by A. H. M. Jones (1964).
3 See, notably, Cameron (1985b).
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frontier and a few miles from Nisibis, which was called Anastasiopolis after the
emperor. In the North too there were threats from invaders in the early sixth
century, for there is archaeological evidence that suggests that the fortresses
which Procopius says were built along the right bank of the Danube in the
reign of Justinian (527—565) were at least begun by Anastasius.*

The riots that gave expression to opposition to Anastasius’ religious policy
were occasioned by a matter of liturgy. From the middle of the fifth century,
the chant called the Trisagion (‘Holy God, Holy Strong, Holy Immortal, have
metcy on us’) had become a popular part of the liturgy in the East. In Syria this
chant was understood to be addressed to God the Son; and to underline the
belief of those who rejected Chalcedon’s distinction between the two natures in
the Incarnate Son, the phrase ‘who was crucified for us’ was added to the chant,
affirming their conviction that in Christ God himself had embraced human
suffering (a doctrine called ‘theopaschism’). In Constantinople, however, the
chant, with its triadic form, was understood to be addressed to the Trinity, so
such an addition seemed to imply that the divine nature itself was subject to
suffering. Behind the differing texts of the chant, there lay genuine mutual mis-
understanding, but that only made the sense of the error of the other side more
acute. When Anastasius directed that the ‘theopaschite’ addition be included
in the Trisagion, it provoked a riot between non-Chalcedonian monks chant-
ing the amplified form and the clergy and people of Constantinople. This led
to popular demands for the deposition of the emperor, demands only quelled
by the emperor himself facing the mob, without his diadem, and inspiring an
acclamation ofloyalty. The nextyear (513) the emperor faced a further challenge
to his authority from Vitalian, a military comes, who claimed to represent the
reaction of the orthodox to the policies of the emperor. Although unsuccessful
in his challenge to the throne, he outlived the emperor.

Anastasius died in 518, having left the question of his succession undeter-
mined. He was succeeded by Justin I, a peasant from Illyria, who had risen
through the ranks to become Count of the Excubitors. He was uneducated,
perhaps even illiterate, and Procopius wants us to believe that the real power
behind the throne was Justin’s nephew, Petrus Sabbatius, who took the name
of Justinian, whom Justin had earlier brought to the capital and on whom he
had lavished an expensive education. How true this is it is hard to say, for there
is no independent evidence to support the claim.’ Justin’s first act was to repu-
diate the attempts of his predecessors to achieve unity among the Christians
by ignoring, or even implicitly condemning, the Synod of Chalcedon: the
Henotikon was revoked and Chalcedonian orthodoxy became imperial policy.
The Acacian schism was over, and Pope Hormisdas, to whom Justin announced

4 Poulter (1983), p. 97, cited by Cameron (1985b), p. 220, n. 90. 5 Honor¢ (1978), p. 7.
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his election and his religious policy, sent legates to Constantinople, where a
synod was held to confirm the ending of the schism, and condemn those who
had promoted it, not only Acacius and those successors who had agreed with
him, but also — in this exceeding papal demands — the emperors Zeno and
Anastasius. Prominent non-Chalcedonian ‘Monophysites’, including Severus
of Antioch and Philoxenos of Mabbug, were deposed and exiled. Reconcilia-
tion with Rome only opened once again the wounds that the Henotikon had
been intended to heal, but very soon a refinement of Chalcedonian orthodoxy
was put forward that was to become the focus of Justinian’s endeavours to
achieve religious unity. A group of monks from Scythia (modern Dobruja, the
coastal area of Romania), led by John Maxentius, brought their proposal to
Constantinople: it involved supplementing the Chalcedonian definition with
the affirmation that ‘one of the Trinity suffered in the flesh’, an affirmation
that would challenge the Monophysites' conviction of the indivisible unity
of Christ, which had found expression in the ‘theopaschite’ addition to the
Trisagion. Justinian was attracted by this proposal, and sent the monks off to
Rome, where they failed to convince Pope Hormisdas, though others, notably
Dionysius Exiguus and Boethius, found it acceptable. The proposal remained
dormant until the 530s, when Justinian’s religious endeavours began in earnest.

In spring 527 Justin fell ill, and Justinian was proclaimed Augustus as his col-
league in April. In August Justin died, and Justinian succeeded him. Justinian’s
reign was a long one, lasting until 565, thirty-eight years in all, or forty-seven
if one includes the period as the power behind Justin’s throne. Either way, it
was an exceptionally long reign, and its duration would be an achievement in
itself, apart from anything else. But there was much else: reform of the legal
code; reconquest of Roman territories in the West (North Africa, Italy, Spain);
grandiose rebuilding projects, notably the rebuilding of the centre of Con-
stantinople, including the Great Church of the Holy Wisdom, Hagia Sophia;
the closure of the Platonic Academy in Athens; and a religious policy culmi-
nating in the Fifth Ecumenical Synod, held at Constantinople in 553 (or, to
adopt a different perspective, in his lapse into heresy in his final months). The
temptation to see all these as parts of a jigsaw which, when correctly fitted
together, yield some grand design is hard to resist. And then there is glamour
in the person of Theodora, the woman he married, circumventing the law for-
bidding the marriage of senators and actresses, whose beauty even Procopius
admits, though he regarded her as a demon incarnate. Procopius wrote a mali-
cious account of Theodora’s meddling in the affairs of state in his Secrer History.
He also told of how during the so-called ‘Nika riot’ in 532, in which Justinian
was profoundly frightened by the severe riots against his imperial rule and
was contemplating flight, Theodora persuaded him to stay and face either
death or victory with the dramatic words, ‘the Empire is a fair winding-sheet’.
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All this prepares the way for assessments of Theodora that rank her with
Byzantine empresses like Eirene, or Zog, both of whom (unlike Theodora)
assumed imperial power in their own right, even if briefly.®

The ‘grand design’ view of Justinian’s reign sees all his actions as the deliber-
ate restoration of the ancient Roman Empire, though a Roman Empire raised
to new heights of glory as a Christian Empire confessing the Orthodox faith.
According to this view, reconquest restored something like the traditional geo-
graphical area of the Empire; law reform encapsulated the vision of a Christian
Roman Empire, governed by God’s vice-gerent, the emperor; the splendid
buildings, not least the churches, of the capital celebrated the Christian court
of New Rome, with the defensive buildings described by Procopius in the later
books of his Buildings serving to preserve in perpetuity the newly reconquered
Roman world. The defining of Christian orthodoxy, together with the suppres-
sion of heterodoxy, whether Christian heresy or pagan philosophy, completes
the picture. In discussing Justinian’s reign it is therefore difficult to avoid the
notion of a ‘grand design’. Virtually all our literary sources reflect something
of this idea. It is there in Procopius (even the Secret History sees Justinian as
a grand designer, though a malevolent one), in the legal texts and even in the
ecclesiastical texts written by those who experienced persecution at Justinian’s
hand, for the Monophysites shared with those who embraced imperial Chris-
tianity the vision of a Christian empire ruled by a Christian emperor.” It is
hardly to be denied that there were moments when Justinian fancied that he
was fulfilling some such grandiose design. In 536, after the conquest of Sicily,
Justinian affirms, ‘we have good hope that God will grant us to rule over the
rest of what, subject to the ancient Romans to the limits of both seas, they
later lost by their easy-going ways’ (Nov. 30)%, but whether we should think of
Justinian’s reign as the fulfilment of a consciously preconceived grand design is
another matter altogether. This raises two interrelated questions. First, do all
the elements mentioned above fit together to constitute some grand design?
And second, even if they do, did Justinian really have access to such power as to
bring this grand design to fruition? As we shall see, neither of these questions
can be answered in the affirmative without heavy qualifications.

Perhaps the most convincing evidence of such a grand design, at least at
the beginning of his reign, is to be found in the revision of Roman law that
Justinian set in hand as soon as he was in a position to do so. In this, too, he was
fulfilling, in a striking way, one of the recognised tasks of a ruler, that of being
ultimate judge and legislator. That was a task especially associated with the
emperor of the Romans, for Romans prided themselves on their living under

¢ For a cool appraisal of such accounts, see Cameron (1985b), pp. 67-83.
7 Fowden (1993). 8 Translation in Honoré (1978), p. 19.
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the law (something given signal expression in the historian Priscus’ account
of the embassy to the court of Attila in the fifth century).? Within months of
assuming sole rule, Justinian had announced to the Senate in a formal legal
enactment (a ‘constitution’) his intention of having a new law-code prepared,
that would bring matters up to date, reconcile contradictions, winnow out
irrelevant legislation and introduce clarity. He set up a ten-man commission,
led by the quaestor Tribonian, which completed its work in little more than a
year. This code no longer survives, but five and a half years later, in 534, it was
issued in a revised form, arranged in twelve books and containing constitutions
from the intervening period: it is this edition that has survived to exercise
such an influence on subsequent European law. By the time of the second
edition, there had been a further contribution to the work of legal revision, the
publication of the Digest or Pandects, which reduced to order the legal opinions
of centuries of Roman lawyers. This was published in December 533. A further
part of the legal reform was the publication of the Instizutes, a revision of the
Commentaries of the second-century jurist Gaius, which was to be the official
textbook for students of law at the two official schools of law, in Constantinople
and Berytus (modern Beirut). This revision and clarification of Roman law was
complemented by the later laws of Justinian, the Novellae. Whereas the main
body of Tribonian’s work was in Latin, most of the Novellae are in Greek, for
the reign of Justinian marks a watershed between the Roman Empire with
Latin as the official language and the so-called ‘Byzantine’ Empire, in which
Greek was the principal, and eventually the sole, language. The purpose of
this legal reform is to be seen as twofold. It was practical: the Code and the
Novellae provided legal norms to be interpreted by judges with the use of
the Digest. It seems, however, that this function was not to continue much
beyond the middle of the next century. But its other purpose was to delineate
a world-view, enshrining the inheritance of Roman civilisation, the embrace
of Christian orthodoxy, and the paramount position of the emperor. This was
an enduring legacy, and at its heart was a vision of the complementarity of
empire and priesthood, basileia and hierosyné, imperium and sacerdotium. This
is expressed nowhere better than in Novella 6 (535):

The greatest of God’s gifts to men, given from on high in accordance with his loving-
kindness, are priesthood and empire; the one ministers to things divine, the other rules
and cares for matters human, both proceed from one and the same source and set in
order human life. So nothing is more sought after by kings than the dignity of priests,
if they beseech God continually on their behalf. For if the one is always unblemished
and has open access to God, while the other rightly and fitly orders the received form
of government, then there will be a fair harmony, and everything that is good for the

9 Priscus, frag. 115 in Blockley (1983), pp. 242-80, esp. 270-2.
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human race will be granted. We therefore have the greatest care for the true dogmas of
God, as well as for the dignity of the priests, which we believe cares for them, as through
it good gifts are given us from God, so that what we have we possess securely, and what
we have not yet attained we shall come to acquire. Thus everything will be done rightly
and fitly, if the beginning of everything is proper and acceptable to God. We believe
that this will be so, if the observance of the holy canons is preserved, which has been
handed down by the apostles, who are rightly praised and venerated as eyewitness and
ministers of the Word of God, and which has been safeguarded and interpreted by the
holy fathers.

Such comprehensive legislative activity can hardly be regarded as other than
part of a grand design of imperial rule. The next essential ingredient, the
reconquest of lost imperial territory, as we have seen, also inspired in Justinian
the conviction that he was the divine agent in reconstituting the Roman Empire
in a Christian form. But was this a settled conviction, or a passing hope? The
facts about Justinian’s reconquest of North Africa, Italy and Spain are not
in doubt (though we are poorly informed about the Spanish expedition);*
their interpretation is, however, much more hazardous. Although Justinian
despatched his general Belisarius to North Africa with an impressive force of
10,000 infantry and 5000 cavalry, the reasons for his determination that this
enterprise should not fail are perhaps more down-to-earth than the fulfilment
of some grand design of imperial restoration. Justinian had only just recovered
from the Nika riot, and the emperor Leo’s earlier disastrous attempt to dislodge
the Vandals (in 468) made it imperative that this expedition be a success if his
credibility as emperor were to recover. Even by Procopius’ celebratory account,
Belisarius’ speedy success seems to have been fortuitous. The Italian expedition,
which followed up this success, seems to have been a much more modest affair:
7000 troops were involved, which, when compared with the 6000 Justinian
sent in the same year with Narses to Alexandria to protect the Monophysite
patriarch Theodosius, suggests that at that stage it was little more than a
mactter of showing the flag, even if the early successes, following so closely on
the defeat of the Vandals, conjured up in Justinian’s mind ideas of a grand
design, as witnessed in the Novellae of the period. In reality, the reconquest of
Italy proved to be along-drawn-out affair, in the course of which Italy itself was
devastated.” By 554, however, when Italy was formally restored to Byzantine
rule (by a ‘pragmatic sanction’), most of the Mediterranean littoral was once
again part of the Roman Empire.

Justinian’s rebuilding programmes likewise fit uneasily into the idea of a
grand design. Our principal source for Justinian’s extensive building activ-
ity is Procopius’ Buildings, which takes the form of a panegyric and conse-
quently presents the fullest and most splendid account, making no distinction

'° See Barbero and Loring, chapter 7 below. ! See Moorhead, chapter 5 below.
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between new building work, restoration or even routine maintenance. As we
saw earlier, the building of fortresses along the frontier, along the Danube
and in Mesopotamia, to which Procopius devotes so much space, is not all
to be attributed to Justinian himself: as archacological surveys have shown
(and indeed other contemporary historians assert, even Procopius himself in
his Wars),” much of this was begun by his predecessor Anastasius. And the
great wonders with which Procopius begins his account, when describing
the reconstruction of the centre of Constantinople, were consequent upon
the devastation wrought by the Nika riot of 532, which Justinian can hardly
have planned. But however fortuitous the occasion, the buildings erected in
the wake of the riot are works of enduring magnificence, none more so than
the Church of the Holy Wisdom, Hagia Sophia. Contemporary accounts are
breathtaking. Procopius says that:

the church has become a spectacle of marvellous beauty, overwhelming to those who
see it, but to those who know it by hearsay altogether incredible. For it soars to a height
to match the sky, and as if surging up from amongst the other buildings it stands on
high and looks down on the remainder of the city, adorning it, because it is a part of
it, but glorying in its own beauty, because, though a part of the city and dominating it,
it at the same time towers above it to such a height that the whole city is viewed from
there as from a watch-tower.

He speaks, too, ‘of the huge spherical dome which makes the structure
exceptionally beautiful. Yet it seems not to rest on solid masonry, but to cover
the space with its golden dome suspended from Heaven.” Contemporaries were
struck by the quality of light in the Great Church: ‘it abounds exceedingly in
sunlight and in the reflection of the sun’s rays from the marble. Indeed one
might say that its interior is not illuminated from without by the sun, but that
the radiance comes into being within it, such an abundance of light bathes the
shrine.’” Paul the Silentiary, speaking of the church, restored after the collapse
of the dome in 558, says ‘even so in the evening men are delighted at the various
shafts of light of the radiant, light-bringing house of resplendent choirs. And
the calm clear sky of joy lies open to all driving away the dark-veiled mist of the
soul. A holy light illuminates all.”* This stress on light as an analogy of divinity
chimes in well with the vision found in the writings ascribed to Dionysius the
Areopagite: a fact surely with bearing on the huge popularity these writings
were soon to assume. The novel design of the church, with its dome forming
an image of the cosmos, was immensely influential: there are many smaller
Byzantine imitations of Hagia Sophia, and the suggestion of the church as a

> See Cameron (1985b), pp. 104-10.
3 Procopius, Buildings 1.1.27; 1.1.46; 1.1.29—30, trans. Dewing 7 (1940), pp. 13, 17, 21.
4 Ecphrasis 11.902—6, trans. Trypanis (1971), p. 418.
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mimesis of the cosmos influenced later interpretations of the liturgical action
that took place within (see the Myszagogia of the seventh-century Maximos the
Confessor and the commentary on the liturgy ascribed to the eighth-century
patriarch of Constantinople, Germanos).” But it may not have been novel:
recent excavations in Istanbul have revealed the church of St Polyeuktos, built
by the noblewoman Anicia Juliana in the late 520s, which seems in many
respects to have foreshadowed Justinian’s Great Church.’® Original or not, the
Great Church of Hagia Sophia, and the other buildings built by Justinian in the
capital, which included more churches, the restored palace (in front of which
in a kind of piazza was erected a massive pillar surmounted by a bronze statue
of an equestrian Justinian), an orphanage, a home for repentant prostitutes,
baths and, finally, a great cistern to secure an adequate water supply in summer,
all these created a public space in which to celebrate a world-view in which
the emperor ruled the inhabited world (the oikoumene), with the support of
the court and the prayers of the church, to the acclamation of the people.
According to Procopius’ description of the mosaic in the great bronze gate
(the Chalke) that formed the entrance to the palace, there, amid depictions
of Justinian’s victories achieved by his general Belisarius, stood the emperor
Justinian and his empress Theodora, receiving from the Senate ‘honours equal
to God’."”

The world-view that these achievements of Justinian’s — with whatever
degree of deliberation — were seen to support laid great store by pure prayer
being offered by an unblemished priesthood to the true God, the God of the
Christians. Unlike other religions of late antiquity, whether the varieties of what
Christians called paganism, or Judaism (or even, though it was yet to evolve,
Islam), for Christianity ‘purity’ (or being ‘unblemished’) embraced not just
moral (and especially sexual) purity, but also the correctness of a considerably
elaborated system of belief. For most Christians of the sixth century, this sys-
tem of belief had been defined at synods regarded as universal, or ‘ecumenical’
(derived from oikoumene, a term belonging to imperial ideology), though there
were differences, as we have seen, as to whether the Synod of Chalcedon was
to be regarded as the fourth universal synod. The emperor Justin’s embrace of
Chalcedonian orthodoxy had healed the long-standing schism between the East
and Rome, but left unresolved the disagreement between those who accepted
Chalcedon (with whatever refinements) and those who rejected it as a betrayal
of Cyril of Alexandria, the ‘seal of the Fathers’.

5 Maximos’ Mystagogia, in Migne, PG 91, cols. 657—717. The text of Germanos’ commentary in Migne,
PG 98, cols. 384—453, is poor. For a critical edition, with English translation, Meyendorff (1989).

16 See Harrison (1989).

17 Procopius, Buildings 1.10.15-30. Rousseau detects irony in Procopius’ account here: Rousseau (1996),

p. 27.
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Butall Christians, whatever their differences, were opposed to what they had
come to call the ‘exterior wisdom’, the learning of the classical philosophers.
As Romanos the Melodist, the Christian poet who spent most of his life in
Constantinople during Justinian’s reign, put it:

And why do the fools outside strive for victory?

Why do the Greeks puff and buzz?

Why are they deceived by Aratos the thrice accursed? Why err like
wandering planets to Plato?

Why do they love the debilitated Demosthenes?

Why do they consider Homer a chimera?

Why do they go on about Pythagoras, who were better muzzled?™®

This antipathy had been returned in kind, and some adherents of Neoplaton-
ism, as scholars call it, though loftily indifferent to the new-fangled teachings
of the ‘pale Galilean’, developed a world-view that openly ignored Christianity,
and religious practices that sought to revive traditional paganism. A notable
example of such Neoplatonism was Proclus, a deeply learned philosopher, who
lived the life of an ascetic, pagan holy man, with an especial devotion to the
sun, and taught for fifty years in Athens until his death in 485 as head (or diado-
chos) of the Academy that had been founded by Plato in the fourth century Bc.
Part of Justinian’s commitment to Christian orthodoxy was expressed in his
closing of the Academy in 529. The closure, however, did not take place before
much of the ‘pagan’ language and intellectual structures had found Christian
expression in the writings ascribed to St Paul’s Athenian disciple, Dionysius the
Areopagite, that began to make an impact in the 520s, very shortly, it is thought,
after they had been written. In 532, the philosophers, led by Damascius, the last
diadochos, made their way to Persia, but after a few years returned, Damascius
to Emesa, where he seems to have continued to teach.” Neoplatonism con-
tinued to thrive in Alexandria for another century, where it was not stridently
anti-Christian. Indeed most, if not all, of the Alexandrian philosophers were
Christian. But the closure of the Academy meant the end of any institutional
expression of intellectual opinion.

Alongside the suppression of pagan Neoplatonism, there was suppression
of other forms of heterodoxy. In various parts of the Empire we learn of more
vigorous attempts to suppress survivals of traditional ‘paganism’.*° In the s40s,
the Monophysite bishop John of Ephesus, with imperial support, embarked

8 Romanos, Kontakion 33 on Pentecost, stanza 17: ed. Maas and Trypanis, p. 265 (translation in Lash,
p. 215: the Greek original is full of untranslatable puns).

9 Cameron (1969).

?° It is probably misleading to regard as paganism the continuation of traditional religious practices
by people who thought of themselves as Christians: see Haldon (1997), pp. 327-37, with literature
cited.
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on a missionary campaign in western Asia Minor, in which he claimed to
have converted 70,000 souls, destroyed many temples, and founded ninety-six
churches and twelve monasteries. In Egypt, too, we know of the destruction
of temples. Other forms of heterodox opinion fared no better: Manichaeism,
a dualist doctrine founded by Mani who died in Persia in 276, which had
dogged the Christian church through its years of growing success, was an
offence punishable by death; the revolt of the Samaritans (who embraced
what is perhaps a primitive form of Judaism) against repression was savagely
suppressed in 529; ancient Christian heresies like Montanism also suffered
repression under Justinian. The Monophysites, who were both more numerous
and closer in belief to the imperial church, are a special case to be dealt with
presently. The Jews, however, formed a relatively privileged group of second-
class citizens. In contrast to heretics and pagans, who had no rights and no civil
status, Jews were allowed to exist, and their existence was protected. Jews were
allowed to practise circumcision and observe the Sabbath, their synagogues
were protected from violence or desecration (not always effectively), they kept
their Rabbinic courts of law, and they were not to be molested. But they were
to exist as a ‘living testimony’ to the truth of Christianity, a living testimony
to the wretchedness of those who had deliberately rejected their Messiah. So
the laws that protected their existence also enshrined the principle that Jews
must never enjoy the fruits of office, but only suffer its pains and penalties.
They were not to expand, so no new synagogues were to be built, and there
were often difficulties made about repairing existing ones. The Jews were to be
encouraged to convert, but it was to be from a genuine change of heart: they
were not to be coerced. They were thus allowed to exist, with rights and civil
status, but in a permanently inferior state.™

In the s30s, in parallel with the furthering of legal reform, reconquest
and rebuilding, Justinian sought to achieve a reconciliation between orthodox
Chalcedonianism and ‘Monophysite’ anti-Chalcedonianism. The basis for this
reconciliation was the doctrine of theopaschism, brought to Justinian’s atten-
tion by the Scythian monks a decade or so earlier, but which was now part of a
wider theological movement, usually known as ‘Neo-Chalcedonianism’ or (bet-
ter) Cyrilline Chalcedonianism. This theological movement, which was quite
independent of Justinian, seems to have been inspired by attempts to meet the
attack by the great non-Chalcedonian theologian Severus, patriarch of Antioch
512518, on the definition of Chalcedon as incompatible with the teaching of
Cyril of Alexandria. Those Eastern Christians (by no means a minority) who
had accepted Chalcedon did so believing that it endorsed Cyril’s teaching.

' Sharf (1971), pp. 19—41. For comparison with the experience of Jews elsewhere in Europe in this
period, see Toch, chapter 20 below.
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Cyrilline Chalcedonianism sought to interpret Chalcedon in the light of Cyril’s
teaching, believing (not unreasonably) that this represented the mind of the
fathers of the synod. It was based on three clarifications of the definition of the
synod: first, that the ‘one person’ of the Incarnate Christ is the second person
of the Trinity; second, consequent acceptance of the theopaschite formula,
‘One of the Trinity suffered in the flesh’; and third, agreement that one of
Cyril’s favourite ways of describing the Incarnate Christ (‘one incarnate nature
of God the Word’) was acceptable and only verbally appeared to contradict the
doctrine of one person and two natures (this phrase is the source of the term by
which the non-Chalcedonians have come to be called: ‘Monophysites’, believ-
ers in one (only) nature). Notable representatives of Cyrilline Chalcedonian-
ism included John of Caesarea (‘the Grammarian’) and Leontius of Jerusalem.
Justinian was convinced that this provided a way of reconciliation, and ata con-
ference held in Constantinople in 532 a large measure of theological agreement
was reached, the failure of the conversations being due to practical considera-
tions (about the terms for the reinstatement of non-Chalcedonian bishops).**
Thereafter Justinian resorted to persecution, thwarted by the protection given,
to the Monophysites in the palace itself, by the Empress Theodora. But he
never gave up his attempt to promote Cyrilline Chalcedonianism, which cul-
minated in the synod held in Constantinople in 553, the Fifth Ecumenical
Synod.

The Fifth Ecumenical Synod was concerned with two issues: the condemna-
tion of the so-called “Three Chapters’, and the condemnation of Origenism.?
The condemnation of the Three Chapters was part of Justinian’s attempt
to achieve reconciliation between the Orthodox and the Monophysites. The
‘Three Chapters’ were writings by three bishops who were particularly obnox-
ious to the Monophysites: Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret of Kyrrhos
and Ibas of Edessa. Theodore, who died in 428, was regarded as the inspira-
tion behind Nestorius, whose condemnation Cyril had brought about at the
Third Ecumenical Synod, held at Ephesus in 431. Theodoret and Ibas had
been condemned at the ‘Robber synod’ of Ephesus of 449, but reinstated two
years later by the Synod of Chalcedon. There was considerable resistance to
the condemnation of the Three Chapters in the West, where it was regarded as
an attempt to interfere with Chalcedon, Pope Leo’s synod. Pope Vigilius was
forcibly summoned to Constantinople, where he was held under house arrest
until he accepted the condemnation of the Three Chapters. His successors

22 Brock (1980).

» Because of the silence of the Western sources (including, crucially, the Acza, which only survive
in Latin) about the condemnation of Origenism, some scholars still maintain that Origenism was
not dealt with at the council. The arguments of Guillaumont (1962), pp. 133—6, however, seem
conclusive.
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were required to accept his action (though Pope Gregory the Great only ever
speaks of ‘four synods’). But others in the West were not so pliant: the pope was
excommunicated by bishops in North Africa and in northern Italy (the schism
between Rome and Aquileia was not healed until 700). The condemnation of
Origenism has often been regarded as a counter-balance to the condemnation
of the Three Chapters, but there seems no reason at all to believe this, as there
was nothing Monophysite about Origenism. It really belongs with Justinian’s
attack on pagan Neoplatonism, for Origen and the Origenists were regarded
as too deeply indebted to Platonism (Origen had been a disciple of Ammonius
Saccos, the master of Plotinus), and as such it was an action for which he could
count on the applause of most Christians. Such Origenist ideas, however,
remained popular among some of the more intellectually inclined monks.

All these attempts to achieve reconciliation amongst the Christians of the
Empire achieved nothing, however. Already by the time the synod met,
the schism had become irrevocable. In 542 in Constantinople Theodosius,
the exiled Monophysite patriarch of Alexandria, had consecrated Jacob Bar
‘Addai secretly bishop of Edessa for the Ghassanids, an Arab kingdom allied
to the Empire. Once ordained, Jacob set about ordaining bishops for Mono-
physite congregations throughout the East, thus providing a parallel hierarchy
to that of the Orthodox church of the Empire. Imperial attempts to crush this
rival church through persecution met with little success.

On the face of it, it looks as if Justinian’s religious policies must be accounted
a downright failure. That is true, if his endeavours are simply regarded as
attempts at healing the schism in the (especially Eastern) church. But these
endeavours can be viewed from another perspective: that of leaving the
emperor’s mark on the Orthodox church of the Empire. From that perspective
his success was real. The reception of the Synod of Chalcedon in the sixth
century took place along the lines that Justinian promoted: the Christology
of the synod was henceforth to be interpreted in the East along the lines of
Cyrilline Chalcedonianism, and a theopaschite understanding of the Incarna-
tion became accepted, with implications beyond the narrowly theological. By
the ninth century a hymn, ‘Only-begotten Son’, ascribed to Justinian, formed
a regular part of the Eucharistic Liturgy. Whether or not the literary com-
position was Justinian’s, the theopaschite theology of the hymn (‘you were
crucified, Christ God . . . being One of the Holy Trinity’) is certainly his, and
such theopaschite devotion, flanked by the development of angelology and
Mariology, found expression in the flourishing iconographic tradition of the
Eastern church.

The answer to the first question we raised earlier about seeing Justinian’s
reign in terms of a grand design would seem then to be negative, although
in the first decade of his sole rule Justinian may have entertained some such
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idea. But, to turn to the second question we raised earlier, even if the elements
of a grand design to Justinian’s reign — legal reform, reconquista, rebuilding,
prosecution of orthodoxy — had fitted together as well as it has often been
maintained they did, there are other factors in Justinian’s reign that would
have prevented any such grand design being brought to fruition.

One of these factors was the Persians. They constituted the traditional enemy
of the Roman Empire, and after a period of peace in the latter half of the fifth
century, war had broken out again, as has been noted above, in the reign of
Anastasius, which resulted in the building of the fort at Dara shortly after
s0s. It was twenty years before war broke out again between the Roman and
Persian empires, partly over Justinian’s decision to reinforce the fort at Dara.
The initial battles took place in Lazica (on the eastern coast of the Black Sea, in
modern Georgia), an important buffer zone for the Romans, both against the
barbarians north of the Caucasus and against a Persian advance through Iberia.
One of the Persian generals on this occasion, Narses, defected to the Romans
after having inflicted defeat on them. But the main part of Justinian’s first
Persian War took place in Mesopotamia, and proved to be the scene of the rise
to prominence of another of Justinian’s generals, Belisarius. The Romans held
their ground, and the war was concluded with a ‘Perpetual Peace’, negotiated
with Chosroes, who had become shah after the death of his aged father on 13
September s31. It was this peace that gave Justinian the resources for the North
African and Italian campaigns of the 530s. Chosroes was to reign for nearly
fifty years and in Persian historiography is depicted as one of the greatest of
the Sasanian shahs,* but the ‘Perpetual Peace’ negotiated at the beginning of
his reign was not typical of his relations with his western neighbour. In 540,
a territorial dispute between two Christian Arab ‘kingdoms’, the Nestorian
Lakhmids, clients of Persia, and the Monophysite Ghassanids, clients of the
Roman Empire, provided an opportunity for Chosroes to respond to pleas from
Witigis, the hard-pressed Ostrogothic king of Italy, and from the Armenians,
suffering from their incorporation into the Roman Empire as a result of the
Perpetual Peace, and invade the Roman Empire. The war was fought on several
fronts — in Syria, Mesopotamia and Lazica — and Antioch was seized by the
Persians. A truce was called in 545, but there was still fighting in Lazica until
557. In 561 a peace was negotiated, restoring the status quo, which was to last
for fifty years, during which period the Romans agreed to pay tribute at the
rate of 30,000 golden nomismata a year.” Persia had once again become a force
to reckon with, and was to remain so, until it, and a good deal of the Roman
Empire itself, succumbed to the Arabs in the seventh century.

>4 See R. N. Frye in the Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 11 (1).
* Menander, frag. 6, 1, ed. Blockley.
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Persia clearly represents a factor constituting a hindrance to the success of
any initiatives undertaken by the emperor Justinian. Another factor restrict-
ing his plans, much more difficult to assess, is the effect of natural disasters
and changes in climate. The chronicles give a vivid picture of recurrent earth-
quake, famine and plague, as well as events recorded as harbingers of disaster,
such as eclipses and comets. Malalas, for instance, records ten examples of
Justinian making grants for the reconstruction of cities devastated by war or
natural disaster.?® Recent studies®” suggest that the early years of Justinian’s
reign indeed saw extreme climatic conditions, the causes of which are not yet
determined: the years §36—537 saw what is called a ‘dust-veil’ phenomenon,
recorded in the chronicles as a kind of perpetual solar eclipse. One can only
speculate about the impact of such phenomena, but it is hard not to think
that they led to the disruption of traditional patterns, and a growing sense of
insecurity, not to mention the drain on finite resources caused by the need for
reconstruction. It is in this context that there occurred the Nika riot of 532,
where tension between the circus factions, the Blues and the Greens, erupted
in a riot, in which the emperor Justinian was nearly toppled, and much of
the palace area, including the churches of Hagia Sophia and Hagia Eirene,
was destroyed by fire. Popular anger against resented officials was appeased by
the dismissal of the city prefect Eudaemon, the quaestor Tribonian, and the
praetorian prefect John of Cappadocia. The riot continued for several days,
and was only quelled in the end by the massacre of 30,000 people, trapped in
the hippodrome, acclaiming as emperor the unfortunate Hypatios, a general
and one of emperor Anastasius’ nephews, who was afterwards executed as a
usurper.

The reaction of some Christians, at any rate, to the whole sequence of
disasters is captured in the kontakion Romanos the Melodist composed ‘On
Earthquakes and Fires’ (a konzakion is a verse sermon that formed part of the
sung vigil, one of the popular services in non-monastic churches). Romanos
wrote and performed this konzakion one Lent during the period when the
Great Church of Hagia Sophia was being rebuilt (i.e., between February 532
and 27 December 537). It is a call to repentance after three disasters that
represent three ‘blows’ by God against sinful humanity: earthquakes (between
s26and 530, several earthquakes are recorded in Constantinople and elsewhere),
drought (recorded in Constantinople in September 530), and finally the Nika
riot itself in January 532.2® These repeated blows were necessary because of the
heedlessness of the people. Repentance and pleas for mercy began, Romanos
makes clear, with the emperor and his consort, Theodora:

26 Scott (1996), p. 25, n. 37. *7 Farquharson (1996); Koder (1996).
2 For this analysis see Koder (1996), pp. 275-6.
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Those who feared God stretched out their hands to him,
Beseeching him for mercy and the end of disasters,

And along with them, as was fitting, the ruler prayed too,
Looking up to the Creator, and with him his wife,

‘Grant to me, Saviour,” he cried, ‘as to your David

To conquer Goliath, for I hope in you.

Save your faithful people in your mercy,

And grant to them

Eternal Life.

When God heard the sound of those who cried out and also of the
rulers,
He granted his tender pity to the city . . .»

The rebuilt city, and especially the Great Church, is a sign of both the care
of the Emperor and the mercy of God:

In a short time they [the rulers] raised up the whole city

So that all the hardships of those who had suffered were forgotten.
The very structure of the church

Was erected with such excellence

As to imitate heaven, the divine throne,

Which indeed offers

Eternal Life.?°

This confirms the picture of recurrent adversity, found in the chroniclers
and (it is argued) supported by astronomical and archaeological evidence. But
also it indicates the way in which religion attempted to meet the need of those
who suffered — a way that evoked and reinforced the Byzantine world-view of a
cosmos ruled by God, and the oikoumene ruled, on his behalf, by the emperor.
But a study of the kontakia of Romanos reveals, too, the convergence of the
public (and imperial) apparatus of religion and private recourse to the Incarnate
Christ and the Mother of God and the saints, as well as the importance of the
relic of the True Cross, and the relics of the saints, as touchstones, as it were,
of divine grace. It is in the sixth century, too, that we begin to find increasing
evidence of the popularity — at both public and private levels — of devotion
to the Mother of God, and of religious art (‘icons’) as mediating between the
divine realm, consisting of God and his court of angels and saints, and the
human realm, desperately in need of the grace that flows from that divine
realm: icons become both objects of prayer and veneration, and a physical
source of healing and reassurance.

» Romanos, Kontakion s4, stanzas 18-19: ed. Maas and Trypanis, pp. 468ff. Translation, somewhat
revised, Carpenter, vol. 11, pp. 24sft.
3© Romanos, Kontakion 54, stanza 23: ed. Maas and Trypanis, pp. 470-1. Translation, Carpenter, vol. 11,

p- 247.
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But if the 530s saw widespread alarm caused by natural and human disasters,
the 540s saw the beginning of an epidemic of bubonic plague that was to last
for somewhat more than two centuries. According to Procopius, it originated
in Egypt, but it seems very likely that it travelled from the East along trade
routes, perhaps the silk route. It appeared in Constantinople in spring 542, and
had reached Antioch and Syria later in the same year. Huge numbers died: in
Constantinople it has been calculated thataround 250,000 people died, perhaps
a little more than half the population. Few who caught the disease survived
(this few seems to have included Justinian himself), and those that died did so
quickly, within two or three days. Thereafter the plague seems to have declined
somewhat in virulence, but according to Evagrius, the church historian, there
was severe loss of life in the years 553/4, 568/9 and 583/4. Historians disagree
about the probable effect of the plague on the economic life of the Eastern
Empire: some® take its impact seriously, others, following a similar revision
in the estimate of the effects of the Black Death in the fourteenth century,’*
think that the effect of the plague has been exaggerated.?

In the final months of his life, Justinian himself fell into heresy, the so-called
‘Julianist’ heresy of aphthartodocetism, an extreme form of Monophysitism
named after Julian, bishop of Halikarnassos (d. ¢.527), which he promulgated
by an edict. This is stated by Theophanes and by Eustratios, in his Life of
Eutychios, the patriarch of Constantinople, who was deposed for refusing to
accept Justinian’s new-found religious inclination, and is generally accepted by
historians. It has, however, been questioned by theologians, who cite evidence
for Justinian’s continued adherence to a Christology of two natures, together
with evidence that he was continuing to seck reconciliation between divided
Christians, not only with the ‘Julianists’ themselves, which might indeed have
led to Orthodox suspicion of Julianism on Justinian’s part, but also with the
so-called Nestorians of Persia. The question is complex, but seems to be open.’*

Justinian died childless on 14 November 565. The succession had been left
open. One of his three nephews, called Justin, who had long occupied the
minor post of cura palatii, but who was, perhaps more significantly, married
to Sophia, one of Theodora’s nieces, secured election by the Senate and suc-
ceeded his uncle. The only serious contender, a second cousin of Justinian’s
also called Justin, one of the magistri militum, was despatched to Alexandria
and murdered, it is said at the instigation of Sophia. Justin II continued (or
reinstated) Justinian’s policy of religious orthodoxy, though earlier he (or at
least his wife, Sophia) had inclined to Monophysitism. In renewing his uncle’s
religious policy, he restored religious harmony between East and West, and
affirmed this shared orthodoxy by the gift of a splendid enamelled crucifix

3" Patlagean (1977). 32 See, for example, J. Hatcher (1994), pp. 3-35.
33 Whittow (1996), pp. 66-8. 34 See the discussion in Grillmeier (1995), pp. 467—73.



112 ANDREW LOUTH

containing a relic of the True Cross, given to the Frankish queen Radegund,
which inspired the greatest Latin hymns in honour of the cross, Venantius
Fortunatus’ Pange Lingua and Vexilla Regis. But at the same time he sought
reconciliation with the Monophysites. This attempt at reconciliation ended in
572, with the Monophysites’ rejection of Justin’s so-called ‘second Henotikon’;
this rejection resulted in the persecution of the Monophysites recorded by John
of Ephesus in his Church History.

Buct Justin is mainly remembered for his arrogant foreign policy, which, by
refusing the maintenance of alliances with barbarian tribes, not least the Avars,
and the preservation of peace with Persia, immensely weakened the position of
the Empire. Throughout the century, the Romans had been concerned for the
security of the Danube frontier. Both Anastasius and Justinian invested a good
deal in the building of a line of forts and the fortification of the cities close to
the frontier. In addition to this, Justinian established alliances with various of
the barbarian groups — with the Antae (nomadic people of unknown origin,
who soon vanish from our sources) in around 545, and with the Avars in 558 —
and used them to check other barbarian tribes north of the Danube. Another
group of barbarians, which proved a constant concern, was the Slavs, who by the
middle of the sixth century were established on the north bank of the Danube,
from which they made raids across the Danube into Byzantine territory. From
around 560 they began to winter on Byzantine territory. Within a few days of
Justin’s accession, an embassy arrived from the Avars, requesting the tribute
they had been accustomed to receive from Justinian in return (as they said) for
not invading the Empire and even defending it against other barbarians. Justin
haughtily rebuffed them. But as the Avars were more concerned with the Franks
at this stage, Justin’s action provoked no immediate response from them. Two
years later, Justin was able to benefit from war between the barbarians: when
the Lombards and the Avars formed an alliance together to crush the Gepids,
another barbarian group who occupied Pannonia Secunda and held the city of
Sirmium, he was able to seize Sirmium, and held on to it in the war with the
Avars that followed. The fall of the Gepids had further consequences for the
Empire, for the Lombards, who were occupying the borders of Noricum, now
had the Avars as immediate neighbours. To avoid this they migrated south and
invaded northern Italy, with which many of them were familiar, having been
there as allies of Narses in 552.3° Under their king, Alboin, they took most of
Venetia in 568, and the following year most of Liguria, including Milan. Pavia
(Ticinum) offered more resistance, until it too fell to the Lombards in 572.

Elsewhere barbarians made inroads on the Empire. Moorish revolts in North
Africa caused the death of a praetorian prefect in 569 and two magistri militum
in the two following years. In Spain, the Visigoths attacked the Byzantines,

35 On this see Cameron (1976). 3¢ Cf. Moorhead, chapter 6 below.
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taking Asidona in §71 and Cérdoba in 572.7 The year 572 would not, there-
fore, have seemed a propitious one to provoke the Persians, but in that year
Justin refused the first annual tribute under the Fifty-Year Peace negotiated by
Justinian (having evidently paid the three-year tribute due in 568). The Churis-
tians of Persian Armenia had risen in revolt against the attempts by Chosroes to
impose Zoroastrianism on them and appealed to Justin, who not only refused
the tribute due in 572, but also threatened to invade Persia and depose Chosroes
if he persisted in his attempts to turn the Armenians from Christianity. The
Armenian revolt was successful, and they were joined by the Iberian kingdom.
Justin ordered an invasion of Persia. His cousin, Marcian, appointed magister
militum per Orientem, in 572 attacked Arzanene, on the southern border of
Persian Armenia, and the next year attacked Nisibis. Once the Persians had
overcome their surprise at the Roman attack, their response was devastating:
they invaded Syria and took Apamea, and then went on not only to relieve
Nisibis, but to besiege and capture the fortress of Dara. The news of the fall
of Dara drove Justin mad, and his consort Sophia took the reins of power.
She negotiated a truce of one year with the Persians for which the Romans
paid 45,000 nomismata (half as much again as had been due); this was later
extended to five years, at the old rate of 30,000 nomismata a year. But Sophia
could not, as a woman, rule as regent herself, and in December 574 she per-
suaded Justin to make Tiberius, the Count of the Excubitors, Caesar. Although
Justin lived until 578, in the interim government was in the hands of Sophia
and Tiberius. Sophia is, in fact, a somewhat neglected Byzantine empress. Far
less famous than her aunt Theodora, but unlike her aunt she played a direct
role in Byzantine politics, securing the succession of her husband, and the suc-
cession of Tiberius, whom she vainly hoped to make her second husband. She
is the first empress to appear on Byzantine coins together with her husband.**
Theophanes the Confessor, who clearly disliked women with pretensions to
power, paints an ugly picture of Sophia and her meddling in imperial matters,
as he did of Eirene, the first Byzantine empress to rule in her own name. It
may be significant that he has comparatively little to say about Theodora.
Tiberius became emperor in 578, but by then had already effectively been
governing for four years. In many respects he was the reverse of his predecessor:
whereas Justin was financially cautious to the point of being regarded as miserly,
but militarily ambitious, Tiberius bought popularity by reducing taxes, but in
military matters exercised caution. He also called a halt to the persecution of
the Monophysites, on which Justin had embarked. Tiberius quickly realized
that the Empire did not have the resources to engage with its enemies on all
fronts. He thus secured the support of the Avars on the Danube frontier by

37 Cf. Barbero and Loring, chapter 7 below. 38 For Sophia, see Cameron (1975).



114 ANDREW LOUTH

paying them tribute of 80,000 nomismata a year: this secured not just quiet
from hostilities, but Avar support against the Slavs, whose homeland on the
banks of the Danube was devastated by Avar cavalry, with Byzantine support.
This truce with the Avars did not, however, last for long. In 580 they attacked
Sirmium, and in 82 after a long siege the city was ceded to the Avars by an
agreement in accordance with which the garrison and population were allowed
to evacuate to Roman territory in return for a payment of 240,000 nomismata,
the tribute not paid since the Avar attack. During the siege of Sirmium, many
Slavs crossed the Danube and invaded Thrace, Macedonia and Greece: they
were eventually to settle throughout the Balkans, though there is no evidence
for Slav settlements (called Sklaviniai by the Byzantines) until the next century.
But the attempt to buy off the Avars and secure peace on the Danube frontier
was to enable Tiberius to concentrate on the Persian frontier, where again
his aims seem to have been modest: to build up enough strength to secure
again the peace that had been broken by Justin. The one-year truce negotiated
by Sophia needed to be extended, but the five-year truce that had later been
negotiated seemed to Tiberius too long. On his accession as Caesar this truce
was set at three years, on the understanding that in the meantime envoys would
seek to establish a more enduring peace. At the end of the extended truce, the
Byzantine army in the East, led by Maurice, who had succeeded Tiberius as
Count of the Excubitors on his becoming Caesar, was now in a position to
make inroads on the Persians, and had occupied Arzanene. Negotiations were
proceeding for a peace that would restore to the Byzantines the fortress of
Dara, but in the course of the negotiations, in 579, Chosroes died. His son
Hormisdas, who succeeded him, broke off the negotiations, and war continued.
In August 582, Tiberius himself died, having crowned Maurice Augustus the
previous day.

Maurice was an effective general, who had already achieved military success
under Tiberius before becoming emperor himself. Even if he is not the author of
the military treatise called the Strategikon, the attribution to him of this treatise
is not inappropriate. For it certainly reflects Byzantine military practice of the
late sixth century, with its stress on the importance of cavalry in warfare, and it
seems to envisage campaigns against Avars and Antae, which again reflects the
reality of late sixth-century Byzantine warfare. Like his predecessor, Maurice
concentrated his military effort, to begin with, on the Persian front, and sought
to deal with the other threats to the Empire by diplomacy and tribute. At the
beginning of his reign, he paid the Frankish king Childebert to attack the
Lombards in northern Italy, which he did in §84 securing the submission of
the Lombard dukes. This was repeated in 588 and 589. On the Danube frontier,
Maurice had less success. Two years after his accession, the Avars demanded
an increase in their tribute from 80,000 to 100,000 nomismata. On Maurice’s
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refusal, they seized Singidunum (modern Belgrade) and attacked other cities
in the region around. To recover Singidunum and secure peace, Maurice had
to pay the extra 20,000 nomismata. But the Avars soon allowed the Slavs to
overrun and ravage Thrace; they reached Adrianople and the Long Wall before
they were driven back. After that the Avars themselves crossed the Danube and
made for Constantinople. They crossed the Haemus mountains, having easily
defeated a Byzantine force of 10,000 sent against them, invaded Thrace and
besieged Adrianople; they were only defeated by Droctulf, a Lombard duke,
who came to the service of the Empire. In the same year (586) Thessalonica
was besieged by the Slavs, and was only saved, so the people of Thessalonica
believed, by the intercession of their patron saint, Demetrios.®

On the Persian front the war dragged on inconclusively. There was a mutiny
in the army when Maurice, to alleviate the drain on the treasury, attempted
to cut their pay by a quarter. In 590 Martyropolis, in Arzanene, was taken
by the Persians. The following year saw a dramatic change of fortune. The
Persian shah, Hormisdas, was killed in a rebellion led by one of his satraps,
Bahram. His son Chosroes fled to the Byzantines and with their help crushed
Bahram’s rebellion and secured the Persian throne. In return for the help of
the Byzantine emperor, Chosroes gave up his claim to Armenia and Arzanene,
and restored Martyropolis and Dara to the Empire. After twenty years, there
was again peace between the Byzantine and Persian empires. Maurice now
turned his attention to the Danube frontier. In 592 the khagan of the Avars
demanded an increase in the tribute paid him, and with the troops transferred
from the now quiet eastern front, Maurice responded by confronting the Avars.
The siege of Singidunum was relieved; nevertheless the Avars invaded Thrace,
but abruptly left under the delusion that their homeland in Pannonia was
in danger (Theophylact presents this as a cunning Byzantine ruse, but the
twelfth-century Syriac chronicler Michael the Syrian invokes fear of a Turkish
threat to their homeland).#® But the real object of Maurice’s military policy
seems to have been the Slavs: in the interests both of preserving resources and
of effective military strategy, Maurice ordered the Byzantine troops to engage
with the Slavs in their settlements north of the Danube. The army, accustomed
to rest during winter, threatened to mutiny. The next year another measure,
intended both to increase efficiency and to save money, was introduced: instead
of receiving cash allowances for their equipment, they were to be issued directly
with their military equipment. This was deeply unpopular. The Avars made
further attacks, being rebuffed in their attack on Singidunum and Dalmatia

3 Lemerle (1979, 1981). On the emergence of the Slavs in the Byzantine sources, see Kobylinski,
chapter 19 below.
40 The History of Theophylact Simocatta, ed. L. M. Whitby and M. Whitby, p. 166, n. 33.
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in 598, and failing to take Tomi on the Scythian coast of the Black Sea in 599.
Later they threatened Constantinople itself, but an epidemic of plague in the
Avar camp led the khagan to withdraw and agree a treaty in which the Danube
was recognised as the frontier. Maurice quickly revoked the treaty and in 600
the Byzantine army defeated the Avars. The next year was quiet, but in 602 the
Byzantines made successful attacks on the Slavs north of the Danube. Maurice
gave orders that the army should engage in a winter campaign in Slav territory.
This time there was open mutiny; the commander of the army fled, and under
a new commander called Phokas the troops advanced on Constantinople.
Maurice, who had made himself unpopular with his economies, found himself
defenceless in the capital. After a bungled attempt to seize his son’s father-in-
law, Germanus, to whom the troops had offered the crown, Maurice found
himself facing a popular riot in which the palace of the Practorian Prefect of
the East was burned down. Maurice fled, and Phokas was proclaimed emperor
on 23 November 602. A few days later Maurice was executed, after his sons
had been slain before his eyes. The death of Maurice and the accession of the
usurper Phokas left the Empire in a fragile state: civil war weakened the Empire
within, and external enemies took advantage of the weakness thus revealed. As
the seventh century advanced, matters appeared very black indeed.

At the end of the sixth century the Eastern Roman Empire was, as we know
with hindsight, on the brink of dramatic transformation: the rise of Arab power
would rob it of its eastern and southern provinces; the settlement of the Slavs
in the Balkan peninsula would deprive the Eastern Empire of those provinces
and isolate New Rome from old Rome; the last vestiges of a traditional city-
based society seem to have crumbled in an Empire now barely capable of
defending its capital, or regenerating itself after natural disaster or epidemic.
It is difficult not to see seeds of all this, as we survey the history of the sixth
century. The idea of an Orthodox Christian empire did cause both divisions
between Christians in the East, and tensions between the increasingly Greek
Christianity of the Empire and the Latin Christianity of Rome and the West;
the public spaces of the city ceased to be used, and were left to decay or be
encroached on by more private activities. Although all this is true, to think in
terms of decline is to look at only part of the picture. The public life of the
cities may have declined, but it yielded to the demands of the Christian church
for space for its activities: increasingly the urban rituals that expressed what
sense of civic identity survived became Christian rituals. The church buildings
themselves became increasingly important as public places, and moved from
the urban periphery to dominate the centre, while the episcopal offices grew in
size, in parallel with the developing role of the bishop. The growth in devotion
to icons (for which our evidence increases dramatically in the latter half of
the sixth century) has been plausibly attributed to ‘the continuing needs of
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the ancient city’.# Such Christianisation is neither a vampirish corollary of
‘decline’ nor evidence of the success of Christian ‘mission’: it is rather evidence
for change, which needs to be evaluated in its own terms. What was taking
place at the level of the city had a parallel in (and may have been inspired by)
transformation of imperial ritual. In the latter part of the century, we see a
growing tendency to underwrite the imperial structures of authority by appeal
to Christian symbols: the court of the emperor is presented as reflecting the
heavenly court; Constantine’s labarum is joined by icons of Christ and his
Virgin Mother.#* If this transformed society was to come close to disaster in
the seventh century, it is also true that it contained the seeds of survival and
renewal, but what survived was a significantly different society from what the
East Roman Empire had been at the beginning of the sixth century.

4 Brown (1973), p. 21. 4> For this interpretation see Cameron (1979).



CHAPTER §

THE BYZANTINES IN THE WEST IN
THE SIXTH CENTURY

John Moorhead

THE CONTINUING UNITY OF THE POST-ROMAN WORLD

Throughout the political history of western Europe, there have been few periods
of such dramatic change as the fifth century. In 400 the borders of the Roman
Empire in the West, by then distinct from the Empire in the East which was
governed from Constantinople, stood reasonably firm. They encompassed all
of Europe south of the Antonine Wall in Britain and the Rhine and the Danube
rivers on the continent, extending eastwards of the confluence of the latter river
with the Drava, as well as a band of territory along the African coast which
extended two thirds of the way from the Straits of Gibraltar to the Nile. But
within a hundred years this mighty entity had ceased to east. North Africa had
been occupied by groups known as Vandals and Alans, Spain by Visigoths and
Sueves, and Gaul by Visigoths, Franks and Burgundians. The Romans had
withdrawn from Britain early in the century, leaving it exposed to attacks from
the Irish, Picts and Anglo-Saxons, while in Italy the last emperor, Romulus
Augustulus, was deposed in 476 by a military commander, Odovacer. The
supplanter of Romulus was himself deposed and murdered in 493 by Theoderic
the Ostrogoth, who established a powerful kingdom based on Italy. While the
Empire had weathered the storms of the fifth century largely unscathed in the
East, in the West it had simply ceased to exist. Western Europe, one might
be excused for thinking, had moved decisively into a post-Roman period, and
the Middle Ages had begun.

However dramatic these events may have been, they did not constitute a
definitive parting of the ways between the post-Roman West and what we may
now call the Byzantine East. Long-distance trade continued throughout the
Mediterranean and beyond, as research on African pots found over a wide area
is increasingly making clear." In the year 500, consuls were being appointed

! See Loseby, chapter 22 below.
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for the West, and when, a few decades later, the western consulship lapsed,
there were still people in the West who dated documents with reference
to the eastern consuls who continued to be appointed. The Mediterranean
was traversed by diplomats, such as a legate of Theoderic who made twenty-
five trips from Italy to Spain, Gaul, Africa and Constantinople, and members
of the intelligentsia. The West was awash with doctors from the East, among
them Anthimus, who lived in Italy and wrote a fascinating book on diet for
a Frankish king in which he recommended the use of such foods as leavened
bread, beer and mead made with plenty of honey. Another Eastern doctor was
Alexander of Tralles, the brother of the well-known architect Anthemius, who
practised medicine in Rome and whose Therapeutica was translated into Latin
in the sixth century.” On the other hand Priscian, who was probably an African,
was in Constantinople when he wrote what were to become standard works
on Latin grammar;? we know that Africans in Constantinople were renowned
for their Latin accent but reviled for their poor Greek. Latin manuscripts were
copied in Constantinople and Greek ones in Ravenna, the Gothic capital in
Italy. Furthermore, despite the advent of new holders of power in the West, the
new rulers there were keen to represent themselves as in some way subservient to
the Roman emperors who still ruled in Constantinople. Theoderic the Ostro-
goth wrote to the emperor Anastasius that ‘our kingdom is an imitation of
yours . . . a copy of the only Empire’, and Sigismund the Burgundian informed
him that, while he gave the appearance of ruling his people, he believed
himself to be merely the soldier of the emperor.* In these and many other
respects, the post-Roman West remained firmly a part of the Roman world.

THE SUCCESSOR STATES IN THE WEST

Nevertheless, there had been changes, and seen from Constantinople the polit-
ical situation of the West in 500 cannot have given cause for joy. In the midst
of the other problems, both internal and external, with which the emperors
of the East had to deal in the fifth century, developments in the West had not
passed unnoticed. The last decade of the life of the Western Empire had seen
the despatch of new emperors and armies to the West, and the deposition of
the last emperor in 476 was recorded by Byzantine authors of the sixth century
in terms which suggest they saw it as marking a major change: according to
the chronicle of Marcellinus Comes, Rome had been founded 709 years before
Octavian Augustus held power, and he had died 522 years before it perished

> Alexander of Tralles, Therapeutica, ed. T. Puschmann.
3 Priscian, Grammatici Latini, ed. H. Keil.
4 Theoderic in Cassiodorus, Variae 1.1.3; Sigismund in Avitus of Vienne, Ep. 93.
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in 476 Constantinople became a centre for refugees who fled the western
kingdoms. African Catholics, such as a widely reported group of people who
miraculously found themselves able to speak after King Huneric had ordered
that their tongues be cut out, were prominent among these. There were also
people from Italy who were said, early in the sixth century, to have received
a warm welcome at the court of the emperor Anastasius (491-518), and in
one of his works the grammarian Priscian expressed the hope that Rome and
Constantinople would both come to be under the emperor.® Indeed, emperors
who had traditionally had pretensions to rule over the whole known world
could not have looked with complaisance on the loss of the western provinces,
which constituted the greater part of the territory over which their predecessors
had ruled.

When the Byzantines looked towards the West they saw a world dominated
by the Mediterranean, and by the year 500 almost all of that part of its coastline
which had formerly been within the Western Empire was under the control of
three kingdoms. The Vandals had occupied the bulk of the Roman provinces
of Africa, and proved stern rulers, whose expropriation of the land-owning
class and persecution of Catholics made them unpopular. Making use of their
powerful navy they sacked Rome in 455 and they withstood major Byzantine
attacks in 460 and 468. They faced two other kingdoms on the opposite
shores of the sea. The Visigoths, originally settled as Roman foederati around
Toulouse, had gradually gained control of most of Gaul south of the Loire and
begun moving into Spain, while Italy and some adjacent lands were under the
control of the Ostrogoths.” They had made their way there in accordance with
an agreement concluded with the emperor Zeno, whose successor, Anastasius,
in 497, sent back to Italy the ornaments of the palace, which Odovacer had
transmitted to Constantinople after deposing Romulus Augustulus. But this
degree of recognition does not imply that the Byzantines were happy to accept
the Ostrogothic state.

The Vandals, Visigoths and Ostrogoths had far more in common than pos-
sessing adjacent kingdoms around the Mediterranean. They were all Arian
Christians, adherents of a heresy which denied that the Father and the Son
were of one substance as taught by the Council of Nicaea (325), a circum-
stance which marked them off from both the Byzantines and the great mass
of the people amongst whom they settled. The Byzantines, regarding them as
speaking the one language and looking the same, saw them, along with the
Gepids, as nations that could be distinguished only by their names.® They

5 Marcellinus comes, Chronicon s.a. 476, 11. ¢ Priscian, De Laude Anastasii Imperatori, 242~7, 265.

7 See on the Vandals, Courtois (1955); on the Goths, Wolfram (1988) and Heather (1991). On the
kingdom of Toulouse, Barbero and Loring, chapter 7 below.

8 Procopius, Bellum Vandalicum 1.2.2-s.
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were connected by a system of marriage alliances: one of Theoderic’s daugh-
ters had married the Visigothic king Alaric and his sister married the Vandal
king Thrasamund, establishing a web of relationships which may have been
anti-Byzantine in purpose.

Of these three states, that of the Ostrogoths was by far the most danger-
ous. To the east it included Dalmatia, which gave it a border with the Empire
hundreds of kilometres long, and even if the sovereign of Italy had no expan-
sionist designs in the East he was well placed to influence developments there
in turbulent times. So it was that a Byzantine rebel had sought the help of
Odovacer in 486, a circumstance which may have helped prompt the dispatch
of the Ostrogoths to Italy shortly afterwards, and when the magister militum
Vitalian rebelled against Anastasius towards the end of this emperor’s reign he
was believed to have sought the assistance of Theoderic. Some decades earlier,
before he came to Italy, Theoderic had intervened when a rebellion threatened
to unseat the emperor Zeno. The grateful emperor subsequently rewarded
him with a consulship, and early in the sixth century an Italian author, appar-
ently referring to these events, spoke of Theoderic as having bestowed the
diadem on Zeno and compelled his love, with the implication of his being
superior to the emperor.? It was a perspective unlikely to have been popular
in Constantinople. If this were not enough, in 504 one of Theoderic’s generals
gained control of Sirmium, a city in Pannonia formerly part of the Eastern
Empire. The Ostrogoths kept it as their own possession and went so far as
to advance further into imperial territory. Following an important defeat the
Visigoths suffered at the hands of the Franks in 507, Theoderic ruled their
kingdom as well as that of the Ostrogoths. Constantinople had reason to look
with fear on the mighty state of the Ostrogoths, in particular, among the states
that had emerged around the Mediterranean.

These, however, were not the only successor states to the Empire in the West.
To the north were territories that had come under the control of other peoples,
in particular Franks and Burgundians, whom the Byzantines distinguished
from the Goths by calling them ‘Germans’, a shorthand way of indicating
that they had come from the lands east of the Rhine, which the Romans had
failed to conquer. Like the Goths, they had found homes within the borders
of the old Empire, and they had been integrated into the system of alliances
set up by Theoderic, he himself having married the sister of Clovis, the king
of the Franks, and one of his daughters having married Sigismund, the heir to
the Burgundian throne. But by the end of the fifth century Clovis had been
converted to Catholicism, and whatever his motives may have been in taking

2 Ennodius, Panegyricus regi Theodorico, Opera cCLvIiL.203—14, at 14, pp. 211-12; on the interpretation,
MacCormack (1981), p. 230.
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this step it is clear that he saw himself as having come to adhere to the religion
of the emperor. Catholic influence was also strong at the Burgundian court,
where Sigismund, the heir to the throne, was converted. More importantly,
the impact of the Frankish and Burgundian intruders on the Roman world
as seen from Constantinople would have seemed less than that of the Goths
and Vandals, and their capacity to harm imperial interests was slight. Indeed,
with judicious encouragement they could be made to serve imperial policy, and
according to a strange story told in a seventh-century text, the Frankish king
Childeric (c.463—482) had gone to Constantinople and asked the emperor to
allow him to go to Gaul as the emperor’s servant.”® Hence it was not surprising
that, at the time of conflict between the Franks under Clovis, who enjoyed
the support of the Burgundians, and the Visigoths and Ostrogoths, which
broke out in 507, the emperor Anastasius intervened on behalf of the Franks.
He dispatched a fleet which ravaged part of the coast of Italy and prevented
Theoderic from intervening in Gaul as early as he would have wished, and he
also made Clovis an honorary consul.

It is therefore clear that Constantinople viewed the West in a differenti-
ated way. The Mediterranean lands were occupied by powers that threatened
Byzantine interests, but it was sometimes within the power of the Empire to act
so as to destabilise its enemies. The last years of Theoderic were disfigured by
charges of treacherous correspondence with the emperor, which were levelled
against a group of senators, and what may have been overreaction to reports
that Arians were being persecuted in the East. The two issues were recurrent
in the history of the Gothic and Vandal states. The Vandal king Huneric had
been concerned at the possibility of Catholic clergy sending letters about the
succession to the throne overseas, presumably to the Empire, and at one time
Theoderic acted to prevent correspondence from Burgundy from reaching the
emperor. The Vandals also felt that religious persecution was a tool that could
be employed for reasons of diplomacy. The position of the emperor vis-a-vis
Catholics in the West had been strengthened by the healing in 519 of the
Acacian schism, which had divided the churches of Rome and Constantinople
since 484." The last years of Theoderic therefore manifested some of the ten-
sions implicit in the relationship between Constantinople and the successor
states to the Empire around the western Mediterranean. To the north, on the
other hand, were powers from whom good could be expected. It was a basic
distinction, and its application became clear during the military ventures of
the emperor Justinian (527-565).

1° Fredegar, Chronica m1.11, ed. Krusch, pp. 95—7; the story gains in plausibility if we take the name of
the emperor which is supplied, Maurice, to have been a slip for Marcian.
" See Louth, chapter 4 above.
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THE VANDAL WAR

On 19 May 530, the Vandal king Hilderic was deposed by another member of
the royal family, Gelimer. Hilderic had enjoyed close relations with Justinian,
who was therefore presented with an excellent opportunity to make war on
the Vandals. The deposition of his ally was, however, merely a pretext for the
emperor’s intervention. A later African writer attributed his decision to invade
Africa to a vision of a martyred African bishop, while a passage in the Codex
Justinianus of 534, which may well have been written by the emperor himself
and not his chancery, is eloquent as to the persecution of Catholics by the
Vandals. It describes the sufferings they endured in language reminiscent of
the account written by an African writer, Victor of Vita, in the 480s, and we
have no reason to doubt that Justinian’s invasion, like so many of his activities
early in his reign, was motivated by religion rather than by any ideology of
imperial renewal.”* We are told that the plan to invade Africa was opposed by
his advisers, but the imperial will was not to be trifled with, especially when
a bishop reported a vision in which success was promised, and in 532 a peace
was concluded with Persia that enabled resources to be directed towards the
West. Justinian prepared a force which put to sea at about the summer solstice
in §33, under the command of Belisarius, a general whose recent activities had
included campaigning against the Persians and putting down a rebellion in
Constantinople; the religious nature of the enterprise was highlighted as the
patriarch prayed over Belisarius’ ship and placed on one of the vessels a soldier
who had recently been baptised.

We can follow the Vandal war in some detail, the account written by Belis-
arius’ legal assistant, Procopius, being that of an eyewitness. The arrival of the
Byzantine forces in Africa occurred in excellent circumstances, for Gelimer,
unaware of their approach, had sent part of his forces to Sardinia. The invaders
landed unopposed south of Carthage at Caputvada (Ras Kapoudra), whence
they proceeded towards the capital, Carthage. They kept close to the shore as far
as Grasse, where they turned inland and marched to Decimum, some 15 kilo-
metres outside Carthage. Here Gelimer met them, but after a short encounter
he fled, and two days later, on 15 September, the Roman army marched into
Carthage. Belisarius dined on food that had been prepared for Gelimer, while
his soldiers, behaving with remarkable restraint, are said to have bought food in
the market. Gelimer summoned forces from Sardinia, but at the battle of Tri-
camarium, 30 kilometres outside Carthage, the Vandal army was again turned
to flight, and Gelimer took up residence among the Berbers on a mountain
where he consoled himself by composing sad verses before surrendering,.

> Visions of martyr: Victor of Tunnuna, Chronica s.a. 534, 11. Persecution of Catholics: Codex
Justinianus 1.27.1. Louth shares the same view of Justinian’s motives, chapter 4 above.
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Having quickly gained control of Sardinia, Corsica, the Balearic Islands and
Septem (Ceuta), a fort adjacent to the Straits of Gibraltar, Belisarius returned
to Constantinople with booty which included the treasures of the Jews that
Titus had taken from Jerusalem to Rome in the first century and which the
Vandals in turn had taken to Africa in 455. The victorious general paraded
through the streets of Constantinople in triumph, and both he and Gelimer
made proskynesis, a physical act of reverence, before Justinian. The defeated
king was provided with estates in Galatia, and Belisarius went on to hold
a consulship in 5355 the largesse he distributed included spoils won on this
campaign. Justinian saw to the making of gold plates that depicted the history
of his triumphs and legislated for the return of property the Vandals had taken
from its rightful owners. In a matter of months the kingdom of the Vandals
that had seemed so strong had collapsed, and Africa found itself governed by
a praetorian prefect appointed by the emperor. We have no reason to doubt
that its inhabitants approved of these developments.

Nevertheless, there was still fighting to be done. The nomadic Berbers had
been pressing increasingly on the Vandal kingdom, and they were to pose a
major problem to Byzantine Africa, for their practice of lightly armed and
mobile combat made them difficult opponents for the Byzantine cavalry.
A series of fortifications was quickly erected to deal with them, of which
the impressive ruins at 7hamugadi (Timgad) still stand, with walls averaging
2.5 metres in thickness and rising to over 15 metres in height. Archaeological
and literary evidence both indicate that, contrary to Justinian’s expectation,
the Byzantines never succeeded in occupying all the territory held in Roman
times, but the number and extent of the defences they erected makes it clear
they planned to stay in Africa. There were also internal troubles, for many of
Belisarius soldiers had married Vandal women, only to see the property they
hoped to gain through their wives threatened by Justinian’s legislation for the
return of property held by Vandals. They mutinied in 535, and more seriously
in 544, after the magister militum and praetorian prefect Solomon had been
killed fighting the Berbers. But the ringleader of the rebels was murdered in
546 and towards the end of that year a new general, the energetic John Trogly-
tus, arrived. An expedition led by him in the spring of 548 was crowned with
success, and Africa knew peace.

THE GOTHIC WAR — EARLY SUCCESSES

Justinian can only have been delighted at Belisarius’ triumph in 533, and his
thoughts naturally turned to a more ambitious project. Imperial legislation
of April 535 referred to the recovery of Africa and the imposition of servitude
on the Vandals, but added that the emperor now hoped to receive from God
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things greater than these.” As ithappened, it was a propitious time to intervene
in Italy. Following the death of Theoderic in 526, his successors had found it
hard to step into his shoes, and both his daughter, Amalasuentha, and the man
who came to be her rival, Theoderic’s nephew Theodahad, entered into nego-
tiations with the emperor. In the spring of 535 Amalasuentha was murdered, so
providing a casus belli."* The reason Justinian gave for intervention in Italy was
different from that he had provided for the war in Africa: whereas the Vandals
had been attacked for their outrageous treatment of the Catholic provincials,
the Ostrogoths were assaulted because of the weakness of their claim to hold
Italy. They had done well, it was now asserted, to defeat the tyrant Odovacer, but
the proper course would have been for them to have then handed Italy back to
the Empire, rather than keep it for themselves. As we have seen, the ending
of the line of emperors in the West in 476 had not escaped notice in Con-
stantinople.

The initial attack on Italy took place from two directions.” One army occu-
pied Dalmatia, which thereafter remained under almost unbroken imperial
control, while Belisarius, at the head of a small force, easily gained control of
Sicily in 535. From there he could launch an attack on the Italian mainland
which the resources of the Goths, concentrated as they were in the north,
were ill equipped to deal with. Theodahad, by then sole ruler, offered to resign
his kingdom, a proposal he subsequently retracted, and early in 536 the pope,
Agapetus, arrived in Constantinople to hold discussions with Justinian on
Theodahad’s behalf, but the emperor was in no mood for discussion. A law
of 536 refers to the regaining of territory from one ocean to the other, an
ambition not hinted at in earlier sources, which indicates that imperial designs
had become larger.® In the same year Belisarius crossed to the mainland of
Italy. The Goths, discontented at Theodahad’s failure to lead effectively, raised
on their shields Witigis, a man of modest family but proven fighting ability,
and Theodahad was murdered. The new king left Rome for Ravenna, tak-
ing hostages and an oath of loyalty from Pope Silverius, who had succeeded
Agapetus, and on 9 or 10 December Belisarius occupied the eternal city. In the
following February a large Gothic force arrived and laid siege to it, cutting the
aqueducts which supplied the city with water and ravaging Christian burial
grounds outside the walls, but to no avail. In March 538 Witigis withdrew.
Fighting spread in the north of Italy, and in 539 the Goths razed the great city
of Milan to the ground; we are told that the men were killed and the women

B Novella viir1o.2. 4 See Moorhead, chapter 6 below.

5 The account of Procopius again constitutes a detailed primary source, closely followed in e.g. Bury
(1923), see more recently Stein (1949), although the author was probably not in Italy after 540, and
as time passed he came to look on the war with less favour: Hannestad (1961).

16 Novella xxx.11.2.
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handed over to the Burgundians. The Frankish king Theudebert intervened,
seeking to benefit no one but himself, and by the end of 539 the Gothic capital,
Ravenna, was besieged by the imperial forces.

In his hour of need Witigis asked Chosroes, the shah of Persia, to break the
treaty he had concluded with Justinian in 532 and distract him in the east, a ploy
which made the emperor incline towards offering the Goths generous terms."”
But Belisarius was confident, and when the Goths offered to accept him as
‘Emperor of the West’, an office which would have prejudiced the position
of Justinian, he feigned consent.”® In May 540 he marched into Ravenna, but
refused to honour his agreement with the Goths. Before long he returned to
Constantinople, taking with him Witigis and his wife Matasuentha, various
Gothic notables and at least part of the Gothic treasure. The reception he
received from Justinian was cool, the emperor possibly having been disquieted
by the title his general had pretended to be willing to accept. Nevertheless, in
540 the mighty state founded by Theoderic had apparently collapsed.

The Byzantine historian Procopius observed that when Belisarius entered
Rome in 536 ‘Rome became subject to the Romans again after a space of
sixty years’,” and one easily gains the impression of a smooth imposition of
Byzantine power. In March 537 Pope Silverius, who had owed his appointment
to Theodahad and had subsequently sworn loyalty to Witigis, was deposed
by Belisarius and replaced by Vigilius, a protégé of the powerful empress,
Theodora. By early 537 Belisarius had appointed one Fidelis practorian prefect,
and by the end of the year a comes sancti patrimonii per Italiam, an official
with competence in financial matters, seems to have been functioning in the
conquered lands. Fidelis” tenure of the prefecture would have overlapped with
the end of that of Cassiodorus, who had been appointed to the post by the
Goths in 533 and whose last letters on behalf of Witigis were written towards
the end of 537. By the end of 539 a scribe at Ravenna employed in a document
the formula ¥py, in accordance with Byzantine practice.*® As early as 535
there had been signs in Rome of discontent with the Gothic government,
and the people of Italy, quickly putting aside positive memories they may
have had of the reign of Theoderic, happily accepted the advent of imperial
power.

In 540 it must have seemed that the Gothic war, like the Vandal war, had
come to a wished-for conclusion. In Constantinople, Justinian had a mosaic
placed in the ceiling of the Bronze Gate of the palace, showing Belisarius win-
ning victories for him. In the middle of the composition stood Justinian and

7 On Perso-Byzantine relations in the sixth century, Louth, chapter 4 above.

8 Procopius, Bellum Gothicum 11.29.18. But cf. Bellum Vandalicum 1.11.20 (misleadingly translated in
the Loeb edition).

9 Bellum Gothicum 1.14.14.

2 Tt probably stood for XpioTov Mapia yevva, ‘Mary bore Christ’: Tjider, Papyri.
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Theodora, the kings of the Vandals and Goths approaching them as prisoners,
and around them the members of the Senate who ‘rejoice and smile as they
bestow on the emperor honours equal to those of God, because of the magni-
tude of his achievements’.* It was the optimism of a golden moment, such as
would never again be possible.

THE GOTHIC WAR: THE RESISTANCE OF TOTILA

As it turned out, the war with the Goths was by no means over. Justinian,
pethaps afraid of the threat a mighty general could pose, failed to replace
Belisarius, and rivalry and corruption became endemic among the Byzantine
commanders left in Italy. They showed little inclination to attend to the Gothic
resistance that continued north of the Po, and with the coming to power in 541
of King Totila (or Baduila, as his name was spelt on coins) the Goths gained a
leader of outstanding calibre. Totila’s attitude to Justinian was expressed in his
coinage, on which the portrait of the current emperor was replaced by that of
Anastasius, who had recognised the kingship of Theoderic in 497: if Justinian
challenged the Goths on the basis of legitimacy, Totila was prepared to dispute
his claim.

Before long, war was raging again. In the spring of 542 the new Gothic king
defeated the imperial army at Faenza and captured its standards, before pro-
ceeding to the south where he took Benevento, Cumae and Naples. Belisarius
was sent back to Ravenna in 544 to deal with the deteriorating situation, but
found himself powerless to stop the Gothic advance. Indeed, his conduct of
the war in this period displays an uncharacteristic passivity, which may owe
something to the impact on manpower resources of a severe outbreak of the
plague, which the Empire was experiencing at the time. In December 545 Totila
besieged Rome and twelve months later entered it. He immediately visited
St Peter’s to pray, an act calculated to suggest continuity with Theoderic, who
had himself made devotions at the basilica on his one known visit to Rome,
and, beyond him, with the emperors whose conduct Theoderic had imitated.
But the act was hollow. There were few people left in the city, and Totila made
no secret of his animosity towards the Senate. In fact, he planned to raze the
walls of the city, but Belisarius wrote to him warning of the harsh judgement
of posterity that would await him if he proceeded in this course. Perhaps he
was able to play on the vanity of the Gothic king; in any case, Totila behaved
foolishly and abandoned Rome, taking members of the Senate as hostages. For
forty days the city was home to neither human nor beast, but by April Belisar-
ius had moved in and commenced work on restoring its defences. During the
spring Totila tried to wrest control of the city from him, but failed.

' Procopius, Buildings 1.10.19.
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Nevertheless, the Goths were still masters of much of Italy, to such an extent
that Belisarius tended to travel from one place to another by ship rather than
overland, and when Justinian recalled his great general to Constantinople a
few years later Belisarius must have felt much more subdued than he had
on his returns in 534 and s40. In 549 an Ostrogothic fleet ravaged the coast of
Campania and Rome was again besieged; in the following January it fell. Totila
established a mint in the city, held races and, in the words of a contemporary,
lived there ‘like a father with his children’.** With Ravenna still in Byzantine
hands, Rome actually came to hold a political significance to which it had long
been unaccustomed. Totila moved to Sicily and ravaged it in 550, whereupon
the Franks occupied parts of northern Italy.

A full decade after Belisarius had seemed to have successfully terminated
the war, the situation in Itraly was not good and Justinian decided to com-
mit resources on a scale he had never provided for Belisarius. An enormous
army was placed under the command of the patrician Germanus. He was an
impressive figure, for not only was he a cousin of Justinian but he had married
Matasuentha, the granddaughter of Theoderic and former wife of Witigis,
a circumstance which allowed him to anticipate limited resistance from the
Goths in Italy. Indeed, the birth of a baby son to the couple allowed the his-
torian Jordanes to be hopeful of a future union of the families of Germanus
and Matasuentha.”® But Germanus died while preparations for the expedition
were still under way, and in 551 the general Narses was appointed to finish the
job.

The great army set off overland for Italy in April 552. Franks who had settled
in Venetia sought to deny it passage on the grounds that it included a large
contingent of Lombards, their traditional enemies, and the Goths tried to make
the road impassable, but Narses was able to make his way to Ravenna, which
he occupied on 6 June s52. Totila marched out of Rome, and at the end of June
or beginning of July the two forces encountered each other at Busta Gallorum,
a site in the Apennines.** Before the troops of both armies Totila performed
a stylish war dance on his charger, but the Goths were heavily outnumbered,
and the outcome of the battle was inevitable. The Gothic cavalry could not
withstand the enemy archers, and both cavalry and infantry fled, Totila dying
of a wound received in flight. Numerous Gothic strongholds surrendered as
Narses advanced on Rome, which his enemies were no longer strong enough
to defend effectively. The city was easily captured and its keys forwarded to
Justinian. In their despair the Goths put to death senators they found and

22 LP, ed. Duchesne, p. 298.
? Jordanes, Getica 314; Momigliano (1955) provides a rich but inconclusive discussion.
24 Detailed account in Roisl (1981).
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300 children they were holding as hostages, but their cause was now hopeless,
and the Franks refused to intervene on their behalf. In October a Gothic force
did battle with Narses in the south of Italy at Mons Lactarius, near Nocera,
but it was defeated, and Narses gave the surviving Goths permission to return
to ‘their own land’. Some continued to resist on a local basis until the capture
of Verona in 562 or 563, but by the time Narses was recalled, probably not long
after the accession of the emperor Justin II in 565, Italy seemed stable. The
Gothic war had lasted far longer than the Vandal war, but its outcome was the
same.

A puzzling feature of the Gothic war is the failure of the Visigoths to become
involved. For much of the war their king was an Ostrogoth, Theudis (531-548),
and at one stage his nephew, Ildibad, was prominent in the resistance in Italy,
but we have no reason to believe that help from the Visigoths reached Italy. We
do know, however, that in about 544 a Visigothic force was defeated at Septem
(Ceuta), across the Straits of Gibraltar, which suggests an attempted thrust
from Spain into what was by then Byzantine Africa. But in 552 a Byzantine
force, purporting to answer an appeal for help from a Visigothic rebel, set out
for Spain and succeeded in gaining control of a slice of its south-east coast
around Cartagena and Malaga. The area has a mountainous hinterland and
looks across the sea to Africa, and the defence of Africa may have been the true
reason for Byzantine involvement in Spain.” In any case, this modest success in
Spain was the culmination of an extraordinary expansion of Byzantine power
in the West. Within a few decades Africa and Italy, together with the large
islands of the western Mediterranean, Dalmatia and part of Spain had been
reintegrated into the Empire, so that the poet Agathias could legitimately claim
that a traveller could go as far as the sandy shore of Spain where the Pillars of
Hercules lay and still be in imperial territory.®

CONSTANTINOPLE AND THE WEST IN THE MID-SIXTH CENTURY

We may take the years on either side of the halfway point of the sixth century as
constituting a high-water mark of Byzantine influence in the West. Economic
links between East and West were strengthened; the export of African pottery
to the East, which had declined during the Vandal period, seems to have
grown during the early period of Byzantine rule. Byzantine relations with
the West were particularly in evidence in Ravenna, the capital of Italy, where
Bishop Maximianus obtained from Justinian the title of archbishop and relics of
St Andrew, a saint whose cult could be seen as constituting a possible rival

5 See also Barbero and Loring, chapter 7 below.
6 Anthologia Graeca Carmina Christianorum, ed. Christ and Paranikas, 1v.3.83ff.
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to that of St Peter in Rome. It is possible that Maximianus® splendid ivory
throne, now to be seen in the Museo Arcivescovile in Ravenna, was made in
Constantinople, and it was he who consecrated the church of S. Vitale, with its
glowing mosaics of Justinian and Theodora. Justinian failed to visit the West,
but no one could doubt that the mosaics of S. Vitale, whatever the precise
liturgical significance of the scenes they portray, were powerful statements of
imperial power in the conquered territories.

Strange as it may seem, the clearest sign of the centrality of Byzantium in
western affairs in the mid-sixth century is to be seen in Constantinople itself
and in the variety of westerners, the influential, the ambitious and the captive,
who were there. Liberius, whom Theoderic had successively appointed prae-
torian prefect of Italy and practorian prefect of Gaul, had defected while on
an embassy to Constantinople shortly before the Gothic war. He later partici-
pated in Byzantine campaigns in Italy and Spain, and returned to Italy, where
he was buried at Rimini. During the war, and in particular after Totila’s cap-
ture of Rome in 546, many Roman aristocrats made their way to the royal
city: Cassiodorus, formerly prominent in Theoderic’s administration, and
the caput senatus Cethegus among them, and in 554 Justinian gave senators
permission to live in Constantinople. The Roman deacon Vigilius was on
hand in Constantinople in 537, well placed to become pope when Silverius fell
out of imperial favour, and when he died in 555 his successor, Pelagius, was
similarly conveniently standing in the wings there. From the time of Vigilius,
imperial confirmation of the election of a pope was needed before he could be
consecrated, which accounts for the long interregna between pontificates that
characterised the following period of papal history. Pope Gregory the Great had
served as papal apocrisiarius, or legate, in Constantinople (¢.579—585/6) prior to
his appointment as pope in 590. His two successors would likewise serve in this
position before becoming pope. Clearly, after the conquest of Italy, a period
in Constantinople was a valuable item in the curriculum vitae of prospective
popes. Maximianus was appointed to the see of Ravenna while he was in
Constantinople in 546 and was to travel there again, while in 552 the clergy of
the province of Milan asked a legate travelling to Constantinople to see what he
could do to secure the return of bishop Datius, who had been absent from his
see for fifteen or sixteen years, and in the royal city for a good part of that period.
One of Gregory the Great’s acquaintances while he was in Constantinople, the
Milanese deacon Constantius, was appointed bishop of his city in 593, while
another, the Spaniard Leander, was to become bishop of Seville. In 551 Repara-
tus of Carthage and other African bishops were summoned to Constantinople;
in the following year Justinian exiled Reparatus and replaced him, against the
will of the clergy and people of Carthage, by Primosus, his former apocrisiarius
in Constantinople. Members of various Germanic royal families, such as the
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Ostrogoth Amalasuentha, were also on hand, where an eye could be kept on
their activities and they could be called into action as imperial needs required.

No less was the centrality of Constantinople in the intellectual life of the
West. A large volume of literature in Latin was produced there during, and
immediately after, the reign of Justinian. The Illyrian Marcellinus Comes and
the African Victor of Tunnuna wrote their chronicles there, and the Spanish
Goth, John of Biclaro, although his chronicle was produced in Spain, wrote
it after he had spent some years in Constantinople. It was there that the
Goth Jordanes wrote his histories of the Romans and the Goths in ss1, that
Cassiodorus, to whose lost Gothic History Jordanes had access in Constantino-
ple, worked on his Expositio Psalmorum, that the African Junilus wrote his
introduction to the study of the Bible, that another African, Corippus, wit-
nessed the accession of Justin II, which he described in a panegyric, and from
there that various African theologians came to operate. Somewhat later, the
future pope Gregory worked on his Moralia in Job there. Scholars have some-
times doubted the truth of Gregory’s assertion that he did not know Greek, on
the basis that it would have been difficult for the representative of the pope to
have functioned in Constantinople without knowledge of that language, but
given the flourishing and influential community of Latin speakers there, he
may not have found a command of Greek necessary.

THE THREE CHAPTERS

Buct at this very time of the centrality of Constantinople in western affairs,
events were under way which threatened its position, and, as often hap-
pened in late antiquity, tensions were expressed in disputes over religion.
Imperial policy had long sought to bring together adherents of the Coun-
cil of Chalcedon (451), who believed that Christ had two natures, and their
Monophysite opponents, who credited him with only one, and Justinian made
an important attempt to bring about unity between the disputing parties.*”
He asked the five patriarchs of the church to anathematise the person and
works of bishop Theodore of Mopsuestia, some of the writings of bishop
Theodoret of Kyrrhos, and a letter attributed to bishop Ibas of Edessa, which
was addressed to one Mari. These three theologians, all long dead, were held
to be of Nestorianising tendency, and Justinian believed that their condem-
nation would be a painless way of conciliating the Monophysites, who held
an opinion contrary to that of the Nestorians. But the Council of Chalcedon
had accepted the orthodoxy of Theodoret, and the letter of Ibas had been read

*7 For a more detailed discussion of Christological disputes in sixth-century Byzantium, see Louth,
chapter 4 above.
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out there, so an attack on these thinkers could be construed as an attack on
the council. Pope Vigilius refused to accept Justinian’s proposal, whereupon,
to the astonishment of the populace of Rome, he was arrested in a church
in 545 and conveyed to Constantinople. Years of intrigue followed, in which
Vigilius was alternately vacillating and resolute. Finally, in 553, the council of
Constantinople condemned the Three Chapters, as they came to be called,
and Vigilius accepted its decision. In 554 he set out to return to Rome, but
died at Siracusa in June 555, a broken man.

As it turned out, Justinian’s efforts did nothing to reconcile the Mono-
physites and the adherents of Chalcedon, but there was an immediate hostile
reaction in the West, where it was felt he had acted in a way contrary to
the position adopted by the council. So intense were feelings in Italy that
it proved difficult to find bishops prepared to consecrate Vigilius' successor,
Pelagius, and a schism broke out in northern Italy, which lasted until the end
of the seventh century. There was considerable disquiet in Gaul, and through-
out the Visigothic period the Spanish church failed to accept the Council of
Constantinople. Opposition was, however, strongest in Africa where an epis-
copate, which had witnessed the end of the persecuting Arian Vandals, was
in no mood to be dictated to by a Catholic emperor, and the African church
flung itself into the controversy with the learning and vigour which had char-
acterised it for centuries. As early as 550 a synod excommunicated Vigilius,
and a series of authors wrote attacking Justinian’s position; it was an African
chronicler who observed that the Council of Constantinople was followed by
an earthquake in that city!®® Small wonder that a bishop from northern Gaul,
Nicetius of Trier, wrote a strongly worded but theologically incoherent letter
to the emperor in which he informed him that all Italy, the entirety of Africa,
Spain and Gaul wept over him: ‘O sweet Justinian of ours, who has so deceived
you, who has persuaded you to proceed in such a way?’*

WESTERN ANTAGONISM TO THE EMPIRE

Early Christian history is full of controversies on issues so apparently abstruse
that modern scholars have often felt they were really about subjects far removed
from the matters being overtly debated, and the controversy over the Three
Chapters in the West may have been one where the real issue was unstated. It
is possible to interpret the strong stance the West took against Justinian’s line
as constituting a response to the impact of his wars of conquest. Doubtless

8 Victor of Tunnuna, Chronica s.a. 553 (Chronica Minora 11.203).
» Epistolae Austrasiacae, no. 7. There is a reminiscence here of St Paul (Galatians 3:1). The answer to
Nicetius’ questions is ‘the Devil’.
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the heads of churches in Africa and Italy sincerely welcomed the coming of
Justinian’s armies, but during the period in which they had been governed by
Arian regimes they had come to enjoy a de facto independence from impe-
rial oversight, which they would not surrender willingly. It is no coincidence
that one of the most famous assertions of ecclesiastical power vis-a-vis the
emperor ever made was that enunciated by Pope Gelasius (492—496) during
the period of Ostrogothic power in Italy. The wars created a situation in which
an emperor, for the first time in a long while, was able to attempt to impose
his will directly on western churches, and some of the opposition to Justinian’s
policies may have simply been a reaction against the new reality. But it may
also have been the case that opposition to the Three Chapters was a vehicle
that allowed the expression of hostility towards, or disillusionment with, the
outcome of the wars in the West. If we accept this, we will not be surprised
to find Cassiodorus, the best-known collaborator with the Goths among the
Romans, writing towards the middle of the century in terms which suggest
sympathy for the theologians whose condemnation Justinian was seeking. Nor
are other indications of western coolness towards Byzantium there lacking in
the period after the conquests.

The indigenous inhabitants of Africa and Italy initially welcomed the Byzan-
tine armies. In Italy the Gothic government was worried about the loyalty of
the populace even before the war began, and the detailed narrative of Pro-
copius makes it clear that its fears were justified. Yet early in the war a Gothic
spokesperson told the people of Rome that the only Greeks who had visited
Rome were actors, mimes or thieving soldiers, suggesting that there was already
some resentment towards the Byzantines, which the Goths sought to exploit.
We are told that during the pontificate of Pope John III (561—574) the inhabi-
tants of the city maliciously told the emperor that ‘it would be better to serve
the Goths than the Greeks’.3° The use of the term ‘Greeks’ is interesting, for
in Procopius it is a hostile word placed in the mouths of barbarians, which
suggests the possibility that the Romans had come to accept, or at least pre-
tend to accept, such an assessment of the Byzantines. The dire state of the
Italian economy after the long war, and the corrupt and grasping nature of the
Byzantine administration imposed in both Africa and Italy, made the imperial
government unpopular. Further, Italy’s integration into the Empire did not
imply reversion to the position of independence from the East which it had
enjoyed before the advent of Gothic power, nor were its Roman inhabitants
able to enjoy the positions of influence they had held under the Goths, for Italy
was now a minor part of an Empire governed by a far away aurocrator who never
troubled to visit the West. Power in Africa and Italy passed to Greek-speaking

3° Gothic spokesperson: Procopius, Bellum Gothicum 1.18.40. Message to the emperor: LP, p. 305.
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incomers, and we have evidence for cults of eastern saints, which they presum-
ably brought with them. Needless to say there were loyalists and careerists who
supported the Byzantine regime, such as the African poet Corippus, whose
epic lohannis was partly an attempt to justify the imperial cause to his fellow
Africans,” but they represented minority opinion.

If this were not enough, opposition to Justinian’s wars even developed in
the East. This can be traced through the works of Procopius, which move from
a sunny optimism in describing the Vandal war to the sombre tone which
increasingly intrudes in the Gothic war and finally to the animosity towards
the emperor displayed in the Secrer History, but it is possible to deduce from
other sources a feeling that resources had been committed in the West to little
profit. However impressive their outcome in bringing Africa and Iraly back
into the Empire, Justinian’s wars had in some ways the paradoxical result of
driving East and West further apart.

BYZANTINE MILITARY DIFFICULTIES IN THE WEST

Throughout the reign of Justinian, that part of the Empire south of the Danube
had been troubled by the incursions of barbarians, in particular a Turkic people
known as Bulgars and groups of Slavs whom contemporaries called Antes and
Sclaveni. The government dealt with the threat as best it could by building forts
and paying subsidies, but following the death of Justinian in 565 the situation
rapidly deteriorated. His successor Justin II (565—578) adopted a policy of
withholding subsidies, and in particular refused a demand for tribute made by
the Avars, a people who had recently made their way into the Danube area.
The results were catastrophic. In 567 the Avars joined forces with the Lombards
living in Pannonia to crush the Gepids, a victory that signalled the end of
the Germanic peoples along the middle Danube. In the following year the
Lombards left Pannonia for Italy, whereupon the Avars occupied the lands
they had vacated, the plain of modern Hungary, from which they launched
attacks deep into imperial territory; the renewal of war with Persia in 572 made
the Byzantine response to these developments the less effective. In 581 Slavs
invaded the Balkans, and it soon became clear that they were moving in to
stay.

These events all occurred in the East, but they had a major impact on the
West. The attention of the authorities was now diverted from the newly won
provinces, and direct land access to Italy was rendered difficult. Moreover, it
may well have been the rise of the Avars that impelled the Lombards to launch
their invasion of Italy in 568. This was to have long-term consequences, which

3t Cameron (1985).
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are discussed in the next chapter. Here it will be enough to note that the invaders
quickly gained control of the Po Valley and areas of central and southern Italy.
The Byzantine administration, under the successor of Narses, the praetorian
prefect Longinus, proved embarrassingly ill equipped to cope with them, and a
force, which was finally sent from the East under Justin’s son-in-law Baduarius,
was defeated. In 577 or 578 the Roman patrician Pamphronius, who had gone
to Constantinople secking help, was sent away with the 3000 1b of gold he had
brought with him and told to use the money to bribe some Lombards to defect
or, failing this, to secure the intervention of the Franks; in 579 a second embassy
was fobbed off with a small force and, we are told, an attempt was made to
bribe some of the Lombard leaders. Perhaps we are to see here the reflection
of a change in imperial policy, for while the emperor Justin had behaved in a
miserly fashion, his successor Tiberius (578—582) was inclined to throw money
at his problems. Neither strategy succeeded however, and it was all too clear
that the situation in Italy was desperate. It was time for Constantinople to play
the Frankish card again.

For the greater part of the sixth century the Franks had steadily been becom-
ing more powerful. Their defeat of the Visigoths in 507 was followed by expan-
sion from northern into southern Gaul, while the weakening of the Burgundi-
ans and Ostrogoths in the 520s and 530s saw further gains.>* In the early stages
of the Gothic war they were in the happy position of being able to accept
the payments that both sides made secking their assistance, but when King
Theudebert marched into Italy in 539, he was acting only in his own inter-
ests. He issued gold coins displaying his own portrait rather than that of the
emperor and bearing legends generally associated with emperors rather than
kings, and responded to an embassy from Justinian in grandiloquent terms,
advising him that the territory under his power extended through the Danube
and the boundary of Pannonia as far as the ocean shores.”* Towards the end
of his life his forces occupied Venetia and some other areas of Italy, and he
inspired fear in Constantinople to such an extent that it was rumoured that
he planned to march on the city. The settlement of Lombards in Pannonia by
Justinian in about 546 may have represented an attempt to counter the Franks.
Following the death of Theudebert in 547, Justinian sent an embassy to his
heir Theudebald proposing an offensive alliance against the Goths, but he was
turned down, and Frankish intervention in Italy continued to be a problem
throughout the Gothic war. The advent of the Lombards, however, meant that
the Franks were again located on the far side of an enemy of the Byzantines and
could again be looked upon as potential allies. But the attempt made to gain
their help occurred against a highly complex political and military background.

3> See Van Dam, chapter 8 below. 3 Epistolae Austrasiacae, no. 20.
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It is difficult to reconstruct the web of alliances and animosities that lay
behind relations between Constantinople and the disparate parts of the West
towards the end of the sixth century. In 579 Hermenigild, the elder son of the
Visigothic king Leovigild, revolted against his father, and after the suppression
of the rebellion his wife Ingund, a Frankish princess, and son, Athanagild, fled
to the Byzantines; the latter was taken to Constantinople, and despite their
efforts his Frankish relatives were unable to secure his return to the West. A
few years later one Gundovald, who claimed to be the son of a Frankish king,
arrived in Marseilles. He had been living in Constantinople, but had been lured
back to Francia by a party of aristocrats. The emperor Maurice (582—602) gave
him financial backing, and one of those who supported him when he arrived
at Marseilles was later accused of wishing to bring the kingdom of the Franks
under the sway of the emperor. This was almost certainly an exaggeration, and
Gundovald’s rebellion came to naught, but again we have evidence of imperial
fishing in disturbed western waters.** In §84 the Frankish king Childebert, the
uncle of Athanagild, having at some time received 50,000 solidi from Maurice,
sent forces to Italy, but the results were not up to imperial expectations and
Maurice asked for his money back. Other expeditions followed, but little was
achieved. Finally, in 590 a large Frankish expedition advanced into Italy and
made its way beyond Verona, but failed to make contact with the imperial
army. This was the last occasion when Constantinople used the Franks in its
Italian policy. The fiasco of 590 may be taken as symbolising a relationship
which rarely worked to the benefit of the Empire. While it may often be true
that the neighbours of one’s enemy are one’s friends, Byzantine attempts to
profit from the Franks had persistently failed.

By the last years of the century the Byzantines were in difficulties everywhere
in the West. Most of Italy had come under the control of the Lombards, and
severe losses had also been sustained in Africa, although the latter can only dimly
be perceived. In 595 the Berbers caused alarm to the people of Carthage itself,
until the exarch, as the military governor was known, defeated them by a trick,
and a geographical work written by George of Cyprus early in the seventh cen-
tury indicates that the imperial possessions in Africa were considerably smaller
than those which the Vandals had controlled, themselves smaller than those
which had been part of the Roman Empire. The establishment of exarchs
in Ravenna and Carthage indicates a society that was being forced to become
more military in its orientation, and while the Byzantine possessions in Spain
are not well documented, it is clear that they tended to diminish rather than
grow.

3% On Gundovald see Gregory, Hist. V1.24.291—2; VILIO.332—3; VIL.I4.334—6; VIL.26—38.344—62.
3 George of Cyprus, Descriptio Orbis Romani.
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EAST AND WEST: CONTINUING LINKS AND GROWING DIVISIONS

Paradoxically, despite the waning of Byzantine power in the West, the latter
continued to be vitally interested in the East. A ready market remained for
imported luxury items; goods of Byzantine provenance were included in the
early seventh-century ship burial at Sutton Hoo in East Anglia, and Radegund,
the founder of a convent at Poitiers, petitioned Justin II and his wife Sophia
for a portion of the True Cross, which she duly received in 569. At the end of
the century the letters of Pope Gregory the Great reveal a man who saw the
Empire as central to his world and had a penchant for wine imported from
Egypt, surely one of the few Italians in history of whom this could be said.
Byzantine legislation was followed with attention; the Frank Chilperic I did not
merely rejoice in the possession of gold medallions that Tiberius II sent him,
but an edict he issued shows an apparent dependence on a novel of the same
emperor.’® Eastern liturgical practice was imitated; on the recommendation of
the newly converted Visigothic king Reccared, the Third Council of Toledo
prescribed in $89 that the Creed was to be sung before the Lord’s Prayer and
the taking of Communion ‘according to the practice of the eastern churches’,
apparently in imitation of Justin II's requiring, at the beginning of his reign,
that the Creed was to be sung before the Lord’s Prayer. This is one of a number
of indications of the increasingly Byzantine form of the public life of Spain
towards the end of the sixth century. The chronicle of Marius of Avenches,
written in Burgundy, is dated according to consulships and indictional years,
until its termination in s81. Inscriptions in the Rhone Valley were still being
dated according to consulships or indictional years in the early seventh century,
and coins were being minted in the name of the emperor at Marseilles and
Viviers as late as the reign of Heraclius (610—641). Whatever may be the merits of
thinking in terms of ‘an obscure law of cultural hydraulics’, in accordance with
which streams of influence were occasionally released from the East to water
the lower reaches of the West,?” there can be no doubt that the West remained
open to Byzantine influence, nor that western authors such as Gregory of Tours
and Venantius Fortunatus sought to keep abreast of eastern material in a way
that few easterners reciprocated.

Emperors moreover gave indications of having continued to regard the West
as important. The marriages the emperor Tiberius arranged for his daughters
are strong evidence of this, for whereas one of them married Maurice, the
successful general who was to succeed Tiberius, another married Germanus,
the son of the patrician whom Justinian had nominated to finish the war against
the Goths in 550, and of his Gothic wife Matasuentha. Tiberius made each of

36 Stein (1949).
37 See the memorable characterization of this view in Brown (1976), p. 5.
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his sons-in-law caesar, and given the strong western associations of Germanus,
it is tempting to see the emperor as having thought of a divisio imperii into
East and West, something that never seems to have crossed Justinian’s mind.

If this was Tiberius’ plan, nothing came of it, but his successor, Maurice,
drew up a will appointing his elder son Theodosius lord of Constantinople
with power in the East, and the younger, Tiberius, emperor of old Rome with
power in Italy and the islands of the Tyrrhenian Sea. Again, nothing came
from this plan, but it was from Carthage that Heraclius, the son of an exarch,
launched his successful rebellion against the emperor Phokas in 610. It was later
believed that at a difficult point in his reign the emperor Heraclius planned
to flee to Africa, only being restrained by an oath the patriarch forced him to
take. In the middle of the seventh century Maximus the Confessor, a complex
figure who in various ways links East and West, was accused of having had a
vision in which he saw angels in heaven on both the East and the West; those
on the West exclaimed ‘Gregory Augustus, may you conquer!’, and their voice
was louder than the voices of those on the East.?® Surely, it appeared, relations
between Byzantium and the West remained strong.

But although the West certainly retained a capacity to absorb Byzantine
influences and emperors after Justinian continued to think in terms of con-
trolling the West, in other ways the sixth century saw the two parts of the for-
mer Empire move further apart. Justinian’s wars had overextended the Empire,
entailing a major weakening of its position on the northern and eastern fron-
tiers, and as warfare continued against the Slavs, Avars and Persians there
were few resources to spare for the West, where the territory controlled by
Constantinople shrunk to scattered coastal fringes. By the end of the century
there was little trade between Carthage and Constantinople. East and West
were drifting apart linguistically: there are no counterparts to a Boethius in
the West or a Priscian in the East towards the end of the century. Gregory the
Great’s diplomacy in Constantinople must have been seriously harmed by his
failure to learn Greek, and in his correspondence as pope he complained of the
quality of translators out of Latin in Constantinople and Greek in Rome: in
both cases they translated word for word without regard for the sense of what
they were translating.?? Byzantine historians rapidly came to display a lack of
knowledge of and interest in western affairs. Evagrius, writing towards the end
of the sixth century, argued in favour of Christianity by comparing the fates
of emperors before and after Constantine, a line of argument that could only
be sustained by ignoring the later western emperors.*® The sources available to

38 Mansi, Sacrorum Conciliorum nova et amplissima collectio 11.3tF. The Gregory referred to was an
exarch of Carthage who had rebelled against the emperor Constans II.
39 Gregory, Epp. vi1.27, X.39. 40 Evagrius, Historia Ecclesiastica 3.41 ad fin.
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Theophanes, when he wrote his chronicle in the eatly ninth century, allowed
him to note the accession of almost every pope from the late third century
to Benedict I in 575, but not subsequent ones. Meanwhile Paul the Deacon,
writing in the late eighth century, seems to have regarded Maurice as the first
Greek among the emperors.# One has the feeling that towards the end of the
sixth century the West simply became less relevant to easterners.

Meanwhile, the West was going its own way. The discontent, which mani-
fested itself in Africa and Italy over the condemnation of the Three Chapters,
may plausibly be seen as reflecting unhappiness at the situation that existed
following the wars waged by Justinian. Increasingly, the Italians came to see
their interests as not necessarily identical with those of the Empire. In Spain,
Justinian’s activities left a nasty taste in people’s mouths: the learned Isidore of
Seville, writing in the early seventh century, denied not only ecumenical status
to the council of 551, but also a place among Roman law-givers to Justinian and
patriarchal rank to the see of Constantinople. In Africa, the inability of the
government to deal with the Berbers prepared the ground for the loss of the
province to the Arabs in the following century. It is hard to avoid the conclu-
sion that in the sixth century Byzantium and the West had moved significantly
apart; one cannot but see the emperor Justinian as being largely to blame.

4! ‘Primus ex Grecorum genere in imperio confirmatus est’; Paul the Deacon, HL 1v.15.123.



CHAPTER 6

OSTROGOTHIC ITALY AND THE
LOMBARD INVASIONS

John Moorhead

LATE ANTIQUE ITALY

The situation of Italy during the period now often called ‘late antiquity’ was not
always a happy one. The economy was in transition: the number of occupied
rural sites began to fall in the third or even the second century, agri deserti were
becoming a common feature of the landscape, and towns were losing popula-
tion." The construction of urban public buildings, one of the distinguishing
characteristics of classical civilisation, dried up, and in the early sixth century
it was recognised that the population of Rome was much smaller than it had
been. As Cassiodorus, a man with long experience in the civil service, wrote:
‘The vast numbers of the people of the city of Rome in old times are evidenced
by the extensive provinces from which their food supply was drawn, as well as
by the wide circuit of their walls, the massive structure of their amphitheatre,
the marvellous bigness of their public baths, and the enormous multitude of
mills, which could only have been made for use, not for ornament.’> The role
Italy played in the economic life of the Roman Empire diminished, imported
African pottery having come to dominate the Italian market as early as the sec-
ond century, and its political fortunes were similar. While Rome remained for
centuries the capital of a mighty empire, there were very few Italian emperors
after the first century, and the advent of Constantinople as the ‘second Rome’
from the time of Constantine early in the fourth century saw the eastern and
wealthier portion of the Empire become independent.

It was against this background that Italy found itself exposed to invasions in
the fifth century. Rome itself was sacked by Visigoths (410) and Vandals (455)
and threatened by Actila the Hun (452). After the murder in 455 of the last
strong emperor, Valentinian III, an event which some were to see as marking
the end of the Empire in the West, nine evanescent emperors sat in Ravenna, of

! See in general Giardina ed. (1986). * Cassiodorus, Variae 11.39.1 f (amended trans. Hodgkin).
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whom only two died peacefully in office, and effective power was in the hands
of a series of non-Roman generals. In 476 one of these, Odovacer, having
been proclaimed king by the army, deposed the emperor, the young Romulus
Augustulus, whose name implausibly combined the name of the legendary
co-founder of Rome and a diminutive of the title ‘augustus’ given to the first
emperor. He was sent to Castellum Lucullanum, a villa near Naples where he
may have still been living in the sixth century. So it was that Italy moved into
the post-imperial period.?

3 Hodgkin (1896); Hartmann (1897); Wes (1967).
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ODOVACER AND THEODERIC

But Odovacer’s contemporaries were not disposed to place as much significance
on the events of 476 as modern historians have done.* In practical terms, little
had changed. Political power in Italy continued to be in the hands of a military
strongman and, while Odovacer was no longer nominally subordinate to a
western emperor, a senatorial embassy to the emperor Zeno in Constantinople
had asserted on his behalf that the West had no need of an emperor. Zeno
responded by making Odovacer a patrician, and accepted the nomination of
a consul, one of the two consuls who continued to be appointed annually,
which he made every year. Further, the Catholic church and the senatorial
aristocracy, two groups which had been steadily becoming more important in
Italian affairs, seem to have lost nothing by the events of 476, and indeed to
have looked upon them with equanimity. Their capacity to outlive the empire
in the West is a strong indication of the essential continuity of the period.
Odovacer, wisely, went out of his way to conciliate the Senate.’ In 483 the
praetorian prefect Basilius, acting on his behalf, was involved in the election
of Pope Felix I11, a figure unusual among popes of the time in that he was of
aristocratic family. It is also likely that Odovacer saw to the refurbishment of
the Colosseum, where the front seats were allocated to senators; archacologists
have uncovered the names of senators of the period inscribed into the seats.
He also gave the Senate the right to mint bronze coins. Italy continued to be
governed, as it had been during the later Empire, from Ravenna, where the
high offices of state were maintained, and it is clear that the effective monopoly
over some posts which the leading senatorial families had held during the fifth
century was allowed to continue. The coming to power of Odovacer made
lictle change to Italy.

His undoing was due to external factors. Early in his reign he had ceded
control over Provence to Euric the Visigoth and agreed to pay tribute for
Sicily to the Vandals, and towards its end he abandoned Noricum, a province
which occupied roughly the territory of modern Austria, thereby completing
a process of unravelling which had seen region after region break away from
Roman control in the fifth century. But, as we have seen, to the East there hung
the cloud of the Empire, whose massive resources were available to back up any
claims it might make to terricories in the West. Zeno, whose reign was marked
by rebellions, lacked the power to move directly against Odovacer even if he
possessed the desire, but hit upon the idea of sending against him Theoderic,
the king of the Ostrogoths who had been exposed to Byzantine ways during
the ten years of his youth he spent as a hostage in Constantinople. This people

4 Croke (1983). 5 Chastagnol (1966).
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had been engaged in intermittent but wearisome activities against the Empire
since they had freed themselves from the power of the Huns following the
death of Attila in 453, and in 487 Theoderic had gone so far as to lead a force
against Constantinople itself. Hence, whatever the outcome of the expedition
against Odovacer, Zeno had nothing to lose.

In 488, Theoderic set out from the old military town of Novae, near the
modern SviStov in Bulgaria. While those who accompanied him can for con-
venience be called ‘Ostrogoths’ it is highly likely that they included members
of other peoples, and that the move into Italy was an example of a common
tendency for migrating groups to grow like avalanches. Women and children
were among the members of what was clearly a migration as much as a mil-
itary expedition. Theoderic’s entry into Italy was challenged by Odovacer at
the River Isonzo, but the defenders fled without giving battle, falling back to
Verona. After suffering defeat here Odovacer retreated to his capital, Ravenna,
to which Theoderic laid siege. Hard pressed, Odovacer entered into negotia-
tions with his assailant in February 493. The antagonists agreed to share the
government, but Theoderic lost no time in inviting his colleague to a banquet,
where he ran his sword through him. Under such auspices he inaugurated his

long reign (493—526).7

GOTHS AND ROMANS

Italy was now populated, according to the contemporary formula, by ‘Goths
and Romans’. It is clear that the Goths, significantly the group named first
in this expression, were not always desirable neighbours, for their army was
capable of causing havoc in the Italian countryside even during time of peace,
and some of the Goths who were assigned to protect individual Romans had
no qualms about beating up their charges. In the words which Cassiodorus,
the best known of the Romans who made careers in the service of the Goths,
put in the mouth of his sovereign, “To the Goths a hint of war rather than
persuasion to the strife is needed, since a warlike race such as ours delights to
prove its courage.”® Theoderic, who was insistent that the Goths live civiliter,
in a law-abiding way, had reason to fear for relations between the peoples.
Nevertheless, many Romans could have gone about their daily lives without
being affected by the Goths to any great extent. While it is impossible to
establish how many people followed Theoderic to Italy, they cannot have

6 Wenskus (1961), pp. 483ff. On the ‘ethnogenesis’ of the people who came to be called Goths, Wolfram
(1988).

7 Discussed in Stein (1949), Ensslin (1947), Moorhead (1992).

8 Cassiodorus, Variae 1.24.1 (trans. Hodgkin).
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numbered more than a small proportion of the native population, and it is
clear from various classes of evidence that they were concentrated in the north
of Italy. Even the means by which they were supported allowed them to slip
into Italian society unobtrusively, for it seems likely that the zertiae, or thirds,
which contemporary authors describe as having been assigned to the Goths,
were not tracts of land, as has been widely assumed, but units of tax revenue.’
Hence, the coming of the Goths would have left the economic power of
the landowning class unchallenged. The areas in which the newcomers lived
were the most sensitive regions militarily, and Goths and Romans could be
distinguished with reference to the functions which they fulfilled in society,
military and civilian respectively: “While the army of the Goths makes war, the
Roman may live in peace.” But such a division of labour marked no change in
Roman practice, for the army had been increasingly made up of non-Romans
for centuries, and a cleavage between civil and military careers had become
well established in the later Empire. There can have been few Romans who
did not regard Italian society as continuing to function as it had during the
Empire. A legal code which has been published as the ‘Edict of Theoderic’,
and for which he may well have been responsible, is almost entirely made up
of excerpts from late Roman legislation. Like the rise of Odovacer, the coming
of the Ostrogoths brought no major change to Italy.

For the Goths, on the other hand, settlement in Italy marked a significant
change, and they found it hard to avoid paying attention to the Romans.
A minority group, they were isolated from the Romans by their adherence
to the Arian form of Christianity, a belief deemed heretical by the people of
Italy, and by the convention that they be tried before military courts, a pair
of distinguishing characteristics which Theoderic was happy to maintain. But
some of the Goths came to convert from Arianism to Catholicism, and as
contemporaries regarded Arianism as ‘the law of the Goths’ and Catholicism
as the specifically Roman religion, their conversion meant an abandonment of
one of the defining characteristics of the Goths." Some Goths were adopting
the language of the Romans; of the eleven Gothic clergy of Ravenna who put
their names to a document in §s51, seven signed in Latin. These clergy would
have conducted baptisms at Ravenna in a baptistery with a mosaic in its cupola,
which, imitating as it does an older mosaic in a nearby Catholic baptistery, is
further testimony to the susceptibility of the Goths to Roman influences.

9 Goffart (1980); Wolfram and Schwarcz (1988).

1° Cassiodorus, Variae x11.5.4 (trans. Hodgkin).

" Arianism as ‘lex Gothorum’: Tjider, Papyri pap. 31.1, 7, 8, 10 (vol. 11, p. 84ff) pap. 43.108, 122 (vol.
11, p. 102); on the interpretation, vol. 11, p. 268 n. 3. Arians calling Catholics ‘Romani’: Gregory of
Tours, Liber in Gloria Martyrum, ed. Krusch xxiv.s2.
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Theoderic, who seems to have had a knack for coining memorable phrases,
observed that ‘the poor Roman imitates the Goth, and the well-to-do Goth the
Roman’."* The truth of the second part of this statement is confirmed by the
circumstance that rich Goths tended to be buried with Roman grave-goods,
which implies that wealth and Romanisation went hand in hand. Doubtless
there was some move among the Roman lower classes to adopt Gothic mores,
and during the 540s the Gothic army was swollen by poor Romans; in the light
of the distinction Theoderic drew between civilian and military, this act could
be taken to imply not merely support for the Goths but also a measure of
identification with them. But in any convergence between the peoples, the
Goths were bound to be the losers. Indeed, we know that the two races were
coming to intermarry, despite Roman legislation which forbade the marriage
of Romans and barbarians, and given the relative size of their populations in
Italy this development cannot have boded well for the future of the Goths.
The capacity Italy has shown over the centuries to assimilate non-natives was
again being displayed.

THE GOVERNMENT OF THEODERIC

For over thirty years Theoderic supplied government of a kind Italy had not
known for generations. He strengthened his kingdom in a way Odovacer had
failed to, by contracting marriage alliances with all the chief states in the West.
His reign was also marked by an unbroken run of military successes won by his
generals. In 504 Count Pitzas took Sirmium, a city on the left bank of the River
Sava, from the Gepids and shortly afterwards defeated a Byzantine force in the
region. The defeat of the Visigoths and killing of their king by the Franks at
the battle of Vouill¢ in 507 cannot have pleased their Ostrogothic kinsfolk, but
Theoderic was able to turn the situation to his advantage by moving his frontier
forward to the River Durance, a tributary of the Rhone. The administration of
the newly won territories was provided for by a praetorian prefect of Gaul, the
first to be appointed since the 470s, while Theoderic governed the remaining
parts of the Visigothic state in the name of the dead king’s heir.” In 523, when
the Franks attacked Burgundy, Theoderic sent his general Tuluin to intervene,
and on this occasion the frontier seems to have been pushed as far north as the
River Isere.

A successful foreign policy was not the only achievement of Theoderic. Italy
itself benefited from building activity which saw the erection, or at least refur-
bishment, of palaces, baths, aqueducts, defensive works and an amphitheatre.

> Anonymus Valesianus 61 (Chronica Minora 1, p. 322).
3 For Ostrogothic rule in Spain, see Barbero and Loring, chapter 7 below.
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Indeed, apart from his penchant for building churches dedicated to the Arian
cult, the king was behaving in a way thoroughly appropriate to a Roman
emperor, just as his apparent disinclination to command the army in person
after gaining control of Italy is suggestive of the behaviour of an emperor rather
than that of a Germanic king. But his conduct was not surprising in one who
had spent ten years of his youth as a hostage in Constantinople, an experience
from which he may be presumed to have gained a command of Greek far
superior to that which most of the Romans around him would have enjoyed.
Despite his Arianism he enjoyed good relations with members of the hierarchy
of the church, judging a disputed papal election, which had occurred in 498,
and being able to impose a candidate on the see of Rome in 526. After the
disasters which Italy had suffered in the fifth century, the achievements of the
early sixth century seemed remarkable, and Theoderic’s subjects compared him
to the greatest Roman emperors.

His official title was rex, or king. We do not know how his constitutional
position was regarded in Constantinople and it is possible that, even after he
came to peace with the emperor Anastasius (491-518) in 497, and received back
the ornaments of the palace, which Odovacer had sent to Constantinople, his
status was not defined. Writing in Theoderic’s name to Anastasius, Cassiodorus
expressed the relationship between Italy and the Empire in terms designed to
flatter the imperial ear: ‘Our royalty is an imitation of yours, modelled on
your good purpose, a copy of the only empire, and in so far as we follow you
we excel all other nations.”™ The same point was made indirectly by the way
Cassiodorus arranged his letters for publication, for the letter to Anastasius is
immediately followed in his collected correspondence by one concerning the
preparation of purple dye for royal use. In the words of a Byzantine writer,
who was enough of a classicist to be able to adapt a phrase of Thecydides, he
was ‘in name a tyrant but in reality a true emperor’.”s

So it was that, when Theoderic visited Rome to celebrate his tricennalia in
500, the occasion was unambiguously imperial, with ecclesiastical frills of the
kind which had become common during late antiquity: a visit to St Peter’s
basilica, which was made despite Theoderic’s not being a Catholic; a reception
outside the City from the pope, senate and people; a visit to the senate house;
a speech to the people; a triumphal entry to the palace on the Palatine Hill;
the holding of circus games and the bestowing of annonae. Some years later
a senator put up on the Via Appia multiple copies of an inscription describ-
ing Theoderic in a term which could only be applied to an emperor, ‘ever
augustus’.‘6 The Empire, it must have seemed, lived on in Italy.

4 Cassiodorus, Variae 1.1.3 (trans. Hodgkin).

5 Procopius, Bellum Gothicum 1.1.29; cf. Thecydides 11.65.9 (on Pericles).

16 Fiebiger and Schmidt, nschrifiensammiung no. 193 (= CIL x.6850—s2). Cassiodorus, Variae 11.324F
suggests a date in the period so7—s11.
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Yet there may have been those who were displeased at the Ostrogothic
government. The members of the Senate of Rome regarded themselves as the
authentic custodians of tradition and behaved in ways characteristic of their
forbears, restoring old buildings, copying ancient texts, writing history, evading
taxes and even diverting public water to serve their own ends. If they found
themselves more involved than their ancestors had been in ecclesiastical politics,
this was simply testimony to their desire to make some of the growing power
of the church their own. One of their number, Boethius, the author of books on
theology as well as translations of and commentaries on Greek texts, produced
works of immense intellectual distinction which were to be influential for
centuries; indeed, after the barrenness of secular literary culture in Italy for
most of the fifth century, the Ostrogothic period can be seen as marking a
distinct revival of letters. As the power of the Roman state had weakened
in the fifth century the prestige and influence of the Senate had risen, and
Theoderic sought to conciliate its members.”” His first consular nominee,
Albinus, the son and probably the grandson of consuls, was followed in this
office by three brothers, and seems to have been a nephew of the man who
erected the inscriptions which described Theoderic as ‘ever augustus’. Albinus
is known to have been involved in administration at Theoderic’s court in
Ravenna and the life of the circus, to have collaborated with his wife in the
building of a church, and to have followed theological affairs with interest.
Over the years Theoderic’s relations with the old senatorial families varied, but
they seem to have improved following the termination of a schism between the
churches of Rome and Constantinople in 519. In 522 Boethius’ two sons held
a joint consulship and their father accepted office as magister officiorum, while
in the following year an old friend of Boethius, the deacon John, became pope.
The ascendancy of the group represented by these men must have seemed
assured.

Nevertheless, the reign of the great king was to end with their disgrace.”
In 523 one of Theoderic’s legal officers, Cyprian, charged Albinus with having
engaged in treacherous correspondence with the emperor. He denied the charge
and was defended by Boethius, but Cyprian then broadened the charge to
include his defender as well. In 525 Pope John, accompanied by a group of
senators and clerics, was forced to go to Constantinople to intercede for the
cause of Arianism. He returned the following year to face a frosty reception,
and died shortly afterwards. Boethius and his father-in-law Symmachus were
put to death, the former having written in prison his last and best-known book,
the Consolation of Philosophy. In August Theoderic died in turn, to be buried in
the mausoleum still to be seen in Ravenna. It was an inglorious end to a great
reign, which led later Catholic writers to put about stories that he had been

8

7" Sundwall (1919) remains basic. 8 Moorhead (1992), pp. 212-s1.
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preparing a general persecution just before he died. The reason for Theoderic
striking out in this uncharacteristic way is not clear: his awareness, as he grew
old, of the lack of an adult male heir and consequent tensions in Ravenna
about the succession, the adoption of pro-Byzantine policies by the Vandals
of North Africa, to which he reacted by ordering the rapid construction of
a great fleet in 526, and Byzantine intrigue may all have been involved, but
perhaps the most important element was the desire of a group of courtiers to
undermine the influence of an aristocratic group centred on Boethius whose
recent and rapid preferment jeopardised their own position.

THE DEMISE OF THE OSTROGOTHIC STATE

Some three decades before Theoderic died, the deacon Ennodius, an author
whose literary output ranged from obscene verse to liturgical prose, wrote a
panegyric in which he expressed the hope that the king would be succeeded
by a son, but this was not to be the case. Theoderic designated as his heir
his grandson Athalaric, but the boy was young and power lay in the hands
of his mother, Amalasuentha. Any successor would have found the task of
stepping into the shoes of Theoderic difficult; that Amalasuentha was a woman
and of intellectual inclinations did not make her task any easier. She began,
sensibly, to bid for support. Conciliatory correspondence was dispatched to
Constantinople, the estates of Symmachus and Boethius were restored to their
heirs, and the pope was given the right of hearing cases involving members
of the Roman church in the first instance. The Gothic general Tuluin, who
had gained large estates after the war in Burgundy, was elevated to the rank of
patricius praesentalis.

Despite these gestures, Amalasuentha was unable to prevent an erosion of
the government’s power. The Franks nibbled at Ostrogothic possessions in
Gaul and wiped out the kingdom of the Burgundians, but more alarming
were internal developments, known to us from the narrative of the Byzantine
historian Procopius. Even Theoderic had found it difficult to dominate the
Gothic nobility, and the task was certainly beyond his daughter. Some of the
Goths held that, contrary to his mother’s wishes, Athalaric should receive his
education along Gothic rather than Roman lines, and before long Amalasuen-
tha began to fear for her position. She opened negotiations with the emperor
Justinian (527—565) with a view to fleeing Italy, and preparations were made
to receive her in imperial territory at Dyrrhachium, but, finding herself able
to arrange the murder of some of her enemies, she decided to remain. The
death of Athalaric, a victim of youthful excess, in October 534, weakened her
position, leading her to adopt the tide of regina (queen) and take her near
relative Theodahad, a wealthy dilettante, as joint ruler. But the ploy backfired,
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for Theodahad allied himself with her enemies and was able to have the unfor-
tunate Amalasuentha strangled at Lake Bolsena, probably in the spring of s3s.
Some people felt that her demise was to be attributed to female jealousy, it
being suspected that Justinian’s wife Theodora was perturbed at the attraction
Amalasuentha may have had for her husband. This interpretation of events is
an unlikely one, but it has the merit of emphasising how closely Italian affairs
had become connected with those of the mighty Empire. Theodahad’s decision
to free himself of Amalasuentha, who had put herself under the protection of
Justinian, was not well advised, for in a brief war in 533 imperial forces had
wiped out the Vandal state in Africa, and the speedy success had encouraged
Justinian to look across to Italy. War between the Empire and the Ostrogoths
broke out in 535. Of its ultimate outcome there could be no doubt: when
Amalasuentha planned to flee to the Empire she had 40,000 pounds of gold
at her disposal, but when the emperor Anastasius died in 518 he had left eight
times this sum in the treasury. The Goths could not match the resources of the
Empire.

Nevertheless, the Gothic war lasted longer than Justinian had bargained
for. It began well, for his general Belisarius took Rome in 536 and entered
Ravenna in s40. Shortly afterwards Belisarius left for Constantinople, taking
with him the Gothic king Witigis, a man of military experience whom the
Goths had chosen to replace Theodahad. But the heavy-handed Byzantine
administrators Belisarius left behind took their obligation to collect taxes all
too seriously, and when the Goths gained as their king a vigorous leader, Totila
(also known as Baduila), in 541, the stage was set for a conflict which lasted
until Justinian sent the general Narses to Italy. Having advanced into Italy
from the north, he was able to defeat Totila in 553, although Gothic resistance
continued on a local basis until the capture of Verona and Brescia some years
later.

THE IMPACT OF THE WAR

The history of the war has been narrated in the previous chapter, and here it
will be enough to draw attention to some of its results. The Byzantine historian
of Justinian’s wars, Procopius, told a story which he professed not to believe,
but which he nevertheless thought was worth recounting. At the beginning
of the war, we are told, Theodahad asked a Jew what the outcome of the war
would be, and was instructed to shut three groups of ten pigs, which he was to
call respectively Goths, Romans and imperial soldiers, in pens. On opening
the enclosures some days later he found all but two of the pigs representing
the Goths dead, and all but a few of those representing the soldiers alive; of
those which represented the Romans, about half were alive, although all had
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lost their hair.” This attempt at telling the future was not completely accurate,
for we know of many people with Gothic personal names who lived in Italy
after the war. But the story is indicative of a perception that the impact on the
Romans of the war and, presumably, of the plague which broke out in 543 and
continued to recur, had been frightful. When pope Gregory the Great came
to write his Dialogues during the last decade of the century he gave an account
of a discussion which had taken place between bishop Sabinus of Canosa di
Puglia and the famous monk St Benedict, probably during s47. After Totila
had entered Rome and caused its ruin, the bishop commented that the city
would be destroyed by the king and cease to be inhabited. Benedict disagreed:
Rome would not be brought to nothing by the barbarians, he said, but, worn
out by storms, lightning, various kinds of trouble and the shaking of the earth,
it would simply decay.*®

The two perspectives neatly encapsulate two possible ways of understanding
the Gothic war. Given that Rome changed hands five times, that it had once
gone unoccupied for forty days, some of the earliest burials within the walls
of the city date from the time of the war, and that its senators, who had so
recently been proudly celebrating consulships, had been murdered or fled, one
might feel inclined to attribute catastrophic significance to the war. Whereas
the war between Theoderic and Odovacer had been confined to a small area, the
activities of Totila, 2 man who was remembered towards the end of the century
above all for his cruelty, caused more destruction than any war since Hannibal’s
invasion of Italy in the third century Bc, and their impact was heightened by
the outbreak of plague. In 557 Pope Pelagius, complaining of great nakedness
and want in Rome, tried to have income from the church’s estates in Gaul
used to buy clothing there which would be sent to Rome for distribution to
the poor. Later he wrote to the practorian prefect of Africa complaining of the
poverty of the Roman church. Economic decline was accompanied by a lower
level of intellectual life: oddly enough, it seems that more Greek books were
produced at Ravenna in the time of the Goths than were during the rest of
the sixth century, while the city was part of the Byzantine Empire. Italy also
came to know political impotence. Despite its incorporation into the Empire,
no sixth-century emperor visited Italy, and yet the independence which it
had enjoyed under Odovacer and the Goths vanished. Offices of state such as
quaestor and magister officiorum disappeared from Ravenna, and Italy found
itself governed, as did Africa, by appointees from Constantinople; furthermore,
the independence of the papacy and other major Italian sees was curtailed.”
Surely, it could be argued that the impact of the war on Italy was disastrous.

9 Bellum Gothicum 1.9.2—7. 2° Gregory of Rome, Dialogues 11.15.3.
' See Moorhead, chapter 5 above.
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Yet it would be possible to make too much of the change the war brought
about. At Volturno, a hitherto prosperous villa was deserted during the first
half of the century, but its abandonment need not have been a result of the war.
At Luni, for example, the forum was covered by soil at the beginning of the
sixth century, and it is possible to interpret the economic decline which the war
brought as simply the temporary speeding-up of a process which, as we have
seen, had been going on for centuries. Rome was to experience something of
a revival after the war: in 565 Narses erected an inscription which recorded his
rebuilding of a bridge over which the Via Salaria passed, destroyed ‘by the most
wicked tyrant Totila’.** Hostility towards Totila is also evident in the Pragmatic
Sanction which Justinian issued in 554, in which he sought to regulate the
affairs of Italy and, in particular, to re-establish the position of the landowning
aristocracy, which had suffered heavy losses in the war.”* Concessions made
by Amalasuentha, Athalaric and Theodahad were confirmed, while those of
Totila were declared null and void. The loss of deeds during the war was not
to prejudice ownership of property; estates that had been taken during the war
from absent or captive people were to be returned, and the rights of slave owners
were safeguarded. A desire for continuity is also evident in the provision that
the annonae which had been given to the Romans, as well as the grammarians,
orators, doctors and those learned in the law, were to be paid as they had
been. Some of the provisions of the Pragmatic Sanction reflect all too clearly a
society undergoing change: senators were to have free access to the emperor in
Constantinople, but to be able to go to Italy and remain there to regain their
property; provincial governors were to be selected by bishops and magnates,
while weights and measures were to be checked in the presence of the pope and
the Senate. But even these provisions could be held to reflect nothing more
than the increasing pre-eminence of the senatorial and ecclesiastical pillars of
Italian society, confirming a tendency that was by no means new. Doubtless
the years of Totila had marked an economic regression, but a series of papyri
from Ravenna suggest that the land market was brisk in at least that region,
and towards the end of Justinian’s reign it would have been quite realistic for
the inhabitants of Italy to have anticipated a period of healing.

THE LOMBARD INVASION

Such security and prosperity as Italy enjoyed after the Byzantine conquest were
destined to be short-lived.** From about the time of the death of Theoderic a
Germanic people, the Lombards, had been settling south of the Danube in the

22 CIL v1.1199. 2 Archi (1978).
4 Delogu et al. (1980); Wickham (1981); Christie (1995).
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old province of Pannonia. They had, in general, been allies of the Byzantines,
but had enjoyed less exposure to Roman ways than the Ostrogoths. No king of
the Lombards spent a decade in Constantinople as Theoderic had done, and
while they included Catholics and Arians most of them seem still to have been
non-Christian. In 568, led by their king Alboin, they left Pannonia and moved
to Italy.

The reasons prompting their decision to migrate are not clear. According
to a story current as early as the seventh century, they had been invited by
Narses, Justinian’s general who, having remained in Italy after the conquest,
was driven to seck revenge for the ill will the Romans displayed towards him
by summoning the invaders. While the spite attributed to Narses in this tale
is doubtless unhistorical, it has been possible for modern scholars to build up
a case that Byzantine officials did invite Alboin to Italy: the Lombards’ recent
career as allies of the Empire, which had included their sending men to help
Narses in his struggle with the Ostrogoths, the failure of the Byzantines to offer
serious resistance in the eatly stages of the invasion, and the continuing threat
posed by the Franks to the north of Italy, a circumstance which could have
prompted the summoning of potential allies, can all be invoked to supportsuch
an interpretation.” On the other hand, it is possible that the Lombards came to
Italy in response to an appeal for help from the surviving Ostrogoths. But their
invasion need not have been in response to any Italian considerations, beyond
a feeling that easy pickings were to be had there. In 565 the emperor Justin II,
overturning a policy of Justinian, had refused to pay tribute to the Avars, a
people who had suddenly come to prominence along the central Danube, and
in 567 the Lombards and Avars had joined forces to defeat the Gepids. Alboin
himself was said to have killed their king, and went on to marry the dead king’s
daughter, Rosimund. Doubtless the defeat of a people who had long been their
enemies was gratifying to the Lombards, but the rise of the Avars must have
made Pannonia a good deal less congenial, and this may be enough to account
for their decision to move to Italy. In any case, on 2 April 568 they began their
trek, launching an invasion of Italy that was to be more deeply felt and longer
lasting in its impact than that of the Ostrogoths.

We have no way of estimating the size of the host Alboin led to Italy.
His following included members of peoples other than the Lombards, among
whom Saxons were the most prominent; intriguingly, the author of the Old
English poem Widsith claimed he had been in Italy with Elfpine the son of
Eadwine, names suggestive of Alboin, the son of Audoin.?® Like the earlier
invaders Theoderic and Narses, Alboin advanced into Italy by way of Venetia,
where he seems to have encountered no opposition. He installed his nephew

5 See in particular the collected studies of Bognetti (1966-68). 26 Widsith, lines 70—4.
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Gisulf as duke of Cividale and the surrounding territory, and gave him various
Jarae, an obscure word of Germanic origin which Paul the Deacon, writing
in the late eighth century, understood as meaning ‘clans or lineages’.*” The
bishop of the nearby town of Aquileia fled to the coastal town of Grado, while
in the following year Milan fell to the invaders and its bishop fled to Genoa.
At a time impossible to estimate, and for reasons hard to deduce, powerful
duchies were established much further to the south by Faroald at Spoleto and
Zotto at Benevento. In 572 Alboin entered Pavia, after a siege of three years,
and made his way to the palace Theoderic had constructed there.

During their earliest years in Italy some of the characteristics of the Lombard
invasion were already apparent: the dislocation they caused society was greater
than that occasioned by the Ostrogoths, and they were not as cohesive as their
predecessors. Alboin was not to enjoy his success for long, as the year of his
entry into Pavia also saw his murder at the instigation of his wife Rosimund.
According to Paul the Deacon she came to conceive a hatred for her husband
when, at a feast in Verona, he produced a goblet made out of the skull of her
father Cunimund and suggested that she have a drink with her father. She
took revenge by having Alboin murdered while he slept, but the deed was
not popular among the Lombards, and before long she fled to Ravenna, the
Byzantine capital in Italy, in the company of other Lombards who took the
opportunity to defect. In Ravenna Rosimund was received by the patrician
Longinus, who had succeeded Narses as the Byzantine commander, but was to
die of poison. The Lombards elected one Cleph to replace Alboin, but after a
reign of eighteen months he was murdered by a slave, whereupon the Lombards
dispensed with monarchy for a decade (574—584) during which power passed
to the dukes, of whom we are told there were thirty-five. The interregnum
saw fighting on a wide scale in Italy, and hostilities against the Franks in Gaul.
The emperor Justin II (565—578) finally intervened by sending his son-in-law
Baduarius to the aid of Italy, but he was defeated and died in about 576.
During the pontificate of Pope Benedict (575-579) Justin arranged for ships
full of grain to be sent from Egypt to Rome to relieve famine. In 577 or 578,
and again in 579, suppliants from Rome arrived in Constantinople. While their
trips may have been connected with the accession of a new emperor and a new
pope, they certainly sought aid, but little was the satisfaction they received.
When Pelagius II became pope in 579, Rome was under siege, and at about
the same time Classe, the port of Ravenna, was plundered.

The coming of the Lombards to Italy is not well documented, our main
source being Paul the Deacon, who wrote some 200 years after their arrival,
although he had access to an important early source no longer extant, a history

*7 Paul the Deacon, HL 11.9.91 (generationes vel lineas).
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written by Bishop Secundus of Trent. Many aspects of it remain unclear. For
example, we do not know whether the fazrae mentioned by Paul are to be seen
as family groupings or wandering military detachments,?® nor whether the
office of duke was primarily a survival from Germanic society or an institution
recently developed under late Roman or Byzantine influence. These two issues
obviously raise the general question as to the degree to which the Lombards had
moved away from their barbarian origins when they came to Italy, and may
possibly be connected with a degree of Lombard cooperation with imperial
forces in Italy. It has been argued that the men who established the duchies of
Spoleto and Benevento, for example, were acting on behalf of the Byzantines.”
This interpretation seems far-fetched, but there were certainly members of the
Lombard forces who acted in the imperial interest. One thinks of the duke
Droctulf, who defected to the enemy and was buried before the threshold of
the church of S. Vitale in Ravenna, famous for its mosaics of Justinian and
Theodora which constitute powerful imperial propaganda.®® It may not be
accidental that archacology reveals Lombard burials in regions of Italy that
remained under imperial control.

Nevertheless, if the Byzantines had seen the Lombards as a way of coping
with the Franks, it must have quickly become clear that the experiment of invit-
ing them to Italy had failed disastrously. But as the situation deteriorated there
emerged the possibility of doing the reverse, and calling on the Franks to deal
with the Lombards, just as had been done during the Gothic war. As early as 580
Pope Pelagius sought their intervention, and a few years later Constantinople
sought to use the Franks to solve its problems in Italy. The emperor Maurice
conveyed the enormous sum of 50,000 so/idi to King Childebert, who attacked
the Lombards in §84. Details of the Frankish expedition do not emerge clearly
from our sources, but it was enough to alarm the Lombards, who in that year
elected a new king, Authari, the son of Cleph. It quickly became clear that he
was not to be like their earlier kings. The dukes surrendered half their wealth to
him, placing the monarchy on a secure economic basis; he adopted the Roman
title Flavius; and he forbade Lombard children to be baptised as Catholics, a
step indicative of both the authority he felt was his and the non-Roman path

8 Paul defines fara as ‘generatio vel linea’ (HL 11.9), with which compare Marius of Avenches, Chronica
s.a. 569 (Chronica Minora 11.238; Alboin with all his followers occupied Italy ‘in fara’) and Edictus
Rothari177 (‘si quis liber homo potestatem habeat intra dominium regni nostra cum fara sua megrare
ubi voluerit’). The debate is summarised by Harrison (1993), pp. soff.

* Bognetti (1966-68), vol. 111, pp. 456—75.

3 Paul the Deacon (HL 1m1.18) describes Droctulf as being ‘descended from the Sueves, that is the
Alamanni’ who had been brought up among the Lombards. Theophylact Simocatta sees him as a
Lombard (Historiae 11.7), while his epitaph, reproduced by Paul (HL 111.19) describes him as a Sueve
(line 3) yet refers to his long beard (longa . . . barba, line 6)! On S. Vitale and Ravenna, see Moorhead,
chapter s above.
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he saw the Lombards taking. A story told by a Catholic author, Gregory the
Great, hints at some of the tensions to which the Lombards were exposed in
this period. On one occasion, we learn from one of his letters, a Lombard saw
a golden key of St Peter and, wishing to make something else out of it, tried to
cut it with his knife. But he drove the knife through his throat and died. King
Authari and the other Lombards who were present were struck with terror,
and no one dared to touch the key until a Catholic Lombard arrived. Authari
had another gold key made and sent them both to the pope.?" Archacology
gives evidence for Romanisation that is less ambiguous. The earliest burials at
Nocera Umbra, a site the Lombards had occupied by 571, contain grave-goods
in a style familiar from Lombard burials in Pannonia, but within a few decades,
people were being buried there with wares which imitated Roman goods.

In s89 Authari consolidated his position to the north by marrying
Theodelinda, the daughter of the Bavarian ruler Garibald. It was a wise move
in the light of continuing pressure from the Franks, who had come to control
Aosta and Susa, on the Italian side of Alpine passes. In 590 Authari’s enemies
launched major attacks. The Franks advanced from the west and made their
way as far as Verona, while the Byzantines captured numerous towns and wel-
comed to their side a number of Lombards who defected. But the allies failed
to coordinate their activities and were unable to provoke the Lombards, who
took shelter in fortresses, to battle, and the Franks withdrew. On 5 September
Authari died, of poison it was said. He left no children, and Theodelinda chose
as her new husband Agilulf, duke of Turin, a Thuringian who consequently
became king. Paul the Deacon tells a story according to which Authari, before
he died, rode as far as Reggio, in the far south of the peninsular, and touched
a pillar in the sea with the point of his spear, saying ‘“The territory of the Lom-
bards will extend this far’.>* Like so many of Paul’s stories this is almost certainly
apocryphal, and as a piece of prophecy it erred on the side of generosity, but
after the collapse of the Frankish and Byzantine operations of 590 it was clear
that the Lombards were in Italy to stay.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE LOMBARDS

Early Roman authors who mentioned the Lombards described them as small
in number, a remark that the limited size of their burial grounds during the
period shortly after their arrival in Italy could be held to confirm. But at one
of these sites, Nocera Umbra, over 90 per cent of the males were buried with
weapons, and the strategic location of the site, just a few hundred metres from
the Via Flaminia, the main road proceeding northwards from Rome across

3 Gregory of Rome, Epp. 7.23. 3% Paul, HL 1m1.22.127.
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the Apennines, suggests the likely purpose of Lombard settlement there.?
In Constantinople it was felt that the impact of the Lombards had been dire.
Various Italian contemporaries concurred in finding them ‘utterly unspeakable’
(nefandissimi), and Gregory the Great, who succeeded Pope Pelagius II, a victim
of plague, two days before the death of Authari, painted a gloomy picture in a
sermon he preached early in his pontificate:

Cities have been destroyed, fields laid waste and the land reduced to a wilderness.
There is not a farmer in the fields and scarcely an inhabitant remains in the cities — and
yet these small remnants of the human race are still being struck down daily, without
pause.>*

Indeed, the fighting, the concomitant famine and renewed outbreaks of plague
led Gregory to believe for some years that biblical predictions concerning the
end of the world were about to be fulfilled.

Gregory and his contemporaries contemplated an Italy broadly divided
into two fluctuating zones. One of these remained under the control of the
Byzantines. To speak in general terms, it included a block of territory extending
along the Adriatic seaboard and which penetrated inland to a varying extent;
along the Via Aemilia it included Bologna but not Modena. This was con-
nected to another wedge of territory based on Rome, but as the foundation
of the duchy of Spoleto had made the Via Flaminia dangerous it had been
replaced as the major thoroughfare across the Apennines by a road further to
the west that passed through Perugia. The Byzantines also held coastal strips
based on Genoa and Naples as well as the heel and toe of Italy. It was an
unwieldy agglomeration of territories that owed such geographical unity as it
possessed to the undisputed Byzantine control of the sea, which allowed com-
munication to take place easily. Over the remaining and larger part of Iraly the
invaders held sway, and the Lombards were not averse to making life difficult
for those living in the diminished Byzantine portion. Rome and Naples were
both harassed in the 590s, and Pope Gregory found it worth his while secking
the help of the duke of Benevento when he arranged to have timber transported
from the hinterland of Bruttium to the sea.

Paul the Deacon seems at one point in his narrative to attribute catastrophic
significance to the coming of the Lombards. He states that Cleph killed some
important Romans and banished others (or ‘the others’) and that during the
interregnum of 574—584 many Roman nobles were killed because of the greed
of the Lombards, while the remainder (of the nobles? or of the Italians?) were
shared among the Lombards per hospites and made tribute payers so that they

3 Hessen (1983). 34 Gregory of Rome, Homilae in Hiez. 11.6.22.
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gave one third of what their land produced to the Lombards; he writes of
churches despoiled, bishops killed, towns overthrown and peoples (perhaps
‘populations’) being wiped out. In another passage he asserts that under Authari
(584—590) the burdened Italians were divided among the Lombards as hospites
(or ‘among the Lombard hospizes’); however, he believes that this period was a
time of remarkable peace within the kingdom of the Lombards.?

This author would not be a source to be accepted uncritically even if his
language were less opaque, but there is no escaping the initial impact of the
Lombards. Some of the traditional functions of the state in Italy lapsed: the
land tax, which had provided the greater part of the revenues of preceding
governments, was no longer levied, which entailed the Lombard army being
supported from the land directly rather than via a tax collected by the state. For
the landowners in the territory they overran, so soon after the Gothic war, the
advent of the invaders must have been devastating, of much greater moment
than the coming of the Goths had been. The impact of the Lombards on
church life is suggested not only by their destroying St Benedict’s monastery
at Monte Cassino, but by the extraordinary fact that within the voluminous
correspondence of Gregory the Great all his letters to bishops in the peninsula
are directed to those resident in towns controlled by the Byzantines, with the
exception of the bishop of Spoleto. Aquileia and Altino may have been among
towns that received their coup de grice from the Lombards, while a notable
crisis in the urban standard of living is known to have occurred at this time
in Brescia. But caution is called for: in many cases towns had been becoming
smaller long before the arrival of the Lombards, and any they ‘overthrew’ may
have been fatally weak already; it is difficult to see the Lombards as marking
a significant hiatus in the extraordinary continuity of Italian urban life. The
claim that the Lombards wiped out peoples is evidently false, but there can be
no doubting their malign impact on the landowning class and churches in the
areas that they took over.

Nevertheless, those parts of Italy that remained part of the Empire were
also affected by the new circumstances, which inevitably led to what we may
term a militarisation of society. In 584 there is mention for the first time of
the exarch, an official who combined supreme civil and military authority, but
who may plausibly be seen as a magister militum whose authority had grown
so as to encroach on civilian authority. The development was not completely
new in Italy, for as early as the Ostrogothic period the comites Gothorum had
been throwing their weight around against civilians, and at a later date one
pope had invoked the aid of magistri militum rather than civil authorities

35 Paul, HL 11.31-2.108—9, 111.16.123.
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in dealing with wayward bishops; nor was it unique to Italy, for an identical
development occurred in Africa and it can in some respects be seen as analogous
to the military ‘themes” which were to develop at a later stage in other parts of
the Byzantine Empire. Coming as it did just thirty years after the Pragmatic
Sanction had sought to reimpose the distinction between civilian and military
in Italy, the rise of the exarch was certainly connected with the inadequacy of
civilian authority in the conditions of Italy in the late sixth century.

Another response to the enfeeblement of civil authority was the increasingly
prominent role played by bishops in society. Our last reference in late antiquity
to a praefectus urbis Romae occurs in 599. It had been an office to cherish;
Cassiodorus mentions its holders being conveyed in a chariot, and judging
by the rapid turnover of occupants in the time of the Goths it was a job
for which competition was keen. But in the changed world of the late sixth
century it was anachronistic: there was no need, for example, for an official
to preside over meetings of the senate, for such meetings were no longer held.
Within cities a good deal of power passed to the bishop, particularly in cases
where, as was true of the bishops of such sees as Rome and Ravenna, he could
draw on the resources of estates in Sicily, far from Lombard depredations. The
charitable activities Gregory the Great was to engage in, and the negotiations
he was to undertake with Lombard leaders, are testimony to the weakness of
the state which was met by increased episcopal, as well as specifically papal,
authority. If we wish to gain an understanding of the changed circumstances
of Iraly, however, we could do no better than consider the militarisation of the
landscape. Throughout the correspondence of Cassiodorus there are references
to military structures (castra, castella) at only three places, Tortona in Liguria
and Verruca on the River Adige, and on the River Durance,’ all three near
or on the frontiers of the Ostrogothic state. The writings of Procopius on
the Gothic war, in particular the phase when Totila led the Goths, reveal a
landscape where the impact of war was more widely felt; hence, for example,
we read of an ‘oxUpwua (fortress) at Centumcellae and a ppoUpiov (hill-fort)
at Nepi.””7 But this does not prepare us for the landscape dotted with castra
and castella revealed in the correspondence of Gregory the Great. Here we
find, for example, a castrum founded by monks at Squillace in Bruttium, a
place concerning which Cassiodorus had commented ‘non habet muros’, and
another at Bagnorea where the people were to join with the vir gloriosus Ansfrid,
a Lombard to judge by his name, in electing a bishop.?® The erection of such
structures, as well as the fact that the initiative did not always come from the
state, is a sign of how Italy had changed as the century wore on.

3¢ Variae 1.17, 111.48, ILAL 37 Bellum Gothicum 111.36.11, 1v.34.16 (where also a fortress).
38 Gregory of Rome, Epp. 8.32 (cf. Cassiodorus, Variae x11.15.5), 10.3
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THE EXTENT OF CHANGE IN ITALY DURING THE SIXTH CENTURY

The question as to when the ancient world gave way to that of the Middle Ages
has produced a disconcerting variety of responses, and it may be a guestion mal
posée. Nevertheless, if we are to impose a frontier between two periods termed
‘ancient’ and ‘medieval’, there seem to be good reasons for locating it, at least for
Italy, during the sixth century.?® The Senate flourished in the time of Odovacer
and the Ostrogoths, but Gregory the Great proclaimed ‘senarus deest:*° Some
of its members had been massacred by the Goths during the war with Justinian,
while others fled to Constantinople where some of their descendants were still
living at the end of the century, and those who returned to Italy had to facealand
ravaged by war. It has been justly pointed out that the destruction of the Senate
was the price of the destruction of the Goths,* but it was the Byzantines who
exacted the price. Indeed, of those who ruled in Italy during the sixth century
the Goths were the most effective custodians of classical civilisation. The last
games known to have been held in Rome were those presided over by Totila
in 549, and a nearly contemporary author, while hostile to this king, echoed
language Pliny used of Trajan when he described him as living in Rome like a
father with his children.#* During the period of Ostrogothic power Cassiodorus
had penned eloquent words in praise of city life, describing the impeccably
classical round of activities a gentleman could expect to enjoy: conversation
with his equals, a trip to the forum, inspecting the products of craftspeople,
using the laws to promote his affairs, spending time playing draughts, going
to the baths with his companions, and providing luncheons.® But when he
returned to Italy in the s50s after some years in Constantinople, Cassiodorus
led a very different life, for he founded a monastery on his family estates in
one of the most remote regions of mainland Italy.

Doubtless this was in part symptomatic of a wider trend, the position of the
aristocracy having weakened during the sixth century in the East as well as the
West. But there was little room after the Byzantine conquest of Italy for a civilian
aristocracy of the kind that had flourished during the first third of the century,
and the coming of the Lombards made the traditional forms of civilised life
still less viable. The contrast between the Goths, for the most part discreetly
tucked away in northern Italy, living on tax receipts, tolerant of Catholics
and observant of Roman forms, and the Lombards, diffused over most of
Italy, living on lands sometimes expropriated, at times enthusiastic persecutors
of Catholics, and comparatively heedless of Roman ways, is striking, but no

39 Stroheker (1965), pp. 305-8, places it immediately after the reign of Justinian; see further the opinions
of earlier scholars given on pp. 279, 285ff, 300ff.

4% Gregory of Rome, Homilae in Hiez. 11.6.22. # Wes (1967), p. 193.

4 LP (Vigilius); cf. Pliny the Younger, Panegyricus 21.4. B Variae vi31.8.
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smaller is the degree of change the latter brought to an aristocracy which had
supported itself from its landed estates.

Buc if the sixth century saw a sad diminution in the fortunes of one of
the pillars of Italian society, its ecclesiastical counterpart advanced. While the
construction of churches continued apace, a repair to the theatre of Pompey
which Symmachus carried out early in the century is the last known example
of the private patronage of a traditional secular building.#* Indeed, secular
buildings were alienated for ecclesiastical uses, such as the hall in Rome, prob-
ably the audience hall of the city prefect, which was turned into the church
of SS Cosmas and Damian during the period 526—530, an act which antici-
pates the better known transformation of the Pantheon into a church in 609.
A parallel clericalisation of intellectual life occurred, for which Cassiodorus
again provides an example. As a young man he had come to the notice of
Theoderic by delivering a panegyric, and proceeded to be of service to him
and later Gothic sovereigns as both a panegyricist and a writer of official letters.
The works he wrote as a vir religiosus in retirement in Bruttium, on the other
hand, were overwhelmingly ecclesiastical in nature, but even so the church
history for which he was responsible was too broad minded for the taste of
Gregory the Great, and did not enjoy a wide circulation. Horizons, which
had been broad enough to accommodate the intellectual work of Boethius
and the risqué poems of Ennodius early in the century, had contracted by the
time of Gregory, when the bulk of writing was clerical in both authorship and
content. The late antique world of the Gothic period was replaced by one dom-
inated by those who fought and those who prayed, its contours distinctively
medieval.

While these changes were taking place, the role played by Italy in the wider
wortld was also developing. Denuded of its provinces, Italy may have seemed
forlorn when the Ostrogoths occupied it, but the territorial advances they
made and the marriage alliances contracted by Theoderic made it central in
the Mediterranean region. The success of Justinian’s invasion robbed it of
this position. Ravenna, which remained its capital, was reduced to the sta-
tus of a branch office of a corporation controlled in Constantinople, and
staffed at the highest levels by non-natives. The environment that was created
encouraged the intervention of neighbouring powers. Worse was to follow
when the Lombards put an end to its unity and created a divided Italy, a
situation that was to last well into modern times. By the end of the century
changes which had been going on for centuries had been worked out: polit-
ically and economically, Italy was both isolated and divided. Such centrality

44 Ward-Perkins (1984).
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as it had was that possessed by the church of Rome, displayed pre-eminently
by the dispatch of missionaries to Kent by Gregory the Great in 596. That
the immediate future of the influence of Italy in the wider world was to rest
with the authority of the bishop of Rome is a measure of the distance it had
traversed in the period since Theoderic celebrated his tricennalia in the City
in s00.



CHAPTER 7

THE FORMATION OF THE SUEVE
AND VISIGOTHIC KINGDOMS
IN SPAIN

A. Barbero and M. 1. Loring

The assassination of the emperor Valentinian III, the last representative of
the Theodosian dynasty in 455, and the subsequent sack of Rome by the
Vandal Genseric, signal the beginning of a profound political crisis in the
western provinces of the Roman Empire. The intensification of military activity
because of the hostilities of the barbarian foederati, and the differing interests
of Gaulish and Italo-Roman senatorial aristocracies, led to the triumph of
centrifugal tendencies, which would result in the end of the Roman imperial
state in the West and its replacement by Romano-Germanic kingdoms." Thus
for Hispania, as for the rest of the western provinces of the Empire, there began
a period of political and military instability, which would eventually distance it
from the networks of central power, making way for new regional powers. This
process worked not only to the advantage of the Sueves, the only barbarian
people who had remained in the Iberian peninsula after the departure of the
Vandals for Africa in 429 and who by then were firmly established on its western
side, but also to that of the Visigoths. Despite their interests being centred in
the south of Gaul in the middle of the fifth century, they soon began to spread
out into new bases in Hispania, bases that later would allow them to establish
a stable political power there and eventually to annex the Sueve kingdom itself
in the second half of the sixth century.

THE END OF THE FIRST SUEVE MONARCHY AND THE SUBMISSION
OF THE KINGDOM TO VISIGOTH PROTECTION

At the beginning of the fifth century the Sueves had remained within the
western limits of the province of Gallaecia, but after the departure of the

' The expression ‘Romano-Germanic kingdoms’, used by Stein, best reflects the character of the
first barbarian kingdoms, Stein (1959), 1, p. 365. See also Gerberding, chapter 1 above and Halsall,
chapter 2 above.

162



The formation of the Sueve and Visigothic kingdoms in Spain 163

0 50 100 150 200 250 miles b
L 1 1 1 1 1 0
T T I3
0 100 200 300 400 km ;S
<
-5
) w At
$lugo. \ TARRACONENSIS ..
GALLAECIA ) Vitoria
LIWEN
Astorga\ 3 "SHeeald. ®
® Braga B Saragossa =
N 4
" ‘
/ =
Toledo A Q
LUSITANIA o
o Mérida />
2Lisbon e = "\\ {*;
'." Cérdoba A
S dalauivir oy
! Sevilleg ROy~ i

Map 2 Spain under the Visigoths

Vandals they initiated a process of expansion to increase their territory. As a
consequence of this, by the middle of the fifth century the Sueves had come
to control a wide territory that stretched from Gallaecia in the north, as far as
Bética in the south, passing through Lusitania, whose capital and the diocesan
capital Emerita Augusta (Mérida) seems at some time to have played the role
of royal seat of the Sueve monarchs. This deployment was initiated during
the thirty-year reign of Hermeric, the first Sueve monarch, and continued
by his successors, his son Rechila and grandson Rechiarius. The process was
marked by several victories of Sueve troops over the Roman generals entrusted
with containing their expansion, but finally in 452 the imperial authorities
reached an agreement, the exact terms of which are unknown but which at
least succeeded in containing the expansion and limiting Sueve influence to
the western regions, since by virtue of this accord the Sueves retreated from
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Carthaginensis.” It must have been difficult for the Sueves to establish effective
political control over this broad set of territories, the scene of their advances,
but the agreement of 452 left military affairs under the exclusive control of the
Sueve monarchs and established the basis upon which the Sueve monarchy
could transform itself into a territorial monarchy.

Events following the assassination of Valentinian III, however, interrupted
this development. Before the violent death of Valentinian and his replace-
ment by an emperor outside the Theodosian house, the Sueves had consid-
ered the pact concluded, but the personal basis upon which the agreement
had been negotiated meant that it died along with Valentinian, and that
same year, 455, the Sueves renewed hostilities, subjecting the recently restored
province of Carthaginensis to attacks. The new emperor Avitus (455—456), suc-
cessor of the epheneral Petronius Maximus, did not hesitate to declare war on
the Sueves when diplomacy failed, and he used the Visigoths as his allies. The
intervention of the Visigoth Theoderic II was sudden and devastating: the
bulk of the Sueve troops were defeated on 5 October 456 in the vicinity of
Asturica Augusta (Astorga); the city of Bracara Augusta (Braga), which was
functioning as a capital, was then sacked; the king Rechiarius, who had fled
to Porto, was captured and executed; and finally Theoderic entered Lusitania
and took Meérida. The campaign, however, was interrupted by the deposi-
tion and death of Avitus, the news of which caused Theoderic’s immediate
withdrawal to Gaul, although as he retreated the troops sacked Astorga and
Palencia.

Hydatius” account of the campaign contains information about the sack of
Braga and Astorga that is worth noting. The troops, apart from pillaging, also
profaned sacred places, massacred part of the population, and took numerous
Roman prisoners, including two bishops with all their clergy. This leads us
to suppose that, despite Hydatius’ representation of the relations between
Sueves and provincials as being in a state of permanent conflict, some sectors,
including the Catholic clergy, had collaborated with the Sueves, participating
in their expansionist projects and breaking with imperial power. This would
explain the capture and transport of the two bishops found in Astorga to Gaul.
At the same time, the capture and execution of the Sueve king Rechiarius was
an event of great significance. Hydatius, after describing these events, affirms
‘that the Sueve kingdom was destroyed and came to an end’, although a few
lines further on he indicates how ‘Sueves of the remotest parts of Gallaecia
took Maldras for their king’ and later provides information about other chiefs

* The Chronicon of the Hispano-Roman Hydatius, who became bishop of Aquae Flaviae in Gallaecia
in 427, spans the years 379—469 and is especially useful for pursuing the problem of the formation
of the Sueve kingdom, events in which Hydatius was himself involved.
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who tried to make themselves kings.> These pieces of evidence might appear
contradictory, but the death of Rechiarius certainly put an end to the dynasty
of Hermeric and brusquely interrupted the formation of a Sueve kingdom,
which combined the creation of an institutional monarchy of barbarian origin
with the assimilation of late imperial institutional forms.*

After the withdrawal of Theoderic, the Sueves achieved a peace with the
Gallo-Romans, which at least allowed them to retain a certain control over
the province of Gallaecia, but they did not manage to recover the stability of
the previous period. In the first place, Maldras did not manage to impose his
authority on the body of the Sueves, who appear to have been divided and
drawn up in opposing factions. In addition Theoderic II continued to inter-
vene actively in Hispania and twice sent troops into Bética, an area over which
the Sueves still maintained a certain influence, perhaps owing to Theoderic’s
prompt withdrawal after the death of Avitus.’ The Sueves thus remained dis-
united and this led to the division of the kingdom; the north of Lusitania fell
to Maldras and Gallaecia to Rechimund. A third pretender, Agiulf, died in
Porto in 457 in the midst of struggles to win the kingdom for himself. Finally,
relations with the Hispano-Romans seem to have entered a phase of marked
deterioration, judging by the evidence in Hydatius of continual plundering
campaigns, in Lusitania as much as in Gallaecia itself, and even of massacres
of the populations.

It is in this context that at the end of 459 a double embassy arrived in
Gallaecia in the name of the Empire and the Visigoths, informing the Gallaecos
about the agreement reached between the new emperor Majorian (457—461)
and Theoderic II. This news was related to Majorian’s strategy for restor-
ing imperial authority, which had amongst its objectives waging war on the
Vandals, whom he was keen to fight from the coasts of Hispania. The strategy
may have included a fresh offensive against the Sueves. In May 460 Majorian
entered Hispania, heading for Carthaginensis, while a section of the Visigothic
army under the command of the Gothic comes Suneric and the magister mil-
itum Nepotian marched towards Gallaecia and sacked the outskirts of Lugo.
Nevertheless, according to Hydatius, the Visigothic forces retreated in the
face of the intrigues of Gallo-Roman elements favouring the Sueves, but it
is possible that they did so because of news of the failure of the Vandal war,

w

Hydatius, Chronicon, 175: ‘regnum destructum et finitum est Sueuorum’; 181: ‘Sueui, qui remanserant
in extrema parte Gallaeciae . . . Maldras sibi regem constituunt’.
Diaz Martinez (1986-87), p. 213.

“w b

Hydatius, Chronicon, 192, 193, 197. These campaigns were the personal responsibility of Theoderic
II; thus Hydatius indicates no intervention of the Roman authorities, and besides they took place in
458 and sometime in 459, but certainly before the Visigoths recognised the authority of Majorian in
459.
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which put an end to the programme for imperial restoration undertaken by
Majorian. The emperor himself died on his return to Italy in August 461,
executed by his most distinguished general, the magister peditum praesentalis
and patrician Ricimer, a barbarian milicary chief in the service of Rome, a
Sueve in origin and, through his mother, grandson of the Visigothic king
Wallia.

Ricimer was also the architect of the succession to the imperial throne, to
which he put forward a member of the Italian senatorial class, the senator
Libius Severus (461—465), who was to be no more than a puppet in his hands.
Outside the Italian provinces, Ricimer could only impose his authority with the
support of his Visigothic and Burgundian allies, which in the case of the diocese
of Hispania and sub-Gaulish provinces meant leaving the key to military affairs
in the hands of the Visigoth Theoderic. From then on, Theoderic not only
controlled Gothic troops and generals deployed throughout the entire diocese,
but also its supreme military command. According to Hydatius, Theoderic
himself replaced Nepotian, almost certainly Ricimer’s adversary, and appointed
the Aquitanian senator Arborius, who bore the title comes et magister utriusque
militia for Hispania and remained at the head of the office until his removal
by order of the Visigothic king in 465.

In these conditions of complete autonomy, Theoderic continued interven-
ing in Sueve affairs. The latter remained divided between the partisans of
Frumarius, possibly the successor of the recently assassinated Maldras, and of
Rechimund, and although there is no evidence of fresh conflicts, there was
certainly a constant exchange of embassies throughout 461. The second of
these embassies sent by the Visigothic king was led by Remismund and the
dux Cyrila, who went at the head of a certain number of troops. Remismund
returned to Toulouse, but the Gothic general and troops remained. We do
not know what happened in the next few years, but Gothic military protec-
tion was decisive, since, on the death of Frumarius in 465, Remismund, the
one-time ambassador, set himself up as unique monarch of all the Sueves and
re-established peace, a little later reaching an accord with the Visigoths, which
was ratified with a corresponding matrimonial alliance.

In short, ten years after their initiation, the Sueve wars had resulted in the
Sueve kingdom being driven back to its original limits and reduced in its
autonomy by the interference, not of the Romano-imperial authorities, but of
the Visigoths, who after this established new and powerful interests in Hispania.
It was also at this time that the conversion of the mass of Sueves took place.
As a people they had remained pagan despite the eatly, and rather unusual,
conversion to Nicene Christianity of their king Rechiarius. Hydatius attributes
this mass conversion to Ajax, an Arian bishop of Galatian origin, who in his
work disseminating Arian doctrine counted on the support of Remismund.
He also tells us that this ‘pestiferous virus’ had been brought from a region
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of Gaul inhabited by Goths, in 466.° Ajax’s pastoral work took place in this
second phase of the Sueve kingdom, inaugurated by the accession to power of
Remismund in 465. On the one hand the divisions, which had been dragging
down the Sueves since 456, were overcome at this time, but on the other
hand the new kingdom found itself subject to the protection of the Visigothic
kingdom of Toulouse, whence the Arian doctrine began to extend over the
Sueve Kingdom.

FORMATION OF THE VISIGOTHIC KINGDOM OF TOULOUSE AND
THE CONSOLIDATION OF THE VISIGOTHIC PRESENCE
IN HISPANIA

The new Visigothic monarch, Euric (466—484), who acceded to the throne
having assassinated his brother Theoderic II, has come to be considered the
architect of the Visigothic kingdom of Toulouse. During his reign, the foedus
regulating the relations of the Visigoths with the Empire began to fail defini-
tively and as a result we find the Visigoths more frequently acting according to
their own interests (and shaping a new political entity), rather than collaborat-
ing with the Empire. This evolution is the logical continuation of the process
initiated in the previous period, which had placed all military power in the
sub-Gaulish provinces and the Hispanic diocese in the hands of the Visigothic
kings. Nevertheless, the break with the Empire was not immediate, and on
coming to power Euric sent an embassy to communicate to the emperor his
accession to the throne.” At the same time, however, other embassies were sent
to the Vandal king Genseric, one of the principal enemies of Rome, and to the
Sueve Remismund, whose recent alliance was in jeopardy of being compro-
mised as a result of the assassination of Theoderic II.

The advent of Euric was to mark a change in Visigoth-Sueve relations.
Remismund, according to Hydatius, despached Gothic legates without delay
and sent his own envoys not only to the court of Toulouse, but also to the
Vandals and the emperor himself, an initiative which suggests that the king
considered Visigothic protection over and that he was trying to reach his own
agreements with the Empire. In 468, moreover, Remismund entered Lusitania
at the head of an army, sacking the city of Conimbrica (Coimbra). Euric’s
response was swift and in 469 a Visigothic army occupied Emerita Augusta
(Mérida), making it clear that he was not disposed to allow the Sueves to
regain control of Lusitania.

6 Hydatius, Chronicon, 232, ‘A Gallicam Gothorum habitatione hoc pestiferum . . . uirus aduentum.’

7 Hydatius, Chronicon, 238. It is possible that this embassy may have presented itself in Constantinople,
since in 466 the succession of Libius Severus was unresolved, although Hydatius reports the embassy
in the year 468 and by then Leo had already designated Anthemius as his colleague in the West.



168 A. BARBERO AND M. I. LORING

This was a significant step, since there is no evidence that before this date
the Visigoths had any permanent presence in the peninsula, although one can-
not rule out some Visigoth garrisons having remained there on the occasion
of previous military campaigns.® In any case, the Hispano-Roman population
were now forced to recognise their power, for after the taking of Mérida the
Roman population of Lisbon, represented by the citizen Lusidius, delivered
their city up to the Sueves, provoking a punitive attack from the Visigoths in
which neither Sueve nor Roman was spared. That year, 469, the Suevic king
reached a peace accord with the Aunonenses, a semi-independent people who
had been resisting Sueve dominion since 466, and again pillaged in Lusitania.
This led to further punitive attacks on the part of the Gothic troops. The
Sueve king, Remismund, sent an embassy to the emperor, which included the
Roman Lusidius alongside the Sueve legates. The objective could only have
been to obtain imperial help. With this information Hydatius’ Chronicon, and
with it to an extent the history of the Sueve kingdom, ends. Later sources
maintain a dull silence, which is interrupted only a century later, on the eve of
the kingdom’s definitive annexation by the Visigoths.? It is difficult to know
how this fresh war between the Sueves and Visigoths ended, but from the
action of the Hispano-Roman Lusidius it is clear that some provincial sec-
tors were more amenable to accepting Sueve rather than Visigothic dominion.
This observation allows us in turn to consider the possibility that the incor-
poration of the north-western regions of Lusitania and interior of Gallaecia,
corresponding to the conventus Asturicensis, took place at this time. For these
regions appear fully assimilated into the Sueve kingdom in the second half
of the sixth century. This process unfolded in the midst of constant fighting
with the Visigoths, who in turn consolidated their presence in the southern
and central regions of Lusitania, with Mérida as their principal enclave. A well-
known inscription, dated 483, belongs to these last years of Euric’s government.
It commemorates the restoration of the Roman bridge at Mérida by the dux
Salla in the times of the potentis Eruigii regis, a project that was undertaken
once the city walls had been rebuilt and on which the metropolitan Zeno
collaborated.”

These developments took place on the margins of imperial authority. It is
improbable that Anthemius (467—472) had any ability to intervene in the
peninsula, since the failure of the expedition that the emperors Leo and

$ The Hispanic historiographic tradition tends to date the establishment of the first Visigothic settle-
ments in Lusitania to the campaign led by Theoderic II in 456, although for the moment neither
documentary information nor archaeological finds allow of support for this thesis.
9 The Historia Suevorum of Isidore of Seville, whose source is Hydatius, is interrupted here and is not
resumed until the reign of Theodemir (561-570).
' Vives, Inscripciones Cristianas, no. 363.
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Anthemius jointly sent against the Vandal kingdom in 468 put an end to
the restorationist projects of the new emperor of the West, even before they
were formulated. This defeat not only strengthened the Vandals, who com-
pleted their hold over the western Mediterranean with the occupation of Sicily,
but also aided Euric, the Visigothic king, who did not neglect the opportunity
to carry through his own expansionist schemes.

In Gaul open war between the Visigoths and the Empire broke out in
469, motivated by the fall of Arvandus, praetorian prefect of Gaul, who was
accused before the emperor Anthemius of preparing to partition Gaul between
the Visigoths and the Burgundians.” Euric, counting on the support of an
important sector of the Gallo-Roman aristocracy against Anthemius’ centralist
policy, won several victories over the Romans and their allies in the follow-
ing years, which he used to enlarge the territory of his kingdom, fixing its
northern borders at the River Loire and approaching the valley of the Rhone
in the east. With regard to its southern frontiers, in the summer of 472 his
troops conquered Tarraconensis. It seems that the Visigothic army divided itself
into two bodies; one under the command of the comes Gauterit crossed the
Pyrenees by Roncesvalles, occupying Pamplona and from there marching into
the Ebro valley, where he took Caesaraugusta (Saragossa) and other towns in
the environs; the other, headed by the comes Heldefred and Vincent the dux
Hispaniarum, traversed the Pyrenees by the eastern passes and after taking
Tarragona also took the coastal towns.” It is also feasible that the occupa-
tion of the interior regions of Carthaginensis was initiated at this time, with
the object of knitting together previously controlled enclaves in the western
parts of the peninsula, especially around Mérida, with others in the Ebro
basin.

In this way, part of the Hispanic diocese was thus transformed into an
extension of the Visigothic kingdom of Toulouse. The exceptions were the
north-western regions under Sueve control and the northern regions inhabited
by largely unromanised peoples, like the Cantabrians and Basques. Although
Baetica and a large part of Carthaginensis were cut off from Rome, they con-
tinued under the administration of their old provincial establishments.”® The
expansion of the Visigothic dominions during this period of continual war
with the Empire developed in a context of collaboration with important sec-
tions of the Gallic and Hispano-Roman senatorial class, starting with those of

" Sidonius, Epistolae1.7.5.

> Chronica Gallica, a. pxi1, 651-652. Mommsen designates with this name some notes with the character
of a chronicle, probably written by a Gaul, which contain extracts from Orosius and Hydatius and
which last until s11.

5 Thompson (1976—79), 111, pp. 4—9, favours attributing the Visigothic occupation of Baetica to the
campaigns of 458 and 459, although he admits the lack of evidence.
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its members who possessed the most distinguished civil and military offices.
This was the case, for instance, in the occupation of Tarraconensis, where,
alongside Visigothic generals, the dux Hispaniarum Vincent, who was the
highest Roman military commander in the peninsula, played an important
part, although since the fall of Majorian he was, as we have seen, under the
control of the Visigoths. This alliance was not exempt from conflicts, as is
clear from the tenacious resistance that the senators of the Auvergne displayed
to the expansionist designs of the Visigothic king, a resistance made famous
by the ferocious criticism and denunciations voiced by their leader, Sidonius
Apollinaris. Euric finally imposed himself however, and thus whilst Anthemius
had vainly tried to smash the alliance, his successor Julius Nepos would opt to
accept it.

When Julius Nepos (473—480) came to power Euric’s relations with the
Empire were temporarily modified. The new emperor, who in the face of Sido-
nius” indignation had been named by the eastern emperor in 473, concluded a
fresh foedus with Euric in 475."* This new accord allowed the imperial govern-
ment to recover the territories in Provence recently occupied by the Visigothic
king,” who again put his troops at the disposal of the Empire but at the same
time sanctioned the Visigothic occupation of all the Gallic provinces south of
the Loire and west of the Rhéne, which marked the end of the resistance of
the civitas Arverna. For some authors, this agreement confirmed Euric’s full
sovereignty over the territories he controlled in Gaul and Hispania. However,
although Euric’s power was no longer merely military, the accord preserved
Nepos™ sovereignty and even provided for aid from Visigoth troops: condi-
tions at odds with full sovereignty.'®

The subsequent evolution of events in Italy not only gave further opportu-
nities for the aggrandisement of the kingdom of Toulouse, but also consecrated
the de facto sovereignty of its kings. Euric was a contemporary of the fall of
the Roman Empire in the West in 476, and took advantage of the reigning
disorder to occupy in the name of Julius Nepos the last of Gaul dependent
on the government of Ravenna, that is to say southern Provence, with the
towns of Marseilles and Arles, the latter capital of the praetorian prefecture of
Gaul. Odovacer, the barbarian chief who substituted himself in Italy for the
last emperor Romulus Augustulus, accepted the final conquests of Euric and

4 Sidonius, Epistolae vir.7.1.

S Chronicorum Caesaraugustanorum Reliquiae s.a. 473. Mommsen gives this name to the collection of
marginalia which appear in the manuscripts in which the chronicles of Victor of Tunnuna and John
of Biclaro have been transmitted and which cover events from 450 to 568, with special reference to
Hispanias; it is also known as the Chronica Caesaraugustana.

16 The following support the full sovereignty hypothesis: Demougeot (1979), 11, p. 640, and M. Rouche
(1979), p. 42; and against it Wolfram (1990), p. 201.
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ratified the situation by a treaty with the Visigoths. This agreement, which
was apparently ratified by the western emperor Zeno,” put an end to the
prefecture of Gaul and represented the triumph of the regionalisation of
the provinces of the Western Empire. The Visigothic king, Euric, remained
the greatest authority in the sub-Gaulish and Hispanic territories of the old
prefecture, and although a formal cession of sovereignty never occured, he de
Jacto filled the vacuum left by the imperial authorities with his own power, the
territories under Visigoth dominion being left outside the sphere of any action
by Constantinople.

Euric, in spite of his aggrandisement at the expense of the Empire and the
hostility that he manifested towards segments of the Roman population who
were not favourable to him, was in a certain way a continuer of the Roman
tradition. His role as legislator proves this. This activity developed thanks to
the juridical ability of the Roman counsellors with whom he surrounded him-
self. His work is known as the Code of Euric and, in the opinion of one of
its last editors, has the character of an Edictum of the type promulgated by
the practorian prefects, from which it is clear that with its promulgation the
Visigoth king substituted himself in their place in the territories he controlled.
Consequently it was not a legal corpus destined exclusively for the Gothic
population, but had a territorial value, that is, it was directed at all the inhab-
itants of his kingdom, whether Goths or Romans, and it is thought that its
production was supervised by Leo of Narbonne, one of the principal advisers
of the monarch whose legal expertise was extolled by Sidonius Apollinaris.”
On the other hand, this legislative work confirms the assumption of full power
of sovereignty by the Visigoth monarchs.

CONFRONTATION WITH THE FRANKS AND THE END OF THE
VISIGOTHIC KINGDOM OF TOULOUSE

Euric died at Arles in 484 and was succeeded without difficulty by his son Alaric
11 (484—s07). His reign coincided with the development in northern Gaul of a
new barbarian power, that of the Franks, whose chief Clovis, contemporary and
rival of Alaric I, managed to unite all the Franks beneath his royal line and, in
486, finish off the last Roman bastion in the north of Gaul: an enclave between
the Loire and the Somme centred on Soissons, which from 465 was ruled by

17 Stein (1949), 11, p. 59; Demougeot (1979), 11, p. 612.

¥ D’Ors (1960), pp. 6—7. The territoriality or legal entity of Visigoth legislation continues to be a
subject of debate. With regard to Euric’s code, Garcia Gallo (1974), p. 435, Collins (1983), p. 29
and Wolfram (1990), p. 211, are supporters of the territorial character hypothesis. Thompson (1969),
p- 57, Rouche (1979), p. 37, King (1980), pp. 131—5 and Pérez-Prendes (1991), p. 73, on the other hand
favour the hypothesis of its national character.
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Syagrius, son of the last great Roman functionary in that area.”” From then
on, the greatest rivals of Frankish expansionism in Gaul were the Visigoths,
and confrontation between the two barbarian peoples went against the latter.
Alaric sought an alliance with the Ostrogoths, the new masters of Italy, and
in 494 he married Thiudigoto, daughter of the Ostrogothic king Theoderic
the Great. This failed to avoid the opening of a period of hostility c.494—495s,
centred in Aquitaine, where in 498 the Franks took Bordeaux. Although it was
soon recovered, this was a hard blow to Visigothic interests. This period of
wars concluded in 502, the year in which Alaric and Clovis met on an island in
the Loire, and the agreement reached re-established the frontier between the
two kingdoms on the said river.*

During the same period the Visigoths had to crush a rebellion in Zarraco-
nensis, led by a certain Burdunellus, who seized power in 496 and was captured
a year later and taken to Toulouse, where he was burnt enclosed in a bronze
bull.* From the nature in which and place where he was presented for execu-
tion it is clear that the rebellion was quite widespread, and also that Visigothic
dominion in Zarraconensis had still not taken sufficient root. Interspersed with
this information, the Chronica Caesaraugustana indicates that, in 494, ‘Gothi
in Hispanias ingressi sunt’ and also that in 497 ‘Gothi intra Hispanias sedes
acceperunt.” Given that by then the Visigoths had already conquered part of
Lusitania and Tarraconensis, this has been interpreted as referring to the entry
of a significant group of the Gothic population into Spain, not necessarily
military, but perhaps émigrés from Gaul in the face of Frankish pressure, who
came to establish themselves in the peninsula as colonists, and that the prob-
lems generated by their settlement provoked the rebellion of Burdunellus.**
Recently an identification of these gohi with troops sent to reaffirm Visigoth
dominion in the peninsula and to this end establish garrisons in the cities has
been proposed.” In any case, whether they were troops, or groups of Goths not
posted to military structures, the reference to the settlements (sedes acceperunt)
indicates in an express form that during the reign of Alaric II the Visigoth pres-
ence in Hispania grew. In short, new settlements and a suppression of revolts
(there is information about the suppression in 506 of a new focus of rebellion
in the city of Tortosa)** persuade one that the Visigothic dominions to the
south of the Pyrenees were being integrated in a fairly effective way into the
Visigothic kingdom of Toulouse in the time of Alaric II.

Clovis and the Frankish nobility, who were still pagan, at an imprecise date
between 496 and 506 embraced Catholicism. This fact was very important,

¥ See Van Dam, chapter 8 below. *° Gregory, Hist. 11.35.

> Chron. Caesaraugustanorum s.a. 496 and 497.

22 Abadal (1960), pp. 45—6; Orlandis (1977), pp. 61-3; Wolfram (1990), p. 206.
» Garcia Moreno (1989), p. 80. >4 Chron. Caesaraugustanorum s.a. 506.
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because until then barbarian peoples on becoming Christian had adopted the
Arian creed. By contrast, Alaric at this time was having problems with certain
Catholic bishops from the Gallic provinces who were forced into exile. Those
repressive measures, however, seem to have derived from political reasons, not
from an attitude of religious intolerance towards his Roman Catholic subjects,
which would have been at odds with the help which they provided him in
his legislative work. Alaric, like his father, was a legislator king. His Code, the
Breviarium Alarici or Lex Romana Visigothorum, promulgated in 506, is a vast
juridic compilation, which combines imperial constitutions taken for the most
part from the Theodosian Code, with commentaries or interpretationes, plus
a selection of works by Roman legal advisers. The promulgation of this Code
by a barbarian king, preoccupied with disseminating Roman law, updating it
and ordering its norms to be legally binding, constituted an event without
precedent. The Code’s contents show that the work was a collective task by a
commission of jurisconsuls presided over by the comes Goiaric, and that once
finalised it was submitted to the approbation of the bishops and a select group
of provincials. Consequently, the promulgation of the Breviary represented a
notable effort to make the interests of the Roman population, represented by
their leaders in its elaboration, converge with those of the Goths, who also
participated in the process and whose interest in being assimilated into the
socio-economic order of the late Roman Empire was ever greater.

The Council of Agatha (Agde) that Gaulish bishops, some of whom had now
returned from banishment, also held in 506 should be read in the same context
of assimilation. The acts of this council throw into relief the vitality, as much
as the economic importance, attained by the Catholic church. Besides the
massive influx — twenty-four bishops and ten priests and deacons representing
as many other prelates — the allusion to the king in the provisions, and the
importance of the points treated in a total of seventy-one canons, gave this
council the character of a national synod. It turns it into the first known church
council in a barbarian kingdom and it is good evidence of the integration of
the Romano-Christian church into new political realities. Furthermore, at the
close of the assembly, the holding of a new council, to be held the following year
in Toulouse, was announced. We know from other sources that the bishops of
Hispania were also invited. It would thus gather all the bishops of the kingdom
together at a fully national synod, to be held in the capital.”

All this happened on the eve of the great struggle with the Franks. Following
the account of Gregory of Tours, the Visigoths suffered in the conflict from a
supposed religious division between the Goths and the Romans, something the
events we have just analysed cleatly disprove. The Ostrogothic king, Theoderic
the Great, who dominated Italy and who to some extent represented imperial

* Barbero de Aguilera (1989), pp. 171-3.
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power, tried at all costs to avoid war in Gaul, as the correspondence of Cas-
siodorus shows. However, the complex play of alliances set up revealed their
weaknesses once again and in 507 an open confrontation took place between
the Franks and the Visigoths in the vicinity of the town of Poitiers. A Burgun-
dian army fought alongside the Franks, while the Visigothic army depended
on members of the Roman nobility, such as the son of Sidonius Apollinaris,
who without doubt brought with them their retinues and private armies.””
Theoderic, apparently, attempted to reinforce the Visigothic army with his own
troops, but events were rushed and the battle at Campus Vogladensis or Vouillé
saw a Frankish victory. The Visigoth king Alaric died in the combat. Franks and
Burgundians occupied the greater part of the Gallic regions of the Visigothic
kingdom, and its capital Toulouse was sacked and stripped of its treasures.

OSTROGOTHIC SUPREMACY AND THE NEW VISIGOTHIC KINGDOM

After the defeat, part of the Visigothic army managed to regroup at Narbonne
and chose as king Gesalic, the son of the dead king by a previous marriage.
However, this decision did not meet with the acquiescence of Theoderic the
Great, who defended the rights of his grandson Amalaric, son of Alaric II and
the Ostrogothic princess Thiudigoto, and did not hesitate to intervene to pro-
tect him. In the summer of 508 an Ostrogothic army under the dux Ibas crossed
the Alps and wrested Provence from the Burgundians, after taking Marseilles
and raising the siege of Arles, where the Visigothic garrison was still resist-
ing. In the following year the Ostrogothic army took Narbonne, from where
Gesalic had been expelled some months earlier by the Burgundians. Mean-
while in Barcelona, where Gesalic had moved, the advance of the Ostrogothic
army triggered off a factional struggle, which resulted in the death of the comes
Goiaric, on Gesalic’s orders. From this it is clear that the succession had deeply
divided the Visigoths.?® Confrontation finally took place in the summer of s10
at the gates of Barcelona, and Gesalic was defeated, but managed to flee and
seek refuge in the Vandal kingdom. A few months later Gesalic returned to
Gaul, where counting on financial aid lent by the Vandals, he did not delay in
reuniting his adherents and forming an army, at the head of which he fought
the dux Ibas near Barcelona. According to Isidore, his luck was out again, and
hounded on all sides he was made prisoner and executed.”

26

See Van Dam, chapter 8 below. *7 Gregory, Hist. 11.37.87.

% Fuentes Hinojo (1996), pp. 12-15.

" Historia Gothorum, 34—7. 281—2. The Historia Gothorum by Isidore of Seville is the only continuous
source of information on the Visigothic kings, but its value as a historical source is limited, as a
consequence of its laudatory function and the practical absence of chronological references, with
the exception of the regnal years.
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Theoderic the Great, king of the Ostrogoths, thus came to control the
sub-Gallic seaboard fringe and the peninsula territories of the old Visigothic
kingdom, which he would rule undil his death in 526. The historiographic
tradition has come to consider the Ostrogothic intervention as preserving
the continuity of the Visigothic kingdom, which would otherwise have been
submerged beneath the Franco-Burgundian tide. However, it has recently been
pointed out that, had it not been for the intervention of the Ostrogoths, the
Balt dynasty would have continued reigning. All was not lost when the army of
Ibas entered the scenario, and besides, the Franks encountered much resistance
to their rule, up to the point that, after the death of Clovis, some cities had to be
reoccupied.’® In the same vein, it is questionable whether Theoderic governed
in Narbonne and the Hispanic territories of the old Visigothic kingdom in the
capacity of regent for his grandson Amalaric, or whether in fact he held royal
power, acquired by the exercise of arms, in his own right, and that he would
not have considered Amalaric succeeding him until 522—523.

Numerous events and a lot of evidence support this last interpretation: from
the dating of the Hispanic Synodal acts by the years of Theoderic’s reign, to the
withdrawal of power from Amalaric, who did not occupy the throne until the
death of his grandfather, although he had reached majority some time ear-
lier. Most striking is the marriage that Theoderic arranged in 515 between his
daughter Amalasuentha and Eutharic, a member of the house of Amal, whose
family had lived for generations in the Visigothic kingdom and were related
to the Balts, thus linking his family to Hispania. This political marriage was
destined to facilitate the unification of both kingdoms under one monarch,
incarnated in the person of Eutharic and his descendants. The kinship rela-
tionships, which united Eutharic with the two royal Gothic lineages, made
him the most suitable candidate for the succession. However, his premature
death in 522 frustrated Theoderic’s ambitious project.’*

The government of the territories recovered from the ruins of the kingdom
of Toulouse was organised by Theoderic on the basis of the late Roman schema,
which separated civil and military functions, designating Roman citizens for
the former and for the latter members of the Ostrogothic military nobility.
Thus, the military headship was entrusted to the Ostrogoth Theudis, who had
been sent in 511 as a replacement for Ibas and to whom, according to Jordanes,
the Ostrogothic king entrusted the protection of the young Amalaric. Hispanic
civil administration’s reorganisation is less well documented. There is no infor-
mation concerning the nomination of any vicarius Hispaniarum, although it
would be logical in view of the interest Theoderic had in maintaining and

3% Wolfram (1990), pp. 257—8; on Aquitanian resistance to Frankish rule, Rouche (1979), pp. siff.
3" For all these questions Garcfa Moreno (1989), pp. 89—90; Fuentes Hinojo (1996), pp. 15-17.
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even restoring late imperial departments. Other evidence seems to contradict
that possibility. The general Theudis, who was married to a rich Hispano-
Roman landowner and could dispose of an army of several thousand men,
recruited from among the peasants of his lands.>* He thus achieved a large
degree of independence, up to the point of not answering Theoderic’s calls for
his presence. However, it never came to a break between the two, doubtless
because of the fear that the Franks would take advantage of any conflict in
order to increase their territories, to the profit too of those Visigoths opposed
to Ostrogothic supremacy.

In relation to civil administration, in 510 Theoderic restored the practorian
prefecture of Gaul at whose head he placed an Iralo-Roman senator, the patri-
cian Liberius, but there is no information concerning the nomination of any
vicarius Hispaniarum and it seems the administration of the Hispanic territo-
ries remained subject to the directives from Ravenna. This is at least clear from
two letters from the Ostrogothic king, dated 523 and 526, addressed to two
high-up functionaries of Roman origin, the comes and vir spectabilis Liviritus,
and the vir illustris Ampelius.® In one of the letters, the king demanded cereals
produced in Hispania which were to supply the needs of the city of Rome but
which had been diverted to Africa. In the other, Theoderic ordered the main
defects and abuses of the Hispanic administration to be corrected. He recom-
mended his officials to protect human life and severely punish homicides, to
put a stop to fraud and misappropriations in the collection of taxes, and to
ensure that the common people’s condition was maintained and they were not
reduced to servitude.

This direct intervention by Theoderic is noteworthy, given that Liberius,
who at least in theory was the intermediary between the court at Ravenna and
the governors of Hispania, was still governing in Arles. Some scholars suggest
a swift separation of the Hispanic territories from the rest of the prefecture of
Gaul with the creation of a separate praefectus Hispaniarum, an office which
is documented in the reign of his successor Amalaric and which could be that
which the vir illustris Ampelius held.* As Theoderic’s letters suggest, the office
of the comes and vir illustris Liviritus, who was the most important person in the
management of the royal lands, could well be that identified as comes patrimonii,
given that Theoderic the Great reorganised the administration of the royal
estates, separating them into res privata and entrusting their management to a
new department called the patrimonium.»

32 Procopius, Wars v.12.51. 3 Cassiodorus, Variae v.35, 39.162—6.

34 Garcia Moreno (1989), p. 92 and Fuentes Hinojo (1996), pp. 17-18.

3 For the setting-up of the pasrimonium in the West, cf. Delmaire (1989), pp. 691—2; on the Visi-
goth comes patrimonii cf. Garcia Moreno (1974a), pp. 358, situating the appearance of the office,
documented for the first time in the reign of Reccared, to the reign of his father Leovigild.
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Together these two letters reflect the adaptation of late Roman institutions
to new political and socio-economic realities. Without doubt, the regionalisa-
tion of power made the recently restored prefecture of Gaul unviable, and so
favoured the creation of a Hispanic prefecture. On the other hand, although
from the content of the second letter it can be deduced that although the sys-
tem of tribute maintained its vitality on the basis of annonae, collatio lustralis
and zelonei, the corruption of administrators and agents posed problems. The
reorganisation of the res privata and the new post of comes patrimonii suggest
that in the financial organisation of the state, income from the royal estates
increased its importance. Finally Theoderic’s concern that the free popula-
tion maintain their estate, to this end ordering the abolition of the services
demanded of them by the members of the Gothic city garrisons, indicates that
the military burdens contributed to the increasing decline of the poorer free
into servitude or dependence. It was a situation that led Theoderic to express
himself in the following terms: ‘in truth, it would not be honourable to try to
obtain the servitude of the free, for those we had sent to struggle for freedom’.3¢

THE REIGN OF AMALARIC AND THE END OF THE BALT DYNASTY

On 30 August 526 Theoderic the Great died, and with his death his project for
a union of the kingdoms failed and led to the political separation of the Gothic
peoples. His grandson Amalaric then came to rule the Visigothic kingdom
and reached an agreement with his cousin Athalaric, king of Italy, by which
he recognised Ostrogothic dominion in Provence and obtained in exchange
the return of Visigothic royal treasure and a renunciation by the Ostrogothic
king of supplies from Hispania, which were in effect a form of tribute. It was
also agreed that Ostrogothic troops stationed in the peninsula and Narbonensis
might return to Italy, although those Ostrogoths who had married during the
preceding period were free to stay or go as they wished. Theudis and other
important characters opted to remain in Hispania, where they continued to
fill dominant positions in spite of the withdrawal of the Ostrogothic army.’”
The new king Amalaric (526—531) moved his court to Narbonne and in 529,
according to the Chronica Caesaraugustana, named one Stefanus praefectus
Hispaniarum. If one accepts that this prefecture had existed since the last years
of Theoderic’s reign, Stefanus must have replaced the previous praefectus, which
suggests that both the moving of the court and Stefanus’ nomination can be
understood as a bid to escape the tutelage of Theudis.

36 Cassiodorus, Variaev.39.166: ‘servitia quae Gothis in civitate positis superflue praestabantur, decern-
imusamoveri. non enim decet ab ingenuis famulatum quaerere, quos missimus pro libertate pugnare’.
37 Procopius, Wars v.13.4-8.
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The new king also contracted a marriage with Clothild, a daughter of the
Frankish king Clovis, a marriage which had been arranged on the death of this
king,?® when Amalaric was still under the tutelage of Theudis. This matrimonial
alliance sought to put an end to Frankish harassment, renouncing in exchange
all intent of recovering the old Visigothic dominions in Gaul. None the less,
the royal marriage soon itself became a fresh motive for confrontation with
the Franks. Gregory of Tours attributed it to the pressure put on the princess
Clothild by Amalaric to convert to Arianism. Gregory’s reasoning is excessively
simplistic. It has been suggested that the king’s relations with the Roman
Catholic circle of the court at Narbonne were indeed strained, but this was for
political rather than religious reasons since this circle continued to be closely
connected to Theudis, the true architect of the alliance, who was opposed to
Amalaric.? On the other hand, the concessions to the Franks may also have
been challenged by the new king, whose move to Narbonne revealed an interest
in affirming Gothic power in southern Gaul.

In the spring of 531 the Frankish king Childebert entered Narbonnese Gaul,
later known as Septimania, at the head of an army and in the neighbourhood of
Narbonne confronted Amalaric, whom he defeated. Gregory of Tours gives us
details of this triumphant Frankish campaign, recounting how Childebert took
with him his sister Clothild, who died on the journey, and also how the Franks
obtained an enormous amount of plunder.*® After his defeat Amalaric took
refuge in Barcelona and was assassinated there in unclear circumstances, since
the accounts in the sources do not match up, although Isidore suggests that the
soldiers from his own army were responsible for the regicide. The circumstances
surrounding the death of Amalaric and the deposition in the same year of the
prefect Stefanus lead one to suspect the intervention of Theudis, and clarify
the words which, according to Isidore of Seville, Theudis pronounced at the
moment of his own death, accusing himself of having destroyed his master by
means of deception. In conclusion the death of Amalaric, the last representative
of the Balt line, is related more to internal conflicts than to problems with the
Franks, although undoubtedly his defeat by the army of Childebert served as
a spur to his opponents.

THE HISPANISATION OF THE VISIGOTHIC KINGDOM

From 531, with the death of the last descendant of the Visigothic king Theoderic
L, the kingdom entered a new phase, in which, the house of Balt having disap-
peared, the struggles of factions for control of the throne reached even greater

3 Gregory, Hist. 1.1.97-8. 39 Fuentes Hinojo (1996), p. 21. 49 Gregory, Hist. 111.10.106—7.
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proportions and had more serious consequences.* In the years following their
disappearance the Visigoths were ruled by two figures of Ostrogothic origin,
Theudis and Theodisclus. The promotion of Theudis to royalty was no more
than a logical consequence of the Ostrogothic supremacy of the preceding
period. Under his rule the kingdom no longer pursued unification with the
Ostrogoths but on the contrary reflected a growing Hispanisation, leaving
even Narbonensis or Gothic Gaul (Septimania) relegated to the background.
Theudis was, as we have seen, a man in the confidence of Theoderic the Great
and a military leader whose power was delegated from Theoderic, although he
acted in a highly autonomous way. His power and military experience, plus the
links that had been established by his marriage with the still powerful senatorial
class, made him an ideal candidate to succeed Amalaric, irrespective of whether
he achieved the throne by violent means as Jordanes indicated, for Jordanes
says that the old tutor /nvadit the kingdom on the death of his charge.**

During the reign of Theudis (531-548) and of his successor Theodisclus
(548—549) significant progress by Visigothic monarchy is detectable in the
territorial control of Hispania, especially in the central plateau and southern
regions. In 531, still under the government of Amalaric, the second Council
of Toledo was held, the acts of which are revealing. They not only show that
the relations between the Catholic clergy and the Arian monarchy retained the
same fluidity of earlier stages, but also make clear that by then the Visigothic
kingdom had fully incorporated into itself central areas of the peninsula. On
the occasion of this council, Toledo emerged as a metropolitan see at the head
of a new ecclesiastical province called Carpetana or Celtiberia, which extended
its jurisdiction over the two central areas. The new jurisdiction had clearly
been separated off from the province of Carthaginensis in order to provide
a metropolitan see for the Visigothic kingdom, which still did not control
the coastal areas of Carthaginensis, or its metropolis.”? The new ecclesiastical
province was reflected in the civil administration, and its existence implies that
Visigothic dominion now extended without a break from Narbonensis, as far
as Lusitania. The promotion of Toledo to royal see, an event that has become
associated with the reign of Theudis, was a consequence of its excellent location
with respect to the ensemble of territories that made up the kingdom.

Other evidence, of a military character, confirms that during the reigns of
Theudis and Theodisclus the political centre of gravity seems to have shifted
definitively to the Iberian peninsula. Isidore says that during the reign of
Theudis several Frankish kings entered Hispania and sacked the province of

41 A reconstruction of the lineage of the Balt from that of Getica by Jordanes is in Heather (1991),

pp. 28-32.
4 Jordanes, Getica, 302, p. 4. 4 Barbero de Aguilera (1989), pp. 173—6.
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Tarraconensis, laying siege to Saragossa, but that the Goths under the orders of
Theodisclus inflicted a crushing defeat on the Frankish army. This incursion,
according to the Chronica Caesaraugustana, took place in 541, and its failure
represents the first victory the Visigoths had obtained since 506, it being also the
first time that the conflict was played out south of the Pyrenees. Isidore then
relates that, after this happy event, the Visigoths suffered a reverse against
the Byzantines, when Gothic troops crossed the Straits and tried to recover
the city of Septemn (Ceuta). This information, at least in the form in which
Isidore has transmitted it to us, poses problems, since it is fairly doubtful that
the Visigoths would ever have occupied Ceuta. It had fallen into the hands
of the Byzantines immediately after the conquest of the Vandal kingdom in
$33—534 by Justinian’s troops. From a constitution concerned with the city of
Ceuta, collected in the Justinian Code of 534, we know that it found itself under
the control of a tribune who had at his disposal troops and boats to defend it
against Hispania.** There is therefore contradictory evidence, although both
accounts coincide in stressing that the proximity of the Byzantines to the Iberian
peninsula and their stranglehold over the Straits of Gibraltar were motives for
the constant tension between them and the Goths.#

Information about these conflicts with the Byzantines indicates that during
the reign of Theudis the Visigoths had advanced into Baetica. It is possible that
in the summer of 533 Theudis had set up his court in Hispalis (Seville), because
the merchants who, after crossing the Straits of Gibraltar, apparently travelled
up a river bed in order to get to the royal court, had informed the king of the
occupation of Carthage by the forces of General Belisarius.*® Regions on the
coast of Carthaginensis also came to form part of the Visigothic kingdom in
the time of Theudis, as appears from a council having been held at Valencia
in 546, placing it in this king’s reign. These territorial successes were without
doubt the result of the ability of Theudis to integrate the old Roman provinces,
an ability underlined by his marriage, and also by legislative activity. The most
striking element of the latter is his law on the costs of procedure, which was
incorporated into Alaric’s Breviary by express order of the king. In this way
for the first time a barbarian king perfected a Roman legal corpus, putting his
legislation on the same level as imperial constitutions.

So far we have analysed all the information that refers to the establishment
of military or politico-administrative control on the part of the Visigoths in
the Iberian peninsula, paying particular attention to the gradual character
of this process. Now we will approach the subject of the settlement of the

4 Cod. Iust. 1.37.

4 Barbero de Aguilera (1987), pp. 137-8. Thompson (1969), p. 15, Orlandis (1977), p. 75, and Garcia
Moreno (1989), p. 98, follow Isidore’s account here.

46 Procopius, Wars 1m1.24.7-18.
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Gothic population itself, about which we are less well-informed. The classic
thesis began with the studies of Reinhart in 1945 which, basing themselves on
the dowries of the necropolis of the northern edge of the meseta, proposed a
compact settlement of the mass of Goths in the high basins of the Duero and of
the Tagus. This thesis found wide acceptance and was fleshed out by Menéndez
Pidal and Sanchez Albornoz, who related these settlements to information in
the Chronica Caesaraugustana about a significant invasion of Gothic groups
in 494 and their later settlement in 497.47 Abadal also gave special relevance
to the information in the Chronica Caesaraugustana, even though he believed
the settlements were located in Tarraconensis. In the last few decades more and
more scholars have been questioning the possibility of compact settlement on
the plateau.®® This change of perspective is the result of the development of
archaeological studies, which have profoundly revised some of the premises
from which Reinhart departed. None the less, advances in this field are slow,
and one must hope that work in progress will be the object of systematic
treatment in order to be able to offer an alternative overview.

In addition it is not easy to know how these settlements took place. One
might argue that they were established on bona vacantia or caduca, or even on
the lands of the imperial exchequer, which had now become the patrimony
of the Visigothic kings. Alternatively they may have relied upon the system for
the distribution of private estates in accordance with the system of hospitalitas.
The inscription cited above, commemorating the restoration of the bridge of
Meérida in 483, indicates that the garrison established there under the leader-
ship of the dux Salla received lands for cultivation by order of the king. These
lands could have a fiscal origin like the bona vacantia of the city, but do not
seem to have resulted from the division of private properties. However, it is
probable that on other occasions they did turn to such a system, since when in
the middle of the seventh century Reccesuinth promulgated a new Code,
the Liber Iudiciorum, it included two laws, described as antiguae, which were
supposed to regulate conflicts arising from the lots in the division of estates
between Goths and Romans. The two laws were incorporated under the fol-
lowing headings: De divisione terrarum facta inter Gotum atque Romanum and
De silvis inter Gotum et Romanum indivisis relictis.*® Since they were described
as antiquae it is thought that they proceeded from the Codex Revisus of Leovig-
ild, but Leovigild preserved Eurician precepts on the division of lands. Their
later incorporation in the Liber Iudiciorum implies that, in some cases at least,
the settlements were governed by the system of hospitalitas.

47 See above, p. 172. 48 On the state of the question, Olmo Enciso (1992), pp. 185—7.
¥ LVx.1.8and 9, pp. 385, 386.
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The reign of Theudis ended violently. The monarch was assassinated in
548 and, according to Isidore, the dying king made everyone swear that no
one would kill the assassin, because he had received the death he deserved,
having destroyed his own master through deception. This seems to allude to the
participation of Theudis in the death of his predecessor Amalaric. Theodisclus,
the general who had been triumphant over the Franks, succeeded him, but
scarcely maintained himself on the throne for a year, since he also was violently
assassinated in Seville in 549. Doubtless we should relate these two violent
deaths to the delayed reaction of the Visigothic faction, which had fallen from
power with the death of Amalaric.

INTERNAL DIVISIONS AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF
THE BYZANTINES

The history of the Visigothic kingdom in subsequent years is characterised
by several related events: civil war, the weakness of the Visigothic hold over
Baetica and the presence of the Byzantines in the south and south-east of the
peninsula. The most important source for this period continues, in spite of its
limitations, to be the Historia Gothorum of Isidore of Seville, for it is lamentable
that Procopius, whose works constitute a source of exceptional richness, did
not concern himself with the Byzantine wars in Hispania.

The successor of Theodisclus was Agila (549—554). In the first years of his
reign he had to confront a rebellion of the city of Cérdoba, in Baetica. He
was defeated by the Cordobans, losing his son and moneys, and was forced to
seek refuge in Mérida in Lusitania. Then a noble Goth, Athanagild, fortified
himself in another Baetican city, Seville, and instigated another uprising. He
defeated the army sent against him by Agila from Mérida. Isidore placed the
disembarcation of Byzantine troops in the peninsula in this context of civil war,
that is, they were coming to the aid of Athanagild at his request. The uprising of
Athanagild can be seen as a response to the factional struggle unfolding among
leading Visigoths for control of the throne since the death of Gesalic. However
the defection of the senators of Baetica constitutes the actual background of the
civil war, and only on the basis of their collaboration could Byzantine troops
have transformed their military victories into a stable territorial dominion,
although limited to the extreme south-east of the peninsula.

The appearance of the Byzantines may have had as its pretext aid for the
rebellion of Athanagild, but it must be placed in the context of Justinian’s
imperial restoration programme in the old provinces of the Western Empire.
In Hispania, in contrast to what happened in the north of Africa and Italy, the
Byzantines only managed to occupy a small part of the old imperial territory.
Byzantine dominions extended along the coast between Cartagena and the
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outlet of the Guadalete, along with certain pockets in the interior where they
controlled Basti (Baza) and Asidona (Medina Sidonia), although their principal
centres were the Mediterranean cities of Cartagena and M4laga. Cérdoba,
contrary to a widely held opinion, did not remain under Byzantine dominion
but was controlled by the Roman provincials who managed to maintain their
independence until 572, when the city was taken by Leovigild.’® The territories
occupied by the Byzantines were incorporated along with the Balearics into
the new province of Spania, and subordinated to the praetorian prefecture of
Africa created by Justinian in 534, once the conquest of the Vandal kingdom
had finished.

The main contingent of troops arrived in the peninsula in 552 under the
command of the patrician Liberius, who had been praetorian prefect in Arles
in the time of Theoderic the Ostrogoth.”" The balance of the civil war inclined
in favour of Athanagild, and in 555 Agila was killed at Mérida by his adher-
ents, who then joined his rival. Athanagild (555-567) fought against his old
allies the Byzantines and tried to re-establish Visigothic authority in Baerica,
where towards the end of his reign he managed to take Seville, the city which
had served as the base for his own rebellion. He also attacked Cérdoba on
repeated occasions, as the Chronica Caesaraugustana notes.”> Among the main
consequences of the civil war was loss of influence in the southern regions of
the peninsula, then under the control of Constantinople or of the Hispano-
Roman provincials themselves. On the other hand relations with the Franks
were peaceful, and Athanagild arranged the marriage of two of his daugh-
ters to Merovingian kings: Brunehild to Sigibert I of Metz and Galsuintha
to Chilperic of Soissons.”> Both marriages sought to isolate the Burgundian
king, Guntramn, and protect Gothic Gaul/ Narbonensis. Finally the king died
a natural death in Toledo in 567.

THE ERA OF LEOVIGILD

On the death of Athanagild, according to Isidore, the throne remained vacant
for five months, until Liuva was elevated to it in 567 at Narbonne. In the second

5¢ The geographical limits have been reconstructed by Stroheker (1965), p. 211, and Thompson (1969),
pp- 320-3.

5! The information on Liberius in Jordanes, Getica, 303; for the date, Stein (1949), 11, pp. 820-1.

5% Chronicon Caesaraugustanorum s.a. 468; the date in the chronicle must be erroneous because other
sources and evidence, with the exception of John of Biclaro, agree in dating the death of Athanagild
to 567, cf. Grosse, Fontes Hispaniae Antiquae, pp. 141-2, this last date being that commonly accepted

by scholars.
5
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Gregory, Hist. 1v.27, 28.106-1, which also informs us of the cruel assassination of Galsuintha by
order of Chilperic, whose action was instigated by his lover Fredegund, an assassination which
would complicate relations between Visigoths and Franks and worsen still relations between the
kingdoms of Soissons and Metz.
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year of his reign he nominated his brother Leovigild as co-ruler. Leovigild
assumed the government of Hispania while Liuva reserved Septimania for
himself. In the first year of his reign Leovigild, who already had two sons
from a previous marriage, married Gosuintha, the widow of Athanagild, and,
according to John of Biclaro, restored the kingdom to its original boundaries,
which had been greatly diminished as a result of the various revolts. One has
the impression that both circumstances were related and that the marriage
to Gosuintha, a woman who was an important political protagonist in the
period, contributed to the pacification of the realm, bringing the adhesion
of the politico-military clientage of the late monarch.* Liuva died shortly
afterwards, leaving Leovigild sole monarch from s72.

The era of Leovigild (568—586) marks the apogee of the Visigothic kingdom
of Toledo in its Arian phase. For this there is reasonable evidence, since the
limitations of the Historia Gothorum of Isidore are compensated for by the
Chronicon of John of Biclaro, a Catholic of Gothic origin who completed his
education in Constantinople, where he remained for seventeen years. On his
return to Hispania, he was exiled by Leovigild to Barcelona because of
his faith, and later he founded the monastery of Biclarum.’ After Leovigild’s
death, John’s career culminated as bishop of Gerona. All these circumstances,
plus his erudition and political independence, give John of Biclaro’s Chronicle,
which covers the period 567590, an inestimable value.’®

In the first years of his reign Leovigild focussed his attention on the south of
the peninsula, those regions where Visigothic dominion had been endangered
as a consequence of the civil war and the Byzantine occupation. According
to John of Biclaro, in 570 the Visigothic monarch entered Byzantine territory
with an army, devastated the regions of Baza and Malaga, and managed in the
following year to recover the city of Asidona in the vicinity of the Straits. In the
same period the city of Cérdoba rebelled and was occupied by him in §72: an
uprising which appears to be an event independent of Byzantine domination
and whose antecedents must be sought in earlier rebellions from the time of
Agila and Athanagild. The submission of the city of Cérdoba was completed
with the occupation of the towns and forts in its surroundings, and also with
the killing of a large number of rustici.

Once his authority had been reasserted in relation to the Byzantines and
the Baetican provincials, Leovigild took the war to the northern regions of the
peninsula. In 573 the Visigothic king entered Sabaria, fought its inhabitants,
the Sappos, and reintegrated the region into his control. The Sappos were
a litcle-Romanised people who retained their ancient tribal name and were

54 Orlandis (1977), p. 94 55 Isidore of Seville, De Viris lllustribus xxx1.
56 We follow here the edition of Campos (1960), pp. 77-100.
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found in the present-day province of Zamora. In 575, Leovigild entered the
Aragenses mountains, where he captured Aspidius ‘the lord of the area’ along
with his family, re-establishing his dominion over the territory. The Aragenses
mountains have been situated in the south of the province of Orense, not
far from Sabaria.’” From their geographical location, these campaigns seem to
have been designed to affirm Visigothic dominion in relation to Sueves. In 576
Leovigild took the war to the limits of Gallaecia and forced the Sueve king
Miro into a peace favourable to his interests.

The expansionist politics of Leovigild ran into difficulties owing to the
resistance of two peoples from the north of the peninsula, the Cantabrians
and the Basques. Since the last days of the Empire they had managed to turn
their precarious assimilation into virtual independence.®® In 574, Leovigild
entered Cantabria, where, as the succinct account of John of Biclaro informs
us, he destroyed the invaders (pervasores), occupied Amaya and subjected, or
perhaps better restored (revocat) the region to his authority. The Chronicle
goes back to discuss another expedition of Leovigild in the north, this time
against the Basques in 581, as a result of which he occupied part of Vasconia
and founded the city of Vicroriacum (Vitoria). The victories of Leovigild did
not end the independence of the Cantabrians and Basques, against whom his
successors directed fresh and successive campaigns, but Leovigild succeeded
in pacifying the territory occupied by these peoples, since both Amaya and
Victoriacum were fortresses situated in the south of Cantabria and Vasconia.
The troops who garrisoned them aimed to guard against incursions, which
seems to accord with the term pervasores that the chronicler used to describe the
Cantabrians.”

Among the campaigns of the first years of his reign, John of Biclaro informs
us that Leovigild entered Orospeda in 577, occupied fortresses and cities and
made the region his. Likewise he adds that a lictle later there was a revolt of
peasants (rustici rebelantes), who were punished by the Goths. By this means
the Goths came to dominate Orospeda. The conquest of this region, situated
in the eastern part of Buaetica,®® seems to have been accomplished in two
phases: in the first the Goths conquered the towns and fortresses, subjecting
dominant social groups; buct later, in the second phase, the peasant revolt took
place and was suppressed. It is possible that the wars of the Visigoths against
local lords temporarily facilitated peasant emancipation. Something similar
must have happened when in 572 Leovigild stifled the rebellion of Cérdoba,
since once quelled, more towns and fortresses in its surroundings also saw

57 The location of Sabaria and the Aragenses mountains is in Campos (1960), pp. 118, 123.
58 Barbero and Vigil (1974), pp. 13-50.
59 Barbero and Vigil (1974), pp. 54—67, 74-80. 60 Campos (1960), p. 126.



186 A. BARBERO AND M. I. LORING

themselves obliged to put a multitude of rustici to death in order to make their
dominance effective.

The evidence from John of Biclaro seems to suggest that up to this point
the military campaigns of Leovigild were not so much expansionist, as a drive
to re-establish the unity of the kingdom in the face of the Byzantines and
Sueves, as well as the local lords who had escaped Visigothic control by tak-
ing advantage of the struggles of the previous years. This holds true for the
senators of Cérdoba (dominium revocat), for the inhabitants of Sabaria (redigit
dicionem), for the mountains of Aragenses (redigit potestatem), and even in
the case of the Cantabrian pervasores (revocat dicionem), since all these phrases
in the Chronicle seem to refer to a restoration of Visigothic authority, rather
than an incorporation ex novo. The only exception is the case of the region
of Orospeda, which after the submission of its towns and fortresses Leovigild
was said to have made suam provinciam.®* This notion is iterated by Biclaro
himself, who tells us that in 578 the monarch, once the tyrants were eliminated
and the invaders defeated, halted to share his rest with the ‘plebe’ and founded
Celtiberia, a town, to which he gave the name of his son and which was known
as Recopolis.

THE REBELLION OF HERMENIGILD

The restoration programme was however threatened by new problems, which
broke out the following year in Baetica and led to civil war between the king and
his son, Hermenigild. In 573 Leovigild had made Hermenigild and Reccared,
his sons of his first marriage, consorzes regni. With them in line to the throne, he
was following the example of his brother Liuva and preparing the future succes-
sion. According to John of Biclaro, in 579, Hermenigild was put in charge of a
province, no doubt Baetica, in the capacity of king regent (ad regnandum). The
same year he married Ingund, a Merovingian princess, who was the daughter
of Sigibert of Metz and Brunehild, the latter being the daughter of Athanagild
and Gosuintha. Leovigild’s grant of royal powers to his son responded as much
to the need to control, from close proximity, a region that from 550 had been
rocked by continual revolts, as to the pressure of Athanagild’s powerful clien-
tage, interested in the proximity of a prince linked by marriage ties to their
old master. In the event, if the objective was to strengthen the kingdom, this
measure had precisely the opposite effect. Within a short time, the son rebelled
against the father and, incited by a faction of the queen Gosuintha (factione
Gosuinthae), seized power in Seville, including in his rebellion numerous towns

6 John of Biclaro s.a. 572, 573, 5745 575, 577. We exclude the case of Vasconia, the domination of which
came after the outbreak of the revolt of Hermenigild in 579.



The formation of the Sueve and Visigothic kingdoms in Spain 187

and fortresses. Gregory of Tours completes the picture, adding that Hermeni-
gild, inspired by Ingund, abandoned Arianism, taking the name John, and
that he sought the help of the Byzantines. The rebellion did not take long to
spread, and reached the city of Mérida in Lusitania.

Leovigild did not embark on a military counter-offensive immediately, but
for more than two years looked for other remedies, which would allow him
to put a peaceful end to the conflict. In 580 he convened a synod of the
Arian church in Toledo, where measures were taken to ease the conversion of
Catholics, which apparently had certain results. In 581 the campaign against the
Basques took place. This coincided with another campaign by the Merovingian
king Chilperic of Soissons, with whom Leovigild maintained a close alliance at
this time. This had as its objective the neutralisation of possible intervention by
the kings of Orléans and Metz, the latter being the brother of Ingund. Finally,
in $82, having bought the neutrality of the Byzantines, Leovigild advanced
against his son Hermenigild. First he took the city of Mérida in 582, a victory
which was commemorated by the minting of coin, and later in 583 he headed
for Seville, which was subdued after a prolonged siege. The Sueve king Miro
participated and was killed, although it is not easy to determine whose side
he was on, whether Leovigild’s as John of Biclaro maintains, or Hermenigild’s
as Gregory of Tours affirms, adding that Leovigild later overcame Miro and
forced him to join his camp, imposing on him an oath of fealty. After taking
the city in 583, Hermenigild fled, but was eventually captured and executed
in Tarragona in 585, while Ingund and their son, Athanagild, remained in the
hands of the Byzantines and set off for the East. Ingund died on the voyage
and the trail of Athanagild is lost in Constantinople.®

The rebellion and death of Hermenigild have been the subject of debate
from the time that the events took place until today. For some, like Gregory of
Tours and Pope Gregory the Great, the war had a powerful religious motivation
and the death of Hermenigild was a sort of martyrdom. On the other hand,
Hispanic historians, like John of Biclaro and Isidore of Seville, describe the
rebellion as ‘tyranny’, an illegitimate usurpation of power by force. Today it
is believed that distinct factors contributed to the rebellion of Hermenigild
and its momentary success, among which it is necessary to emphasise internal
dissension, represented by the factione Gosuinthae reginae, leader of the house of
Athanagild; the hostility of Baetica and its great cities to Visigothic dominion;
and Byzantine help. To these must be added the religious factor, which, without
being as defining as Gregory of Tours pretends, undoubtedly served to lend

2 The revolt and putting down of Hermenigild were regarded as momentous events in several sources.
Here we have largely followed: John of Biclaro s.a. s80-s; Gregory, Hist. v.38.243—4, v1.18.287-8,
VI.40.310—12; V1.43.314—16, VII1.18.384; Isidore, Historia Gothorum, 49.



188 A. BARBERO AND M. I. LORING

ideological cohesion to the participants in the revolt. We can also state that the
end of the civil war marked the end of the traditional revolts of the Baetican
cities and signals the beginning of the full integration of its leading groups. It
put an end to the centrifugal tendencies of the Baetican senators and halted a
process which could have led to a multiplication of Gothic kingdoms, as had
happened in Merovingian Gaul.

ANNEXATION OF THE SUEVE KINGDOM

An indirect consequence of Hermenigild’s usurpation was the annexation of
the Sueve kingdom, without doubt the most significant event from the point
of view of territorial expansion in the Visigothic kingdom of Toledo. The
history of the Sueve kingdom is unknown for the period that runs from the
end of the Chronicon of Hydatius, in 469, to the first information provided
by Isidore in the Historia Suevorum, concerning the reign of Theodemir (561—
570). In the second half of the sixth century, the Sueve kingdom, before its
incorporation into the Visigothic kingdom, seems to have been a relatively
stable monarchy, whose territorial borders continued to be circumscribed by the
old Roman province of Gallaecia and the north of Lusitania, as outlined in the
previous section. In the field of religion, it was immersed in profound change,
which caused the conversion of the Sueves to Catholicism and abandonment of
Arianism during the reign of Theodemir.®* This conversion reflects the internal
cohesion of the kingdom, since with it a duality of fides was ended, making way
for the integration of its Sueve and Roman leading minorities. At the beginning
of his reign, according to John of Biclaro, Miro, who succeeded Theodemir
in 570, undertook a campaign against the ‘Runcones’ or ‘Roccones’, a semi-
independent and litdle-known people, who it is assumed were established in
the south-east of the Sueve kingdom. This seems to indicate a certain bid
for territorial expansion. However a few years later Miro, as we saw, suffered
hostilities from Leovigild and was obliged in 576 to agree to a peace favourable
to the interests of the Visigoths, that perhaps included military obligations.
Hence Miro’s presence along with his troops in Seville in aid of Leovigild,
as John of Biclaro states, although as already pointed out Gregory of Tours
offers a different version of events. Miro died in Baetica during the siege of
Seville, and with his death a feud began for the succession, which facilitated
the annexation of the Sueve kingdom by the Visigothic monarchy.

The roots of this feud over the succession were the result of the existence
of opposed positions over the future of foreign policy towards the Visigothic
kingdom. Gregory of Tours states that Leovigild imposed an oath of loyalty

6 Establishing the specific conditions in which the conversion happened, Thompson (1980), pp. 77-92.
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on Miro and that his successor, Eboric, did not come into the possession of
his kingdom until after he had tendered his oath of loyalty to Leovigild in his
turn.® This information indicates a personal dependence of the Sueve kings in
their relations with Leovigild. One arrives at the same conclusion if one accepts
the version of Biclaro, in which case the military aid lent by Miro points to
a similar dependence, although it must have been imposed some time eatlier.
Perhaps the Sueve kingdom never escaped from a form of effective protection
imposed by the Visigothic king Euric in the time of the king Remismund,
whose logical conclusion was this process of annexation under Leovigild.

At first Miro’s successor was his son Eboric, but Eboric was soon deposed by
his brother-in-law Audeca and imprisoned in a monastery with the object of
definitively displacing him from the throne. The event served to give Leovigild,
in his capacity as patron of the deposed king, an excuse to attack the Sueve
kingdom in $85 and depose Audeca. Although the Visigothic king did not
reinstate Eboric, according to John of Biclaro, he appropriated his treasure and
submitted the ‘people’ and the patria of the Sueves to his power, transforming
it into a province of the Visigothic kingdom. Still the Visigothic king had to
defeat a certain Malaric who tried to ascend to the throne, before definitively
annexing the Sueve kingdom.

During the reign of Leovigild, relations with the various Frankish kingdoms
were assiduously maintained, though they were sometimes put under pressure
largely because these kingdoms found themselves in conflict with one other.
The Visigothic king sought, as his ancestors had done, to make closer links
through matrimonial alliances. In this context, the marriage of Hermenigild to
Ingund, which meant a rapprochement with the kingdom of Metz, has already
been discussed. Afterwards a project existed, ultimately frustrated, to unite
Reccared and another Merovingian princess, Rigunth, daughter of Chilperic
of Soissons. The proposed match was negotiated through various embassies,
as related in detail by Gregory of Tours.® Once again, the goal was to neu-
tralise Guntramn of Orléans, who, owing to the proximity of his kingdom,
represented a constant threat to Narbonensis, and also to avoid the possible
intervention of Ingund’s brother, the king of Metz, on behalf of Hermeni-
gild.“ However, at the end of 584 the assassination of Chilperic of Soissons, as
his daughter was on her way to Hispania, prevented the wedding, and Rigunth
was despoiled of her dowry and imprisoned at Toulouse.

64 Gregory, Hist. V1.43.314-16. 65 Gregory, Hist. v1.18.287—8, V1.40.310-12, VI.45.317-19.

66 Tt has been suggested that perhaps this matrimonial project was the spark for the revolt of Hermenig-
ild, since Chilperic was responsible for the assassination of the Visigothic princess Galsuintha, sister
of Brunehild, mother of Ingund and daughter of the king Athanagild and Gosuintha, the latter
being the wife of Leovigild, cf. Isla Frez (1990), pp. 24-s.
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In the following year, §85, Guntramn of Burgundy invaded Narbonensis.
This attack occurred while the Visigothic king was fighting against the Sueves
in Gallaecia and it probably answered two objectives: to increase Guntramn’s
territories at the expense of Narbonensis and at the same time to hamper the
action of Leovigild against the Sueve kingdom. We learn from Gregory of Tours
that beforehand the courts of Soissons and Toledo had exchanged embassies, as
Braga and Orléans had also done.®” Leovigild entrusted the mission of driving
back the Frankish troops to his son Reccared. He was victorious and not only
expelled the Franks from the territory they had invaded, but also occupied
Frankish positions situated beyond the borders of Narbonensis. In spite of the
interest in neutralising possible Frank offensives, via matrimonial alliances, the
Franks did not constitute a serious threat to the Visigoths at this time, largely
because of the internecine conflicts that bedevilled the various Merovingian
kingdoms.

CONSOLIDATION AND THE REORGANISATION OF THE KINGDOM

The work and personality of Leovigild, as a consolidator and reorganiser of
the Visigothic kingdom, and the energy that he displayed in carrying through
his objectives and conquering his enemies, did not go unnoticed by his con-
temporaries. Some years later Isidore of Seville summarised these events as
follows:

He was also pernicious for some of his own, since all those he saw who were very noble
and powerful, he had beheaded, or sent them proscribed into exile. He also enriched
the treasury, and the exchequer grew with spoils from the citizens and the pillaging of
his enemies. He founded likewise, a city in Celtiberia which he named Recopolis, after
his son. Besides, in legislative matters he corrected all that which seemed to have been
left confused by the establishment of Euric, adding many laws, omitting and removing
many superfluous ones.

Isidore also says that: ‘He was the first who met his people enthroned, covered
in regal clothing; since before him, the dress and seating were communal for
the people and the kings.”®

67 Gregory, Hist. v.41.248, VIIL35.404. Gregory also tells of how Leovigild had plundered Frankish
trading boats sailing from Gaul to Galicia.

%8 TIsidore, Historia Gothorum st: ‘Extitit autem quibusdam suorum perniciosum, nam quoscumque
nobilissimos ac potentissimos uidit aut capite truncauit aut prescriptos in exilium egit. Fiscum
quoque primus iste locupletauit primusque aerarium de rapinis ciuium hostiumque manubiis auxit.
Condidit etiam ciuitatem in Celtiberia, quam ex nomine fili sui Recopolim nominauit. In legibus
quoque ea quae Eurico incondite constituta uidebantur correxit, plurimas leges praetermissas adiciens
plerasque superfluas auferens . . . primusque inter suos regali ueste opertus solio resedit, nam ante
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Isidore’s words reflect how the Visigothic state was constituted and what
Leovigild did in order to strengthen it. The monarch, who was at the peak of
the state, was in principle but one more amongst the most powerful nobles,
with both clientages and vast patrimonies in lands and precious metals. Thus,
as had frequently happened since the time of Amalaric, whichever of the nobles
had the power to challenge the position of the king, and become a pretender and
competitor, tended to do so. As a result, Leovigild was not only confronted by
enemies outside the kingdom and war against more or less independent penin-
sula peoples, but, according to Isidore’s testimony, he also had to eliminate
the most dangerous elements of the nobility, including his own son, whom he
killed or sent into exile and whose goods he confiscated. With these confis-
cations he enriched the treasury that was also fed by means of harsh tributes
described as ‘spoils from the citizens’. These measures made it possible to mint
good quality gold coin again in the form of #rientes or tremises (coins worth a
third of a solidus), derived from Roman prototypes. These were issued for the
first time in the name of the Visigothic monarch, and in this way the previous
practice of reproducing the effigy of the emperors was abandoned. It was a
bold and politically important initiative, for with it Leovigild gave to under-
stand that the last links that united the Visigothic monarchy with the Roman
Empire had been broken. The foundation of Recopolis was the first instance of
a barbarian king founding a city, and in doing so Leovigild placed himself on
the same level as the emperors who continued to be his institutional models, as
is clear from the foundation of the city and the Greek suffix ‘polis’ chosen for
its name. The prestige with which Leovigild wanted to endow the monarchy
was also projected on the interior of the kingdom and new visible symbols,
such as the throne and royal dress, came to indicate clearly the supremacy of
the king over the other nobles.

Isidore also attests to Leovigild’s role as legislator, describing how he com-
pleted the work of Euric by including a law permitting the intermarriage of
Goth and Roman despite the Roman stipulations forbidding unions between
Romans and barbarians.® This law gave legal status to something which had
been happening in practice for a long time and which must have been fre-
quent, although we may only be aware of intermarriage between people of
high status, like the Ostrogoth Theudis and the rich landowner he married.
Religious unification was another important step in this process of Romano-
Gothic identity, therefore it is not surprising that it was a priority in Leovigild’s
policy. However his aspiration to realise unity by having everyone accept the

eum et habitus et consessus communis ut gentii, ita et regibus erat’; ed. Rodriguez Alonso (1975),

pp- 258-9.
% LVuLLL



192 A. BARBERO AND M. I. LORING

Arian creed warranted serious criticism by Isidore, who accused him of insti-
gating persecution and exiling many of the Catholic clergy, and suppressing the
rents and privileges of the church. Catholic clerics of Gothic origin were also
among the exiles, like the chronicler John of Biclaro and the bishop Masona of
Mérida. Without doubt, Isidore was exaggerating here, and now the tendency
is to down-play the extent of this persecution.

Religious differences inside one state always constituted a serious political
problem for governments of the day. The Eastern Roman Empire was subject
to numerous conflicts because of religious polemics, and the emperors tried to
maintain unity, unsuccessfully trying to conciliate the antagonistic positions.”®
On the other hand, the barbarian kingdoms, with the exception of the Franks,
also found themselves the subject of tensions as a result of the Arianism of some
of their peoples, which was opposed by the Nicene Christianity of the majority
of the population. The other barbarian kingdom of the peninsula which had
had the same problems, that of the Sueves, had achieved unity in the period
immediately preceding Leovigild’s assumption of the throne, by abandoning
Arianism and adopting the Nicene creed. In his search for religious unity,
the Visigothic king tried to attract the Catholic clergy towards Arianism. The
most significant step was taken in 580, once the revolt of Hermenigild had
erupted, when Leovigild convened an Arian synod in Toledo. At this synod,
according to John of Biclaro, measures were taken in order to facilitate the
conversion of Catholics to Arianism, it being specified that it was not necessary
to be baptised again, but that a simple laying on of hands and recitation of
a formula of the faith, gloria patri per filium in spiritu sancto, was enough.
Toning down some of the old differences between the creeds on the persons of
the Trinity, it was a formula for consent. Isidore states that there were numerous
conversions to Arianism and alludes to the material advantages gained by the
converted, amongst whom he mentions the bishop of Saragossa, Vincent. All
in all, this concession made by the Toledan synod and others proposed by the
king, and referred to by Gregory of Tours, such as allowing the cult of relics
of martyrs in non-Arian churches,”” were not enough for the drive towards
religious unification to succeed. The desired union was not carried into effect
until the reign of his son and successor Reccared, already under the sway of a
different tendency. The triumph of Catholicism under Reccared would herald
the beginning of a new stage in the history of the Visigothic kingdom.

79 See Louth, chapters 4 above and 11 below. 7' Gregory, Hist. v1.18.287-8.



CHAPTER 8

MEROVINGIAN GAUL AND THE
FRANKISH CONQUESTS

Raymond Van Dam

The later Roman Empire provided little indication that the future of early
medieval Europe lay with the Franks. From the later third century, Germans
whom the literary sources called Franks had joined with other barbarians to
challenge Roman rule in Gaul. These Franks included various peoples that
had previously settled north and east of the lower Rhine. Although hostilities
continued, by the beginning of the fourth century some Franks had been reset-
tled throughout northern Gaul inside the Roman Empire. In particular, by the
middle of the century the Salian Franks had settled in Toxandria, a region south
of the mouths of the Rhine. In return, the Franks provided recruits, and some-
times entire units, that served in the Roman army throughout the Mediter-
ranean world. Franks also began to serve as officers, and like other Germans
some rose to become important generals who influenced imperial politics. The
Frank Bonitus, for instance, had supported the emperor Constantine during
the civil wars at the beginning of the fourth century, while his son Silvanus
learned ‘Roman culture’, accepted Christianity, and served as a general in Gaul.
After being falsely slandered at the court of the emperor Constantius in 35,
Silvanus even established himself briefly as a usurping emperor at Cologne —
the only Frankish emperor before Charlemagne. The Frank Ricimer became
commander-in-chief in the East, and was also a friend of leading aristocrats
throughout the Empire; as commander-in-chief in the Western Empire his
nephew Arbogast continued to campaign against his fellow Franks along the
northern frontier and led the last successful Roman expedition across the Rhine.
Arbogast was such an intimidating figure that he drove the young emperor
Valentinian II to his death and then promoted Eugenius as a rival emperor to
Theodosius, who finally defeated them in 394. Whether as enemies, recruits or
mercenaries, from the beginning the Franks appeared in the Roman Empire
as warriors: ‘even as boys, their love of war was full-grown’.!

! Sidonius, Carminav.249—so. Early Franks: Zsllner (1970), pp. 1—25; Barnes (1994). Franks in Roman
service: Stroheker (1955).
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Military service was not the only connection between Franks and Romans,
however. Since the frontiers of the Roman Empire had always been more zones
of mutual interaction than impermeable linear barricades, the settlement of
the Franks merely extended an ongoing process of barbarianisation into north-
ern and even central Gaul.* Despite the presence of an imperial court at Trier
during most of the fourth century, northern Gaul had been gradually slipping
away from Roman influence. In the early fifth century the Roman admin-
istration finally acknowledged these centrifugal cultural and social forces by
moving south to Arles. Franks took advantage of the anarchy to expand their
ascendancy. Some supported the usurper Jovinus in the Rhineland in 411
others sacked Trier; one obscure Frankish chieftain named Chlogio briefly
seized Cambrai and Arras; and in 451 Franks helped the Roman general Aetius
defeat Attila and his Hunnic confederation.? Without Roman magistrates per-
manently stationed in northern and central Gaul to provide the semblance
of a central authority, Gallic aristocrats and Roman commanders joined bar-
barian chieftains in asserting their own local influence. During the mid-fifth
century Aegidius, a native of Gaul who was also nominally a Roman general,
established a renegade principality centred at Soissons, and even some of the
Franks in northern Gaul accepted him as their own ‘king’; his son Syagrius suc-
ceeded him with the wonderfully hybrid title of *king of the Romans’.# At Trier
Arbogast (probably a descendant of the general Arbogast) ruled as an appar-
ently autonomous ‘count’ during the 470s. Although Arbogast was a Frank, one
bishop nevertheless complimented him for writing a Latin free of ‘barbarisms’,
and another praised him for having accepted Christianity.’ Childeric was
another prominent chieftain, apparently of the Salian Franks, who had perhaps
once been Aegidius’ ally against the Visigoths. Through a combination of brief
alliances and continuous campaigns he gradually expanded his influence as a
watlord in northern Gaul and most likely acquired control over the old Roman
province of Second Belgica. His tomb at Tournai pointedly memorialised the
dual nature of his prominence, since it contained Frankish weapons as well as
Roman coins, the ornaments of a Roman magistrate, and a signet ring depict-
ing him in Roman military attire.® Both ‘Frankified’ Romans and ‘Romanised’
Franks were the products of the cultural, and now political, assimilation in
northern Gaul.

2 Whittaker (1994). 3 Zollner (1970), pp. 25—43.

+ Gregory, Hist 11.12.61—2, 11.27.71; James (1989); Jarnut (1994).

5 Sidonius, Epistolae 1v.17; Auspicius of Toul, Epistolae Austrasicae xxui, pp. 132—7; Heinzelmann
(1982), p. 558.

6 Remigius of Rheims, Epistolae Austrasicae 11, p. 113; Heinzelmann and Poulin (1986), pp. 97-103.
Tomb: James (1988), pp. 58—67.
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Clovis followed the belligerent example of his father Childeric. His imme-
diate neighbours included the Burgundians, who had established themselves
in eastern Gaul, and the Alamans, long settled along the upper Rhine. The
Alamans he finally defeated; but with the Burgundians he forged a connection
by marrying the princess Clothild. He also began to expand his influence into
central Gaul by seizing the ‘Roman kingdom’ of Syagrius. His new neighbours
then were the Visigoths, whom Roman authorities had settled in Aquitaine and
who had gradually expanded their kingdom, in particular during the recent
reign of King Euric. Initially the Visigoths and the related Ostrogoths in Italy
seem to have tried to recruit Clovis into their sphere of political influence; one
of his sisters married the Ostrogothic king Theoderic, and another converted
to the Arianism of the Goths. But Clovis himself kept his distance from the
Visigoths, sometimes fighting, sometimes negotiating, until in 507 he finally
defeated them at Vouillé, near Poitiers.” While a detachment of Franks and
Burgundians besieged Narbonne and Arles, Clovis advanced into southern
Gaul, where he spent the winter at Bordeaux, seized the Visigoths™ treasure
in their former capital of Toulouse, and captured Angouléme. In the military
zones of northern Gaul his father Childeric had assumed some of the trappings
of a Roman general and the duties of an imperial magistrate. After visiting the
more deeply Romanised society of southern Gaul, Clovis returned to Tours
in 508, where he not only accepted the codicils of an honorary consulate (and
perhaps the title of patrician) from the Byzantine emperor Anastasius, but
also donned a purple tunic, a mantle and a crown before processing like an
emperor.® Then he established his residence at Paris, on the boundary between
the Frankish settlements in the north and his newly acquired Roman regions
in central Gaul.

Clovis was furthermore consolidating his control over the Franks in typically
bloody fashion. Ragnachar, a relative and a king himself ac Cambrai, had
helped him in his campaign against Syagrius; Clovis later repaid the favour
by murdering him and his two brothers. Chararic was another Frankish king

~

Gerberding (1987), p. 41, now suggests Voulon as the site. Despite the attempt by Gregory, Hist. 11.35,
37. 84-8, to interpret this battle in terms of a conflict between Catholic Franks and Arian Visigoths,
its causes remain obscure: see Cassiodorus, Variae 111.1—4. 12-13. For Theoderic’s attempt to mediate,
Avitus of Vienne, Epistolae x1v1, pp. 756, for a hint of Arian influence on Clovis; Epistola ad
episcopos, MGH Cap. 1, pp. 1—2 for Clovis’ instructions to his army. Visigoths and church: Wolfram
(1988), pp. 197—202. Franks and Theoderic: Moorhead (1992), pp. s1—4, 175-94. Chronology and
politics: Wood (1985), (1994), pp. 41—9; Daly (1994); Spencer (1994). For relations between Franks
and Visigoths in general, see Barbero and Loring, chapter 7 above.

©

In his text Gregory claimed that Clovis was thereafter addressed ‘as if consul or Augustus’, but his
heading to Hist. 11.38 described Clovis as a patrician: see McCormick (1989). Campaigns in Provence:
Klingshirn (1994), pp. 106-12.
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who had remained neutral during the war between Clovis and Syagrius, and
although Clovis first forced him and his son to become clerics, he eventually
murdered them too. Sigibert, another relative and king of the Rhineland Franks
at Cologne, helped Clovis against the Alamans, and his son Chloderic helped
Clovis against the Visigoths. Clovis later encouraged Chloderic to kill his father,
and then avenged Sigibert by having his son murdered. By eliminating his rivals
Clovis was able to establish what would be known as the Merovingian dynasty
of Frankish kings, and upon his death in 511 only his own sons were left as his
heirs.” Their inheritance was by now a large kingdom, because by defeating or
dominating neighbouring barbarian kingdoms their father had extended his
influence throughout much of Gaul. But despite Clovis’ efforts to eliminate
any relatives who might become rivals, his sons and grandsons continued the
family squabbling by feuding among themselves. When Bishop Gregory of
Tours began to write his Histories towards the end of the sixth century, he
noted that Cain had been the first to kill his brother."® The early Merovingian
kings made sure that he was not the last.

THE MAKING OF THE FRANKISH KINGDOMS

Gregory’s extensive writings are by far the most important sources of informa-
tion about the early Frankish kingdoms, and his Histories in particular provides
the fundamental narrative tying together the evidence of letters, poems, chron-
icles, saints’ lives, miracle stories, ecclesiastical canons, law-codes, inscriptions,
coins and archacology. Subsequent sections in this chapter acknowledge the
importance of his writings in their discussions of the formation of Frank-
ish kingdoms, the working of kingship, the roles of aristocrats and bishops,
and the limits of Merovingian rule. Gregory himself, however, was primar-
ily interested in the expansion and success of Christianity in Gaul, and he
hence concluded the first book of his Histories with the death in 397 of Bishop
Martin, the patron saint of his own see who he thought had been responsible
for the spread of Christianity into central Gaul. But because Clovis’ bap-
tism had seemingly transformed him too into another champion of Catholic
Christianity, Gregory concluded the second book with the king’s death. Despite
Clovis’ undeniable ruthlessness, Gregory nevertheless presented him as an Old
Testament king who ‘walked before God with an upright heart and did what

9 Although there were still other ‘relatives’: see Gregory, Hist. 111.13-14. 10912, IIL.I6. 11617, II1.23.
122-3; Vita Patrum 1.2, pp. 262—3. Later traditions described Merovech, the dynasty’s eponymous
ancestor, as a relative of Chlogio and father of Childeric: see Gregory, Hisz. 11.9.52—8 and, for other
legends, Fredegar, Chron. 11.9.95; Liber Historiae Francorum c.s, pp. 245—6.

' Gregory, Hist. 1.2.6. Germanus of Paris, Epistolae Austrasiacae 1X, pp. 122—4, cited the same example
as a warning to queen Brunehild.
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was pleasing in His eyes’.™ This image of the Christian king loomed over
Gregory’s evaluations of the reigns of Clovis’ sons and grandsons; few lived up to
expectations.

Theuderic, Clovis’ oldest son by a mistress, had already shared in his father’s
campaigns and also already had a son of his own; yet because there was appar-
ently no expectation of primogeniture and there were few precedents for suc-
cession, he ended up sharing Clovis’ kingdom with three young half-brothers.
By ensuring her own sons’ participation, Clothild’s influence was decisive
both in the immediate division of her husband’s legacy and in defining a
pattern for subsequent partitions. Theuderic took Rheims; of Clovis’ three
sons with Clothild, Chlodomer took Orléans, Childebert Paris, and Chlothar
Soissons. Each son therefore received a ‘capital city’ in the heartland of Frankish
interests in north-central Gaul; each also possessed a small kingdom that was
more a collection of cities than a region coherently defined by geography,
ethnography or the boundaries of old Roman provinces.” Theuderic’s king-
dom included cities in north-eastern Gaul, north of the Burgundian kingdom,
and was focussed on the Rhineland. Chlothar’s kingdom extended north of
Soissons towards the mouth of the Rhine and included the region long settled
by the Salian Franks. Childeberts kingdom included cities in north-western
Gaul. Chlodomer’s kingdom in central Gaul was west of the Burgundian king-
dom and stretched through northern Aquitaine to the Atlantic Ocean. Even
without taking into account the scattered enclaves of cities in central and
southern Aquitaine that each king controlled in addition, the establishment
of these small kingdoms reinforced the political fragmentation resulting from
the collapse of Roman administration.

Nor were the boundaries of these kingdoms stable. Warfare was a major
destabilising factor, and if initially the Merovingian kings chose to fight pri-
marily against their immediate barbarian neighbours, intermarriages effectively
turned many of these wars into extended family feuds. Clothild encouraged her
son Chlodomer to kill her cousin Sigismund, a Burgundian king whose father
had killed her father; Godomar, Sigismund’s brother, then killed Chlodomer
in 524. In contrast, since Theuderic had married Sigismund’s daughter, he
declined to assist his half-brothers against Godomar; but because his son
and successor Theudebert did participate in the final campaign, he shared
in the division of the Burgundian kingdom with his uncles in 534. Theudebert
received cities in the northern part of the kingdom, Childebert in the central

" Gregory, Hist. 11.40. Historiographical and hagiographical significance of Gregory’s writings: Wallace-
Hadrill (1962), pp. 49—70; de Nie (1987); Goffart (1988), pp. 112—234; Van Dam (1993); Heinzelmann
(1994).

> Succession: Wood (1977). Details of this and subsequent divisions: Longnon (1878); Ewig (1953),
(1963), pp. 46-53.
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part (including Lyons and Vienne), and Chlothar in the south. Theuderic,
and eventually Chlothar too, had also begun to meddle in the affairs of the
Thuringians, who lived in Germany east of the Rhine, and of those Saxons
who had settled further north along the North Sea. At some point the Saxons
began to pay tribute to Theuderic and his successors, and along with the
Frisians probably helped against raids by Danes. After one battle Chlothar
kidnapped the Thuringian princess Radegund, and Theuderic murdered her
uncle. Although Chlothar eventually married Radegund, when he finally dev-
astated Thuringia for having assisted a rebellion by the Saxons, he nevertheless
killed her brother. So if the acquisition of the Burgundian kingdom extended
Frankish control over most of what remained of old Roman Gaul, its parti-
tion led to a realignment of the existing Frankish kingdoms; and the campaigns
against the Thuringians and the Saxons set a precedent for subsequent Frankish
expansion north and east into Germany.”

Because of the rather haphazard expansion of their original kingdoms and
their scattered interests in Aquitaine, almost all of the Merovingian kings even-
tually became neighbours of the Visigoths in Spain and southern Gaul, or of
the Ostrogoths in Italy and south-eastern Gaul. With the Goths, the Franks
combined occasional invasions with diplomacy. Immediately after their suc-
cession the four kings had agreed to the marriage of a sister with the Visigothic
king Amalaric, but that did not prevent Childebert from eventually attack-
ing his new brother-in-law. Theuderic and Chlothar sent their sons to seize
Visigothic possessions in southern Gaul, and about a decade later, in 541,
Childebert and Chlothar invaded Spain and besieged Saragossa; after their
failure, the Franks were not to invade Spain again for almost a century. All the
Merovingian kings had meanwhile threatened king Theodahad of the Ostro-
goths for having allowed the murder of Clovis niece, the daughter of the great
Ostrogothic king, Theoderic. Once the emperor Justinian sent his Byzantine
armies to reconquer Italy, the Ostrogoths negotiated for Frankish support dur-
ing the winter of 536—537 and agreed to cede control over Provence and the
region around the upper Rhine settled by the Alamans. Theudebert neverthe-
less eventually led an expedition into northern Italy in 539 and fought against
both Ostrogoths and Byzantines; after another invasion a few years later he
collected tribute from some of the Alpine regions in north-western Italy; and
he was meanwhile extorting subsidies from the Byzantines." At some time the

B Burgundy: Marius of Avenches, Chron. s.a. 534, p. 235. Saxony: Gregory, Hist. IV.10.141. IV.14.145~7;
Fredegar, Chron. 1v.74.158; for the possibility of Frankish claims on southern England, see Wood
(1983).

4 The accounts of Byzantine campaigns against the Ostrogoths by the Greek historians Procopius
and Agathias are important sources for Frankish involvement in Italy, often more informative than
Gregory’s sporadic comments in his Histories; Cameron (1968), (1985), pp. 210-13.
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Franks also came to dominate the Bavarians north of the Alps.” So in the pro-
cess of gradually consolidating the most geographically coherent kingdom in
north-eastern Gaul, Theudebert also expanded his interests into northern Italy
and across the Rhine; Chlothar had wider interests in Saxony and Th